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Foreword 

One of the major functions of the German Historical Institute 
London is to encourage co-operation between historians of 
Germany and England. One of the ways in which, since its 
establishment, the Institute has promoted scholarly dialogue 
is by organizing international conferences. In the past, they 
have covered topics ranging from the Reformation period to 
immediate post-war history. 'The Transformation of Political 
Culture in Late Eighteenth-Century England and Germany' 
was the subject of a conference which was held at the Werner-
Reimers-Stiftung in Bad Homburg in December 1986. The 
essays collected in the present volume are revised and 
extended versions of the papers given at this conference. The 
conference itself was a product of the lnstitute's policy of 
devoting more attention to the period before 1800. 

The present volume is based on two general considerations. 
First, we were concerned to bring together the histori-
ographical traditions of Germany and England. lt seems that 
historians working on English history of the second half of the 
eighteenth century and those specializing in German history 
of the same period know relatively little of each other's work. 
This is a highly unsatisfactory situation, which needs to be 
rectified, for it is clear that each side can learn a great deal 
from the other's work and its epistemological, methodological, 
and theoretical horizons. 

Secondly, this volume reflects a growing interest in the 
eighteenth century, and especially in English history of this 
period. Historical controversy is no longer limited to the 
'revolutionary' seventeenth century; it has spread in equal 
measure to the Hanoverian period. At present, one of the 
main issues in this debate is whether, as has recently been 
suggested, England should be described as an ancien régime, 
that is, whether its political and social structures did in fact 
resemble those of contemporary states on the Continent. 
Ultimately, questions such as this can only be answered by 
using a comparative approach. Studying the political culture 
of England and Germany can contribute to this undertaking 



vi ADOLF M. BIRKE 

and encourage a healthy scepticism about sweeping general-
izations. 

The German Historical Institute London owes thanks to 
many individuals and institutions. The hospitality of the 
Werner-Reimers-Stiftung, and in particular, the friendly 
reception of Mr Konrad von Krosigk and Mrs Gertrude 
Soentgen, is remembered by all who participated in the 
conference. lt contributed greatly to creating a stimulating 
atmosphere during our stay in Bad Homburg. A number of 
people gave expert advice during the planning phase of this 
conference. We should like to mention especially Joanna 
lnnes and Professor H. T. Dickinson. During the conference, 
Professor John Brewer, Professor Hermann Wellenreuther, Dr 
Jonathan Knudsen, Professor W. R. Ward, Professor Peter 
Wende, and Professor Hans-Christoph Schroeder chaired the 
discussions with great discretion. Jill Williams and Susanne 
Bluhm typed the contributions to this volume with much care. 
The difficult task of translating the German essays into 
English was undertaken by Dr Angela Davies, Stuart 
McKinnon-Evans, Dr Chris Turner, Dr John R. Williams, 
and Niall Bond. In addition, Angela Davies helped in editing 
the volume. Joanna lnnes read the whole manuscript and 
made invaluable suggestions for improvement. The main 
credit, however, for conceiving and organizing the conference, 
as well as for editing the present volume, must go to Dr 
Eckhart Hellmuth, and I should like to take this opportunity 
to express my thanks to him. 

ADOLF M. BIRKE 
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I 

Towards a Comparative Study of 
Political Culture 

The Gases of Late Eighteenth-Century 
England and Germany 

ECKHART HELLMUTH 

In the last four decades of the eighteenth century, political 
culture in Germany and England developed in comparable 
ways. At first glance, this statement may seem surprising. 
After all, the two countries had fundamentally different 
political systems and constitutions. If we take the Holy 
Roman Empire as the unit of comparison, Germany's lack of 
'modernity' in terms of state development at the end of the 
eighteenth century is striking. While England was a largely 
centralized and homogeneous national state, the Holy Roman 
Empire, which Samuel Pufendorf had described as a monster 
('monstro simile'), lacked the main elements of statehood such 
as a standing army and a permanent fiscal system. If we take 
only the larger territories within the Holy Roman Empire as 
the unit of comparison, we are struck by the differences that 
existed in state power structures: between on the one hand, 
England, a constitutional monarchy, where a parliamentary 
oligarchy was involved in essential aspects of policy-making, 
and on the other, German principalities, in which the political 
will of the sovereign dominated, and was only in some cases 
limited by relics of the Estates' participation. At the level of 
high politics and political macrostructures there is, indeed, 
little that makes a comparative approach seem useful. But if 

Translated by Angela Davies, who has not only done some of the translations in this 
volume, but also invaluable editorial work, for which I am most grateful. I would like 
to thank Joanna Innes, Ronald Asch, and Hans-Christoph Schröder for reading 
eariicr drafts of this introduction. A number of problcms I discussed with Günter 
Birtsch, John Brcwcr, and Harry T. Dickinson, whosc advicc I much appreciatcd. 
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we look beyond that level, the situation changes. During the 
last four decades of the eighteenth century, we can discern 
developments that take a parallel course in the two countries. 

In England the 1 760s were a caesura, 1 making a change in 
the political climate. The accession to the throne of George III 
and the resulting fragmentation of the established two-party 
system made traditional ideological patterns obsolete and 
stimulated debate within the parliamentary oligarchy. At the 
same time, the monopoly of politics exercised by the old 
parliamentary élites was threatened by extra-parliamentary 
organizations, radical ideas, and sophisticated methods of 
mobilizing public opinion. This was the beginning of a process 
of politicization that, stimulated above all by the contemporary 
press and journalism, continued throughout the last decades 
of the century. More and more members· of the middling 
classes were drawn into popular politics. Clubs and societies 
were crucial to this process, providing its institutional setting. 
Political theory and language diversified and became increas-
ingly controversial. Part of the contemporary political dis-
course has recently been described as giving rise to a 
'surprisingly unsettled state of opinion' marked by 'confusion, 
uncertainty and disagreement'. 2 This development culminated 
in the political and social upheavals of the French Revolution. 
The period from the 1760s to the 1790s, however, witnessed 
not only the rise of the reform movement and radicalism, but 
also the emergence of loyalism as a political movement. 

Developments in Germany after the Seven Years War 
reveal similar features. Certain strata of German society 
became receptive to the idea of civic activities undertaken for 

1 Today, scholars no longcr cmphasizc this cacsura as much as they did even a few 
years ago. The work of, among others, Nicholas Rogers and Linda Colley, who in 
different ways have made us aware of the phenomenon of popular opposition under 
the first two Georges, has contributed to revising notions of the comparativcly 
peaceful political scene of the pre- 1 760s. Sec N. Rogers, 'Aristocratic Clientage, 
Trade and Independency: Popular Politics in Pre-Radical Westminster', Past & 
Present, 6I ( 1973), 70--I06; id., 'Popular Protest in Early Hanoverian London', Pas/ & 
Present, 79 (1978), 70--100; id., 'The Urban Opposition to Whig Oligarchy', in M. and 
J. Jacobs (eds.), The Origins of Anglo-American Radicalism (London, 1984), 132-48; L. 
Colley, 'English Radicalism before Wilkes', Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 
5th scr. 31 (1981), 1-19; ead., In Defiance of Oligarchy: The Tory Party 1714-1760 
(Cambridge, 1982). 

2 J. A. W. Gunn, Beyond Liberty and Property (Montreal, 1983), 189. 
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the common good, displayed a new sensitivity to contemporary 
political and social conditions and their shortcomings, and 
were more prepared to voice criticism. This process is 
reflected above all in the rapid growth ofjournalism andin the 
emergence of enlightened associations in which the educated 
strata of society sought to affirm not only a cultural, but 
increasingly also a political identity. This movement consisted 
mainly of the middle-class intelligentsia, whose members were 
often public officials. Remarkable transformations took place 
in the contemporary stock of values and ideas. lt is generally 
accepted that the process by which some sections of the 
enlightened German intelligentsia became receptive to 'liberal' 
values began in the 1 770s. And the 'modern' conceptual 
language of politics was to a large extent shaped during the 
second half of the eighteenth century, which also witnessed 
the emergence of new political theories and the revision of 
existing ones (for example, in the area of natural law). Thus 
even before the French Revolution, political opinions and 
movements had begun to be more finely differentiated, while 
the French Revolution itself, of course, hastened the process. 

This volume attempts to contrast these spurts in develop-
ment which the political cultures of England and Germany 
experienced during the later eighteenth century. Ultimately, 
the subject is a comparative one. The volume thus ventures 
into a field in which, at present, historians are generally not 
very active. The comparative investigation ofwider historical 
processes is currently largely left to social scientists from 
various disciplines. Fifty years ago comparative studies in 
Germany at least were greatly stimulated by the work of 
historians such as Otto Hintze; today this field is represented 
by North American sociologists and political scientists such as 
Reinhard Bendix, Shmuel Noah Eisenstadt, Barrington 
Moore, and Theda Skocpol. When Charles Tilly recently 
surveyed the state of comparative studies, he felt compelled to 
make the following appeal: 

I have a message for historians. They have great advantages in the 
building of effective comparisons. They should not abandon those 
advantages to political scientists, sociologists, and other social 
scientists. If the evils they reject are the search for universal 
historical laws and the forcing ofhistorical experience into ahistorical 
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categories, the remedy to the evils is not the abandonment of 
deliberate comparison, but its rooting in genuine historical structures 
and processes. 

Despite these encouraging words, historians have been 
loath to adopt a transnational, comparative approach to wider 
historical processes. This is not the result of mere laziness. lt 
is, rather, the almost inevitable result of increasing profession-
alization and specialization, which mean that an individual 
can only rarely work authoritatively on the history of more 
than one nation. Naturally, there are exceptions, in the field of 
eighteenth-century history as in others.4 But the fundamental 
problem remains: complex comparative subjects often place 
excessive demands on the abilities of individuals. The present 
volume tries to get around this dilemma by assembling 
contributions from specialists with expertise in the field of 
political culture in Germany or in England in the later 
eighteenth century. Naturally, this remains a highly fragment-
ary undertaking and relies heavily upon readers using their 
imagination to recognize common themes, similarities, and 
differences in the historical developments of the two countries 
discussed. But perhaps the disadvantages of this sort of 
'patchwork' approach to comparative studies are outweighed 
by the advantages of greater openness and of making us wary 
of accepting insufficiently considered assumptions. 

After all, there is no lack of assumptions of a comparative 
nature. Often they are implicit rather than explicit. Often the 
differences in the historical developments of various nations 
are merely hinted at or conveyed by suggestion. Perhaps the 
most prominent example of this type of comparative work, in 
which the terms of reference used in the comparison are not 
expressly stated or defined, is the hypothesis of the German 
Sonderweg. Seeking reasons for the German catastrophe, 
historians began (and still begin) by assuming that Germany's 
path to modernity was characterized by extreme asymmetries 
in the processes of economic and political modernization, and 
that it deviated markedly from western European. patterns. 

:• C. Tilly, Big Structures, /..arge Processes, Huge Comparisons (New York, 1984), 85. 
4 Sec c.g. M. Racff, The Well-Ordered PoliceState (Yalc, 1983), and C. B. A. Bchrcns, 

Society, Government and the Enlightenment: The Experiences of Eighteenth-Century France and 
Prussia (London, 1985). 



A Comparative Study of Political Culture 5 

England in particular was ( and still is) regarded as the 
'norm', as an example of continuous development, largely 
uninterrupted by conflicts, towards 'modern' participatory 
democracy and industrial society. English history became, so 
to speak, the yardstick. However, it has become apparent that 
the image of England on which this interpretation is based-
where it is articulated at all-is to a large extent illusory. This, 
at least, is the impression conveyed by Geoff Eley and David 
Blackbourn's book testing this theory as it applied to the late 
nineteenth century.5 And Rudolf Muhs's valuable comparison 
of the development of liberalism in Germany and England 
between 1830 and 1870 similarly reveals to what extent 
German historians have been influenced by a cliche-ridden 
and distorted image of England, which they have used as a 
heuristic tool for the analysis of their own national his-
tory. 6 

German historiography of the eighteenth century has built 
upon similar assumptions. The Sonderweg hypothesis has left 
its mark most clearly in the notion that the German 
Enlightenment was apolitical and authoritarian in nature. lt 
has often been remarked that the German Enlightenment 
followed fundamentally different paths from its western 
European counterparts. 'A broad contrast must be drawn', 
writes Klaus Epstein, for example, 'between the German 
Aufklärung ... and the Western (Anglo-French) type of 
Enlightenment.' 7 Equally, historians have not hesitated to try 
to place the real or assumed differences between the central 
European and the western European Enlightenment into a 
broader social context. The German Bürgertum's weak sense of 
dass and its generally underdeveloped state as compared with 
the Atlantic bourgeoisie is a current topic of debate. 8 To be 

5 D. Blackbourn and G. Eley, Mythen deutscher Geschichtsschreibung: Die gescheiterte 
bürgerliche Revolution von 1848 (Frankfurt and Berlin, 1980). Since thcn, Blackbourn 
and Eley have published an expanded version in English: The Peculiarities of German 
History: Bourgeois Society and Politics in Nineteenth-Century Germany (Oxford, 1984). 

6 R. Muhs, 'Deutscher und britischer Liberalismus im Vergleich: Trägerschichten, 
Zielvorstellungen und Rahmenbedingungen', in D. Langcwicschc (cd.), Liberalismus 
im 19. Jahrhundert (Göttingen, 1988), 223-59. 

7 K. Epstcin, The Genesis of German Conservatism (Princcton, 1966), 32. Furthcr 
cxamplcs ean bc found in Dicthclm Klippcl's articlc in this volumc. 

8 Sec c.g. J. Gailc, Menschenrecht und bürgerliche Freiheit: Ideologiebildung im Zeichen der 
entstehenden bürgerlichen Gesellschaft 1789 bis 1848 (Marburg, 1978), 13. 
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sure, of course, there have also been scholars who have 
pointed out the dangers of drawing simplistic contrasts.9 

But myths and cliches are by no means the prerogative of 
German historiography. Wolfgang J. Mommsen has recently 
pointed out that a dialectical relationship exists between the 
theory of the German Sonderweg and the myths of Whig 
historiography. 10 Whig myths have recently been subjected to 
vigorous attack within England itself-not altogether sur-
prisingly, since English historiography on the eighteenth 
century has always been to some extent cyclical and it has 
often been influenced by the political climate of its own day. 11 

lt has been proposed that Hanoverian England should be 
characterized as an ancien régime, and thus associated more 
closely with Continental European states of the eighteenth 
century. Jonathan Clark in particular has suggested that 
eighteenth-century England possessed a traditional political 
social order, or to be more precise, he has described it as a 
monarchical, deferential, 'confessional' state with a pre-
industrial, hierarchical 'aristocratic' society. 12 In fact, says 
Clark, Britain was just like other European countries. 13 This 
analysis-no less ideologically loaded than the one it attempts 
to replace-has its own shortcomings. I t may well be that 
some sections of the social system were more closed and that 
economic life was less dynamic than is sometimes assumed, 
but it is doubtful whether the concept of the ancien régime is 
appropriate to describe the political life of late eighteenth-
century England. The very fact that, apart from a few 
sporadic remarks on eighteenth-century France, Clark largely 
ignores Continental realities in his œuvre should make us wary. 
The term 'political culture' inevitably calls to mind attempts 
by political scientists in the 1960s and 1970s to ascertain, by 

9 c.g. F. Valjavcc in his magistcrial study Die Entstehung der politischen Strömungen in 
Deutschland 1770-18,5 (Vicnna, 1951), 415 f. 

10 W.J. Mommscn, Britain and Germany 1800 to 1914: Two Developmental Paths 
towards Industrial Society (Thc 1985 Annual Lecturc of the Gcrman Historical 
Institute, London; London, 1986), 3. 

11 For this sec most rcccntly L. Collcy, 'Thc Politics ofEightccnth-Ccntury British 
History', Journal of British Studies, 25 ( 1986), 359-79. 

12 J. C. D. Clark, En,i:lish Society 169g--1832: ldeology, Social Structure and Political 
Practice during the Ancien Regime (Cambridge, 1985). 

13 On this, sec also thc uncquivocal position Clark cxpressed in thc Observer, 31 
Jan. 1988. 



A Comparative Study of Political Culture 7 

means of transnational and transcultural comparisons, the 
potential of individual societies for achieving a 'modern' 
political system on the Anglo-American model. We think of 
writers such as Almond, Verba, and Pye, who, influenced by 
Talcott Parsons's structural-functionalist sociology and 
behaviourist theories, set out to find the structural laws 
governing the creation and maintenance of stable and effective 
democracies of the Western type. The ideal of civic culture 
became a leitmotiv for a scientistic political science which 
believed that it could not only pronounce on the chances for 
the future success of individual political systems, but also 
discover procedures with which to direct their development. 14 

Of course, all this has little to do with the contents of this 
volume. But there are points of contact. 

The political culture school in the 1960s gave special weight 
to the so-called 'subjective' dimension of politics. This meant 
that the mental structures of political communities became a 
favoured subject for analysis; in sociological jargon, cognitive, 
affective, and evaluative orientations were intensively and 
systematically analysed. Often, we can detect a tendency to 
postulate a simplistic causal relation between basic mental 
disposition and political activity (or apathy); at the same 
time, however, such studies have helped to make us aware 
that the ideological cosmos is one of the central elements of 
political culture. This insight also has historical application. 
Political norms, political concepts, and political theorems, as 
they are articulated, expressed, and modified in political 
discourse, should be regarded as central components of the 
political cultures of the eighteenth century. This observation 
does not arise out of a traditional 'idealist' view of history; 
rather, it is based on other considerations. Political commu-
nities constitute themselves largely through political discourse. 
Further, changes in political norms, political concepts, and 
political theories provide information about experiential and 
learning processes that are taking place within political 
societies. And finally, we can say, with Reinhard Koselleck, 

14 G. A. Almond and S. Verba (cds.), The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and 
Democracy in Five Nations (Princcton, 1963), and L. W. Pyc and S. Verba (cds.), 
Political Culture and Political Development (Princcton, 1965), cxplain thc basis of this 
approach. A morc sclf-critical balancc is drawn by G. A. Almond and S. Verba 
(cds.), The Civic Culture Revisited (Boston, 1980). 
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that political norms, concepts, and theories do not only allow 
us to interpret reality as it is; they can also point into the 
future, indicating positions that have yet tobe achieved. 15 But 
the reconstruction of what we shall here call 'political culture', 
cannot, of course, be restricted to a description of the 
ideological stock of the period. Other phenomena are equally 
important: the structure of contemporary communications 
and the contemporary media; the institutional setting of 
politicization; forms of political association; the capacity for 
political self-organization; political strategies, types of activi ty, 
techniques and rituals, and the world of political symbols. 

This is, admittedly, a highly provisional concept of'political 
culture'-more a heuristic tool than a precise definition. 
Other scholars have, quite legitimately, emphasized different 
aspects. This has been the case most recently, for example, in 
a collection of essays edited by Keith Michael Baker on the 
political culture of pre-revolutionary France, 16 although the 
difference in emphasis is revealed not so much by Baker's 
theoretical exposition, 17 as by the volume's thematic concerns. 
In part, they overlap with those of this volume; in part, 
however, they touch upon subjects that are not mentioned 
here. Thus, for example, political institutions play a large part 
in Baker's volume, especially those, such as the monarchy and. 
the Court, which belang to the sphere of high politics. Above 

15 R. Koselleek, 'Begriffsgeschichte und Sozialgeschichte', in id., Vergangene 
Zukunft: Zu• Semantik geschichtlicher Zeiten (Frankfurt, 1979), 113. 

16 K. M. Bakcr (ed.), The French Reuolution and the Creation of Modern Political Culture, 
i. The Political Culture ofthe Old Regime (Oxford, 1987). 

17 Bakcr dcfines 'political culturc' as follows: 'Ifpolitics, broadly construed, is thc 
activity through which individuals and groups in any society articulatc, ncgotiatc, 
implement, and enforce the competing claims they make one upon another, thcn 
political culture may be understood as thc sct of discourses and practices 
characterizing that activity in any givcn community. Political culturc comprises thc 
dcfinitions of thc relative positions from which individuals and groups may (or may 
not) legitimatcly makc claims one upon another, and therefore of the idcntity and 
boundaries of the community to which they bclong (or from which they are 
excluded). lt constitutes the meanings ofthc terms in which thesc claims arc framed, 
thc nature of the contexts to which they pertain, and thc authority of the principlcs 
according to which they are made binding. lt defines thc institutional (and extra-
institutional) proccss by means of which these claims are formulated, the stratcgics by 
which they are presscd, and the contestations to which thcy give rise. I t shapes the 
constitutions and powers of the agencics and proccdures by which contcstations arc 
resolvcd, compcting claims authoritativcly adjudicatcd, and binding decisions 
enforccd' (ibid., p. xii). 
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all, however, Baker pays more attention to political conflict. 
This difference between the two volumes derives essentially 
from the difference in their respective purposes. Where 
interest focuses on the political culture of a society heading for 
revolution, its dynamic and active elements will assume 
greater importance. But where, as in this case, the political 
cultures of two non-revolutionary societies are being com-
pared, ordinary and routine processes will come to the fore. 

Baker writes that 'political culture is a historical creation, 
subject to constant elaboration and development through the 
activities of the individuals and groups whose purpose it 
defines. As it sustains and gives meaning to political activity, 
so it is itself shaped and transformed in the course of that 
activity as new claims are articulated, old ones transformed. 
For this reason, it resembles nothing more closely than a kind 
of living archaeological site. 18 Such considerations almost 
automatically place a question mark over certain historio-
graphical conventions. Above all, they cast doubt upon the 
idea that fixed camps with clearly defined political and 
ideological orientations existed in the late eighteenth century .19 

We have to be more open to the idea of inconsistency and 
change in political attitudes. What I mean by this can perhaps 
best be demonstrated by reference to one of the contributions 
in this volume. John Money describes how Freemasons' 
lodges in Birmingham and the West Midlands and other parts 
ofthe country, which in the 1760s had been close to the reform 
movement, had by the 1790s come to offer institutional 
support for loyalist aspirations. This suggests the existence of 
a tradition linking radicalism and loyalism. Just as our 
understanding of the origins of radicalism in the 1 760s and 
1770s has been extended by a new picture of Toryism before 
1760 which reassessed its oppositional potential, so it seems 
we need to broaden our knowledge of loyalism in tthe late 
eighteenth century by adopting an unorthodox approach. All 
this throws doubt upon the dichotomy between 'left' and 
'right', or 'progressive' and 'traditional', with which we tend 

18 Ibid., p. xii. 
19 On this, sec also J. lnncs, 'Jonathan Clark, Social History and England's 

"Anden Regime"', Past & Present, 115 (1987), 187. 
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to operate, at least subconsciously. And it makes us wonder 
whether often, in analysing the eighteenth century, we are not 
too greatly influenced by a view of politics shaped by the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

This problem exists with respect not only to the analytical 
categories which we use, but also to the areas that we look at 
when investigating the political culture of the eighteenth 
century. Undoubtedly, there is a tendency to ignore certain 
aspects that do not easily fit into our 'modern' understanding 
of politics. One almost classic example of our often reductionist 
view of politics is the exclusion of the moral dimension. Of 
course, it figures prominently in the history of ideas, for 
example, in studies of the Scottish Enlightenment and civic 
humanism. And anyone who has struggled with philosophia 
practica, one of the central political idioms of the German 
Enlightenment, is aware of the inherent connection between 
morals (or ethics) and natural law and politics. But the 
problem is to rediscover the moral dimension beyond the 
realm of contemporary political theory and to see it as a part 
of everyday political discourse and practical politics and 
experience. In this volume, Joanna lnnes's article on the 
reformation of manners movement achieves this most clearly. 
But other contributions, too, show to differing degrees that 
political debate and activity rarely omitted to refer to moral 
categories, and that frequently, moral issues were at the same 
time political ones. This is by no means true only of the 
supporters of the political and social status quo; it applies 
equally to advocates of reform. 'There are indications', we 
read in one of the essays in this volume, 'that advocacy of 
political and social reform was as likely to emerge from a 
Christian and moral point of view as from a secular and 
sceptical one.'20 

The reader of this volume should be aware that the 
contributions assembled in it draw upon different national 
historiographical traditions. Although the last twenty years 
have witnessed the development of new approaches to the 

20 John Brcwcr and Stclla Tillyard, 'Thc Moral Vision ofThomas Bewick', p. 394 
in this volumc. 
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history of the eighteenth century, and to the political culture 
of the late eighteenth century in particular, by both British 
and German scholars, research in the two countries has taken 
markedly different directions. Scholars working on political 
discourse and politicization in late eighteenth-century 
Germany have tended to concentrate on the enlightened 
milieu. Often we can detect the influence ofthe research ofthe 
1920s and 1930s, when the first attempts were being made to 
write the social history of the Enlightenment.21 The social 
affiliations and ideology of the enlightened élite have been 
reconstructed with imagination and acumen. 22 The study of 
the ideological stock of the late eighteenth century has been 
given an additional boost by historians working within the 
framework of Begrif.fsgeschichte.23 To be sure, we could ask 
whether this energetic reconstruction of eighteenth-century 
ideology has not blocked other possible ways of exploring this 
period. We could question the tendency, especially pronounced 
in Begriffsgeschichte, to see political discourse as an indicator of 
contemporary reality.24 In any case, it is striking that the 
historiography of the political culture of eighteenth-century 
England has, to some extent, taken a different path, being 
much more receptive to the sphere of popular politics.25 By 

21 Thc continuing influcncc of this tradition is rcvcalcd by thc rcccnt rcprinting of 
two classic studics, writtcn largcly und er thc sway of Karl Mannheim 's sociology of 
knowledgc: H. Gcrth, Bürgerliche Intelligenz um 1800: Zur Soziologie des deutschen 
Frühliberalismus (Göttingen, 1976; originally a typcd disscrtation, Univcrsity of 
Frankfurt, 1935), and E. Mannheim, Aufklärung und öffentliche Meinung: Studien zur 
Soziologie der Öffentlichkeit im 18. Jahrhundert (Stuttgart, 1979; first publishcd Brno, 
1933)-

22 To a ccrtain extent rcprcscntativc of thcsc cfforts arc two volumcs of cssays 
reccntly edited by H. E. Bödckcr and U. Herrmann, Aufklärun,I!, als Politisierung-
Politisierung der Aufklärung (Hamburg, 1987), and Über den Prozefl der Aufklärung im 18. 
Jahrhundert (Göttingen, 1987). Furthcr, sec Rudolf Vicrhaus's influcntial cssays, 
reprinted in id., Deutschland im 18. Jahrhundert: Politische Verfassung, Soziales Gejüge, 
Geistige Bewegungen (Göttingen, 1987). A rclativcly good survcy in English ofrclcvant 
litcraturc publishcd up to about 1981-2 can bc found in thc first chaptcr of J. 
Knudsen, Justus Möser and the German Enlightenment (Cambridge, 1986), 1-30. 

23 The standard work is 0. Brunncr, W. Conzc, and R. Kosellcck (cds.), 
Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland 
(5 vols.; Stuttgart, 1974-84). This work is not, as yct, complctcd. 

24 lt is only fair to point out that thc original conccpt bchind this approach is, in 
fact, much morc sophisticatcd than this discussion might suggcst. Sec thc 
introduction to ibid., vol. i. 

25 L. Colley, 'The Politics ofEightcenth-Ccntury British History', 35g-79 providcs 
a wcll-balanced survcy of thc most rcccnt English historical litcraturc on this topic. 
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turning away from the narrow and closed world of Parliament 
and aristocratic coteries that so fascinated Namier and his 
school, scholars have achieved a fundamentally broader 
understanding of the political cosmos. Social groups which 
until then had largely been ignored by historians were 
rediscovered as political actors, especially plebeian circles and 
the middling classes. This leads, almost automatically, to a 
changed understanding of what must be considered an 
expression of political aspirations. Riddles, graffiti, effigies, 
and songs, for example, are now regarded as source material 
that is as valuable as any well-argued political pamphlet. 

But it is not just a broader understanding of the political 
co_smos that separates the historiography of England from its 
German counterpart. We cannot totally avoid the impression 
that there is a greater readiness to re-examine problematic 
traditional categories. The search, already mentioned, for the 
relationship between loyalism and radicalism is an eloquent 
example of this. I t seems that there is a greater willingness to 
go 'against the grain', to approach, for example, a topic such 
as 'popular loyalism' .26 This makes it possible to see phenomena 
that have been labelled, rightly or wrongly, as 'conservative', 
as an integral part of the genesis of a 'modern' political 
culture. Turning now to the historiography of Germany, we 
find that apart from an interest in 'conservative' positions in 
the political discourse, little has been clone in this direction. 
An example may help to illuminate this difference. In a 
remarkable way, Linda Colley has recently demonstrated how 
from the 1780s onwards a new assessment of the monarchy 
can be found in English public awareness and how by the end 
of the century the reputation of George III had transcended 
all social barriers. 27 Her analysis draws upon royal displays 
ranging from public festivals to public buildings, as weil as 
ceramics, souvenirs, and prints showing the members of 
the royal family. What emerges is a dialectical process 
consisting of government-sponsored campaigns to popularize 
the monarchy and an increase in loyalist and national 
emotions among some sections of the population, especially 

20 Sec Harry Dickinson's articlc in this volumc. 
27 L. Collcy, 'Thc Apothcosis of George III: Loyalty, Royalty and thc English 

Nation', Past & Present, 102 (1984), I06-30. 
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the middling classes. Characteristically, the extensive literature 
flooding the market on the two-hundredth anniversary of 
Frederick the Great's death28 lacks any comparable perspect-
ive; we seek in vain for any study that takes a similarly 
imaginative approach to public perceptions of the monarchy, 
or examines its potential for shaping mentalities. 

P0LITICIZATION, THE 'ENLIGHTENED ELITE', AND 
THE L0WER CI.ASSES 

The spurt in politicization experienced by both England and 
Germany during the second half of the eighteenth century 
made the problem of what social groups were capable of 
dealing with politics at all, and therefore had some legitimate 
claim to political rights, a topical one in both countries. In 
England, reflection on this issue focused above all on the 
question of the franchise; in Germany the boundaries of the 
political nation were fixed in the discussion of topics such as 
freedom of the press and freedom of association. In both 
countries, attempts were made to limit the political nation by 
excluding the lower orders. This elitist view of politics was by 
no means the preserve of those who supported the political 
and social status quo; it was also to be found among the 
advocates of reform. In Germany die Gebildeten-that is, public 
officials, clergymen, and professional people-tended to regard 
themselves as the natural proprietors of politics. These 
feelings of superiority in essence.grew out of their own feelings 
of intellectual achievement and their participation in the 
contemporary scholarly debate. A similar elitist attitude, it 
seems, was not uncommon among English 'enlightened' 
circles. Nicholas Rogers's comments on English radicali_sm 
point to this conclusion. And in his essay, Martin Fitzpatrick 
shows how Rational Dissenters supported a blueprint for 
society that also had exclusive features: the middling classes, 

28 Sec, among othcrs, K. 0. von Arctin, Friedrich der Große: Größe und Gren;:,en des 
Preußenkönigs: Bilder und Gegenbilder (Freiburg, Basel, and Vienna, 1985); W. Treue 
(cd.), Preußens großer König: Leben und Werk Friedrichs des Großen (Freiburg and 
Würzburg, 1986); 0. Hauser (cd.), Friedrich der Große in seiner Zeit (Colognc and 
Vienna, 1987); K.O. von Aretin et al., Friedrich der Große: Herrscher ;:,wischen Tradition und 
Fortschritt (Gütersloh, 1985); Jürgen Zicchmann (ed.), Panorama der Fridericianischen 
Zeit: Friedrich der Große und seine Epoche: Ein Handbuch (Bremen, 1985). 
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to which the Rational Dissenters themselves largely belonged, 
were held up as a morally superior social group. The Rational 
Dissenters' unwillingness to accept any radical opening up of 
the political system to other social groups was to some extent 
linked with their view of society. 

We cannot totally avoid the impression that this elitist self-
image, characteristic of some sections of the middling classes, 
has left traces in the historiography of the eighteenth century, 
at least in the case of Germany. Here politicization in the Age 
of Enlightenment was, and still is, not infrequently equated 
with the discourse of the enlightened élite. lt remains 
debatable whether this perspective does not give rise to an 
almost blinkered view. At all events, in their case-study 
'Peasant Resistance and Politicization in Germany in the 
Eighteenth Century', Helmut Gabel and Winfried Schulze 
demonstrate the problems of concentrating exclusively on the 
political culture of the middling classes. By looking at the 
peasantry, Gabel and Schulze draw our attention to a social 
group whose complex everyday life we are beginning to 
discover anew from an anthropological perspective, 29 and 
which, as a rule, is rarely discussed in connection with the 
contemporary process of politicization. Gabel and Schulze 
expressly reject the cliched view of the peasantry as apathetic, 
resigned, and servile. Moreover, they believe that the peasantry 
possessed a capacity for 'rational' political behaviour, which 
they exercised in a very specific way. They used the legal 
system of the Reich in order to press their own claims, an 
activity which they apparently regarded not only as a legal, 
but also as a political act. 

Therefore the 'modern' forms of political behaviour and the 
'modern' understanding of politics which developed during 
the late eighteenth century should not be seen as an exclusive 
preserve of the middling classes. On the other hand, of course, 
the fact remains that sub-bourgeois classes continued to use 
what are sometimes described as traditional forms to articulate 
political aspirations. Gabel and Schulze themselves refer to 
the fact that the peasantry continued to pursue their aims by 
violent means. lndeed, there is no lack of evidence that 

29 Sec D. W. Sabcan, Power in tlu Blood: Popular Culturc and Villagc Discourse in Early 
Modern Germany (Cambridge, 1984), csp. chs. 6 and 7, which dcal with thc 18th ccnt. 
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'traditional' rituals of protest had survived: during the r 780s 
and r 790s German cities experienced another wave of urban 
revolts.30 And, of course, it is not least the work of E. P. 
Thompson that has made us aware that the protest traditions 
of plebeian culture were not only still alive in eighteenth-
century England, but that they had their own intrinsic 
rationality and logic, and that violence and law were relative 
values in plebeian society. 31 

At least as far as the perception of such phenomena as 
plebeian violence is concerned, however, the events of June 
r 780 represent a caesura, as Nicholas Rogers shows in his 
essay 'Crowd and People in the Gordon Riots'. The Gordon 
Riots, it seems, led to a change of heart among the reformist 
and radical élite of England. Whereas a 'rough and tumble' 
type of politics had still had its place in the Wilkes movement 
of the r 760s and r 7,70s, the experience of the Gordon Riots 
precipitated a process of critical reflection among English 
radicals about the role of the masses. Radicals distanced 
themselves from popular riots and plebeian licentiousness, 
which from now on were associated more with the loyalist 
camp (see also Harry Dickinson's essay in this volume, 
'Popular Loyalism in Britain in the I 79os'). Radicals, by 
contrast, apparently saw the ritual violence of the crowd, the 
plebeian love of spectacle and festive revelry, more and more 
as a relic of an outdated mode of life, as behaviour that was 
opposed to an enlightened understanding of politics. The 
experience of the Gordon Riots, argues Rogers, led radicals to 
re-emphasize the need for a moral reformation ofthe poor and 
for a preventive police, controlled by respectable citizens, to 
inculcate political virtue. 

The critical interaction between radicalism and the plebeian 
way of life, as described by Rogers, can be seen as a more 
general phenomenon and part of a wider process. Joanna 
Innes's essay on the reformation ofmanners movement during 
the last two decades of the eighteenth century certainly 

:io Sec, among othcrs, K. Gcrtcis, Die deutschen Städte in der Frühen Neuzeit: Zur 
Vorgeschichte der 'bürgerlichen Welt' (Darmstadt, 1986), 81-4 and 198-g (containing rcfs. 
to furthcr literaturc). 

31 Sec c.g. E. P. Thompson, 'Patrician Socicty, Plcbcian Culturc', Journal of Social 
History, 7 (1974), 372-405, and id., 'Eightccnth-Ccntury English Socicty: Class 
Struggle without Class?', Social History, 3 ( 1978), 123-65. 
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demonstrates that the moral education of the lower orders was 
feit to be a pressing problem, even apart from such extra-
ordinary events as the Gordon Riots. The loss of the North 
American colonies, it seems, had precipitated a crisis which, 
by the 1 780s, had produced a broad social and political 
consensus about the necessity of moral reform. Here there are 
points of contact with ideas about 'enlightening the people' 
expressed at the same time in Germany. While there was no 
organization in Germany that pursued the improvement of 
public morals with the single-mindedness of the Proclamation 
Society, the basic attitudes of its members, who were recruited 
mainly from the political and social Establishment, were 
probably not very different from those to be found in many 
sections of the 'enlightened' German élite. Even by the end of 
the eighteenth century, notions that the masses were stupid, 
enslaved by prejudice, and incapable of '1"ational action were 
only too prevalent among public officals, clergymen, and 
professional people. I t was argued that the masses could 
approach the state of moral perfection and reason only via a 
long process of education.32 This social attitude, which often 
fed upon a notion ofbureaucratic caste and the self-confidence 
of the educated classes, does not feature as such in this 
volume. Nevertheless, individual essays, such as that by 
Günter Birtsch, who looks at Prussian Protestant theologians 
and their moral teaching, convey an impression of it. 

The similarities in the efforts made in both countries to 
reform the morals of the lower classes should not, however, be 
exaggerated, for a fundamental difference remained. In 
Germany the enlightened intelligentsia, often public officials, 
generally wanted the state authorities to deal with the issue of 
moral perfection, while their contemporaries in England saw 
this ambitious project more as a voluntary activity. The 
reformation of manners movement and the Proclamation 
Society can thus be seen as examples of English society's 
remarkable capacity for self-organization, for generating, and 

" 2 Sec W. Dilthcy, 'Das allgemeine Landrecht', in Gesammelte Schriften, 4, xii 
(Stuttgart and Göttingen, 1964), 131-204, csp. 197. Sec also E. Hcllmuth, 
Naturrechtsphilosophie und bürokratischer Werthori;:,ont: Studien ;:,ur preussischen Geistes- und 
Sozialgeschichte (Göttingen, 1985), 53-61 and 167--g1, and H. Möller, 'Wie aufgeklärt 
war Preußen?', in H.J. Puhle and H.-U. Wchlcr (cds.), Preußen im Rückblick 
(Göttingen, 1980), 176-201, csp. 185. 
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to some extent also organizing, public projects on a non-
governmental basis (although many ofits efforts were directed 
through governmental channels). This attitude emerges even 
more clearly in such cases as that of the Rational Dissenters, 
who deeply mistrusted the state and its organs, and conferred 
normative value upon the principle of voluntary self-organiza-
tion (see Martin Fitzpatrick's article in this volume). 

POLITTCAL CULTURE IN THE PROVINCES 

The political culture of the late eighteenth century is often 
equated with the political culture of the urban centres; this is 
true of both German and English historiography. Berlin, 33 

Hamburg,34 and Vienna,35 for example, have often been the 
setting ofhistorical analyses of political discourse or journalism, 
or investigations of the role of societies and associations in 
Germany during the Enlightenment. Conditions outside a few 
major centres, by contrast, have aroused less interest. In a 
certain sense, this trend is paradoxical, for in the eighteenth 
century Germany lacked a real metropolis; not least for this 
reason, a large part of the contemporary process of politiciza-
tion actually took place in the 'provinces'. However, only 
relatively rarely has an attempt been made to describe the 
enlightened milieu of individual regions as a microcosm of 
trans-regional characteristics and processes of change. 36 

Often, such attempts are marred by the limitations of local 
history, and ignore the national context. For English condi-
tions, the situation as far as research is concerned is different, 
but not much better. The füll scope of eighteenth-century 
politicization will only become apparent once the world 
beyond the metropolis has been investigated. At present, 
however, it is generally not clear to what extent regional 
urban centres outside London (not to mention non-urban 

33 Sec csp. H. Möller, Aufklärung in Preußen: Der Verle.tter, Publizist und Geschichts-
schreiber Friedrich Nicolai (Berlin, 1974). 

34 F. Kopitzsch, Grundzüge einer Sozialgeschichte der Aufklärung in Hamburg und Altona 
(2 vols.; Hamburg, 1982), contains a grcat dcal of material. 

35 Sec c.g. L. Bodi, Tauwetter in Wien: Zur Prosa der österreichischen Aufklärung 1781-
1795 (Frankfurt, 1977). 

36 A notcworthy rcccnt cxccption is R. Kuhncrt, Urbanität auf dem l,ande: Badereisen 
nach Pyrmont im 18. Jahrhundert (Göttingen, 1984). 
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areas) were receptive to a new understanding of politics. Local 
urban studies are the rare exception.37 Almost all of the 
studies that, over the last fifteen years, have dramatically 
expanded our knowledge of popular politics have concentrated 
on London.38 The case-studies by Andrea Hofmeister-Hunger 
and Kathleen Wilson in this volume must be seen against this 
background. 

Andrea Hofmeister-Hunger's essay, 'Provincial Political 
Culture in the Holy Roman Empire: The Franconian 
Margravates of Ansbach and Bayreuth', deals with one 
region. Although Ansbach and Bayreuth are classic examples 
of 'provincial' territories, Hofmeister-Hunger argues that 
society there was not characterized by a Biedermeier stolidity. 
Even in these areas we find an infrastructure of communica-
tion, consisting of Freemasons' lodges, reading societies, social 
clubs, personal contacts, libraries, and local journalism, that 
is regarded as a prerequisite for politicization during the late 
Enlightenment. Like Gabel and Schulze, Hofmeister-Hunger 
rejects the simplistic view that the world beyond the metropolis 
was apolitical; unlike Gabel and Schulze, however, she 
deliberately excludes the peasant world from her interpretation. 

Kathleen Wilson's contribution, entitled 'Urban Culture 
and Political Activism in Hanoverian England: The Example 
of Voluntary Hospitals', has different methodological and 
thematic concerns. Taking a relatively limited subject, Wilson 
investigates the crucial problem of the extent to which, as 
urbanization progressed, mechanisms emerged that increased 
the scope for political activity among the middling classes in 
provincial towns. Although we are now relatively well-
informed about the 'urban renaissance' of the English 
provinces in the eighteenth century,39 we are still largely in 
the dark about the concrete impact of this phenomenon on 
political culture. As Wilson shows, voluntary hospitals were 

'" Sec csp. J. Moncy, Experience and ldentity: Birmingham and the West Midlands 1 760-
1800 (Manchester, 1977), and K. Wilson, 'Thc Rcjcction of Dcfcrcncc: Urban 
Political Culturc in England, 1715-1785', Ph.D. thcsis (Yalc, 1985). 

" 8 This is truc, for cxamplc, of thc work of J. Brcwcr, L. Collcy, and N. Rogers. 
" 9 Sec, among othcrs, P. Borsay, 'Thc English Urban Renaissance: Thc 

Dcvclopmcnt of Provincial Urban Culturc, c. 168o-c. 1760', Social History, 2 ( 1977), 
581--603 and P. Clark (cd.), The Transformation of English Prouincial Towns (London, 
1984). 
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founded in many English towns during the eighteenth 
century. Their establishment and maintenance was paid for 
by subscription, which conferred the right to participate in the 
management and administration of the institution. A temark-
ably high percentage of those who subscribed, and thus 
acquired the status of 'governor' of the hospital, were 
members of the middling, or even artisan classes. Wilson sees 
these self-governing bodies as providing an opportunity to 
break down oligarchic structures, and giving social groups 
which were generally excluded from the political decision-
making processes of the times a chance to familiarize 
themselves with quasi-democratic procedures. However, this 
system of self-government was double-edged: it could be seen 
as creating a model of administration that was critical of the 
existing order; but it could equally well bring the traditional 
upper classes and the middling classes closer together, thus 
promoting political and social coherence. 

The historiography of eighteenth-century German cities 
contains no equivalent ofWilson's case-study. This is due less 
to our on the whole rather limited understanding of the 
German urban landscape at this period,40 than to the fact that 
the historical reality was different. During the eighteenth 
century the establishment of large-scale urban projects on a 
subscription basis was simply not common practice in 
Germany. A social infrastructure that could have supported 
an undertaking of this nature was lacking in Germany except 
in a few exceptional cases such as Hamburg: as a rule, a gulf 
separated the Bildungsbürgertum from the artisan classes; and 
contact between the Bildungsbürgertum and aristocracy was 
very often limited to the intellectual plane. The German 
'urban renaissance' ofthe eighteenth century, where one took 
place at all, was primarily the result of initiatives from above. 
Large urban centres of communication, such as theatres, 
libraries, and museums, were as a rule founded by the 
sovereigns of German states41 (who, by the way, also built 

40 A fcw bricf rcmarks on this topic can bc found in my Review Articlc, 'Urban 
Lifc in Eightccnth-Century Germany', Bulletin of the German Historical Institute London, 
22 (1986), 3-1 I. 

41 See c.g. Hans Erich Bödckcr, 'Strukturen der Aufklärungsgesellschaft in der 
Residenzstadt Kassel', in Festschriftfar R. Vierhaus (Göttingen, 1982), 55-76. 
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hospitals42). Consequently, the establishment of such institu-
tions could not, in Germany, provide a focus for civil self-
organization. 43 Even though, as Wilson emphasizes, projects 
that were undertaken on a subscription basis could certainly 
be socially exclusive, it seems that the English urban context 
was socially more open and offered a greater potential for 
political activity than did the equivalent German setting. 

The fact that the English local worfd also had political 
dimensions that were totally lacking in the German context 
emerges clearly from John Phillips's essay in this volume, 
'Municipal Politics in Later Eighteenth-Century Maidstone: 
Electoral Polarization in the Reign of George III'. Phillips 
rejects the notion that influence and deference were the only 
factors determining electoral behaviour. According to him, at 
least one section of the English electorate developed modern 
forms of political behaviour during the last decade of the 
eighteenth century, not only at parliamentary elections, but 
also at local ones. As a rule, there was an astonishingly high 
turn-out; those entitled to vote usually exercised their right; 
their frequent exposure to elections meant that they knew how 

. to use the complicated electoral system to express their party-
political preferences; and there was a surprisingly high degree 
of party loyalty over long periods of time. 

NEW FORMS OF POLITICAL SOCIALIZATION: CLUBS, 
SOCIETIES, AND ASSOCIATIONS 

lt is not without reason that the eighteenth century has been 
called 'das gesellige Jahrhundert' (the sociable century).44 

41 A. E. Imhof, 'Die Funktion des Krankenhauses in derStadtdes 18.Jahrhunderts', 
Zeitschriftfor Stadtgeschichte, Stadtsoziologie und Denkmalpflege, 4 ( I 977 ), 2 I 5-42 provides 
somc rcfcrcnccs. An oldcr tradition of civic wclfarc cstablishmcnts existcd in Gcrman 
cities, cspecially in the Free Imperial Cities, but this tradition had littlc in common 
with that describcd by Kathlcen Wilson. 

4" Hamburg is, to somc extent, an cxccption also in this rcspcct. Contcmporarics 
werc awarc not only that such institutions as thc Allgemeine Armenanstalt (gencral 
poorhouse), founded in 1 788, made Hamburg unusual in the Gcrman context, but 
also that only England posscsscd a similar civic culturc. Thus wc rcad: 'Apart from in 
England, nowherc eise in Europc spends rclativcly morc on subscriptions and 
voluntary contributions for public wclfarc institutions than does Hamburg' (Karl 
August Böttinger, quoted from Kopitzsch, Grundzüge einer Sozialgeschichte, ii. 554). 

44 U. Im Hof, Das gesellige Jahrhundert: Gesellschaft und Gesellschaften im Zeitalter der 
Aufklärung (Munich, 1982). 
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This description alludes to the phenomenon, apparent all over 
Europe, of the growth of associations, leagues of friendship, 
circles of various sorts, clubs, lodges, patriotic and public 
welfare societies, reading societies, and secret societies. 
Scepticism is certainly called for when this process of self-
organization is simplistically linked with the rise of a 
'bourgeois' life-style, but there can be no doubt that it exerted 
a crucial influence on the contemporary level of politicization. 
This applies equally to England and Germany. And in both 
cases, the pace of self-organization seems to have accelerated 
during the last four decades of the eighteenth century.45 

However, as the essays in this volume show, this develop-
ment was to some extent double-edged, for particular forms of 
association were used not only by the forces of reform and 
change, but also--and this is easily overlooked-by advocates 
of the social and political status quo. Horst Möller, for 
example, points out in his case-study of associations in 
metropolitan Berlin that although the reactionary Gold- und 
Rosenkreuzer and the enlightened Mittwochsgesellschaft had 
diametrically opposed aims, they both operated as secret 
societies and were organized along similar lines. In this 
context, John Money's article is of particular interest. Taking 
the West Midlands as an example, he demonstrates that Free-
masons' lodges, that as a rule tended to be _associated with the 
progressive camp, could become a sounding-board for loyalist 
aspirations. And Harry Dickinson's essay shows that English 
loyalism's capacity for self-organization was at least equal to 
that of English radicalism. 

The burgeoning of societies in both England and Germany 
did not, however, proceed without a certain amount of 
friction. The contributions to this volume by Horst Möller 
and Ulrich Im Hof, both of whom look at German associ-
ations, suggest that there was at least latent tension between 
the claims of state authority, on the one hand, and the 
principle of self-organization, on the other. The recourse to 
secrecy taken by the Illuminati, for example, is only the most 

45 On England during the last four dccadcs ofthe 18th ccnt. in general sec E. C. 
Black, The Association: British Extra-Parliamenlary Organi;:.alion 1769-1793 (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1963); on Germany, sec for cxamplc thc bricf skctch by U. Im Hof in this 
volume. 
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obvious conseq uence of a general lack of acceptance, especially 
of enlightened political societies.46 Contrary to all the cliches 
suggesting that England's political system was relatively 
open, this problem also seems to have existed in England. The 
fact that !arge sections of the social and political Establishment 
did not regard radical or reformist societies with much 
sympathy is not surprising. More surprising, however, is that 
a loyalist association such as the Proclamation Society, whose 
aims were to combat criminality and vice ( discussed by 
Joanna Innes in her essay on the reformation of manners 
movement), was at first reluctant to publicize its existence. 
Apparently there was a <langer that, despite the respectability 
of its members, its activities could be interpreted as inter-
ference in the responsibilities of the political and religious 
authorities. lt seems that the political nation was not com-
pletely clear about the functions that could legitimately be 
assumed by voluntary societies. The conflict was most likely 
to occur in cases, such as that of the Proclamation Society, 
where societies were dominated not by particularistic 
interests but by a more universal concern with the whole body 
politic.47 . 

A few general trends, confirmed by Im Hofsand Möller's 
articles, can be established with regard to German enlightened 
societies. First, we can discern a new level of awareness of the 
political and social environment. Secondly, enlightened eso-
tericism was replaced by practical political ideas. Thirdly, 

46 On seeret societies in Germany sec most recently M. Agethen's informative 
survey of the relevant literature, 'Aufklärungsgesellschaften, Freimaurerei, Geheime 
Gesellschaften', Zeitschr/ftfiir Historische Forschung, 14 (1987), 43g--63. 

47 This considcration suggests that it would bc useful to distinguish morc clcarly 
than has hitherto been the case between the aims of thc various typcs of associations 
in the 18th eent. Drawing such distinctions would also facilitatc a morc systcmatic 
approaeh to the various socicties. In his casc-study of cnlightencd societics in Berlin 
in this volume Horst Möller undoubtedly takcs a stcp in this direction. Herc, where 
Möller examines one ofthe metropolises ofGerman enlightened culture, the fact that 
different typcs of enlightened societies had different aims emerges clcarly (cultivated 
entcrtainmcnt and conviviality; instruction; political-philosophical discourse). 
Möller's observation that at least some people were membcrs of several different 
societies at thc same time suggests that contcmporaries wcrc weil awarc that some 
ambitions could bc realizcd more successfully in ccrtain social contexts that in others. 
Thc best attempt at a typology ofGcrman associations ofthis nature is stiJl that by E. 
Mannheim, Aufklärung und öffentliche Meinung. R.J. Morris, 'Voluntary Societics and 
British Urban Elites, 1780-1850: An Analysis', Historicaljoumal, 26 (1983), 95-118 
provides a rclativcly good survey ofthe wholc spectrum ofEnglish voluntary socicties. 
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there was an increased readiness to undertake civic activities 
for the common good, and fourthly, membership of these 
societies provided experience of 'democratic' procedures. 
German associations of the eighteenth century thus convey an 
impression of great liveliness and it is understandable that 
such strong claims have been laid for them as forerunners of 
the bourgeois associations of the nineteenth century.48 

All the same, if German conditions are measured against 
English ones, a different picture emerges. lt becomes apparent 
that the spectrum of societies was· much narrower in Germany 
than in England. In Germany we do not find the multitude of 
clubs and societies for debating, mutual representation of 
interests, and conviviality that was common in England, at 
least in the urban centres. And it is clear that the political 
potential of associations was much smaller in Germany than 
in England. In bis article Im Hof emphasizes, rightly, that 
societies which were political in the real sense of the word 
were the rare exception rather than the rule. This applies in 
particular to the period before the French Revolution. In 
Germany there was simply no equivalent of the Society of the 
Supporters of the Bill of Rights, of the various constitutional 
societies and county associations, of the Society for Constitu-
tional Information or the Revolution Society. Even German 
associations such as the Deutsche Union,49 which tried to 
work in a national context, could not match the political 
explicitness and political programmes of English political 
societies. Nor can the Jacobin clubs50 that flourished in the 

48 Esp. by T. Nippcrdcy, 'Verein als soziale Struktur in Deutschland im späten 18. 
und frühen 19. Jahrhundert', in id., Gesellschaft, Kultur, Theorie (Göttingen, 1976), 
174-205.· lntcrestingly, Nippcrdcy himsclf has commcntcd: 'Thc significancc of 
associations for bourgeois socicty and, in particular, for thc rclationship betwccn statc 
and socicty [in Gcrmany] will ultimately be fully undcrstood only whcn conditions in 
Gcrmany arc compared with thosc in non-German, espccially Anglo-Saxon countrics 
and in France. Only thcn will webe ablc to distinguish betwccn what was common to 
the bourgcoisic in gcncral, and what was spccifically Gcrman; only thcn will-wc bc 
ablc to analysc thc prc-conditions for, and implications of, German associations in a 
more diffcrentiated and conccptually more focused way' (ibid, 205). 

49 On thc Deutsche Union sec, among othcrs, G. Mühlpfordt, 'Ein radikaler 
Geheimbund vor der Französischen Revolution: Die "Union" K. F. Bahrdts', 
Jahrbuchfor die Geschichte des Feudalismus, 5 (1981), 37g-413. 

50 On GcrmanJacobinism in gcncral, which is not discusscd in this volumc, sec H. 
Rcinaltcr, Der Jakobinismus in Mitteleuropa (Stuttgart, 1981 ), and W. Grab, Ein Volk muß 
seine Freiheit selbst erobern: Zur Geschichte der deutschen Jakobiner (Frankfurt, 1984). On 
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south-west and west ofGermany during the 1790s be cited as 
evidence to the contrary. German Jacobin clubs were not 
autonomous political movements to the same extent as their 
English counterparts, although they were part of the German 
tradition of enlightened associations and not merely a 
revolutionary export. Furthermore, they lacked a comparable 
'mass' basis;51 they were not as well organized as the English 
clubs; and they tended to have an extremely brief life span. 
And in the final analysis, they owed their existence to the 
French revolutionary troops. 

How did the social profile of association membership in 
England and Germany compare? The social composition of 
the Mittwochsgesellschaft in Berlin, as outlined by Horst 
Möller is, to some extent, typical of the German situation in 
general. Enlightened societies of all kinds were dominated by 
public officials and clergymen. This applied equally to the 
Prussian north and to the German south,52 where Catholic 
clergy simply took the part of the Protestant clergy in the 
north. There is also evidence to suggest that the nobility had a 
larger role in the south than in the north (but typically, it was 
mainly a nobility of office). Artisans, small traders, and 
peasants impinged upon this world of office and education 

Mainz in particular, thc ccntrc of Gcrman Jacobinism, sec csp. F. Dumont, Die 
Mainzer R.epublik von 1792/93: Siudien zur Revolutionierung in Rheinhessen und der Pfalz 
(Alzey, 1982), and T. Blanning, Reform and Revolution in Mainz, 1743-1803 
(Cambridge, 1974). 

'' 1 Thc Gcrman Jacobin clubs in thc Frcnch-occupicd Rhincland wcrc by far thc 
largcst in tcrms of mcmbcrship figurcs. Thc club in Mainz had 475 mcmbcrs, thc 
Koblenz club 241, and that in Colognc 203-figurcs takcn from A. Kuhn,Jakobiner im 
Rheinland: Der Kölner Konstitutionelle Zirkel von 1789 (Stuttgart, 1976), 185. Far morc 
significant for thc Gcrman situation was thc fact that a city such as Vicnna, for 
cxamplc, harbourcd bctwccn thirty and forty Jacobins (sec Grab, Ein Volk muß seine 
Freiheit selbst erobern, 408, though it rcmains an opcn qucstion whcthcr thc tcrm 
'Jacobin' is appropriatc at all in this contcxt.) Thc London Corrcsponding Socicty 
alonc had about 3,000 mcmbcrs at its pcak (M. Thale (cd.), Selectionsfrom the Papers of 
the London Corresponding Socie/)1 1792-1799 (Cambridge, 1983), p. xxxiv), and in its 
hcyday, thc mcmbcrship ofthc Shcfficld Socicty for Constitutional Information was 
probably not much smallcr-about 2,500 mcmbcrs, of whom 600 wcrc activc (sec 
H. T. Dickinson, British Radicalism and the French Revolution 1785r1815 (Oxford, 1985), 
11). 

52 Sec c.g. thc dctailed analysis by S. Graf, 'Provinzpatriotismus: Untersuchungen 
zum Mitgliederprofil der "Churbaicrischcn landwirthschaftlichcn Gesellschaft" von 
Ötting Burghausen (1765-1778)', in Bödckcr and Herrmann (cds.), Über den Prozeß 
der Aufklärung, 66--g3. 



A Comparative Study of Political Culture 25 

merely as objects of discourse.53 Here there are undoubtedly 
points of contact with the milieu of respectability that we 
encounter in lnnes's description of the Proclamation Society. 
But English associations as a whole possessed a social 
openness that was unknown in contemporary Germany. In 
the late 1760s a prominent political society in England 
counted among its members lawyers, bankers, clergymen, 
apothecaries, doctors, merchants, and booksellers, but also a 
draper, a weaver, an ironmonger, a coffinmaker, a sugar 
baker, and a poulterer.54 At that time, this would have been 
unthinkable in Germany. 

There can thus be little doubt that German associations 
were both more fragile and more élitist than English ones. The 
number of people who belonged to societies and clubs was 
apparently much larger in England than in Germany,55 and 
furthermore, English societies drew their members from a 
much broader social spectrum than did their German 
coun terparts. 56 

POLITICS AND RELIGION 

I t has become almost a commonplace of historiography that 
until weil into the nineteenth century, religion remained a 
force determining the lives oflarge s_ections of the population. 
As a result, religion has become an increasingly important 
area of research, especially in social history. 'Religion as a 
cultural phenomenon', the 'reform of popular culture', 'religion 
and social control', and 'religion and the community' are all 
areas in which research is, at present, being done.57 However, 

53 Thc only cxccptions, to somc cxtcnt, wcrc a fcw Jacobin clubs in thc Rhincland 
(sec Kuhn, Jakobiner im Rheinland, 185). 

54 Thcy bclongcd to the Socicty of thc Supportcrs of thc Bill of Rights. Sec J. 
Brcwcr, 'English Radicalism in thc Age of George III', in J. G. A. Pocock, Three 
British Revolutions: 1641, 1688, 1776 (Princeton, 1980), 323-67, hcrc 358--g. 

55 In n. 2 of her articlc in this volumc Kathlecn Wilson quotcs figurcs suggcsting 
that morc than a third of the adult male population in London bclongcd to fricndly 
socictics. These figurcs spcak for thcmsclvcs. 

56 This imprcssion is also gaincd whcn clubs and socictics in individual towns arc 
comparcd. lt is cxtraordinarily instructivc to rcad J. Moncy's dcscription of 
Birmingham (Experience and ldentity, 98-120) in conjunction with Kopitzsch's work on 
Hamburg ( Grundi:.üge einer So;:,ialgeschichte, 539-96), givcn that wc must rcmcmbcr that 
in thc contcxt ofGcrmany, Hamburg was alrcady an cxccption. 

57 For a rcccnt cxamplc, sec K. von Grcycrz (ed.), Religion and Society in Ear{y 
Modem Europe 1500-1800 (London, 1984). 
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it is true to say that except in institutionalized church history, 
the connections between politics and religion have been left to 
one side, especially as far as the eighteenth century is 
concerned. Perhaps historians have assumed, subconsciously, 
that there is little sense in investigating the 'irrational' in an 
age of'enlightenment'. Nevertheless, the essays in this volume 
show that religion can be incorporated into the analysis of 
political culture in highly diverse ways. 

Günter Birtsch ('The Christian as Subject: The Worldly 
Mind of Prussian Protestant Theologians in the Late Enlight-
enment Period'), and Paul Langford ('The English Clergy 
and the American Revolution') are working within a recent 
movement which aims to rediscover the role of the clergy and 
the place of religious patterns of thought in the political 
discourse of the eighteenth century. 58 The amount of common 
ground between the Established Protestant Churches in the 
two countries is striking. Both Prussian and Anglican clergy 
displayed a healthy instinct for worldly matters. Anglican 
clerics, writes Paul Langford, 'came to play a very füll part in 
the myriad concerns oflocal administration and improvement, 
as magistrates, land-tax commissioners, turnpike trustees, 
improvement commissioners, and so on'. And according to 
Günter Birtsch, the Prussian clergy were less worried about 
the salvation of their Prussian subjects' souls than about 
establishing an 'enlightened' state. Both groups to a large 
degree supported the political and social status quo. Enlight-
ened Prussian clergymen, for example, advocated virtues that 
were important for the maintenance of the state. The main. 
message that they put across in such media as sermons, 
hymns, and popular religious tracts was the importance of 
obeying authority, leading a moral life, and doing one's duty 
at home and at work. Similarly, the Anglican clergy used the 
pulpit to preach obedience, loyalty, and non-resistance. 
Particularly towards the end of the war against the American 
colonies, the clergy's propaganda campaign against the rebels 

58 On this seeJ. C. D. Clark, English Society, 199-276, andj. Gunn, 'The Spectre at 
the Feast: The Pcrsistance ofHigh-Tory Idcas', in id., Beyond Liberty and Property: The 
Process of Seif-Recognition in Eighteenth-Century Political Thought (Montreal, 1983), csp. 
164-g3. 
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was often combined with a plea for the moral renewal of 
English society. 

But we should not strain the idea of similarity. At least the 
higher ranks of the Prussian clergy were members of a 
bureaucratic caste and, as Günter Birtsch points out, as such 
they necessarily maintained a certain degree of reserve vis-a-vis 
any direct involvement in politics, especially the day-to-day 
variety (although their practice in this respect was not entirely 
consistent). The Anglican clergy of the second half of the 
eighteenth century, by contrast, were more firmly embedded 
in the propertied classes, whose political concerns they 
reflected in their political discourse. Paul Langford's analysis 
of the basic intellectual positions taken by those clergymen 
who sanctioned the war reveals a stock of sophisticated 
political and ideological concepts. The spectrum of positions 
ranged from High Church ideas to Whiggish notions in the 
tradition of Locke and Sidney. Compared with the rather 
sublimated form in which the enlightened Prussian clergy 
tended to express their political opinions, the Anglican clergy 
appeared to give voice to their political attitudes both more 
explicitly and more directly. Of course, the fundamental 
question as to what the clergy achieved by means of these 
propaganda efforts remains. Were they one ofthe main agents 
of politicization? Did they successfully indoctrinate their 
flocks? Or should their reflections on political matters be seen 
above all as part of the political and social elite's internal 
discourse?59 

The essays by Birtsch and Langford essentially describe the 
political horizons of the leading figures of the established 
Protestant denominations. Hartmut Lehmann's contribution 
to some extent represents the other side of the coin. Pietistic 
millenarianism around 1800, or at least the variety found in 
Württemberg, draws our attention more strongly to the 

59 The alternative as expressed here is an artificial one; most likely both elements 
were involved. However, we should be careful not to overestimatc the impact of 
clerical propaganda. Christoph Dipper has recently suggested that in 18th-cent: 
Germany, official efforts to reform popular religion, implemented largely by the 
clergy, were generally unsuccessful. Ifthis is true, clerical propaganda will have tobe 
fundamentally reassessed as less effective than we havc hithcrto believed. See C. 
Dipper, 'Volksreligiosität und Obrigkeit im 18. Jahrhundert', in W. Schieder (ed.), 
Volksreligiosität in der modernen S07.ialgesckickte (Geschichte und Gesellschaft, Sonderheft 
11; Göttingen, 1986), 73--g6. 
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political dimension of popular religion. This represents an 
area of debate within a religious tradition whose existence has 
so far largely been denied by a historiography that has been 
concerned only with Enlightenment theology. Nevertheless, 
this was by no means a marginal tradition. Pietistic millenari-
anism had a great deal of support among the middling classes, 
the lower middle classes, the artisans, and peasants of 
Württemberg, and its followers came into serious conflict with 
religious authorities. Lehmann sees in pietistic millenarianism 
more than the mere echo of older eschatological traditions. He 
argues that this phenomenon was, in essence, born of 
contemporary circumstances, arising among other things out 
of the experience ofthe French Revolution and the revolution-
ary wars. Contemporaries experienced their age as one of 
political, social, and spiritual crisis. Here we strike an 
unexpected parallel with the other 'heterodoxy' that is 
discussed in this volume, namely Rational Dissent. According 
to Martin Fitzpatrick, Rational Dissent also had a millennial 
dimension, andin this case, too, the French Revolution and its 
consequences were among the factors promoting this particular 
world-view.60 Tobe sure, however, this English vision of the 
millennium was very different from Lehmann's German one. 
Württemberg's pietists prepared for the millennium by 
preaching and missionary activity, and some of them even 
went to Palestine to await the Second Coming there. Rational 
Dissenters, by contrast, saw the New Jerusalem primarily as a 
new social and political order informed by the spirit of 
enlightened reason. 

This is not to say, however, that Rational Dissenters were 
predominantly interested in political or social concerns, which 
they concealed behind their religious convictions. Martin 
Fitzpatrick's attempt to illuminate the relationship between 
radical religious ideas and the growing criticism of the 
political status quo in late eighteenth-century England un-
covers a complicated network of motives. Rational Dissenters 
were obviously obsessed with the idea of a comprehensive and 
endless epistemological quest, which took the world of politics 
as one object among others. This universal process involved 

60 On thc gcncral sprcad ofmillcnarian vicws in England in rcsponsc to thc Frcnch 
Revolution, sec John Dinwiddy's articlc in this volumc. 
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the exploration of religious and philosophical as weil as 
scientific issues. Ultimately, Martin Fitzpatrick assesses 
Rational Dissent as an 'idealistic' movement for which 
spiritual and intellectual liberty were of overwhelming signi-
ficance. This evaluation casts a fundamental problem into 
high relief: should political debate or political action inspired 
by religious sentiment be seen primarily as a functional 
response to contemporary problems and situations, or must 
more account be taken of the autonomy of religious convic-
tions? 

From a comparative perspective, however, there is some-
thing eise that is, perhaps, even more important. 'As Rational 
Dissent gradually bowed out,' writes Martin Fitzpatrick, 
referring to the end of the eighteenth century, 'its ideals were 
transmitted to posterity by the Friends of Peace and Reform 
and became part of what may be described as our radical and 
liberal heritage, on which, usually unbeknown to them, 
parties across the political spectrum draw.' In Germany no 
comparable tradition was created. There was no religious 
Nonconformist movement that could have injected critical 
ferment into the contemporary political discourse; neological 
Protestantism and reform Catholicism were, in essence, loyal 
to the existing social and political system.61 lt is therefore no 
coincidence that during the nineteenth century German 
liberals regarded religion as synonymous with social and 
political ossification. 62 

POI.ITICAL COMMUNICATION AND POLITICAL IDEAS 

The term 'political communication' is here taken in a wide 
sense. This volume is therefore open to the problems and 
methods of neighbouring disciplines such as the history of art 
and literary criticism. Art historians have already made 
attempts to decipher the political iconography of the German 

61 A morc positive asscssmcnt ofrcform Catholicism is givcn by E. Wangcrmann, 
'Reform Catholicism and Political Radicalism in the Austrian Enlightcnment', in R. 
Porter and M. Teich (cds.), The Enlightenment in National Context (Ca'.mbridgc, 1981), 
127-40. 

62 Sec Muhs, 'Deutscher und britischer Liberalismus im Vergleich', 242-5. 
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Enlightenment.63 John Brewer and Stella Tillyard follow a 
similar line in their analysis in this volume of Thomas 
Bewick's illustrations and engravings. Brewer and Tillyard 
interpret the visual language that Bewick developed in his 
vignettes, saturated with motifs from nature, as a broadly 
based moral discourse, and examine its implicit criticism of 
contemporary issues. To take another example, Franz Hubert 
Robling's article on political rhetoric in eighteenth-century 
Germany is an attempt to make the boundary between history 
and literary criticism more flexible.64 Robling's contribution 
spans a period from the appearance ofGottsched's Ausführliche 
Redekunst in 1 734 to the J acobin propaganda of the late 
eighteenth century. In terms of form, he describes literary 
developments ranging from the courtly eulogy to enlightened 
dialogic rhetoric and political appeals. 

lt is undisputed that the process of politicization which took 
place in the second half of the eighteenth century could not 
have occurred without the boom in the printed media and the 
spread of new practices in marketing and consuming news-
papers and journals that took place at this time. Journals, in 
fact, played a crucial part in creating a political public in late 
eighteenth-century Germany. In his article, entitled 'Journals 
and Public Opinion: The Politicization of the German 
Enlightenment in the Second Half ofthe Eighteenth Century', 
Hans Bödeker describes the take-off phase of journal publish-
ing. He discusses, among other things, how the dissemination 
of journals managed to overcome the narrowness of German 
conditions, the striking increase in the number of periodicals, 
and the systematic expansion of the field of reporting, in 
particular, the increased attention paid to political, social, and 
economic subjects.65 The comparatively well-developed news-

63 See e.g. D. Hoffmann, 'Überlegungen zum Problem einer politischen Ikono-
graphie der deutschen Aufklärung', in Bödeker and Herrmann (cds.), Aufklärung als 
Politisierung-Politisierung der Aufklärung, 118--49. 

64 Whilc it is no longer unusual for literary critics to intcrpret literary texts in a 
political context, historians generally still ignorc thc rich potential of literature as a 
historical sourcc. See thc discussion of this problcm by Kcvin Sharpe and Steven N. 
Zwicker in the Introduction to eid. (eds.), Politics of Discourse: The Literature and History 
of Seventeenth-Century England (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London, 1987), 1-20. 

65 A comparison with English conditions would ccrtainly bc helpful in assessing 
the development described by Bödeker. At thc moment, howevcr, the only systcmatic 
comparison of the pcriodical press available concerns England and France. 
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paper culture probably had a similar impact. After all, it has 
been estimated that during the last decade of the eighteenth 
century a total of about 300,000 newspapers was published 
every week for the German market alone. 66 

While German historians have, like Bödeker, tended to 
concentrate primarily on the printed media in their recon-
structions of historical processes of communication, historians 
of England have to some extent taken a different approach. 
Studying the reform movement and radicalism has made 
historians of England aware that in addition to the vast range 
of forms of printed propaganda available, many other 
techniques were used to shape public opinion: verse, popular 
ballads, resolutions, addresses and petitions, forms of political 
conviviality such as dinners and drinking, as well as proces-
sions, sometimes accompanied by music, songs, banners, 
slogans, and cockades. In this volume, all these techniques 
appear in a rather unexpected context. In his contribution, 
entitled 'Popular Loyalism in Britain in the 1790s', Harry 
Dickinson shows that they were also part of the repertoire of 
what could be called, perhaps misleadingly, the political 
'right'. 

We know nothing about the existence of a similarly 
extensive repertoire of communication in eighteenth-century 
Germany. We could speculate as to whether this is due to a 
lack of historiographical imagination, or a different reality. 
There are indications that the latter is the case. I t seems that, 
on the whole, the structure of political communication was 
less complex in Germany than in England. This is true even 
for the printed media. In Germany we find neither a 
sophisticated pamphlet culture comparable with England's, 
nor any political caricatures worth mentioning. And the fact 

Significant diffcrcnccs cmcrgc in respcct of contcnt. Sec S. Botcin, J. R. Ccnscr, and 
H. Ritvo, 'Thc Pcriodical Press in Eightecnth-Ccntury English and Frcnch Socicty: A 
Cross-Cultural Approach', Comparative Studies in Socieljl and History, 23 ( 1981), 464--go. 

66 Statistics takcn from M. Welke, 'Gemeinsame Lektüre und frühe Formen von 
Gruppenbildungen im 17. und 18.Jahrhundert: Zeitungslesen in Deutschland', in 0. 
Dann ( cd.), Lesegesellschaften und bürgerliche Ema~ipation: Ein Europäischer Vergleich 
(Munich, 1981), 2g-53, hcrc 30. Thc circulation ofEnglish newspapcrs was roughly 
thc samc at this time, but it should bc remembcrcd that around 1800, England's 
population (8 million) was only about half as big as that of Germany. 
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that until well past the middle ofthe century a large proportion 
of political literature, such as, for example, compendia of 
natural law, was written in Latin says a great deal about the 
social structure of the contemporary process of communication. 

How does the ideological stock of both countries compare? 
Did the different constitutional realities mean that specific 
national traditions predominated? Or were they overshadowed 
by trends common to the whole of Europe? I t has become 
more difficult, instead of easier, to find answers to questions 
such as these. Broadly based and sophisticated research in the 
history of political and social thought has, in some cases, 
brought home to us the complexity of the ideological stock of 
the eighteenth century. In Germany, this has been the 
achievement of Begriffsgeschichte in particular.67 Its practi-
tioners have analysed, in unparalleled breadth and depth, the 
historical meanings of the terms and concepts of the political 
and social language used in Germany. No comparable 
systematic studies exist of the political and social vocabulary 
of England.68 To be sure, historians ofEngland have longgone 
beyond the conventional history of political and social ideas, 
which concentrated on interpreting a limited number of 
'classical' texts. In particular,John Pocock's efforts to identify 
different languages within contemporary political discourse, 
and Quentin Skinner's discussion ofhow linguistic actions can 
be historically contextualized, 69 have opened up new methods 
of dealing with the ideologies of the past. And independently 
of the highly theoretical accounts of political and social 
thought written by protagonists of Begriffsgeschichte or members 
of the Cambridge School, a number of other attempts have 
been made to fill existing gaps in the ideological map of the 
eighteenth century. Thus, for example, the study of parties, 
political movements, and social groups and the processes of 
public self-legitimation that they initiated has drawn attention 
to ideological traditions that had previously been ignored. 
Intensive work being clone on pamphlets, journals, and 

67 Sec rcfcrcnccs in nn. 15 and 23. 
68 A first attcmpt has bccn madc rcccntly by T. Ball, J. Farr and R. L. Hanson 

(cds.), Political Innovation and Conceptual Change (Cambridge, 1989). 
69 D. Bouchcr, Texts in Context: Revisionist Methods far Stut!Jling the History oj ldeas 

(Dordrccht, 1985), 151-249 survcys thc work of Pocock and Skinncr. 



A Comparative Study of Political Culture 33 

newspapers has aroused interest in authors who had hitherto 
been rejected as second- or third-rate. All these efforts have 
helped to make historians increasingly aware of the plurality 
of political discourse. 

John Dinwiddy's analysis, in this volume, of the ideological 
horizon of English radicalism in the 1 790s, points precisely in 
this direction: 'The traditions or discourses on which the 
radicals drew, and to some of which their conceptions of 
revolution were related, were numerous and diverse. They 
included "Commonwealth" and "Country" ideology, the 
myth of the ancient constitution, millennial religion, natural-
rights theory, American republicanism, French Jacobinism, 
lrish insurrectionism ... They were often treated in practice 
as mutually reinforcing rather than competing modes of 
argument, and radicals moved to and fro between them 
without any great regard for logical consistency.' If we add to 
this list the spectrum of well-thought-out loyalist ideas 
expounded in this volume by Harry Dickinson, the astonishing 
range of political arguments stimulated by the revolutionary 
events in France becomes visible. But this phenomenon of 
diversity, if not fragmentation, in political discourse was 
certainly not limited to the last decade of the eighteenth 
century. Eckbart Hellmuth's reconstruction of the debate on 
the freedom of the press in the 1 760s and 1 770s shows this 
quite clearly.70 

In this volume it is mainly Diethelm Klippel's article, 'The 
True Concept of Liberty: Political Theory in Germany in the 
Second Half of the Eighteenth Century' that conveys an 
impression of the ideological stock to be found in the German 
context. Clearly rejecting the notion that the German Enlight-
enment was apolitical, he shows that the process of political 
reflection in Germany was lively and controversial. According 
to Klippe!, it was shaped by five sometimes overlapping 
currents of thought: a justification of absolutism or enlightened 

70 The discourse on the freedom of the press in Germany differed markedly from 
the English one in that it generally had much strongcr statist implications. On this sec 
E. Hcllmuth, 'Zur Diskussion um Presse- und Meinungsfreiheit im Zeitalter der 
Französischen Revolution', in G. Birtsch (cd.), Grund- und Freiheitsrechte im Wandel von 
Gesellschaft und Geschichte: Beiträge zur Geschichte der Grund- und Freiheitsrechte vom Ausgang 
des Mittelalters bis zur Revolution von 1848 (Göttingen, 1981), 205-26. 
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absolutism, theories of the Estates' right of participation, and, 
in the last decades of the eighteenth century, the emergence of 
'liberal', 'democratic', and 'conservative' political ideas. And 
in his contribution, Rudolf Vierhaus writes: 'Almost all the 
themes of European political discussiön in the eighteenth 
century had also been discussed in Germany and it had more 
or less become the fashion among writers to compare German 
circumstances with those in neighbouring countries.' 

Does all this mean that political discourse in Germany was 
broadly similar to that in England? At present, we cannot give 
a conclusive answer to this question. The different methodo-
logical and heuristic concepts currently in use in the history of 
ideas of the two countries will make this an extremely difficult 
task. Melvin Richter has recently suggested what form such a 
comparison might take. 71 Nevertheless, I should like to draw 
attention to two general considerations which suggest that no 
simple parallelism exists between the two countries under 
discussion. First, in Germany 'liberal' and 'democratic' 
elements-vividly described here by Diethelm Klippel-were 
integrated into the ideological cosmos at a relatively late 
stage. For long periods during the second half of the 
eighteenth century the debate took place largely under the 
influence of moderate political traditions. The sorts of 
problems that contemporaries discussed at great length were 
how absolutism could be tempered by reason without 
restricting the state's capacity to act, or how the Estates could 
provide a counterweight to princely despotism. In general, at 
least until the French Revolution, political dialogue in 
Germany was tinged by an aura of earnest learnedness. And, 
as Rudolf Vierhaus shows in his essay in this volume, one 
result of the revolutionary events in France was that a large 
section of the German intelligentsia ideologized the principle 
of evolution. 'A revolution in consciousness' not political 
revolution, and 'reform from above' remained influential 
slogans until well into the nineteenth century. Secondly, 

71 See the extremely interesting paper, 'Rcconstructing the History of Political 
Languages: Pocock, Skinner, and the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe', given by Melvin 
Richter at the international symposium, 'Geschichtsforschung-Geschichts-
schreibung-Geschichtsbewußtsein', held in honour of Prof. Rudolf Vierhaus. I am 
grateful to Melvin Richter for permission to cite his as yet unpublished paper. 
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England had the ideological heritage of two revolutions-
which does not mean, of course, that there was anything like a 
coherent ideology of revolution. This becomes all too clear in 
John Dinwiddy's exploration of'Concepts ofRevolution in the 
English Radicalism of the 1 790s'. What is meant is that 
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries England 
witnessed a continuum ofrights-based and libertarian rhetoric 
that had no counterpart in Germany. And further, in England 
there was potential for expressing criticism of a fundamental 
nature. I t manifested itself in, for example, the sporadic 
revival of theories of resistance and popular sovereignty. 

This volume provides a great deal of evidence which 
conclusively refutes any suggestion that the German Enlight-
enment was apolitical. In general, it is not very useful or 
constructive to describe political culture in Germany during 
the second half ofthe eighteenth century as undifferentiatedly 
static, without any forces for change, and lacking in liberal 
potential. To the extent that the Sonderweg thesis builds upon 
the image of a nation plunged into political apathy, it is 
certainly mistaken. And there were undoubtedly a number of 
experiences and problems that contemporaries in England 
and Germany shared. In both countries, the second half of the 
eighteenth century was a period during which individuals and 
groups became politically more aware and articulate, and 
carved out new spheres of action for themselves. Nevertheless, 
the impression of a difference between German and English 
conditions remains. Drawing some conclusions from the 
articles collected in this volume, we could perhaps describe 
this difference, in shorthand form, as follows: in England the 
process of political communication was more complex than in 
Germany; there was a greater variety of political literature; 
contemporaries were politically more articulate and could 
express themselves more explicitly; the spectrum of political 
opinions was wider; the capacity for civic and political self-
organization was greater; political and quasi-political societies 
had penetrated the fabric of English society more deeply, and 
they recruited their members from a broader social spectrum. 
Thus, at least as far as political culture is concerned, it is not 
appropriate to describe England as an ancien régime. Perhaps it 
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is, after all, the peculiarities of the English which most deserve 
emphasis. 72 

72 Somc Gcrman historians havc alrcady been attractcd by thc idca of an English . 
Sonderweg. See, for example, H.-C. Schröder, 'Der englische "Sonderweg" im 17. und 
18. Jahrhundert', in K.-E. Jcismann and H. Schissler (eds.), Englische und deutsche 
Geschichte in den Schulbüchern beider Länder (Brunswick, 1982), 27-35, csp. 34-5. Joanna 
Inncs has recently summarizcd a number of arguments that support this vicw. See 
'Jonathan Clark, Social History and England's "Ancien Regime"', 194 ff. Thc 
beginnings of this debatc go back as far as E. P. Thompson, 'The Peculiaritics of thc 
English', in id., The Poverty of Theory and other Essays (London, 1978), 245-301. 
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Crowd and People in the Gordon Riots 

NICHOLAS ROGERS 

The Gordon Riots have come down to us in the images of 
smoke and fire. Virtually all the eyewitness accounts of the 
disturbances which shook London in the summer of 1 780, 
especially on Black W ednesday, 7 J une, depicted London as 
an inferno. They recalled the uproar of the street, the blazing 
buildings and bonfires, and the terror, confusion, and 
momentary panic of the propertied classes at the unpreced-
ented breakdown of law and order. 1 The riots, in fact, were 
the most tumultuous of the century. Over a hundred houses 
were pulled down or severely damaged. Over two hundred 
people were shot dead in the street. As many died in hospital 
or were treated for wounds. More than 450 persons were 
arrested, 25 of whom were hanged at the scene of their crimes. 
before huge crowds and a substantial military guard. Coming 
at a critical point in the American war and in the wake of the 
first campaign by the Associated Counties and Towns for 
parliamentary reform, the disturbances were a momentous 
event with which everyone had to come to terms. 

Precisely how the radicals responded to the Gordon Riots 
and what ramifications it had for the relationship between 
popular militancy and radical ideas and strategies forms the 
subject of this paper. Curiously, the question has never been 
fully investigated. Historians have generally argued that the 
riots had a negative effect upon the reform movement, 
exposing the political immaturity of the masses, dividing the 
parliamentary Opposition, and rallying the propertied classes 
to the established order. Even George Rudé, who has 
attempted to redress the pejorative image of the disturbances 
and to note their radical affinities, has conceded that the riots 

1 See c.g. Sir N. William Wraxall, Historical Memoirs of My Own Time (London, 
1904), 198; Memoirs of the Life of Sir Samuel Romilly (3 vols.; London, 1840), i. 124. 
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not only ruptured the unity of the popular movement but 
stifled radicalism.2 Yet such arguments implicitly presume a 
natural concordance between popular insurgency and move-
ments for progressive political change. In the context of 1780 
they tend to endorse, unwittingly, the ministerial party's own 
verdict on the riots. In fact, the radicals were able to maintain 
some distance from the Protestant Association and to marshal 
a plausible explanation for the riots which was consistent with 
their view of ministerial power and the unravelling crisis of 
British politics. They did so in a manner which enabled them 
to differentiate legitimate modes of petitioning and redress 
from lawless rabbling. lndeed, their exposure of the untoward 
consequences of weak and corrupt government sustained their 
credibility with the metropolitan electorate, which was as 
sceptical of ministerial power as it was of popular insurgency. 
Even so, the crisis highlighted some of the tensions within the 
radical movement surrounding the toleration ofCatholics and 
the endorsement of popular grievances. Above all, it forced 
radicals to redefine their relations with the crowd, a process of 
self-examination which exposed the unresolved and somewhat 
contradictory impulses between libertarian politics and strong 
civic governance. 

Crowd action was an integral feature of eighteenth-century 
politics lang before the Gordon Riots. In a world in which 
political ideologies were transmitted in ceremonial form as 
much as through the sermon and the printed word, both the 
Court and their opponents sought political endorsement for 
their actions on anniversaries, thanksgivings, military or 
naval victories, and electoral contests. In view of British 
reservations about standing armies, a wide measure of 
plebeian licence was tolerated on these occasions, one that 
recalled an older tradition of misrule; and efforts to restrain 
crowds were exercised with a good deal of discretion and 
circumspection. Championing or vilifying political leaders 
became a recognized tenet of the Englishman's birthright. In 
London, in particular, the crowd emerged as something akin 

2 G. Rudc, Paris and London in the 18th Century (London, 1970), 316-7, and id., 
ldeolo,zy and Popular Protest (London, 1980), 141. lt should bc notcd, howcvcr, that 
Rudc's gcncral analysis of thc rclationship bctwccn popular militancy and radicalism 
was morc complcx in 1980 than it had bccn carlicr. 
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to a 'Fourth Estate'3 and its interventions sometimes tipped 
the balance of political forces. Crowds played an important, if 
subsidiary, role in the struggle of the City of London against 
Walpole, in buttressing loyalism during the Forty-Five, andin 
promoting Pitt to a position of national prominence. 

In the early phase of radicalism the relations between the 
crowd and the Opposition in Parliament and the City were 
largely propitious. Wilkes refined the art of wooing the crowd 
to the cause of liberty,4 and the crowd's actions, while not 
always in line with its leaders, helped to expand the space for 
a libertarian politics. Even so, while radicals acknowledged 
the importance of the crowd as the shock troops of liberty, 
they were always concerned that popular excesses might 
prove counter-productive. In an open letter to the Middlesex 
freeholders and 'the Common People' in April 1 769, for 
example, the Middlesex Journal warned its readers to avoid 'an 
ill-placed, and extravagant assertion ofthat LIBERTY which we 
wear next to our hearts' lest 'it degenerate into licentiousness' 
and give ministers 'a fresh pretense for nipping' at its roots.5 

Predictably, few radicals supported a substantial extension of 
the franchise. Many would have followed William Beckford in 
believing 'that it was not the mob, nor two hundred great 
lords that made us so firm: the middling rank of men it was in 
which our strength consisted' .6 lt was here that the real 
bulwark of freedom and the animating im pulse of the people's 
will could best be discerned, embodied in addresses, instruc-
tions, petitions, and associations. 

The agitation to repeal the Roman Catholic Relief Act of 
1778 none the less posed a number of problems for the radicals 
with respect to libertarian ideology and the mobilization of the 
mass platform. Although the statutory concessions offered 
Catholics were extremely modest and conditional upon their 
sworn allegiance to the throne, they raised fears of a massive 

'.i For thc dcfinition of thc crowd as thc 'Fourth Estatc', sec Covent Garden Journal, 13 
Junc 1752. 

4 Sec J. Brcwcr, Party ldeology and Popular Politics at the Accession of George III 
(Cambridge, 1976), eh. 9. 

5 Middlesexjournal, 8/11 Apr. 1769. 
6 Horacc Walpolc, Memoirs of the &ign of King George the Third, cd. Sir Dcnis Lc 

Marchat (4 vols.; London, 1845), i. 192-3. 
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Catholic resurgence. 7 Many felt that the power of the Pope to 
dispense oaths and the decision of the Council of Constance 
that no faith was to be kept with heretics offered no guarantees 
that Catholics would respect the English state. Moreover, the 
basic tenets of Catholicism were widely regarded as inimical 
to liberty. 'To tolerate Popery', declared one tract, 'is to 
encourage what by Toleration itself we mean to destroy, a 
spirit of persecution and bigotry of the most notorious kind.'8 

To a nation weaned on Foxe's Book of Martyrs and a political 
tradition which associated Catholicism with absolute, foreign 
rule, the Relief Act appeared to be a major betrayal of 
libertarian ideals and national identity. Many radicals shared 
this feeling, especially those who linked the Relief Act to other 
ministerial incursions upon British liberty in America, most 
notably the Quebec Act of 1 774, which endorsed the Catholic 
establishment in that colony. 'The seas of Protestant blood, 
wantonly shed in this ruinous and calamitous war,' wrote one, 
'too strongly prove that the subversion of civil and religious 
liberty is the grand point where all our operations center.' 10 

The campaign for repeal was thus projected as part of the 
larger struggle against ministerial oppression. 

Y et not all radicals supported the repeal of the Relief Act. 
Wilkes thought the modest concessions granted to Catholics 
with respect to education, inheritance, and religious worship 

7 18 Gco. III, c. 60 csscntially rclievcd Catholics from ccrtain penaltics undcr 11 & 
12 Wm. III for prcvcnting tl'lt growth of popery. Propcrty rights were securcd; priests 
wcrc no longer subjcct to 'perpetual imprisonmcnt' for celebrating mass, nor harass~ 
by informers; Catholics gcnerally werc not perpetually imprisoned for cducating 
childrcn in thcir faith. These concessions were not retroactive and only applied to 
thosc who took the oath of allegiance to the Crown, renouncing Jacobitism and the 
temporal authority of the Pope in England. None of the Tudor lcgislation against 
Catholics was repealcd by the act. Opponents, howcver, claimed that the spirit ofthe 
law was more important than the letter. See John Wesley, 'A Letter to thc Printer of 
the Public Advertiser' in Works (7 vols.; New York, 1856), v. 818. 

8 An Appeal From the Protestant Association to the People of Great Britain (London, 1779), 
56. Thanks to Kathleen Wilson for this reference. 

9 On thc anti-Catholicism of the Rational Dissenters and thcir association of the 
1778 Act with American policy, sec M. Fitzpatrick, 'Joseph Priestley, and the cause of 
Universal Toleration', The Price-Priestley Newsletter, 1 (1977), 3-30. Among thc City 
radicals who supportcd the repeal campaign wcre Aldermen Frederick ·Bull and 
Watkin Lewes; among thc councilmen, William Hurford and William Saxby, both 
committcc members of thc London Association for parliamentary reform in 1780. 

10 Protestant Packet or British Monitor, 7 (Newcastlc, 1780), 167-8. Thanks tojoanna 
I nncs for this rcferencc. 



Crowd and People in the Gordon Riots 43 

to be quite unexceptional. The same was true of the Duke of 
Richmond, the most radical nobleman in the Rockingham-
Shelburne circle. He was not prepared to place the Relief Act 
in the same category as the Quebec Act of 1774, for there was 
a crucial difference between the conditional toleration of 
Catholics reared in the Brittsh system ofliberty and subject to 
loyalty oaths and registration, and the maintenance of a state-
endorsed Catholic establishment. The latter institutionalized 
Catholicism in a manner that was intrinsically inimical to 
liberty, whereas the first, as one correspondent in the radical 
London Courant asserted, allowed freedom of conscience to 
flourish in 'liberty and ease'. 11 This line of argument was 
pushed still further by progressive Dissenters such as Joseph 
Priestley. As far as he was concerned, English Catholicism 
had shed its persecutory spirit with the inexorable rise of the 
Enlightenment and was in fact a declining force. A reassertion 
of the penal laws against popery could be only counter-
productive, stoking the embers of religious discord and 
bigotry and giving Catholicism a new lease of life. lt was far 
more politic to counter Catholicism through evangelism and 
religious toleration than to 'imitate that church in the very 
thing for which we condemn it' .12 

Radicals were thus divided on the issue of repeal, and as the 
debate in the Common Council of London revealed, they were 
prepared publicly to air their differences. 13 What they did 
resist was any attempt to link the Associated Counties and 
Towns to the Protestant Association, the organization set up 
to co-ordinate the repeal campaign. I ts president, Lord 

11 London Courant, 11, i3Jan. 1780. 
12 J. Pricstley, A Free Address to Those who have petitionedfor the Repeat of the late act of 

Parliament in Favour of Roman Catholics (London, 1780), in J. T. Rutt (ed.), The 
Theological and Miscellaneous Works of Joseph Priestley, ( 24 vols.; London, 1817-31), xxii. 
499-5 13· 

13 Moming Chronicle, 1 Junc 1780. In thc dcbatc on thc motion to pctition 
Parliamcnt for thc rcpcal of thc Roman Catholic Relief Act, radicals lcd thc dcbatc. 
Thc motion was movcd by Josiah Dornford, a wcll-known rcformer, and sccondcd by 
James Sharp, common councilman for Limc Strcct. Thc two major opponcnts of thc 
pctition appcar to havc bccn Charles Lincoln, common councilman for Aldgatc, and 
Alderman John Sawbridgc. All wcre prominent mcmbcrs ofthc London Association. 
Sawbridgc agrccd to prcscnt thc pctition, along with Bull, but only bccausc hc saw 
himsclf as a dclcgatc for thc City, not out of any personal commitmcnt to rcpcal. 
Sawbridgc's actions havc somctimcs bccn misrcad by historians. Sec J. Stcvcnson, 
Popular Dislurbances in England 1700--1870 (London, 1979),, 88. 
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George Gordon, had pushed hard for this, but there was 
considerable resistance to any form of alliance from within 
both Protestant and radical ranks. 14 Many considered such an 
affiliation would be divisive and diversionary. Among radicals, 
in particular, there was considerable scepticism about Gor-
don's leadership in the light of his initial overtures to Lord 
North to repeal the Relief Act, and not a little anxiety that, in 
the wake of the Scottish opposition to the Act, he would stoke 
the embers of religious bigotry and violence to achieve his 
aims. 15 The two movements thus remained distinct from one 
another. Radicals might individually lend their support to the 
repeal of the Relief Act and even press for some civic 
endorsement of the issue. But the repeal campaign was not 
part of the radical movement. Indeed, as the monster petition 
of the Protestant Association revealed, the anti-Catholic 
campaign drew on an extremely wide constituency. 16 lt 
attracted support from well-known figures across the political 
spectrum: from ministerialists such as Alderman Evan Pugh 
and the philanthropic merchant John Thornton, one of the 
founding fathers of the Clapham sect, to opposition MPs like 
Charles Barrow of Gloucester, to City radicals like Frederick 
Bull. lt was also socially more heterogeneous than its radical 
counterpart, reaching down to the illiterate sections of the 
urban population and featuring a noteworthy crop of preachers 
and parish officials: churchwardens, overseers of the poor, 
beadles, and constables. lf anything typified this quite 
protean movement it was its evangelicalism. Contemporaries 
consistently emphasized its 'enthusiasm', its Methodist affili-
ations and temper. 17 Despite the overlapping personnel, it 

14 E. Black, The Auociation (Cambridge, Mass., 1963), 152. Public Rccord Office, 
TS 11/388/1212. For thc attcmpt to havc thc Middlcscx Association cndorsc thc 
rcpcal of thc Relief Act, sec London Evening Post, 1 1 / 13 Apr. 1 780. 

15 c.g. A Defence of the Act of Parliament lately passed for the reliej of Roman Catholics 
(London, 1779). Thc tract was printcd by Joseph Johnson, thc radical printcr. For 
information on his circlc, sec C. Tomalin, The Life and Death of Mary Wollstonecraft 
(New York, 1974), eh. 6. 

16 PRO, TS 11/389/1214. lt is impossible to discovcr thc namcs of all thc activc 
mcmbcrs of thc Protestant Association bccausc most of its minutcs wcrc dcstroycd. 
Hcncc onc is rcliant upon thc namcs to bc found in thc pctition. 

17 [T. L. O'Bcirnc], Considerations on the late Disturbances (London, 1780), 13-14; 
Fanaticism and Treason: or, a Dispassionate History of the Rise, Progress and Suppression of the 
Rebellious lnsu"ections injune 1780 (London, 1780), 26--7. 
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was a very different organization from that of the radical 
associations of the metropolis, whose affiliations were more 
secular and more middle dass. 

The radicals had, then, achieved some distance from the 
Protestant Association, and this certainly insulated them from 
the accusations that they were responsible for its excesses. 18 

In Parliament radicals were as condemnatory of the riots as 
the government and as the riots themselves unfolded they 
were able to argue that the crowd was no respecter of political 
partisanship. None the less, some anti-Catholic radicals were 
undoubtedly sympathetic to the initial attacks upon Catholic 
chapels, andin the City ofLondon they were even prepared to 
press for repeal while the disorders remained unchecked. 19 

This action did little to temper ministerial claims of radical 
rabble-rousing. On the other hand, radicals were far from 
unanimous about the petition, and some like Wilkes were 
visibly condemnatory, pushing instead for an energetic 
restoration of order. So the determination of anti-Catholic 
patriots like Frederick Bull to continue to pressure Parliament 
for repeal did not altogether detract from the radical 
explanation of the riots, which was essentially threefold. At a 
more general level, radicals attributed the disorders to the 
prevailing political malaise. lt was the ministry's insensitivity 
to the popular mood, its fateful war with America, and its 
rejection of the 'civil petitions of the people', that had made 
the populace resort to such desperate measures.20 More 
specifically, radicals argued that the riots were the result of 
inadequate policing, the absence of reliable, socially respect-
able magistrates in Westminster, where the administration 
relied on tradingjustices dependent upon political favour, and 
a collusive relationship with the criminal world. 21 This 
reasoning was somewhat tendentious since the difficulties that 
the Westminster justices faced with respect to the local 
constables, too few in number and too sympathetic to the 
rioters, were little different from those encountered in the 

18 For such accusations, sec Morning Post and Daily Advertiser, 6, 10, 17 Junc 1780. 
19 Corporation ofLondon Rccord Officc,Journals ofCommon Council, lxviii. 66. 

For radical disagrcemcnts ovcr this action, sec Gazetteer and New Daily Advertiser, 9 
Junc 1780, and London Chronicle, 17/20 June 1780. 

20 London Courant, 9June, 4July 1780. 
21 Cobbett's Parliamentary History, xii. 674, 680-2. 
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more democratic world of the City.22 But this argument was 
overlaid by a more pressing and politically explosive issue: the 
nature of ministerial intentions. Radicals claimed that the 
government had deliberately allowed the situation to get out 
of hand to introduce military power.23 This was an old line, 
advanced during the Wilkite battles of the 1760s and again 
following the introduction of the Coercive Acts in America. lt 
was a highly emotive issue, and while the government can be 
exonerated from the charge, its actions did little to allay the 
suspicion of ministerial power. Radicals and reformers asked 
why the government had alerted the magistrates about the 
Westminster Association's open meeting in April, before 
Dunning's motion in the Commons, and yet had been so 
lethargic with respect to the anti-Catholic petition and to the 
thousands who mustered in St George's Fields.24 They were 
also deeply troubled by the government's eventual decision to 
employ the military without civil direction; especially by the 
legal construction which Lord Mansfield put upon the 
decision, which stated, essentially, that soldiers could act as 
citizens in popular tumults. In radical eyes this undermined 
the constitutional safeguards against standing armies and 
opened the door to military rule.25 Even those who recognized 
the need for military intervention wanted an Indemnity Act 
for the soldiers to underline its extraordinary nature. 

The debate over the constitutionality of military intervention 
resonated beyond the metropolis because the royal proclama-
tion allowed for army initiatives anywhere in the kingdom. 
Radicals baulked at this extension of military responsibility, 
complaining that such discretionary powers were hardly 
necessary 'where no pressing <langer actually exists' and 

22 Thc cvidcncc suggcsts, in fact, that the Westminster JPs did not dcmonstrably 
shirk thcir duty and wcrc certainly not as pusillanimous as Lord Mayor Kennett. See 
PRO, PC 1/3097, 2/125/141, and SP 37/20/142. 

23 Sec Lord Shclburnc's spccch, as rcportcd in Morning Chronicle, 3Junc 1780. 
24 Cobbett's Parliamentary History, xxi. 591-3, 670. 
25 Sec thc commcnts of Aldermen John Wilkcs and James Townsend in thc City 

dcbatcs on thc subjcct, rcportcd in London Courant, rnJunc 1780, and London Evening 
Post, 10/13 June 1780. Both thc City of London and thc Westminster Association 
pointedly thankcd Sir Henry Gould, one ofthcjudgcs ofthc Court ofCommon Plcas, 
for opposing thc rccommendation of martial law at a mccting of thc Privy Council. 
Sec Corporation of London Rccord Office, Journals of Common Council, lxviii. 68, 
and British Library, Add. MS 38593, fo. 37. 
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'where no reluctance in the magistracy to perform their duty 
can be reasonably suspected'. 6 But the issue of military 
intervention emerged most visibly in the City, where a motion 
was proposed to thank the King for bringing in the troops to 
quell the riots without waiting for magisterial orders.27 This 
motion passed (on two occasions) by a narrow majority, but 
as the newspapers reveal, the debate ran along partisan lines. 
Most leading patriots opposed the motion, including the most 
anti-Catholic and those most energetic in the suppression of 
the riots.28 This is worth stressing, for it reveals that the 
opposition to the King's proclamation on military intervention 
bore no straightforward relationship to sympathy for the 
repeal campaign or even popular protest. Radicals might 
share different opinions about the efficacy of repeal and the 
seriousness of the disorders, but they resisted any move that 
might undermine the liberty of the subject or the right to 
associate in the future. While condemning the riots, they had 
no wish to endorse policies that might narrow the space for 
libertarian politics. 

Further evidence for this can be found in the formation of 
voluntary associations. Historians have tended to interpret 
these initiatives as a straightforward law-and-order issue: an 
exercise in propertied self-help. 29 In fact, associations were 
intended as a counterweight to military intervention as much 
as a supplement. They were a form ofconstitutional vigilance 
designed to ensure that the military presence in the metropolis 
would be as brief as possible and would not habituate citizens 
to military rule. The point was made by a writer in the London 
Courant, who commended the formation of a volunteer 

26 Resolution ofthe Yorkshire Association, 2 Aug. 1780, citcd in C. Wyvill, Political 
Papers (6 vols.; York, 1794-1808), i. 258-62. 

27 Corporation ofLondon Record Office;Journals ofCommon Council, lxviii. 70--
2. The divisions on the motion were 67 to 54 in favour on 8July 1780 and 77 to 67 in 
favour on 24July. 

28 London Courant, 11 July, 1780. Aldermen Bull, Townscnd, and Wilkcs and 
councillorsJosiah Dornford and William Hurford were all opposed to the motion for 
an address whcn it was first introduced in Common Council. 

29 J. P. De Castro The Gordon Riots (London, 1926), 125; G. Rudc, 'Some Financial 
and Military Aspects ofthe Gordon Riots', Guildhall Miscellany, 6 (Feb. 1956), 31-42. 
Rude is certainly more attcntivc to thc rolc of the associations as a check upon 
executive power, but he tcnds to sec this only as a dcfcncc ofthc City's own privilegcs. 
In fact it had a wider political dimcnsion. 



NICHOLAS ROGERS 

assoc1at1on in Covent Garden on the grounds that such a 
spirited example of self-policing would quickly remove 'any 
pretense for the continuance ofmartial law [sic]'. 30 lt was also 
made toJohn Wilkes. 'Ifyou can get rid ofye military', wrote 
J. Wilson from Alford House, ' & establish an inward force to 
defend ye City from riots by making the Train'd Bands as 
formidable as they were in Chas l's time, you may claim a 
civic crown and live to be ye most popular Man in ye 
Kingdom. '31 

The political dimensions of the voluntary assoc1at1ons 
became sharper as the riots subsided. The radicals had always 
insisted upon armed associations as a counterweight to the 
military presence in the City and they protested strongly when 
Lord Amherst issued orders on 13 J une to confiscate all arms 
save those used by the city militia and those associations 
officially sanctioned by the King. Colonel Twistleton, the 
officer in charge of troops in the City, attempted to suggest 
that this was simply a precautionary measure to ensure that 
arms did not fall into the wrong hands and to prevent any 
unfortunate identification of ward patrols with rioters.32 But 
to the radicals this line of reasoning was both specious and 
unconstitutional. lt was weil known that the military detested 
the radicals and believed them responsible for the riots. 
Colonel Boscawen told George Bellas, a well-known radical 
lawyer at Doctors Commons, that 'all the disturbances was 
owing to a few such ill-disposed disaffected persons as he 
was' .33 In these circumstances radicals had no wish to disarm. 
Nor did they believe it was legal to force them to do so. City 
radicals insisted that bearing arms was part of the English-
man's birthright, unequivocally reaffirmed by the Bill of 
Rights. This line of reasoning was upheld elsewhere, by the 
Marylebone and Y orkshire Associations among others, and it 
strengthened the City radicals' struggle against the military 
authorities. 34 When Lord Bathurst admitted that citizens 
might legitimately arm und er the Bill of Rights, but could not 

:m London Courant, IO J unc 1 780. 
31 British Library, Add. Ms 30872, fo. 196. 
32 Sec R. R. Sharpc, London and the Kingdom (3 vols.; London, 1895), iii. 186--g. 
3:< PRO, WO 34/104/318-19. 
34 Cl,RO, Rcpcrtorics ofthc Court of Aldermen, clxxxiv. 309-14; Morning Post, 16 

June 1780; London Evening Post, 17/20June 1780; London Courant, 8 Aug. 1780. 
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muster, drill, and patrol without the King's commission, the 
radicals simply refused to back down. 35 In their eyes armed 
associations were perfectly constitutional, and they were 
prepared to take their case to the highest court in the land. 

The radicals were thus deeply suspicious of the military's 
attitude towards voluntary associations, believing it under-
mined basic constitutional rights of self-defence. They were 
also alarmed by the government's handling of the trials. At 
the opening ofthe Special Commission ofOyer and Terminer 
in Surrey on 10 July, Lord Loughborough gave a very 
controversial charge to the grand jury in which he insinuated 
that the riots had really begun with the Protestant Association's 
attempt to overawe the legislature by organizing a mass 
parade to Parliament. He pointed out the illegality of this 
mode of redress according to the Caroline statute of r66r 
against tumultuous petitioning. This legal argument troubled 
the radicals a good deal, for it not only implicated the 
Association in the disorders, but by extension appeared to 
discredit mass petitioning and associations in general.36 'A 
Lover of Justice' in the London Courant contested Lough-
borough's reasoning, insisting that mass petitioning had been 
legalized under the Bill of Rights. Another described the 
charge as 'a composition not to be equalled since the days of 
Judge Jeffreys'.37 In fact the image of the Bloody Assizes 
coloured the whole Surrey proceedings. Radicals were dis-
turbed by the fact that defendants were tried in clusters 
rathers thän on an individual basis. In view of the hefty 
rewards offered by the Crown for informations leading to the 
successful conviction of rioters, it was feared that such 
summary procedures would facilitate miscarriages of justice, 
especially false or malicious prosecutions, a matter given 
further credibility by the knowledge that professional informers 
had been active at the Old Bailey trials.38 Radicals were also 
critical of the Crown prosecution. In some cases the Crown 
lawyers refused to discharge prisoners found Not Guilty on 
the grounds that incriminating evidence might still emerge 
from the other trials. In the case of Henry Maskall, the only 

3s CI.RO, Reps. Court of Aldermen, clxxxiv. 250, 268-71. 
36 London Evening Post, BI 1 1 J uly 1 780. 
37 London Courant, 17, 19July 1780. :•• London Courant, 19, 25July 1780. 
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defendant with known radical affiliations, testimony that 
might have favoured him was purportedly withheld.39 In 
radical eyes this did not meet the standards of impartiality 
expected of Crown counsel, and it deepened the suspicion of 
the ministry's intentions over the whole episode.40 Were 
political trials and military rule to be the legacy of the June 
disturbances? 

Throughout the crisis, then, the radicals attempted to 
distance themselves from the Protestant Association and the 
riots. They also strove to ensure that the crisis would not 
redound to ministerial advantage and strengthen its powers of 
repression, highlighting the illiberal implications ofits counter-
insurgency. Despite efforts by the government to implicate the 
patriots in the disorders and to champion the military 
intervention of 7 June as a responsible, constitutional act 
which made nonsense of radical claims about political 
corruption and ministerial despotism, radical strategy worked. 
In the general election just three months after the riots, the 
radicals retained the support of the London electorate, 
winning ten of the twelve metropolitan seats. lndeed the only 
real problem for the radicals was their own disagreement over 
Catholic toleration. Both Wilkes and Fox faced criticism on 
this score, although only in the case of John Sawbridge did it 
prove decisive.41 His humiliation in the City showed that not 
all radicals paired civil with religious freedom. The belief that 
Catholicism was intrinsically anathema to political liberty 
and necessitated strong statutory controls remained part of 
the radical canon. The legacy of the past proved stronger than 
Enlightenment ideals. In fact the experience of 1 780 taught 
radicals to be more deferential to popular anti-Catholicism. 
As the City by-election of 1781 revealed, radicals were not 
prepared to fall foul of the Protestant Association even though 
they were disenchanted with the prospect of Lord George 

39 On Maskall, sccJ. Sainsbury, Disaffected Patriots: London Supparters of Revolutionary 
America 176[rr782 (Kingston and Montreal, 1987), 64, 83, 95, 97, IOg-11, 157. 
Maskall was a formcr prcsidcnt ofthc pro-Amcrican London Association and a wcll-
known radical opponcnt ofthc Quebec Act. He was closely linkcd to Frcderick Bull. 

40 London Courant, 25 July, 4 Aug. 1780. 
41 For criticism ofWilkcs's pro-Catholicism, sec Public Advertiser, 14 Sept. 1780; for 

criticism of Fox, sec The Co"espandence of Edmund Burke, cd. John A. Woods ( IO vols.; 
Cambridge, 1958-78) iv. 282-4. 
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Gordon's candidature.42 The forces Gordon might muster 
added an imponderable dimension to City politics that was 
best left untested. 

If the Gordon Riots forced the radicals to be more 
circumspect in their handling· of the Catholic issue, what 
lessons did they draw from the riots themselves? Throughout 
the crisis the radicals had never publicly exonerated the 
rioters; to have clone so would have added grist to the 
ministerial mill. But the tone and nature oftheir condemnation 
changed over time. In the early stages of the disturbances 
many radicals were prepared to concede that the demon-
strators acted upon deeply felt principles, however mis-
guided.43 With the breaking-open of the gaols and the 
escalation of violence, sectarian rage was seen to give way to 
licentiousness. 'Robbers, thieves, felons, and all the rabble 
which form part of the mob in great and populous cities', 
claimed the Duke of Richmond, 'took advantage of the large 
numbers of people who collected themselves upon that 
occasion, and under the pretext of religious reformation, 
committed the most horrid, criminal and daring outrages. '44 

Unlike the ministerialists, the radicals did not see the excesses 
of 6 and 7 J une as part of any co-ordinated plan against the 
state. As far as the radicals were concerned, 'political men 
were indiscriminately menaced and the fairest moments for 
political mischief were lost'. The riots, claimed one writer, 
were fundamentally, 'the offspring of the moment ... License 
begot mischief; mischief, commitment; commitment, revenge 
and rescue; and when felons were rescued among others, who 
can wonder at any thing that followed.'45 The Gordon Riots, 
in other words, became in radical eyes a paradigm of plebeian 
degeneracy: headless, lawless, transgressive, but not insurrec-
tionary. Even so, they were politically counter-productive. In 
the opinion of 'Marcus' in the London Courant, the mob had 
furnished the ministry with a pretext 'to rivet the chains of 
perpetual slavery upon us'. He continued: 'Your unpreced-
ented behaviour will necessarily incline many friends of the 

42 On radical anxicties about Gordon's candidaturc and subsequent cfforts to 
rcpair any damagc that might have bcen causcd by the vocal opposition to it, sce 
Whitehall Evening Post, 4/6 Sept. 1781. 43 Cobbett's Part. Hist., xxi. 676--7. 

44 Ga.:,etteer anti New Daily Advertiser, 20 June 1780. 
45 London Courant, 26 July 1780. 
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public cause to court absolute power in order to shelter 
themselves from your depredations; your licentiousness has 
undone, in a moment, what the virtue of true patriots has been 
endeavouring to establish this lang time. '46 

This analysis of the riots, we now know, hardly did justice 
to their complexity. The radicals underplayed the consistent 
strain of anti-Catholicism which informed the riots. They 
exaggerated the thievery and overplayed the drunkenness. 
Intoxication there certainly was, but the spectacle of London's 
poor scooping the scorching gin from the rivulets of Holborn 
was never an adequate résumé of the riot. As the trials 
revealed and as George Rudé has indicated, rioters were often 
disciplined and discriminatory in their targets.47 In the final 
stages of the disturbances, as the riots hurst the bounds of 
their original objectives, there were attacks upon pawnshops, 
crimping-houses, spunging-houses, and the toll-houses of 
Blackfriars. This hostility to the petty oppressors of the poor 
and to the regressive tax of Blackfrairs Bridge had previously 
evoked some radical sympathy.48 But in the context of 1780 
the radicals remained transfixed by the crowd's transgressions: 
oflaw, of property, of the customary modes ofpopular redress. 
The Gordon rioters had simply gone too far. They had 
terrified property-holders and their families, placed future 
movements of the 'people' in jeopardy, and had facilitated 
military rule. 

What was the answer? For some radicals the solution was 
not so very different from that of some conservatives: a stricter 
attention to civil government; a more efficient police; moral 
reform to wean the poor from impiety and ignorance. In the 
aftermath of the riots, radicals stressed the need for an 
impartial and socially creditable magistracy, independent of 
government and distanced from the criminal underworld. 
Recognizing the difficulties of finding suitable gentlemen for 

46 l.ondon Courant, 15Junc 1780. 
47 Sec G. Rudc, Paris and l.ondon in the Eighteenth Century, 268--g2. Rudc notcs that 

only 15 pcrsons ofthc 160 brought to trial wcrc chargcd with thcft and 7 ofthcse wcrc 
found Not Guilty. 

48 Sccj. Brcwcr, 'Thc Wilkitcs and thc law, 1763-1774', inJ. Brcwcr andJ. Stylcs 
(cds.), An Ungovemable People (London, 1980), 138, 151-3. For Blackfriars Bridge, sec 
Fidclio [Josiah Dornford], Seven l.etters to the Common Council of the City ef l.ondon and One 
to the l.ivery (London, 1784), 16. 
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the irksome task of metropolitan policing, some pressed for 
salaried magistrates, financed from the county rate.49 Whether 
stipendiary or not, justices were to be supported by organiza-
tions similar, if not identical, to the voluntary associations 
which were created during the Gordon Riots. Organized on a 
parish or ward basis, these associations would inject new 
energy into local peace-keeping, monitoring both magistrates 
and beadles and supplementing the local forces of law and 
order, especially with respect to riot control. The radicals 
were impressed with the way in which these associations 
patrolled the streets at the conclusion of Lord George 
Gordon's trial in February 1781, and they hoped this would 
establish good precedents for the future.50 

The radicals were thus in favour of police reform, although 
they were not in favour of any system which might increase 
executive influence or encourage professional informers. What 
they hoped to do was to revivify the notion of a citizen militia 
and build on the experience of the Gordon Riots so that future 
disturbances could be adequately managed by the civil power 
without capitulating to the military.51 At the same time they 
hoped to instil in the poor a greater sense of frugality and self-
help, which in their eyes were the necessary supports of 
political virtue. This meant greater emphasis upon preventive 
social strategies: stricter licensing; prison reform, so that gaols 
would no longer be nurseries of crime; a more calibrated 
structure of punishments, which would reduce the discretion-
ary aspects of the law and centre more fundamentally upon a 
moral reformation of the criminal. These goals are most often 
associated with evangelicalism, and by extension conservat-
ism. But this is a Whiggish perspective. In the 1 780s 
evangdicalism was politically protean, part of a broader 
middle-class reform movement preoccupied with moral rect-
itude and the elimination ofvice and corruption. lt intersected 
and reinforced the regulatory drives of radicalism. 

49 Josiah Dornford, Seven Letters to the Lords of the Privy Council on the Police (London, 
1785), p. xii. 

50 Moming Chronicle, 6, 8, IO Feb. 1781; London Courant, 12 Feb. 1781. 
51 Sec Shcridan's motion on thc dcfcetive state ofthc poliec in Westminster, whieh 

was not only a critique of trading justiees but also of thc military intervention of 7 
June 1780. Pari. Hist., xxi. 1305-25. For radieal fntcrcst in militias after thc Gordon 
Riots, sec P. Hoare (cd.), Memoirs of Granville Sharpe Esq. (London, 1820), 203-4. 
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Of course not all radicals were social disciplinarians. The 
more hale and hearty brand of libertarian politics was by no 
means extinguished by the Gordon Riots as the career of Fox 
and the demonstrations in favour of Burdett and Queen 
Caroline later testified.52 lndeed, it proved impossible to 
extinguish the tradition of festive politics which had become 
so integral a feature of the metropolitan scene. As The Times 
ironically exhorted Londoners on the eve of the centenary 
celebrations of 1688: 

Let all work, but the work ofpleasure be suspended: let all industry 
be laid aside from the merchant to the greengrocer, and from the 
goldsmith to the cobler, in honour of the DECAYED bones of the 
IMMORTAL King William ... 

Let bonfires blaze in the streets, and loud shouts echo through the 
crouds; let riot and confusion, and all sorts of inebriated disorder 
mark your conduct, in honour ofthe DECAYED bones ofthe IMMORTAL 
King William. 

Pull down the glimmering lamps on the footways, extinguish the 
dying lights in the watchmen's lantherns, break every window that 
is not illuminated, make the coachmen pull off their hats at the 
bonfires, and exact money from all passengers, in honour of the 
DECAYED bones of the immortal King William.53 

Yet after the Gordon Riots, the radicals approached the 
crowd with a new scepticism and reflexivity. Crowds, as the 
celebrations of Charlestown were quickly to remind radicals, 
could be politically volatile. They could also, as the Gordon 
Riots themselves illustrated, potentially close as well as create 
the space for libertarian politics. In these circumstances 
radicals thought twice about invoking the crowd. In fact from 
1 789 until the second decade of the nineteenth century, it was 
the loyalists rather than their opponents who were more 
readily prepared to play upon the plebeian love of spectacle 
and festive revelry.54 So much so, that radicals could be quite 
contemptuous of British festivals, especially in the context of 
the 1 795 acts, which more or less gave the loyalists a free field. 

52 J. R. Dinwiddy, 'Sir Francis Burdett and Burdettite Radicalism', History, 65 
(Feb. 1980), 17-31; T. W. Laqueur, 'The Queen Caroline Affair: Politics as Art in the 
Rcign ofGcorge lV',Journal of Modern History, 54 (1982), 417-66. 

53 Th~ Times, 1 Nov. 1 789. 
54 See L. Collcy, 'The Apothcosis ofGcorgc III: Loyalty, Royalty and thc British 

Nation, 1760-1820', Past & Present, 102 (1984), 94-129. 
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'The British have little to celebrate,' wrote the pro-Jacobin 
Charles Pigott, 

but they still have their royal festivals when oxen are roasted entire; 
and, as if the people were not already sufficiently stupified, they are 
tobe further lethargized by dint of Beef and Porter, ofGluttony and 
Drunkenness. Then they are taught to shout 'God save the King' 
and to believe all human virtue and morality contained in that 
senseless sound. The only GENIUS which displays itself in these our 
Englishfestivals, is the Genius ofBrutality, the Genius ofDelusion, or 
the Genius of Confusion, the whole system of right and wrong 
confounded. 55 

Pigott represented the extreme wing of a rapidly changing 
radical movement, and he was writing at a time when the new 
Corresponding Societies were under fire. But his scepticism 
about crowd action was shared by other members of the 
radical movement. Both Joseph Priestley and Vicesimus 
Knox believed crowds to be not only politically volatile, but 
arguably part of that decadent, ceremonial order that 
hindered political enlightenment. 'Riots, tumults, and popular 
commotions are indeed truly dreadful, and tobe avoided with 
the utmost care by the lovers of liberty' declared Knox in 
1795. 'Peace, good order and security to all ranks are the 
natural fruits of a free constitution.'56 Radical felicity left little 
space for the jostling crowd. 'lt would be nothing less than 
insanity to endeavour to intimidate by a mob,' reflected 
Priestley in the aftermath of the Birmingham Riots, 'the 
excesses of which it may be impossible to restrain, and which, 
once encouraged and excited, may soon take a different, and 
even opposite direction. '57 The problem for him, as for others, 
was how to weid popular passions and sympathies to a radical 
platform, how to unite the crowd with the people. lt was an 
issue that the radicals themselves traced back to the Gordon 
Riots, when the problematic status of the crowd as a 
progressive force so dramatically punctured the popular 
consc1ousness. 

55 C. Pigott, A Political Dictionary (1795; rcpr. New York, 1796), 43-4. 
56 V. Knox, The Spirit of Despotism 4th edn. (London, 1821), 22; sec also J. 

Pricstlcy, Works, xix. 4og-10. 57 Pricstlcy, Works, xix. 436. 
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Politics and Morals 
The Reformation of Manners Movement in Later 

Eighteenth-Century England 

JOANNA INNES 

The 1 780s were in England a decade of crisis and hope. 
Among the many fruits of this decade was a_revival of interest 
in 'the reformation of manners': in a comprehensive pro-
gramme of moral reform, a project which bad last engaged 
significant official and unofficial enthusiasm in similarly 
trying and invigorating circumstances just under a century 
before. 

The reformation of manners movement which flourished in 
the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries has 
received extended attention from historians. 1 Its later coun-
terpart has been much less car_efully studied. 2 Y et the later 

1 e.g. G. V. Portus, Caritas Anglicana, or an Enquiry into those Religious etc. Societies that 
flourished in England 1678-1790 (London, 1912); D. Bahlman, The Moral Revolution of 
1688 (New Haven, 1968); A. G. Craig. 'The Moxement for the Reformation of 
Manners 1688--1715', Ph.D. thesis (Edinburgh, 1980); T. Isaacs, 'Moral Crime, 
Moral Reform and the State in Early Eighteenth-century England: A Study of Piety 
and Politics', Ph.D. thesis (Rochester, 1980), and id., 'The Anglican Hierarchy and 
the Reformation of Manners',Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 33 (1982), 391-411. 

2 The later movement is briefly described in S. and B. Webb, The History of Liquor 
Licensing in England (London, 1903), app.: 'The movement for the reformation of 
manners'; Portus, Caritas Anglicana; M. Quinlan, Victorian Prelude: A History of English 
Manners 1700-1830 (New York, 1941); M. Jaeger, Before Victoria: Changing Standards 
and Behaviour 1787-1837 (London, 1956); E. J. Bristow, Vice and Vigilance; Purity 
Movements in Britain since 1700 (Dublin, 1977), and F. K. Brown, Fathers of the 
Victorians: The Age of Wilbeiforce (Cambridge, 1961). Sabbatarianism is discussed by 
W. B. Whitaker, The Eighteenth-Century English Sunday: A Study of Sunday Observancefrom 
1677 to 1837 (London, 1940); the campaign against disorderly sports and 
entertainments by R. W. Malcolmson, Popular Recreations in English Society 1700-1850 
(London, 1973) chs. 6-7; that against liccntious books by D. Thomas, A Long Time 
Buming: The History of Literary Censorship in England (London, 1969), chs. 7, 9. Donna 
Andrew's forthcoming Philanthropy and Police-a study ofLondon charities in the 18th 
cent.-contains much of interest. The füllest account of organized reforming effort 
and its impact on law and govcrnment is L. Radzinowicz, The History of English 
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movement deserves attention. To study its origins is to gain 
new insights into the hopes and fears of the I 780s, an 
understudied decade, all too often hurried over by historians 
eager to get to grips with the tensions and dramas of the post-
French Revolution years. The Proclamation Society, founded 
in r 787 to sustain and direct moral reforming enthusiasm, 
provides a complex and interesting study in its own right. The 
men who founded the Proclamation Society devoted much 
care and thought to devising modes of action that would be 
maximally effective, given the institutional framework and 
cultural climate they had to operate in. A study of their 
proceedings can teach us much about that framework and 
that climate: about the opportunities the circumstances of the 
time afforded to the would-be entrepreneur of reform, on the 
one hand, and about the obstacles and pitfalls they laid in his 
way, on the other. The Proclamation Society was, to a 
remarkable extent, an association of the well-placed arid well-
connected. To focus on the Society's organization and 
operations is to explore the character and significance of the 
reformation of manners movement at the highest social level. 
In a concluding section we will attempt to set the movement 
in a broader social context: to assess the nature and limits of 
its appeal; the extent to which it was identified with particular 
social groups, and the logic and significance of its social 
profile. 

Cancern about the corrupt state of contemporary morals 
formed a persistent theme in English thought, engaging the 
attention of people at many different social levels throughout 
the eighteenth century. In different minds, different themes 
were combined and inflected in very different ways. Schem-
atically we might distinguish three main traditions of thought 
upon which people drew. First, a distinctively religious 

Criminal Law and its Administration since 1750 (5 vols.; London, 1948--86), iii. 141-207. 
Michael Roberts compares late 18th and early 19th-eent. devclopments in two recent 
articles on the 19th-cent. Vice Society: M.J. D. Roberts, 'The Society for the 
Suppression ofVice and its Early Critics, 1802-12', Historicaljournal, 26 (1983), 15g-
76 and 'Making Victorian Morals? The Society for the Suppression of Vice and its 
Critics, 1802-86', Historical Studies, 21 (1981), 157-73. 
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tradition, in which sexual offences and offences of impiety 
were among the moral failings-the 'sins'-most reprobated, 
and God's wrathful judgements (which might be directed 
either against individual sinners or against entire sinful 
nations) the consequences most feared. Second, a tradition in 
which attention focused on moral failings with more immediate 
and concrete social consequences: idleness, improvidence, 
intemperance, dishonesty, and their putative fruits: poverty, 
vagrancy, crime, and national economic decline. Third, a 
tradition in which moral themes were given a primarily 
political inflection: in which the lass of 'virtue' was taken to 
mean primarily the withering of public spirit, a general 
decline in willingness to sacrifice immediate private advantage 
to the public good. Political corruption, a lass of national 
power, and extinction of the nation's liberties were the ill 
consequences supposed to follow upon moral decline, con-
ceived in these terms. 3 

These three traditions of thought coexisted throughout the 
eighteenth century. The extent to which, and the ways in 
which, they were integrated with one another probably varied 
over time (a subject which would bear more examination). 
What is clear is that elements of these different traditions were 
frequently synthesized, and that there was considerable 
variation in the syntheses arrived at by different individuals.4 

In the later eighteenth century, for example, different people 
entertained very different ideas about the relationship between 
moral depravity and the shortcomings of the political system. 
Same argued that the corruption of political life was a prime 
cause of the nation's depravity. Constitutional reform, in this 

:i Of thcsc, thc third is thc only onc which has attractcd much rcccnt historical 
attcntion, chicfly as a rcsult of thc work of J. G. A. Pocock. Sec c.g. his The 
Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Repuhlican Tradition 
(Princcton, 1975). 

4 Accounts of various forms of synthcsis can bc found in T. A. Horne, The Social 
Thought of Bernard Mandeville: Virtue and Commerce in Early Eighteenth-Century England 
(London, 1978);]. Sckora, Luxury: The Concept in Western Thou/;ht,from Eden to Smollett 
(Baltimorc, 1977); and R. B. Shcr, 'Paradigms and Politics: Manncrs, Moralsand thc 
Risc of Henry Dundas, 1770-1784', in J. Dwycr, R. A. Mason, and A. Murdoch 
(cds.), New Perspectives on the Politics and Culture of Early Modern Scotland (Edinburgh, 
n.d.). Sec also G. Ncwman, The Rise of English Nationalism: A Guttural History 1740-
1830 (London, 1987) who, howcvcr, portrays (I think unconvincingly) onc form of 
synthcsis as dominant. 
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analysis, was a pre-condition for, or would at least advance 
the cause of, general moral reform. Others argued, however, 
that, given the corrupt state of popular morals, it would be 
unprofitable at best, at worst a recipe for disaster, to attempt 
to 'purify' institutions.5 

Although concern about the nation's morals persisted 
throughout the century, moral anxieties flared up more luridly 
and insistently at some times than at others. The I 780s 
represent one of the decades in which such themes were most 
prominent. Among the circumstances which helped to shape 
opinion in this decade, the complex effects of the disastrous 
American war must surely be assigned an important place. 
The origins, course, and outcome of the war all provided 
grounds for anxiety. The war highlighted a host of pre-
existing problems and tensions in polity, economy, and 
society. lt also exacerbated certain long-standing problems, 
and suggested alarming possibilities that the future might 
hold in store. 

Earlier eighteenth-century wars had usually enhanced 
Britain's power and extended the bounds ofher empire. In the 
1780s it was possible to believe that British power had already 
passed its zenith. The American war saw Britain isolated and 
humiliated, and concluded with her having to accept the loss 
of most of her former mainland American colonies. Surely 
God had visited his wrath upon a sinful nation-or alternat-
ively, the nation had brought down upon itself the inevitable 
consequences of luxury, pride, and folly. Some thought that 
the loss of America might bring about the collapse of a crucial 
sector of British commerce, and hence undermine the very 
basis of prosperity. Britain's vaunted wealth, it was feared, 
might all too soon be revealed to have rested upon very fragile 
foundations. Nor could it be taken for granted that Britain 
would retain her hold on her other dependencies: relations 

5 For someone who camc to sec parliamentary rcform as a pre-condition for morc 
gcneral moral rcform, sec. C. Hay, 'The Making of a Radical~ Thc Casc of James 
Burgh',Joumal of Britisk Studies, 18 (1979), 90-117. For arguments that moral reform 
must take precedence, thc Earl of Buchan in C. Wyvill, Political Papers, (London, 
1794), i. 327; and 'On the Practice of Virtuc among the Friends of Freedom', in 
[London Corresponding Society), Moral and Political Maga<:_ine, 124-5, 156-8. 
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with both lreland and India showed signs of severe strain in 
the early 178os.6 

The war aggravated pre-existing political and religious 
tensions. lt stirred up first a very broadly based 'economical 
reform' movement, and secondly a more narrowly based but 
none the less unprecedentedly vigorous parliamentary reform 
movement. lt toppled Lord North from his long tenure of 
office. 7 Supporters ofthe erstwhile opposition may have hoped 
that with North's fall, political virtue would at last come into 
its own. However, such hopes were rapidly disappointed. 
Soon members of the new ministry had fallen out among 
themselves: in a squabble over place, it was widely believed. 
The suggestion that, among North's former opponents, 
Charles James Fox in particular, for all his pretensions, was in 
fact both limitlessly ambitious and devoid of moral scruple 
seemed to find confirmation when, immediately after resigning 
from office, Fox joined forces with his old antagonist North 
and stormed his way back into power-ignoring the King's 
evident lack of appetite for his services. The story industriously 
propagated by supporters of the King and his new-found 
political henchman William Pitt at the 1 784 election-that the 
Coalition's supposedly reforming India Bill was in fact a cold-
blooded plan to turn all the wealth of the Indies into a fund for 
political corruption-found as ready a reception as it did only 
because Fox's reputation was already so badly tarnished. The 
extent. to which the Coalition had been prepared to go to 

6 I. R. Christic, Wars and Revolutions: Britain 1760-1815 (London, 1982) providcs a 
convcnicnt ovcrvicw ofthc history ofßritain in this pcriod, with cspccial cmphasis on 
thc cffccts of war and imperial criscs. A much morc dctailcd survcy of imperial 
dcvclopmcnts is V. T. Harlow, The Founding of the Second British Empire 1763-g3 (2 
vols.; London, 1952-64). Sec thc·cssay by Paul Langford in this volumc for somctimcs 
doom-ladcn clcrical rcsponscs to crisis. I mpcrial crisis figurcs as a symptom of morc 
gcneral decay in scvcral contcmporary pamphlcts chicfly dcvotcd to domcstic topics: 
c.g. H. Luson, Inferior Politics, or Considerations on the Wretchedness and Profligacy of the 
Poor ... on the Defects in the Present System of Parochial and Penal Laws; on the Consequent 
Jncrease in Robbery and Other Crimes, and on the Means of Redressing these Public Grievances 
(London, 1786), 1-4o;J. Bcrington, An Essay on the Depravity ofthe Nation, with a View to 
the Promotion of Sunday Schools (Birmingham, 1788), 1-16. A. Young (cd.), Annals of 
Agriculture, (London, 1784), i. 7, argucs that war has rcvcalcd thc prccariousncss of 
Britain's prospcrity. 

7 H. Buttcrficld, George l/1, Lord North and the People 177g--80 (London, 1949), 
strcsscs thc imperial contcxt of domcstic political crisis. Sec also I. R. Christic, Wilkes, 
J16,vill and Reform: The Parliamentary Reform Movemenl in British Politics 176o-85 
(London, 1962), and id., The Fall of North's Ministry 1780-2 (London, 1958). 
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retain its hold on power, -reaching even to the defeat of 
essential measures, was regarded by some as marking a new 
moral low-point in English politics.8 

On the religious front, tensions between the Established 
Church and certain forms of Dissent sharpened during the 
war, as some prominent (and theologically radical) Dissenters 
allied themselves with the American cause. Same conservative 
Anglicans made much of this conjunction of political and 
religious nonconformity, claiming that the natural affinity 
between Dissent and disloyalty, demonstrated in Britain in 
the previous century, was here once again in evidence.9 

Catholic relief legislation in 1 778-d.esigned to facilitate the 
recruitment of Catholic soldiers-unleashed a storm of anti-
Catholic bigotry which found its most frightening expression 
in the Gordon Riots. Concessions to Catholics also encouraged 
Dissenters to chafe against remaining legal constraints on 
their activities. 10 

The war also intensified certain social problems. Poor relief 
expenditure had already been rising even before the war. 

8 J. Cannon, The Fox-North Coalition: Crisis ofthe Constitution 1782-4 (Cambridge, 
1969), is a standard account. J. Ehrman, The Younger Pitt: The Years of Acclaim 
(London, 1969), is morc sympathctic to Pitt. For thc 1784 elcction: D. George, 'Fox's 
Martyrs: The General Election of 1 784', Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 4th 
ser. 21 (1939), 133-68); P. Kelly, 'Radicalism and Public Opinion in thc General 
Elcction of 1784', Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research, 44 (1972), 73-88; N. C. 
Phillips, Yorkshire and English National Politics 1783-4 (Christchurch, 1961). Newman, 
Rise of English Nationalism, 213-18, strcsses, I think rightly, Fox's blcmishcd 
reputation. 

9 For radicai politics and Disscnt, sec A. Lincoln, Some Political and Social ldeas of 
English Dissent 1763-1800 (Cambridge, 1938); C. Bonwick, British Radicals and the 
American Revolution (Chapel Hili, NC, 1977); J. Sced, 'Gentlemen Dissenters: Thc 
Social and Political Meanings of Rational Dissent in the 1 770s and 8os', Historical 
Journal, 28 (1985), 299-325; J. Bradlcy, Popular Politics and the American Revolution 
(Macon, Ga., 1986). For the radicalism of ccrtain dissident Anglicans, J. Gascoigne, 
'Anglican Latitudinarianism and Political Radicalism in the Late Eightecnth 
Century', History, 71 (1986), 22-38. For hostilc Anglican reactions, J. C. D. Clark, 
English Sociery 1688-1832: ldeology, Social Structure and Political Practice During the Ancien 
Regime (Cambridge, 1985), 337. For John Wesley's somcwhat similar rcsponse, B. 
Semmel, The Methodist Revolution (London, 1974), 77 ff. 

to R. K. Donovan, 'The Military Origins of thc Roman Catholic Relief Act of 
1778', Historicaljournal, 28 (1985), 79-102. For thc Gordon Riots, sec thc chaptcr by 
Nicholas Rogers in this collection and rcfcrenccs thcrc. F or thc cffcct of conccssions 
on thc position and attitudcs ofDisscntcrs, sec R. B. Barlow, Citi<'.enship and Conscience: 
A Stutfy in the Theory and Practice of Religious Toleration in England during the Eighteenth 
Century (Philadelphia, 1962), 207 ff. 
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Parliamentary enquiries of the early 1780s revealed how much 
it had risen within less than a decade. Wartime depression 
appears to have created acute short-term problems in certain 
industrial regions. No one worried about Britain's economic 
future could regard existing troubles with equanimity. 11 Post-
war demobilizations were habitually associated with sharp 
rises in prosecutions for vagrancy and crime. Records of 
expenditure on vagrancy removal suggest that the vagrancy 
peak of the early 1 780s was both unusually pronounced and 
unusually protracted. Worries about crime were intensified by 
the knowledge that the granting of independence to America 
had destroyed the usual means of disposing of convicted 
criminals: by transportation to the colonies. Now they were 
left to accumulate in county gaols or the newly established 
'hulks', prey to epidemic disease and prone to mutiny. 12 

A remarkable feature of this decade was that multi-faceted 
crisis evoked a notably vigorous response from beyond the 
ranks of statesmen and professional politicians. Fiscal and 
constitutional anxieties had found voice during the war in the 
'Association movement' .13 Worries about Britain's economic 

11 Reports of Committees of the House of Commons, ix (London, 1803), 543-731. Thc 
rcturns rclatcd to thc ycars 1783-5, but wcrc rcportcd to thc Commons only in May 
1787. Summary rcsults wcrc widcly rcportcd in thc press, c.g. London Chronicle, 28---30 
Junc 1787. Similar rcturns had bccn madc in 1777. For wartimc problcms in c.g. thc 
West Country textile district, sec J. de L. Mann, The Cloth lndustry in the West of 
Englandfrom 1640-1880 (Oxford, 1971), 56-7; D. Gowing, 'Migration in Glouccstcr-
shirc 1662-1865: A Gcographical Evaluation ofthc Documcntary Evidcncc rclatcd to 
thc Law of Settlement and Rcmoval', Ph.D. thcsis (Southampton, 1979), 193 and 
app. 8; F. M. Eden, State of the Poor (A. G. C. Rogers abbr.) (London, 1928), 343. 
Yorkshirc textile districts may weil havc cxpcricnccd similar problcms. John Howlctt 
argucd-in The Insu.fficiency of the Causes to which the lncrease in tlu Poor and the Poor's Rate 
are usual!, ascribed (London, 1787), 58---62-that thc carly 1780s had bccn cxccptionally 
bad ycars, and that cxpcnditurc on thc poor had subscqucntly dccrcascd in most 
placcs, but although this docs sccm to havc bccn truc of ccrtain rcgions, in othcrs 
spcnding continucd to risc. 

12 For vagrancy sec c.g. R. P. Hastings, Essays in North Riding History 1780-1850 
(Northallcrton, 1981), eh. 10; for thc pcnal crisis prccipitatcd by thc Amcrican war, 
M. Ignaticff, Ajust Measure of Pain: The Penitentiary in the lndustrial Revolution (London, 
1978), chs. 3-5; for thc cffcct of post-war crimc wavc and pcnal crisis togcthcr on 
cxccution ratcs,J. M. Bcattic, Crime and the Courts 1660-1800 (Oxford, 1986), 582-g2. 

13 For thc Association movcmcnt gcncrally sec Buttcrficld, George III, Lord North 
and the People; Christic, Wilkes, Wyvill and Reform; E. C. Black, The Association: British 
Extraparliamentary Political Organi:e:,ation 1769-93 (Cambridge, Mass., 1963). Two 
studics of thc movcmcnt in a local contcxt arc I. R. Christic. 'Thc Yorkshirc 
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future engendered a determination to strengthen what many 
believed to be the economy's most solid foundation: agricul-
ture. 14 Religious anxieties fuelled religious revival: the evan-
gelical revival entered upon a new phase of growth in the 
course of the war, as the more vigorously evangelical of the 
Dissenting denominations began to harvest a rich crop of 
recruits, and as evangelical attitudes and tactics began to find 
favour among a growing minority of Anglican clergy. lndeed 
the movement for renewal within the Church did not manifest 
itself only in the guise of Anglican evangelicalism. Contem-
porary press comment suggests that there was both widespread 
concern about the Church's pastoral inadequacies, and 
considerable interest in finding out ways of enabling it to 
discharge its responsibilities more effectively. 15 

Men in a position to influence the operation of local 
government or to launch unofficial initiatives meanwhile 
addressed themselves zealously to the task of resolving or 

Association 1780--4: A Study in Political Organization', in id., Myth and Reality in l.ate 
Eighteenth-Century British Politics (London, 1970) and E. Moir, 'Thc Glouccstcrshirc 
Association for Parliamcntary Reform', Transactions of the Bristol and Gloucestershire 
Archaeological Society, 75 (1956), 171--91. 

14 Arthur Young was thc most cncrgctic ofthc agricultural publicists. His writing 
carccr bcgan in thc 1760s. In thc aftcrmath of thc war hc floatcd a ncw agricultural 
pcriodical, Anna/s of Agriculture. For othcr attempts to stimulatc agricultural advancc 
sec K. Hudson, Patriotism without Profit: British Agricultural Societies in the Eighteenth and 
Nineteenth Centuries (London, 1972), and R. Mitchison, Agricultural Sir John: The Lift of 
Sir John Sinclair of Ulbster 1754-1835 (London, 1962). 

15 For thc cvangelical rcvival and Disscnt, sec M. R. Watts, The Dissentersfrom the 
Reformation to the French Revolution (Oxford, 1978), eh. 5, and for thc impact of thc 
American war in particular, E. A. Paync, The Prayer Call of 1784 (London, 1941), 3-4. 
Dcnominational mcmbership trcnds arc survcycd and discusscd in A. Gilbcrt, 
Religion and Society in lndustrial England; Church, Chapel and Social Change 1740--1914 
(London, 1976). The cffcct of thc Amcrican war on thc growth of Anglican 
evangelicalism will be explorcd by John Walsh in a forthcoming cssay on 18th-ccnt. 
Calvinism. For Anglican cvangelicalism gcncrally sec J. Walsh, 'Anglican Evangel-
icals in thc Eightecnth Ccntury', in Ccntre d'Etudcs Supcricurcs Spccialisc d'Histoire 
des Religions, Aspects de l'Anglicanisme (Paris, 1974), and also his 'Religions Socictics: 
Methodist and Evangclical, 1738-1800', in W.J. Shcils and D. Wood (cds.), Voluntary 
Religion (Oxford, 1986). For othcr conccrns about thc statc ofthc Establishcd Church, 
and attempts to strcngthcn it, G. F. A. Best, Tempora/ Pillars: Queen Anne's Bounty, the 
&clesiastical Commissioners and the Church of England (Cambridge, 1964), chs. 4-5. For 
comment in ncwspapcrs, sec thc lcttcr from 'A Freeholder' in thc York Courant, 7 Nov. 
1786 or that from 'An Old Magistrate' in the Chelmsford Chronicle, IO Aug. 1787. Sec 
also]. Hanway, A Sentimental History ofChimney Sweepers (London, 1785), 135--89 for 
cmphasis on thc deficicncics of thc Establishcd Church in thc contcxt of an argumcnt 
for cstablishmcnt of Sunday schools. 
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alleviating the most pressing social problems of the day.16 
Justices of the Peace tightened licensing laws, inaugurated 
anti-vagrancy campaigns, and commissioned the building of 
new prisons. 17 Gentlemen, farmers, tradesmen, and industrial 
employers reorganized parish poor-relief administration, 
established new workhouses, served in volunteer forces to 
facilitate the policing of towns, set up societies for the 
prosecution of felons, and promoted the establishment of 
Sunday schools. 18 

Some of the initiatives of this decade testify to the diffusion 
of new fashions in social policy. Thus, the benefits that might 
flow from the establishment of prosecution societies had been 
much trumpeted in the 1770s. Volunteer police forces 
commonly had their origins in home defence associations 

16 A first attcmpt to cncouragc such activity from thc ccntrc sccms to havc bccn 
madc in 1781, sec Public Rccord Office, SP 37/15, fo. 482•: 'Mattcrs proposcd to bc 
givcn in Charge to thcjudgcs now going on Circuit'. 

17 Thc Wcbbs"first notcd widcsprcad efforts to tightcn alchousc rcgulation in thc 
1780s: sec thcir Liquor Licensing, 58-g. These dcvclopmcnts havc been dcscribcd morc 
rccently by P. Clark, The English Alehouse: A Social History 1200-1830 (London, 1983), 
254-60. For campaigns against vagrants, S. and B. Webb, English Poor Law History, pt. 
II: The Old Poor Law (London, 1927), 364-5; Hastings, Essays in North Riding History, 
152-4. According to C. N. Howard ('Thc Justiccs of the Peacc and County 
Govcrnmcnt in Northamptonshirc, Cambridgeshire and the West Riding 173o-g5', 
Ph.D. thcsis Oohns Hopkins, 1976), 229), in 1786 all county bcnchcs wcrc ordcred to 
undcrtakc privy searchcs for vagrants: an order that must havc helped to focus the 
attention of local magistratcs on this problcm, though their own concern certainly 
antcdatcd thc ordcr. For prison building: Ignaticff, A just Measure of Pain, eh. 4; R. 
Evans, The Fabrication of Virtue: English Prison Architecture 1750-1840 (Cambridge, 
1982), eh. 4. R. Coopcr, 'Idcas and thcir Exccution: English Prison Reform', 
Eighteenth-Century Studies, IO (1976), 90-117, emphasizes thc crucial role of the JP. 

18 In gcncral a ncw wave ofworkhousc foundations sccms to havc got under way in 
thc latc 1760s, which continucd and in somc arcas gathcrcd stcam into thc 1 780s. In 
North Yorkshirc, for instancc, thc 1780s wcrc a decadc of spccial activity: sec R. P. 
Hastings, More Essays in North Riding History (Northallcrton, 1984), 22. For thc 
crcation in East Anglia during thc 6os, 70s, and 80s of pionccring rural Poor Law 
incorporations, associatcd with massive ncw workhouscs, sec A. Digby, Pauper Palaces 
(London, 1978), eh. 3. For voluntary policing, sec Nicholas Rogers in this volumc, on 
rcsponscs to thc Gordon Riots. W. Blizard, Desultory Reflections on Police (London, 
1785), dcscribcs thc London Military Foot Association's continuing activitics aftcr 
thc conclusion of thc war. Thc Glouccstershirc magistratcs obscrvcd in 1787 that in 
'many' largc towns thcrc cxistcd not mcrcly a 'pccuniary' but also a 'personal 
association, in aid of thc civil power' (Esscx Rccord Office, Q/SBb 340/61). For 
prosccution socictics, sec thc cssays by David Philips and Peter King in D. Hay and 
F. Snydcr (cds.), Policing and Prosecution in Britain 1750-1850 (Oxford, forthcoming). 
For Sunday schools: T. Laqucur, Religion and Respectability: Sunday Schools and Working-
Class Culture 1780-1850 (New Havcn, 1976). 
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formed during the American war. Prison reform too was very 
much a cause of the moment, having recently found an 
effective pu blicist in the Bedfordshire landowner John Howard, 
then rapidly acquiring celebrity status. Friendly societies-
institutions which provided the poor with an opportunity to 
subscribe for their own relief-had been the subject of much 
recent discussion, both in and out of Parliament; several of the 
new relief schemes of the 1 780s drew on the friendly society 
model. 19 

Sunday schools were the very latest fashion. Their object 
was to impart simple skills-reading and perhaps writing-to 
the children of the poor, but even more to endow them with a 
basic moral and religious education. The Sunday school idea 
was spread in the first instance, in I 783-4, through the 
medium of the press. In I 785 an interdenominational Sunday 
School Society was established in London with the object of 
encouraging further new foundations, if necessary by providing 
material support. Many thousands of new schools were 
started up in the space of a few years in all regions of the 
country.2 

Certain common elements can be found in many of the new 
initiatives of this decade. First, many were conceived by their 
proponents as 'patriotic' ventures, as demonstrations of public 
spirit, or civic virtue. Those who participated in such 
movements were said tobe not only exhibiting and reinforcing 
their own virtue in this fashion, but also helping to create the 
social and institutional framework within which a more 
virtuous society might henceforth take shape. The reformation 
of manners movement grew most immediately out of efforts 
made to combat social problems. But the spirit of these efforts 
is best grasped when they are set within a broader context of 
patriotic, improving, moralizing activity. Different reforming 
causes were also often pursued by similar means (not surpris-

19 For intcrest in friendly societics and contributory rclicf schcmcs gcncrally, sec 
J. R. Poyntcr, Socie!)i and Pauperism: English ldeas on Poor Relief 1795-1834 (London, 
1969), 35--g; and for particular projccts ofthis kind, D. 0. Thomas, 'Francis Mascrcs, 
Richard Price and the lndustrious Poor', Enlightenment and Dissent, 4 (1985), 65-82 
and W. S. Stecr, 'Thc Origins ofSocial Insurancc', Transactions ofthe Devon Association 
for the Advancement of Science, Literature and Art, 96 ( 1964), 303-17. 

20 Laqueur, Religion and Respectabili!)i, provides the most comprchcnsivc account of 
the Sunday school movement. 
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ingly, given that the same people were often involved in a 
variety of campaigns). Reforming activists of the 1780s 
commonly showed themselves to be weil aware, on the one 
hand, of the value of publicity, especially of the sort of publicity 
obtainable through the newspaper press, and, on the other 
hand, of the power of the project-orientated association. A 
third feature common to many of these initiatives was that 
they involved attempts to mobilize support from across a very 
broad spectrum of opinion. All good men had to be mobilized 
to promote the public good. 21 

Since the effect of the war had been to exacerbate political 
and religious divisions, and since these divisions were 
notoriously to become very pronounced in the years which 
followed the French Revolution, it may seem surprising that 
the mid- and later 1 780s should have seen repeated calls for 
united action to promote common causes. lt was at this time 
possible to hope, however, that, since the immediate causes of 
division had disappeared, men might at last be on the brink of 
learning to work together. The foundations of political unity 
had been laid a couple of decades before, with the ending of 
Tory proscription. lt seemed possible to hope that ancient 
dreams of unanimity might soon be realized under the 
reforming but sober aegis of the younger Pitt. Possible to hope 
too that long-standing religious differences might shortly be 
resolved. 22 In the event, the campaign for the repeal of the 
Test and Corporation Acts launched by Dissenters in the late 
1 780s was to provoke an Anglican backlash and embitter 

21 J. R. Torrancc, 'Social Class and Burcaucratic Innovation: Thc Commissioncrs 
for Examining thc Public Accounts 1780--7', Past & Present, 78 (1978), 56--81 suggcsts 
that many ofthc associativc movcments ofthis cra may bc sccn as manifcstations ofa 
ncwly crystallizing 'uppcr middlc-class consciousness'. However, this secms to mc 
both too imprecisc and too socially reductivc a formulation to bc vcry helpful. Thc 
associative movc!ßents ofthis era wcrc charactcristically bascd on complcx inter-dass 
allianccs, a circumstancc which a formula of this kind also tcnds to obscurc. 

22 For thc cnding ofTory proscription, sec B. W. Hill, British Parliamentary Parties 
1742-1832 (London, 1985), eh. 3. N. Landau, The Justices of the Peace 1679-1760 
(Berkeley, 1984), charts carlicr changes in attitudc to the appointment ofmagistrates. 
J. Owen, 'Thc Survival of Country Attitudcs in thc Eighteenth-Century Housc of 
Commons', in J. S. Bromley and E. H. Kossman (cds.), Britain and the Netherlands, iv 
(Thc Haguc, 1975), suggcsts that Pitt succeedcd to an unprccedcntcd extcnt in 
rallying back-bench opinion bchind his ministry. For expressions of optimism sec 
Berington, Essay on the Depravity efthe Nation, 37; 'A Layman' [Duke ofGrafton], Hints 
etc. Suhmitted . .. to the Serious Attmtion of the Clergy, Nobility and Gentry, Newly Associaüd2 
(London, 1789), 37-43. 
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interdenominational relations. None the less it must not be 
forgotten that this campaign was launched in a spirit of 
optimism, because its proponents believed that the tide was 
turning in their favour. Its unfortunate outcome was not 
foreseeri. 23 

By the mid-1780s there was not a county in England that 
had not seen some local activity designed to repress vice and 
immorality in some of their more workaday forms: in the 
forms of blasphemy, intemperance, idleness, vagrancy, and 
crime. During 1786-7 certain counties became the scenes of 
unusually ambitious and comprehensive social-reforming 
activity. Some of these more ambitious local efforts deserve 
briefnotice, both because they provided the germ out ofwhich 
the reformation of manners movement proper most immedi-
ately grew, and because, by focusing upon some local 
activists, we can illustrate the range of interests that might 
animate a late eighteenth-century enthusiast for the reforma-
tion of manners. 24 

One important focus of reforming activity was the West 
Riding of Y orkshire. Y orkshire had of course also been the 
cradle of the Association movement. A key figure in the West 
Riding was the Revd Henry Zouch, chaplain to the Marchion-
ess of Rockingham and erstwhile member of the Y orkshire 
Association committee (he had resigned during the East India 

23 Barlow, Citizenship and Conscience, eh. 6 dcscribcs thc campaign. Grayson 
Ditchficld has published a series of essays exploring the political fortunes of rcligious 
issues in the later 18th cent. For the repeal movement in particular sec 'The 
Parliamentary Struggle over the Repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts', English 
Historical Review, 89 (1974), 551-77, and 'The Campaign in Lancashire and Cheshire 
for the Rcpcal ofthe Test and Corporation Acts', Transactions ofthe Historical Society of 
Lancashire and Cheshire, 126 (1977), 1og-38. Bonwick, British Radicals and the American 
Revolution, eh. 7, cxplores the influence of American devclopmcnts on English 
Dissenters' ambitions. A. Goodwin, The Friends of Liberty: The English Democratic 
Movement in the Age ofthe French Revolution (London, 1979), eh. 3, notes the polarizing 
effect ofboth the campaign and its outcome. Many Dissenters feit betrayed by Pitt in 
particular, having hclped toset him securely in office in 1784 in thc belief that he was 
sympathetic towards them. 

24 HertfordshireJustices had drawn up comprehcnsive plans for thc reinvigoration 
of local government as early as 1783: sec W.J. Le Hardy, Hertford County 
Records ... 1581-1894 (Hertford, 1935), viii. 311-12. Their cfforts dcmonstrate not 
only how_widely shared were certain concerns, but also how widcly held ccrtain ideas 
about how current problcms might best be tackled. Hertfordshire proceedings do not 
appear to have been as widely reported or as influcntial as Yorkshire and Middlcsex 
procecdings described below, howcver. Hertfordshire Justices pcrhaps lackcd their 
metropolitan and northern countcrparts' appctitc and talent for publicity. 
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crisis). Zouch was a clergyman of evangelical leanings, and 
also a hyperactive magistrate, serving for many years as 
chairman of the West Riding bench. During the war, he had 
written to the evangelical Secretary of State Lord Dartmouth 
bewailing the sad state of the times and suggesting that a tax 
on dogs might help curb rampant vice and immorality. In 
both the 1770s and the 1 780s Zouch was a vociferous critic of 
MP Thomas Gilbert's plans to tackle the nation's social ills 
through a programme of Poor Law reform. Zouch argued that 
existing laws were by and laige adequate. What was needed 
was rather more vigorous effort to put the laws into 
execution.25 

In 1786, Zouch laid before the West Riding bench an 
ambitious and comprehensive plan of reforming activity: a 
'plan of police' designed to set the machinery of local 
government into unprecedentedly vigorous motion.26 The 
principal inhabitants of every parish were tobe encouraged to 
associate to procure the better enforcement of laws against 
both petty delinquency and crime. Constables were to be 
spurred on to execute their office more vigorously. Magistrates 
were to meet in special sessions to hear cases, and were to 
exercise particular vigilance in granting alehouse licences. 
The formation of associations for the prosecution of felons, 
friendly societies, and Sunday schools were all encouraged. 
Accustomed to following Zouch's lead, the West Riding 
magistrates agreed to adopt his plan. Soon local newspapers 
were carrying reports of the establishment of local moral 
reform societies. 27 

25 For Zoueh sec: DNB; Howard, 'Justiees ofthc Pcaee and County Govcrnmcnt', 
eh. 5. For his lcttcr to Dartmouth, Historieal Manuscript Commission, 15th Report, 
App. pi. i Manuscripts of the Earl rif Dartmouth (London, 1896), iii. 239. No 
comprchcnsivc study of Gilbcrt's rcforming cfforts has been undcrtaken, but sec 
Wcbbs, English Poor I.aw History, i. 170-1 and Gilbcrt's own various publications. 
Zoueh's eritieisms of Gilbert wcrc sct out in his pamphlcts Remarks upon the I.ate 
Resolutions of the House ofCommons, respecting the Proposed Change ofthe Poor I.aws (Lccds, 
1776),.and A Few Words on behalfofthe Poor, being Remarks upon a Planproposed by Mr 
Gilbert for improving the Police ( 1 782). 

26 West Riding Rccord Office, Wakcficld, QS I0/31 Pontcfraet Sessions Apr. 1786, 
fo. 25. Sec also Zoueh, Hints respecting the Public Police, published at the Request of 
Pontejract Quarter Sessions (London, 1786); 'A Country Magistrate' [S. Glassc], 
Narrative of Proceedings Tending towards a National Reformation (London, 1787), 15 ff. 

27 c.g. York Courant, 30 May, 20Junc 1786. Thc Huddcrsficld soeicty invitcd 'all 
good mcn, of cvcry rcligious dcnomination' to bccomc mcmbcrs. 
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Among those who responded to the magistrates' lead was a 
prominent citizen of Leeds, a surgeon, William Hey. A firm 
Pittite in politics, Hey was also an evangelical in religion: he 
had in fact begun his adult life as a Methodist. Hey had 
attempted to combatjoseph Priestley's radical religious views 
in print, but maintained warm and eo-operative relations with 
him on scientific questions. Hey was a member and had 
apparently served as president of the Leeds Literary and 
Philosophical Society. In I 786 he was an alderman and in 
1 787 became Mayor of Leeds. He exerted himself diligeritly to 
combat vice and immorality in the town: bringing down upon 
himself abuse, threats, physical assaults, and several actions 
for false imprisonment. 8 

Middlesex was another centre of reforming activity. Here a 
key role was played by another chairman of the bench, also 
the Pittite MP for the county: the lawyer and banker William 
Mainwaring. In I 785, Mainwaring led his fellow magistrates 
in opposition to a bill for the reform of metropolitan policing, 
which was in the event defeated. Mainwaring conceded that 
vice and crime ran rife in the capital, and that the authorities 
needed some new cards to play. However, he questioned the 
practicality and likely effectiveness of the particular form of 
restructuring proposed. Borrowing one of the favourite 
slogans of the penal reformers of the day, Mainwaring also 
urged that there were already too many penal laws on the 
books. Like Zouch, he argued that the most promising way 
forward lay in attempting to execute existing laws with more 
vigour.29 

Shortly to emerge as another crucial actor in the metropol-
i tan arena was a man who had only recent!y taken up office as 
a magistrate, the Revd Samuel Glasse, rector of Wanstead in 
Essex. Glasse was chaplain to the Marine Society, one of the 
best known and most popular metropolitan charitable societ-

28 J. Pcarson, Life of William Hey (London, 1822), csp. ii. rn4 ff. 
29 For Mainwaring sec thc biographical notcs in L. Namicr and J. Brookc (cds.), 

History of Parliament: The House ofCommons 1754--90 (London, 1964), and R. G. Thornc 
(cd.), History of Parliament: The House ofCommons 1790-18!10 (London, 1986). For thc 
1785 Police Bill and Mainwaring's opposition to it, Radzinowicz, History of English 
Criminal Law, iii. rn8-21; R. Palcy, 'Thc Middlcscx Justiccs Act of 1792: lts Origins 
and Elfccts', Ph.D. thcsis (Rcading, 1983), 225-32, and W. Mainwaring, Address to the 
Grand Jury of the Counry of Middlesex (London, 1785). For thc cry of too many laws, 
Radzinowicz, History, vol. i, chs. 13, 15, csp. pp. 474-5. 
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ies, a man very well-connected in metropolitan charitable 
circles; also a friend of the Gloucestershire prison reformer Sir 
George Paul and of the publicist of Sunday schools, Robert 
Raikes.30 He had been appointed to the Middlesex bench in 
the early 1780s, at a time when the Lord-Lieutenant, 
perturbed both by the Gordon Riots and by what he termed 
'the alarming depravity of the times', was trying to redress 
some of the deficiencies of metropolitan policirig both by co-opt-
ing new members for the bench and by spurring existing magis-
trates on to the more vigorous performance of their duties. 31 

In the spring of 1 787 the Middlesex grand jury complained 
about the prevalence of sabbath-breaking and lewd and 
disorderly activity in the metropolis. The bench responded by 
drawing up a set of 'Rules for the Better Ordering of 
Society' -rather similar to the Y orkshire rules-and ordering 
that these be distributed to every parish in the county.32 The 
grand jury's request for action may have represented a 
spontaneous response to the troubles of the time. But it is 
possible too that the jury was responding to prompting. This 
metropolitan initiative may have represented a cautious 
opening move in the centrally directed, national campaign 
that was just then beginning to take shape. 33 

:io For Glassc, sec DNB. Glassc had bccn a closc associatc of Jonas Hanway, who, 
but for his dcath in 1786, would surcly havc playcd a prominent and activc part in thc 
rcformation of manncrs movcmcnt, which highlightcd so many of his own long-
standing prcoccupations. For Hanway sec J. S. Taylor, Jonas Hanway: Founder of the 
Marine Society. Charity and Policy in Eighteenth-Century Britain (London, 1985). 

31 I am vcry gratcful to Ruth Palcy for information about thc Middlcsex 
magistracy in thc 1 780s. She teils mc that thcrc was an attempt to rccruit voluntccrs 
for a ncw Commission of thc Peacc in 1 783/ 4, but that this cffort provcd abortive. 
Glasse complctcd thc formal steps neccssaty to allow him to act as ajusticc in Oct. 
1783. For thc Lord-Licutcnant urging cxisting magistrates to act, sec Public Rccord 
Office, KB 1/25 pt. 2. Mich 28 Geo. 3 Bundlc 2, Deposition ofSir Francis Willcs and 
Edward Montaguc (I owc this rcfcrcncc to Ruth Palcy). In 1784 Glassc had 
publishcd a magistrate's handbook-'A Country Magistrate', A Magistrate's Assistant 
(Glouccstcr, 1 784)--offcrcd as no morc than a rearrangcmcnt ·of material to bc found 
in the standard handbook, Burn's Justice of the Peace. Thc book is distinguishcd 
howcvcr by its cspccially füll trcatmcnt of magistratcs' powcrs in rclation to moral 
offcnccs: noting for cxamplc undcr thc hcading 'Lcwdncss' that mcn and womcn 
takcn in adultcry or fornication may bc takcn bcforc a J usticc of thc Pcacc to givc 
surctics for thcir good bchaviour. lt was publishcd by Raikcs. 

:12 Middlcscx Rccord Office, MJ/QC 11, 1784-9. May 1787 scssions; [Glasse], 
Na"ative of Proceedings, 25-8, 34, and chart anncxcd. 

:i:I Mainwaring and Glassc, both of whom Wilbcrforcc namcd in thc autumn as 
among thc mcmbers of thc cxccutivc committcc for his proposcd socicty, may weil 
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II 

I t is clear that one model to which moral reformers of the 
1 780s looked back was that provided by the reformation of 
manners movement of the 1690s and early eighteenth century. 
The 16gos-also of course a period of war and political 
upheaval-had seen the formation of many locally based 
societies dedicated to the prosecution of moral offences. 
Though originating at a fairly humble social level, this earlier 
movement had received backing from high places: both King 
William and Queen Mary and Queen Anne issued proclama-
tions against vice and immorality. Following the royal lead, 
magistrates had scarcely been able to avoid paying at least lip-
service to the reform cause. Some were more earnestly active, 
as were certain of the bishops. The Society for Promoting 
Christian Knowledge (SPCK), from its foundation in 1698, 
attempted to operate as a kind of umbrella organization, co-
ordinating and perhaps also keeping in check the burgeoning 
popular reform movement.34 

The SPCK-and other sympathizers with the movement-
did not consider a campaign of moral prosecutions alone 
sufficient to constitute a serious reforming programme. 
Sympathizers also busied themselves with establishing work-
houses and charity schools, trying to obtain legislation against 
blasphemy and duelling, and attempting to turn prisons into 
more seriously reformative institutions. 5 Not all these early 

havc bccn approachcd by him during thc spring of 1787. Thc grand jury may weil 
havc bccn rcsponding to prompting in thc chairman's chargc. Thomas Boddington, 
who was on thc relevant Grand Jury, was an carly rccruit to thc Proclamation 
Socicty. 

:i4 Sec n. 1 abovc. For thc SPCK sec also W. 0. B. Allen and E. McClurc, Two 
Hundred Years: A History of the SPCK 1698-1898 (London, 1898). M. Clcmcnt, The 
SPCK and Wales 169g--1740 (London, 1954), eh. 4, survcys a widc rangc of SPCK 
activitics in which Wclshmcn took part. 

35 For thc SPCK's cfforts to promote workhouscs and charity schools, sec M. G. 
Jones, The Charity School Movement: A Study of Eighteenth-Century Puritanism in Action 
(Cambridge, 1938), and R.J. R. Robson, 'Thc SPCK in Action: Somc Episodcs from 
thc East Riding of Yorkshirc', Church Quarterry Review, 156 (1955), 266-78. For 
attcmpts to obtain lcgislation in rclation to blasphcmy and dcbauehcry, sec Partus, 
Caritas Anglicana, 61, 66. Clcmcnt, SPCK and Wales, 83 ff, 93, notcs activity in rclation 
to duclling and prisons. Thc SPCK docs not appear to have playcd a comparably 
activc rolc during thc late 18th-ccnt. rcformation of manncrs movcmcnt, though thc 
vcry poor quality of its rccords for thc Iatcr pcriod makcs it difficult to bc ccrtain 
about this. lt did cxpcricncc a grcat lcap in mcmbcrship in 1786, I suspcct as a 
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efforts were remembered later in the century. But the 
prosecution campaigns were remembered, partly because 
propaganda put out by the early prosecuting societies 
survived. From t-he societies' propaganda, later generations 
could learn the doubtfully veracious lesson that these early 
reforming efforts had been extraordinarily effective.36 Some 
early eighteenth-century works were reprinted in the r 78os.37 

Among those influenced by the example of the earlier 
movement was the young MP for Yorkshire, William Wilber-
force, new convert to evangelical Christianity, who in r 786 
was looking around for a suitable cause on which to lavish his 
talents. 38 By the following year he had decided on two: 'the 
abolition of the slave trade and the reformation of manners'-

conscqucncc ofthc Sunday school movcmcnt, and thc incrcascd dcmand for matcrials 
for rcligious instruction that that crcatcd. I havc not systcmatically analyscd thc 
ovcrlap in mcmbcrship bctwccn thc two socictics, but numbcrs of thosc who wcrc 
rccruitcd to thc Proclamation Socicty wcrc alrcady mcmbcrs of thc SPCK, for 
cxamplc (archbishops and bishops apart) thc Earl of Guilford, Sir Charles 
Middlcton, Samuel Glassc, Richard Clark, John English Dolbcn, Thomas Bcrncy 
Bramston, and Thomas Buttcrworth Baylcy (Baylcy's mcmbcrship of thc SPCK is 
intcrcsting, givcn his strong Disscnting tics). Wilbcrforcc was clcctcd a mcmbcr in 
Mar. 1786. SPCK rccords arc houscd in thc Socicty's currcnt hcadquartcrs, in thc 
Euston Road, London. New mcmbcrs arc listcd in thc Minutc-Books. 

'.l6 William Wilbcrforcc sccms to havc lcarnt about thc socictics partly fromJosiah 
Woodward's Account of the Rise and Progress of the Societies for the Reformation of Manners, 
which was scvcral timcs rcprintcd in thc carly ycars of thc 18th ccnt. (R. I. and S. 
Wilbcrforcc, Lift of William Wilbe,jorce (5 vols.; London, 1838), i. 131). Zouch, Hints 
respecting the Public Police, postscript, says hc was givcn Woodward's Account by an 
unknown pcrson aftcr thc promulgation of thc West Riding rcsolutions, and will do 
his best to sec it gcts a wider circulation. Knowlcdgc of thc carly socictics was 
transmittcd to a wider audicncc by such ncw publications as An Account of the Societies 
for the Reformation of Manners in the /,ast Century; with some Remarks adapted to the Present 
Period, and an Abstract of Various Penal Laws (London, 1786). For rosy accounts of thc 
carly socictics' cffcctivcncss, sec c.g. An Address to the Public from the Society for the 
Suppression of Vice (London, 1803), 66; John Scott, An Account of the Societies for the 
Reformation of Manner.< and the Suppression of Vice; with Answers lo Objections againsl them' 
(Hull, n.d.), 5. 

" 7 c.g. An Address to the GrandJuries, Constables and Churchwarden.<, in which it is Proved 
thal they are Bound by their Oaths to execule the Law.r against Vice and lmmorality, Chiefly 
Extractedfrom the Preface to Disney's Essay on the Reformation of Mannen (Wakcficld, 1786). 

:m Wilbcrforcc has bccn thc subjcct of numcrous biographics, c.g. R. Furncaux, 
William Wilbeiforce (London, 1974). Brown, Fathers of the Victorian.r, contains a grcat 
dcal ofuscful information and commcnt. His son's /,ife also rcmains cxtrcmcly uscful, 
though notc Brown's cavcats, 487--g8. Thc Wilbcrforcc papcrs prcviously known as 
thc Wrangham MSS havc bccn dcpositcd in thc Bodlcian Library, supplcmcnting its 
prcvious holdings of Wilbcrforcc MSS, sincc I bcgan work on this articlc. I havc not 
yct bccn ablc to consult thcm. 



74 JOANNA INNES 

both causes which probably appealed to him because it could 
be supposed that they would promote moral introspection on 
the part of those drawn into them; also because each was in its 
own way a campaign against manifest sin.39 The reformation 
of manners may have been suggested to him as a promising 
object for a popular campaign by press coverage of manifold 
local initiatives. Wilberforce was also a close friend and 
constant correspondent of William Hey of Leeds.40 

Late in 1 786 or early in 1787, Wilberforce approached 
certain friends and acquaintances with the suggestion that 
they might act to promote the formation of societies such as 
those which had flourished under Queen Anne. One of those 
he approached was probably the evangelical Comptroller of 
the Navy, Sir Charles Middleton, also an early associate of 
Wilberforce's in the anti-slavery campaign. Another (as we 
know from his own diary) was Beilby Porteus, at that time 
Bishop of Chester. Along with Shute Barrington, then Bishop 
of Salisbury-also an early recruit to and key supporter of the 
Proclamation Society-Porteus was the eighteenth-century 
bishop most consistently sympathetic to evangelical causes.41 

Porteus noted in his diary that he advised Wilberforce and 
his friends to proceed with caution. Wilberforce showed 
himself a cautious tactician throughout his career, and this 
advice may merely have reinforced his own instincts.42 Be that 

,m Wilbcrforcc, Life, i. 149. Wilbcrforcc madc his famous dcclaration of intcnt in 
Oct. 1787, whcn hc was alrcady hcavily cngagcd with both causcs. Brown, Fathers of 
the Victorians, 113-15 and chs. 7, 9, IO and clscwhcrc Stresses (pcrhaps ovcrstrcsscs) 
Wilbcrforcc's persistent intcrcst in causcs that would savc souls, rathcr than in thosc 
that would providc rclicf from mcrc material hardships. . 

40 Wilbcrforcc, Life, contains cxtracts from many lcttcrs from Wilbcrforcc to Hcy. 
For carly consultation with Hcy in conncction with thc rcformation of manncrs 
campaign, sec csp. i. 1 32-4. 

41 That Middlcton hcld an important placc in thc Socicty from an carly datc is 
evident from Wilbcrforcc's rcmarks to Montagu, Historical Manuscript Commission, 
15th Report, App. pt. vii, Manu.rcripts rif the Duke of Somersel, Earl of Ailesbury {etc.} 
(London, 1897), 286 (hcnccforth HMC Ailesbury). For his carly participation in thc 
campaign against thc slavc tradc, sec T. Clarkson, The Hi.rtory ofthe Rise, Progress and 
Accomplishment of the Abolition of the African Slave Trade (London, 1808), 222 ff., 250, 252. 
Portcus dcscribcs first bcing approachcd in his diary: Lambcth Palacc Library, MS 
2099, fo. 160. R. Hodgson, Life ofthe Right Reverend Beilby Porteus4 (London, 1813), 
draws hcavily on thc diary, but docs not makc usc of all its rcfcrcnccs to thc 
Proclamation Socicty. Hodgson discusscs Portcus's involvcmcnt with thc Socicty, 
100-41. 

42 Fora splendid, iftrivial, cxamplc ofWilbcrforcc's tactical sclf-consciousncss, sec 
Life, i. 368--g. For a sardonic account of thc cvangclicals' habitually calculating 
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as it may, tactical caution was to be a hallmark of the 
Proclamation Society--or of its chief promoters-throughout 
the Society's history, shaping the way the Society was 
established, the way it was launched, and its subsequent 
proceedings. 

lf there was widespread enthusiasm among at least the 
governing classes throughout the country for the reformation 
of manners, why the need for caution? In fact, it was possible 
to anticipate that Wilberforce's scheme would meet criticism 
from what we might anachronistically {but not I think 
misleadingly) term both left and right. Critics on the left 
would denounce the project as an oppressive, persecuting 
scheme, and as a species of persecution likely to be directed 
chiefly by the rich against the poor to boot. Critics on the right 
would argue that it was the responsibility ofChurch and State 
to watch over the morals of the realm. They would worry 
about whether it was wise-and, indeed, about whether it was 
even constitutional-for private individuals to band together 
to direct the operations of government. Their objections might 
take a still more paranoid form. They might claim that the 
history ofthe last century showed what ill consequences might 
follow iflaymen and private citizens were allowed to persuade 
themselves that it was their responsibility to reform the 
nation. The possibility that an attempt to promote good 
morals might mutate into an assault on the social order could 
never be entirely discounted.43 

Wilberforce and his friends consistently did their best to 
deflect criticism from both left and right. However, they 
showed most concern to ingratiate themselves with the right: 
with representatives of the religious and political Establish-
ment. Their own position and dispositions no doubt played a 
conduct, sec Brown, Fathers ofthe Victorians, csp. eh. 2. Walsh, 'Anglican Evangclicals', 
91-8 obscrvcs morc sympathctically that thc cvangclicals wcrc anxious not to rcpcat 
what could bc sccn as thc crrors of sclf-prcscntation and tactics committcd by thosc 
whom thcy wcrc on thc wholc happy to rccognizc as thcir spiritual prccursors: carly 
Calvinists, Mcthodists, and thc likc. 

4:i Roberts, 'Socicty for thc Suppression ofVicc', 168 notcs criticism ofboth kinds 
bcing dircctcd against thc Vice Socicty. For cxamplcs of criticism from thc lcft sec 
Fitzwilliam's commcnts bclow and n. 56 and Grafton, Hints, g-12. Wilbcrforcc 
covcrcd his right flank morc cffcctivcly, and I havc not discovcrcd instanccs of thc 
Proclamation Socicty itsclf bcing dcnounccd as a thrcat to thc social ordcr. But sec 
bclow, nn. 115, 118. 
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part in inclining them to choose this course ( although in fact 
in pursuit of other causes the same men were to forge 
somewhat different alliances).44 Other considerations were 
probably also in play. Wilberforce and his friends were 
certainly concerned to improve the manners of the great as 
well as those of the multitude. But they probably calculated 
that they could best advance this aim by incorporating the 
great themselves into their movement. lt was certainly no part 
oftheir objective to make the cause of morality distasteful to the 
social and political élite-as they would have run the risk of 
doing had they linked it firmly with people this élite found 
repugnant. They may have calculated too that they were most 
likely to be successful in launching new projects for the reform 
of popular manners with establishment support.45 

What must not be lost from sight is that the alliance 
between Wilberforce and his friends and the conservative 
Establishment was never an entirely easy one-for all that 
Wilberforce was a wealthy and well-educated young man, an 
MP and intimate of the Prime Minister. He and his friends 
inclined too far towards Methodism in religion for truly 
conservative tastes, and too far towards radicalism in politics. 
Ford K. Brown, in his study The Fathers of the Victorians, notes 
that Wilberforce and his friends were never in any other 
instance to succeed in mobilizing so much establishment 
support for any of their causes as in the campaign for the 
reformation of manners.46 

Given the potential difficulties of the task they had taken 
on, how could the reformers best proceed? The plan was first 
that the King should be recruited to the reforming cause. He 
should be persuaded to issue a proclamation against vice and 
immorality. Such a proclamation could be expected to excite 
reforming enthusiasm throughout the nation. Furthermore, 
the reformers would thenceforth be able to present themselves, 
not in the distasteful guise of ambitious projectors, but rather 

44 Most notably in thc anti-slavcry causc, though also in thc Biblc Socicty, for 
which sec R. H. Martin, Evangelical.r United: Ecumenical Sti"ings in Pre-Victorian Britain 
1795-1830 (London, 1983). 

45 Was it an accidcnt that Wilbcrforcc simultancously launchcd onc campaign 
most likcly to appcal to thc lcft and onc to thc right of thc political spcctrum-or 
might this too bc rcgardcd as thc product of calculation? 

46 Brown, Fathers of the Victorian.r, 85. 
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as loyal subjects answering their sovereign's call. On this basis 
they might profitably attempt to enlist the great and the good 
in the cause of moral reform.47 

In practice, this plan unfolded with agreeably few hitches. 
Pious and moral king that he was, George could be expected 
to agree to the scheme if properly handled, and the Archbishop 
of Canterbury, recruited on Porteus's advice, succeeded in 
talking him into it.48 The proclamation was issued on 1 June 
1787. As usual, copies of the proclamation were sent to the 
sheriffof every county, and also the Custos Rotulorum (usually 
the Lord-Lieutenant) as well as to the mayors oftowns. Accom-
panying the official document came a letter from the Horne 
Secretary, urging immediate and vigorous compliance with 
the King's wishes.49 

The response was gratifying. Magistrates already pre-
occupied with kindred issues were whipped up into a new 
frenzy of activity. At the very least they felt the need to make a 
show of effort. Many benches drew up special reforming 
resolutions, and took steps to see that these were distributed to 
local officials. Some were still more widely disseminated. One 
Middlesex hamlet reprinted the magistrates' broadsheet at 
the ratepayers' expense and sent copies to every household.50 

47 Thc claim that thc Socicty 'owcs its origin' to thc proclamation is disingcnuously 
rcpcatcd in thc Seventh Report of the Committee of the Society for Carrying into F..ffect His 
Majesty's Proclamation against Vice and lmmorality (London, 1795), 19. 

48 Wilbcrforcc, Lift, i. 133. For George 111's picty and rcctitudc, sec J. Brookc, 
King George III (London, 1972), 261-4. Thc King's corrcspondcncc makcs it clcar that 
hc himsclf blamcd many of thc troublcs of his rcign on thc profligacy of thc agc. Sec 
c.g.J. Fortcscuc (cd.), The Correspondence of George III (6 vols.; London, 1927-8), iii. 27; 
vi. 443· 

49 Public Rccord Office, PC 2/132. Thc proclamation was, as usual, printcd in thc 
London Ga;;.ette (29 May-2 Junc 1787, 212-13). Thc proclamation and Horne 
Sccrctary's lcttcr wcrc rcprintcd both by Glassc in his Narrative of Proceedings and by 
W. Godschall, A General Plan of Parochial and Provincial Police (London, 1787). 
Proclamations wcrc supposcd to bc rcad out in church, to sccurc thcm thc widcst 
possiblc audicncc. Proclamations against v.icc and immorality wcrc usually issucd at 
thc beginning of ncw rcigns, and might bc ordcrcd to bc rcrcad in thc intcrim. In 
1781, whcn thc judgcs wcrc askcd to gingcr up local administration, onc of thc dcviccs 
thcy wcrc told to cmploy was to ordcr thc proclamation to bc rcad (sec n. 16 abovc). 

50 Middlcscx Rccord Office, MJ/OC 11, 1784--9, Sept. 1787 sessions, lcttcr from 
Town Clerk ofMilc End Old Town. For action in Surrcy sec Godschall, General Plan. 
Thc Wcbbs, Liquor Licensing, 144 n. list twclvc English countics and onc Wclsh for 
which thcy havc cvidcncc of constructivc rcsponsc to thc proclamation. This )ist is 
ccrtainly incomplctc (it omits, for cxamplc, Esscx, Hcrtfordshirc, and Shropshirc, in 
all of which Justiccs ccrtainly took action). Radzinowicz, History of English Criminal 
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The usual burden of these resolutions was that constables 
should be diligent in enforcing moral laws. Ordinary citizens 
should assist them, perhaps by forming parish prosecution 
societies. Overseers should take care in apprenticing out poor 
children. Magistrates themselves usually resolved to be more 
vigilant in issuing alehouse licences, and more generally in the 
control of disorderly entertainments and festivities. Attention 
was sometimes drawn to the benefits that might flow from the 
establishment of Sunday· schools, friendly societies, and 
associations for the prosecution of felons. 

Some magistrates' resolutions circulated very widely out-
side their counties of origin: the Gloucestershire resolutions, 
for example, or the Middlesex 'Rules' (compiled before the 
issuing of the proclamation).51 Magistrates were anxious to 
get ideas from one another as to how best to proceed. 
Associates ofWilberforce, such as Samuel Glasse of Middlesex 
and Sir William Dolben of Northamptonshire, played a part 
in stirring up local benches to action.52 But some provincial 
enthusiasts for reform were probably happy enough to parade 
on the national platform that was opening up for them. Zouch 
and his colleagues on the West Riding bench, for instance, 

Law, iii. 151-2 mercly repeats the Webbs' list. lt should be noted that steps taken by 
Justiees are not invariably reeorded in Quarter Sessions Order books-partieularly if 
they were taken at specially convcncd mcetings. 

51 Hertfordshire Justiees had a copy of the Middlcsex Rulcs printed for 
distribution in Sept. 1787 (Le Hardy, Hertford Coun!J Records, viii. 367). A manuseript 
eopy of the Rulcs also survives among the Willoughby papers at the Oxfordshire 
Record Office (WiX/2g--I owe this information to David Eastwood). Essexjusticcs 
collccted copics of Gloucestershirc, Surrcy, and Middlcscx instructions, and 
evcntually decided-in 1 790--to circulatc a broadshcct or pamphlct on the 'Dutics of 
Constablcs', printcd by Robert Raikcs for thc Proclamation Socicty, and copics ofthe 
Middlcscx Rulcs (Esscx Rccord Office, Q/SBb 336'7, 339/23, 44, 340/51, 157, 343/6, 
42). 

52 For Glassc's activities in Middlcsex, sec Middlcscx Record Office, MJ/OC 11, 
1784--g, Junc 1787 sessions, J uly 1787 Sessions. Glassc also published his Na"ative of 
Proceedings Tending towards a National Reformation, dctailing procccdings in Yorkshirc 
and thc mctropolis, and noticed by the Critical Review as early as Aug. 1787, and a 
sermon, Fear God, Honour the King: A sermon Preached at Wanstead in Essex in Consequence of 
His Majesry's Laie Royal Proclamation (London, 1787). Reforming resolutions passed by 
thc vestry ofhis Wanstead parish, presumably undcr his inspiration, were printed in 
thc Chelmsford Chronicle, 10 Aug. 1787-prcsumably once again both so that othcrs 
might bc inspircd to act, and so that they might have a modcl to guide their 
procccc\ings. For Dolben sec Northamptonshirc Record Office, D (F) 45-a lcttcr 
which rcads as ifit wcrc written to bc shown around. For Dolbcn's early knowlcdgc of 
Wilberforcc's cfforts, sec Wilberforcc, Lift, i. 137. 
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resolved to transmit their resolutions not only to all county 
magistrates and ministers in the West Riding, but also to 
every other county bench, and also to have them printed in 
both local and London papers. 53 

Meanwhile, Wilberforce had set about recruiting members 
for an élite society which would rally the great and the good to 
the reforming cause, and with their aid keep the flame of 
enthusiasm alight throughout the nation. This was the society 
that was to become known as the Proclamation Society. A few 
days after the issue of the proclamation, Wilberforce ap-
proached the Duke of Montagu, eldest of a group of courtier 
brothers and former tutor to the Prince of Wales (a post in 
which he had signally failed to improve the morals of his 
charge) with the request that he would serve as president of 
the Society. Further recruitments within London followed. 54 

After this, Wilberforce launched out into the provinces, 
pursuing both bishops and prominent laymen who might add 
lustre to the cause.5· In some instances he was rebuffed. Earl 
Fitzwilliam, Rockingham's heir, for example, denounced the 
scheme as incompatible with English liberty and oppressive to 
the poor-and expanded on his personal distrust of and 
dislike for Wilberforce in several complaining letters to 
Zouch.56 In Norfolk, the local magistrates' plan to implement 
the King's proclamation was similarly denounced by Sir 
Thomas Beevor (who had recently failed to win election as 
Whig candidate for the county); he described it as ineffectual, 
partial, and oppressive to the poor.57 Whigs did not uniformly 
set their faces against the campaign, however; Zouch himself, 
as we have noted, seemed happy enough to go along with it.58 

sa West Riding Record Office, Wakeficld, QS/Io 31 Knaresborough Sessions Oct. 
87, fos. 146ff. 

54 HMC Ailesbury, 286. For Montagu and his brothcrs sccJ. Wake, Th.i Brudenells of 
Deene, rev. edn. (London, 1954). In the judgement of the Bishop of Worcester, 
Montagu was 'a nobleman of singular worth and virtue; of an exemplary lifc; and of 
the best principles in ehurch and state' (Wake, 327). 

55 Wilbcrforee, Lift, i. 134-7. 
56 E. A. Smith, Whig Principles and Party Politics: Earl Fit;:,william and th.i Whig Party 

1748-1833 (Manchester, 1975), 34-5. 
57 Webbs, Liquor Licensing, 150-1. C. B. Jewson, jacobin City: A Portrait of Norwich 

1788-1802 (Glasgow, 1975), 22-5, for Beevor's electoral fortunes. 
58 Similarly, it appears from Godsehall, General Plan, that in Surrey the Whig 

magistrate Richard Carpenter Smith was party to the magistratcs' proceedings. 
Smith had been a prominent mcmbcr of thc Surrcy Association, and was to bccome a 
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lt seems clear that, in his effort to attract recruits for his 
society, Wilberforce did have to fend off criticisms from left 
and right. To soothe conservative fears, he made much of 
early eighteenth-century precedents: how could there be any 
harm in a movement such as Queen Anne and much of her 
episcopal bench had once been prepared to sponsor?59 To 
those who questioned the compatibility of the scheme with 
English liberty, Wilberforce had an elaborate argument to 
offer. Political liberty depended on the virtue of the citizenry: 
so much was generally agreed. In ancient states, a public 
official had been charged with the task of regulating the 
nation's morals. Such an office did not exist under the glorious 
English constitution, which left the task of enforcing the laws 
in the hands of the citizenry. In these circumstances, it was 
clearly the duty of the lover of liberty to exert himself to put 
his country's laws into execution.60 

Two early lists of recruits to the Society survive. One, in 
Porteus's diary, comprising some forty names, apparently 
dates from August 1 787; the other, among Wilberforce's 
papers, is langer by only a few names, and presumably dates 
from some time early in the autumn.61 lt is clear from these 
lists how heavily early recruiting effort focused on the higher 
clergy and the nobility-and also how much success had at-
tended the founders' efforts to make their cause acceptable to the 
establishment. Wilberforce's list included the Archbishops of 
both Canterbury and York, seventeen bishops, fifteen peers 
and eldest sons of peers, and thirteen commoners. Courtiers 

mcmbcr of both thc Revolution Socicty and thc Socicty of thc Fricnds of thc Pcoplc. 
Pitt rcfuscd to makc him a stipcndiary magistratc in 1792, on thc grounds that hc was 
'violent in opposition and conncctcd with thc disaffcctcd part ofthc community', but 
hc was appointcd in 1797 aftcr thc Portland Whigs hadjoincd thc govcrnmcnt (Palcy, 
'Middlcscx Justiccs Act,' 265). Sec also bclow, n. 118 for thc Whig William 
Windham. 

59 Thus Wilbcrforcc's approach to Montagu, HMC Ailesbury, 286. 
60 Wilbcrforcc, Life, i. 131-2. Sec also Report of the Committee ofthe Societyjorcarrying 

into effect His Majesty's Proclamalion against Vice and lmmorality (London, 1799), 4 ff. Thc 
Glouccstcrshirc rcsolutions, which such politically liberal moral rcformcrs as Sir 
George Paul apparcntly playcd a part in shaping, similarly claim that thc 'gcncral 
disinclination' of 'thc inferior ordcr to promote thc cxccution of thc law' shows thcm 
'insensible to thcir ordinary duty as citizcns of a frcc govcrnmcnt' (sec thc printcd 
copy in Esscx Rccord Office, Q/SBb 340/61). 

61 Lambcth Palacc, MS 2099, fos. 163-164; Wilbcrforcc, Life, i. 393-4. 
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were very weil represented: almost half the peers were or had 
been very closely associated with the royal household. Two of 
the men listed (Grafton and North) were former Prime 
Ministers. Among the commoners, all but two were, and all 
but one had at some time been, Members of Parliament. 
Several among the commoners were men notably active in 
local government, including Mainwaring and Glasse from 
Middlesex, Brook Watson, a London alderman, and William 
Morton Pitt, a Dorset justice. 

Wilberforce and his friends undoubtedly planned their 
early approaches with the aim of using the names of their first 
recruits to attract further members. Noble and episcopal 
recruits conferred upon their project both respectability and 
prestige. Another consideration guiding their early choices 
seems to have been the desire to avoid identifying the Society 
too closely with any one faction in religion or politics. lt is true 
that the earliest recruits were overwhelmingly Anglic;an-the 
large number of episcopal recruits ensured that. However, the 
lay members included two men bred as Presbyterians (Sir 
Henry Hoghton and Richard Slater Milnes) and one man (the 
Duke ofGrafton) recently driven into Unitarianism by his dis-
satisfaction with the Established Church. Among the Anglican 
laymen at least four were evangelical, but two (Sir William 
Dolben and Sir Lloyd Kenyon) are probably most appropri-
ately described as High Church in their sympathies. 

Politically, the earliest recruits were overwhelmingly Pitt-
ite-though, as we have seen, Wilberforce had attempted to 
canvas leading Whigs. The notoriously lax, morals of Fox's 
circle lessened the number of possible Whig recruits. The 
inclusion among early recruits of Fox's form er ally Lord North 
was probably intended-and does seem by some to have been 
read-as a signal of the Society's non-partisan intent.63 

Though the Society's first recruits were almost all s1;1pporters 
of government, it should none the less be emphasized that 
their politicai attitudes varied. Some were King's men. Some 

62 Both were distrustful of Dissenters and of all moves to liberalize the phurch, and 
very respcctful of the Church as an institution. Both spoke in defcnce of ccclcsiastical 
courts, for examplc, when a bill to modify their powers camc bcforc Parliamcnt in 
1787: W. Cobbett, Parliamentary History (36 vols.; London, 1806-20), xivi. rno4-g. 

6:, Wilberforcc, Lift, i. 137. ' 
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were independents inclined to support government. Two were 
independents inclined to support the Whigs. Those most 
closely identified with Pitt appear to have supported the 
Prime Minister in part because of his generally reforming 
stance. Eight out of the thirteen commoners on Wilberforce's 
list who were in the House at the appropriate time voted for 
parliamentary reform in the 1780s, it is worth noting-and 
two were to continue to vote for changes in the franchise 
throughout the 179os.64 

The first formal meeting towards forming the Society, 
attended by a hard core of six members, was held in 
November 1787. Here 'the outline of a plan' was agreed upon, 
a secretary was appointed, and the annual subscription set at 
two guineas. In February of the following year the Society's 
steering committee formally met for the first time. At the end 
of that month, a !ist of members was published.65 

lnterestingly, this list was presented to the world simply as 
a !ist of 'persons [ who] ... have agreed thus publicly to 
declare their resolution of assisting to carry the [King's] 
Proclamation into effect'. 'Nothing is to be announced to the 
world of a society', Wilberforce wrote to Lloyd Kenyon 
(Master of the Rollsand also a member of the Society) as the 
list was about to go to press.66 Wilberforce's reasons for 
wishing to continue to conceal from a wider audience the true 
character and scope of his project are not clear. However, it is 
hard to resist the conclusion that his reticence reflects his 
abiding lack of confidence in the general acceptability of his 
scheme. That so respectable a young man should hesitate for 
so long to make public so apparently blameless a project as 
the formation of a Society dedicated to the promotion ofvirtue 

M William Dalben and Richard Slatcr Milncs. In all, twcnty-four of thosc who 
votcd for parliamcntary rcform in thc 1780s wcrc at somc time mcmbcrs of thc 
Proclamation Socicty (of fifty-fivc who wcrc in Parliamcnt at onc of thc relevant 
datcs), and six of thosc who votcd for rcform in 1797 wcrc thcn Socicty mcmbcrs. 

6 '' Lambcth Palacc, MS 2099, fos. 168-170 for carly mcctings. Portcus had to 
lcavc thc first committcc mccting to go to thc first mccting of thc Lord's sclcct 
committcc on thc slavc tradc: Wilbcrforcc's two projccts wcrc both dcvcloping apacc. 
For thc printing ofthc list, sec Historical Manuscript Commission, 14th Report, App. 
pi. iv, Manuscripts of Lord Kenyon (London, 1894), 575 (hcnccforth HMC Kenyon). Thc 
list is rcproduccd in Characteristics of Public Spirit and National Virtue: Occasioned by the 
Honourable Union of Nobiliry, Clergy and Gentry in Support of a I.ate Royal Proclamation 
(London, 1788). 66 HMC Kenyon, 575. 



Politics and Morals 

and morality suggests how impressed Wilberforce and his 
friends continued to be with their project's potential conten-
tiousness. 

By the time its membership list was published, at the end of 
February 1788, the Society had garnered a total of 149 
recruits. A few more bishops and noblemen had joined since 
the previous autumn. In contrast to Wilberforce's list, the 
published list named twenty (out of twenty-four) bishops, and 
more than thirty peers and sons of peers (including nine 
Dukes and a Marquis). Ten of these peers had significant 
connections with the Court. Six metropolitan clerics had 
joined the Society, including the rectors of the important and 
fashionable churches of St George's, Hanover Square, and St 
Martin-in-the-Fields. Of lay commoner members, five were 
privy councillors, and almost halfthose eligible were Members 
of Parliament. Other members holding public office included 
the Solicitor-General, the Master of the Rolls, and six other 
legal and judicial officers, a Major-General and several high-
ranking naval officers and administrators. Old county families 
were represented, for example the Dolbens, Drakes, and Hills. 
Some twenty of the Society's members were drawn from the 
world of commerce and finance ( the world in which the 
Wilberforce family fortunes had been made): they were 
prominent bankers, or the directors of trading corpora-
tions. · 

lt would have been difficult to contrive a membership roster 
that would have excelled this in terms of the prestige and 
respectability of its members. Wilberforce and his friends had 
attracted to their cause a substantial slice of the nation's élite. 
A number of factors had probably shaped the precis'e choices 
they made-or had perhaps determined people's willingness 
tobe recruited. The Söciety's founders seem, not surprisingly, 
to have drawn heavily upon their own friendship and kinship 
networks. Thus, Wilberforce's relatives and close friends, and 
friends and supporters from his Yorkshire constituency were 
well represented. Sir Charles Middleton may well have been 
responsible for recruiting the naval contingent. Many both of 
the peers and of the financiers recruited were prominent in 
metropolitan charitable circles, a circumstance which may 
have created prior bonds of acquaintanceship between them 

1 
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and the Society's founders, or perhaps simply have marked 
them out as appropriate men to approach.67 

lt is clear that Wilberforce himself was not well acquainted 
with all the people he recruited: many were approached 
primarily because of their high standing in courtly, social, or 
governmental circles.68 ldeally, recruits had tobe men of good 
personal moral standing. Some were notably pious. lt is 
interesting to note that among old county families represented, 
those with traditionally Tory leanings predominated. Mem-
bers of such families may have found it hard to resist an 
invitation to respond to their Sovereign's call by aligning 
themselves with the cause of religion and morality. 

Churchmen and supporters of government dominated the 
Society's ranks. But their dominance was not unrelieved. 
Staunch Whigs were certainly very few. But a number of the 
Society's members were rather independents than consistent 
supporters of government. 69 Furthermore, the füll membership 
list did add to the small contingent of those with Dissenting 
ties the name of MP Henry Beaufoy. lt was Beaufoy who in 
1788 and again in 1789 proposed the repeal of the Test and 
Corporation Acts-and in 1790 seconded Fox's motion to the 
same eff ect. 

Wilberforce's aim in founding the Proclamation Society 
appears to have been in part to encourage devotion to the 
cause of morality and virtue at levels of society too lofty for the 
manners of their inhabitants tobe easily regulated by law. By 
securing the adherence of many of the highest in the land, he 
also hoped to make the cause of moral reform respectable: to 
remove from it any lingering taint of Puritanism and social 
subversion. But something more than just a flag-waving 
exercise was intended. The Proclamation Society was also to 

67 I am gratcful to Donna Andrcw for information about thc involvcmcnt of 
Proclamation Socicty mcmbcrs in organizcd charity. In her thcsis ('London Charity 
in the Eighteenth Century', Ph.D. thesis (Toronto, 1977), 256--7) she notcs that of 
members of thc Proclamation Society in 1795, almost a third subscribcd to fivc or 
more charities. 

68 Thus, hc does not appcar to have known either Montagu or Fitzwilliam weil. 
Sec also HMC Kenyon, 575, whcre hc asks Kcnyon to approach Sir John Scott (latcr 
Lord Eldon) for him. 

6!J At least eleven out oftwenty-scven in thc Commons at the relevant period had 
attendcd thc mectings at St Alban's tavcrn in 1 784 at which back-benchers agrccd to 
try to persuade Fox and Pitt to bury their dilfcrences. 
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be a working body: one that would exert itself to infuse the 
spirit of moral reform into the workaday operations of 
government. 

In this connection, it mattered less that the Society's 
members bore illustrious names than that they occupied a 
host of important and powerful official positions. We have 
noted already that the Society's members included numerous 
powerful and influential Churchmen; that many were Mem-
bers of Parliament (a clear majority, in fact, were members of 
one or the other House), and that some held high legal office. 
lt should be added that seven were the Lord-Lieutenants of 
counties, twelve the Recorders or High Stewards of boroughs, 
two London aldermen, and at least eleven active 1 county 
magistrates ( of whom at least three regularly served as 
chairman of the bench).70 The magisterial component of the 
Society's membership was to expand significantly in the 
course of the next few years, as the Society's practical work 
brought it increasingly into contact with men engaged in 
directing the operations of government at county level. 

During the first few months of the Proclamation Society's 
existence, the energies of its leaders had largely been 
consumed in expanding the number of its members. More 
than a decade appears to have passed before recruitment 
again became a subject of concern. We cannot reconstruct the 
pattern of recruitments to the Society during its early years in 
any detail, since no membership lists appear to survive 
between 1788 and 1795.71 Judging from the 1795 !ist, 
however, only some forty new members were admitted during 

7° For an cxamplc ofa Socicty mcmbcr who uscd thc power and influcncc rcflcctcd 
in and pcrhaps consolidatcd by his tcnurc ofthc officc ofRccordcr-not ai:i officc that 
ncccssarily cntailcd cngagcmcnt in routinc administration-to advancc thc rcform 
causc, sec thc Earl of Excter's attcmpts to put an end to thc Stamford bull-running 
(Malcolmson, Popular Recreations, 127-8). The fact that hc made his movc ipJan. 1788 
makes it tcmpting to belicvc that hc may havc becn acting undcr thc influcnce cither 
of thc proclamation, or thc Socicty, of which hc was a mcmbcr by Feb. 88. 

71 For mcmbcrship in 1795, sec thc Socicty's Report for that ycar. lt is of coursc 
possiblc that mcmbcrship had sharply riscn and declincd in thc interim, but thcre is 
no cvidcncc ofthis. Latcr mcmbcrship lists survive with thc.Socicty's rcports for thc 
ycars 1799 (in scveral librarics), 1800 (in thc Bodleian Library), and 1802 (in 
Lambeth Palace Library). Lambcth Palace Library also posscsses 1n undated 
pamphlct: To the Members ofthe Socie!)! {etc.] (London), including a list ofmcmbers and 
probably dating from not later than 1803. The picture ofthc Society's fortuncs which 
emerges from thcse later lists is discussed below. 
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the seven years following the publication of the first list-a 
total which barely sufficed to replace the number of those who 
died or resigned.72 Of the new recruits at least nine were 
active magistrates, some if not all of whom probably joined 
the Society after coming into contact with it as a result of its 
practical work. 73 The remainder were men very similar to the 
first draft of recruits in point of rank. They included a peer, 
several bishops, and among the commoners, several baronets 
and men of well-established families, as well as a further 
clutch of legal officeholders, bankers, and businessmen. 

The Proclamation Society's steady state in the years 
following its launch contrasts markedly with the subsequent 
experience of the Vice Society. 74 The Society for the Suppres-
sion of Vice-to give it its formal title-was founded in 1802, 
fifteen years after the Proclamation Society. As the younger 
society's name suggests, its basic aims were similar to the 
Proclamation Society's. From the beginning, the younger 
society had a somewhat lower social centre of gravity, drawing 
its members chiefly from the lesser gentry and professional 
classes (it also differed in admitting warnen as members).75 

Unlike the older society, the Vice Society admitted only 

72 Forty-thrcc of thosc namcd as mcmbcrs of thc Socicty in 1788 wcrc not so 
namcd in 1795. Of thcsc at least twcnty-fivc had dicd, and onc (Lloyd Kcnyon) had 
probably rcsigncd on bccoming Lord ChicfJusticc. Thc Duke ofGrafton publishcd a 
pamphlct in 1788 (Hints etc. Submitted to the Serious Attention of the Clergy, Nobility and 
Gentry Newly Associaterl) in which hc argucd that thc Socicty would not go to thc root of 
currcnt moral troublcs ifit conccntratcd on prosccuting a fcw wrctchcd lawbreakers: 
what it should aim at rather, he said, was thc reform ofthc liturgy, in order to bring 
morc peoplc into Church. He may havc rcsigned becausc hc did not approve of thc 
way thc Socicty directcd its cncrgics. (He is not listcd as a membcr ofthc Socicty after 
1788, although hc did not die until 1811). Whilc it is possiblc that othcrs may have 
rcsigncd.on principlcd grounds, thc gcncral tcnor ofthcir Jives and bclicfs providcs no 
special rcason for supposing thcm to havc clone so. 

7" Suggcstivcly, fivc magistratcs not originally membcrs ofthc Socicty who turncd 
up as membcrs in 1 795 had attcndcd thc 1790 convcntion (for which sec bclow):J. P. 
Andrews, Thomas Buttcrworth Baylcy, Thomas Bcrncy Bramston, Sir George 
Oncsiphorous Paul, and John Rolle. All thcsc men wcrc outstandingly diligcnt and 
committcd magistratcs, and both Baylcy and Paul had a national reputation, chiefly 
though not cntircly bccausc of thcir work in prison rcform. 

74 Roberts, 'Socicty for thc Suppression ofVicc', 163. 
75 Thc Proclamation Socicty did in fact announcc its willingncss to admit W0IJ1Cn 

mcmbcrs in 1799, by thcir own account, at thc rcqucst of 'scvcral vcry rcspcctablc 
ladics' · (sec thc Report for that ycar, 19). It docs not appcar from subsequent 
mcmbcrship lists that any ladics wcrc admittcd. Note, howcvcr, thc rcfcrcncc to 
'Society Ladics' in the remark quoted (p. 91). 
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adherents of the Established Church to its ranks. Despite this 
religious exclusiveness, it grew extremely rapidly: from a base 
of about 200 members in 1802, to over 1,200 by 1804. 

The example of the Vice Society suggests that the Pro-
clamation Society might have grown in a way it did not. lt 
seems highly probable that a pool of support analogous to that 
the Vice Society tapped might equally have been tapped 
fifteen years earlier, for a substantial proportion of the men 
and women who subscribed to the Vice Society in such large 
numbers appear to have been much of a piece with those who 
had long subscribed to the older metropolitan charities. 76 If 
such support was indeed potentially available, then the fact 
that it was not tapped suggests either that the Proclamation 
Society's leaders wanted imagination or energy, or eise that 
they had a vision of their society's nature and purpose which 
made efforts to expand its size by broadening its social base 
seem unnecessary-and perhaps even inappropriate. 

lt cannot be demonstrated that they made this judgement. 
But if we push the comparison between the Proclamation 
Society and the Vice Society a little further, we can suggest 
some reasons why the leaders of the older society-unlike 
those of the younger-may have been content with a socially 
(and therefore numerically) limited membership base. In 
practice, the two societies operated in quite different ways. 
The Vice Society, with its more extended social base, operated 
first and foremost as a prosecution society. Members' sub-
scriptions were used to fund agents who brought many 
hundreds ofprosecutions for a variety of petty 'moral' offences 
in the course of each year. Totals of convictions obtained in 
each category were contained in the Society's annual report. 
New members were urged to join so that their subscriptions 
would augment the fund which financed prosecutions. 77 

The founders of the Proclamation Society were far from 
76 An unusual fi:aturc of thc Vice Socicty's mcmbcrship )ist was thc not )arge but 

nonc thc lcss unusually substantial numbcr ofprovincial rcsidcnts it includcd. Many 
of thcsc wcrc clcrgy or inhabitants of Cantcrbury-suggcsting thc importancc of 
clcrical nctworks in rccruitmcnt. Proclamation Socicty mcmbcrs wcrc, by contrast, all 
cxpcctcd to bc pcoplc resident in London for at least part of thc ycar (Report for 1 799, 
13). But this rcstriction alonc would not havc sufficcd to makc thc Pro<;lamation 
Socicty as cxclusivc a body as it was. 

77 Roberts, 'Socicty for thc Suppression of Vice', 165, and sec thc Vice Socicty's 
printcd annual rcports. 
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discountenancing such efforts. On the contrary, as we have 
noted, Wilberforce had drawn his original inspiration from 
the example of the prosecution societies founded a century 
before. The Proclamation Society's leaders constantly encour-
aged men active in local government to exert themselves to 
bring just such prosecutions. When the Vice Society appeared 
on the scene, they not only speedily gave it their blessing, but 
several of them took a turn in serving on its committee. 78 

In the mean time, however, Wilberforce and his friends had 
directed the energies and resources of their own recruits into 
rather different channels, and had devised a part for their own 
society to play for which its select character not merely 
adequately but admirably fitted it. The role the Proclamation 
Society assumed was essentially a directive and co-ordinating 
one. Rather than setting on foot a host of petty prosecutions, 
its members bent their efforts towards infusing new energy 
and instilling new attitudes into the whole body of the 
magistracy, diffusing new forms of governmental practice, and 
promoting the enactment of new laws. 

These were tasks the Society could usefully perform, at a 
time when no department of central government set itself 
anything like such an agenda. 79 They were tasks the Society 
was weil placed to perform, given the power and influence its 
members were able to command. Finally-a consideration 
that may possibly have shaped the Society's development-
these were tasks the Society could undertake with a minimum 
of controversy, or at least without provoking quite such bitter 
criticism as might have followed had its rich and powerful 
members engaged more directly in sponsoring the sorts of 
punitive incursions into the lives of ordinary folk that were 
customarily managed by parish constables. 

How in practice did the Proclamation Society proceed? 
First, a few practical details.80 Most of the Proclamation 

78 Roberts, 'Socicty for thc Suppression of Vice', 162-3; [Proclamation Socicty], 
To the Members of the Sociery [etc.} cxplains and justifics to mcmbcrs thc rclationship 
forgcd bctwccn thc two socictics. 

79 For thc limitcd functions ofthc Horne Office at this pcriod, sec R. R. Nelson, The 
Horne Office 1782-1800 (Durham, NC, 1969). 

80 Briefaccounts of thc Socicty's organization arc providcd in its printcd rcports. 
Wilbcrforcc's Journal shcds somc light on thc pattcrn of its mcctings: sec c.g. 
Wilbcrforcc, Lift, ii. 219, 271. For othcr rcfcrcnccs to mcctings sec c.g. Lambcth 
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Society's business was transacted by a 'committee' ultimately 
comprising (at least notionally) several dozen members (very 
probably all those who were prepared to serve),81 or alternat-
ively by subcommittees of this committee. One or the other 
met frequently, sometimes even more than once a week, 
during the mornings, chiefly during the winter and spring ( the 
London season). Meetings were usually held at the houses of 
some of the Society's leading members: at Montagu House, 
for example, or the Bishop of Salisbury's. Once a year, a 
report on the Society's work was laid before a füll meeting of 
the Society. Wilberforce himself wrote several, and perhaps 
all, of these reports.82 In its later years, the bulk of the 
Society's membership seems to have degenerated into little 
more than a-not always very enthusiastic-supporting cast 
for Wilberforce and Porteus. But in the Society's early days 
initiatives emanated from, and responsibilities were taken by, a 
rather larger body of men.83 

The Society's proceedings cannot be fully documented. 
However, we can partially reconstruct them from evidence in 
the Society's own publications, from traces left by its activities 
in the archives of various public bodies, and from occasional 
references in private papers. The nature ofthe evidence makes 
it easiest to learn about the Society's most public activities, 
more difficult to learn about the various informal means 
its members must also often have employed to advance their 
ends. 

Palacc, MS 2099, fo. 172; 2100, fo. 11; Report of the Sub-Committee Respecting the 
lmprovements Lately Made in the Prisons . .. in England and Wales (London, 1790); City of 
London Rccord Office, Rcp. 193, fos. 15g-60; Esscx Rccord Office: Q/SBb 36o/78. 

81 According tr thc Society's rcports, thc committec consistcd of sixty membcrs, 
but thcsc are not idcntificd. From rcfcrcnccs in various placcs I havc bccn ablc to 
idcntify twcnty-thrcc pcople who wcrc at somc time mcmbcrs of the committee. 

82 Wilbcrforcc, Lift, i. 301; ii. 29. 
8:1 Lambcth Palace, MS 2099, fo. 172 notcs Montagu's frequent attendancc at 

mcctings during his prcsidency. Thomas Bowdler appcars to havc bccn an cspccially 
diligcnt member (sec [Proclamation Socicty], Report ofthe Sub-Committee ... respecting 
... Prisons, 3 and [T. Bowdler], Memoir of the Late John Bowdler esq., to which is Added 
some Account ofthe Late Thomas Bowdler (London, 1825), 306,J. P. Andrcws, urging his 
claims to one ofthe new stipendiary magistratcs' posts in 1802, claimcd to havc bccn 
'a stcady and original membcr' of thc committcc (which hc tcrmcd thc 'Bathurst-
house-society committcc', after the rcsidencc ofits then president; Palcy, 'Middlcsex 
Justiccs Act', 219n). Wilbcrforcc himsclfwas seriously ill during the latc spring and 
autumn of 1788, but thc Socicty apparcntly continued to do business in his abscncc. 
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Undoubtedly there was a good deal of string-pulling behind 
the scenes. Wilberforce was never hesitant about exploiting 
his long-standing friendship with the Prime Minister, who in 
the spring of 1788 wrote to assure him that 'Any applications 
from your society shall most certainly be attended to.'84 Lloyd 
Kenyon, a member of the Society while Master of the Rolls, 
probably feit obliged to resign on becoming Lord Chiefjustice 
of the King's Bench in the summer of 1788: he could scarcely 
with propriety have tried cases brought by a society of which 
he was a member. His continuing sympathy with the Society's 
aims was none the less in evidence, and Wilberforce remained 
in contact with him, at least once sailing sufficiently close to the 
wind in his communications to feel the need to assert that 
there could 'be no impropriety' in what he was doing ( though 
at the same time pronouncing the substance ofhis letter 'not a 
fit matter for general communication').85 

How often and how effectively members of the Society used 
their private influence cannot be established. I t seems fair to 
assume, however, that the Society's public initiatives were 
often complemented by more private and informal approaches 
to men whose support might be crucial to their success. More 
difficult to make adequate allowance for is the possibility that 
some of the Society's operations may have been pursued 
entirely by informal means. The Society is especially likely to 
have relied upon the discreet exertion of influence when its 
object was to influence the conduct of the great: people whom 
it would not have been easy, and might not have been thought 
appropriate, to pursue by law. Given that we are best placed 
to document the Society's most public activities, it is possible 
that we may be led into underestimating its members' commit-
ment to reforming manners at the highest levels of society. 

We do know, from references in various sources, that on 
several occasions in the late 1790s and early nineteenth 
century the Society authorized private approaches to people of 
wealth and position in the hope of persuading them to observe 

84 A. M. Wilbcrforcc (cd.), Private Papers of William Wilbeiforce (London, 1897), 19. 
85 HMC Kenyon, 538. Thc cxact purport ofthis lcttcr is unclcar, and it may bc that 

it docs not rcfcr to Socicty busincss, though it docs at least dcmonstratc continuing 
confidcntial communication bctwccn Wilbcrforcc and Kcnyon. Douglas Hay's as yct 
unpublishcd rcscarch on Kcnyon fills out a picturc ofhis idiosyncratically moralistic 
judicial stancc. · 
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the sabbath more strictly.86 The first such moves-taking the 
form of efforts to establish a 'voluntary association among 
persons of weight and influence for the better observance of 
the Lord's Day'-were intended to prepare the way for new 
Sabbatarian legislation. The calculation was plainly that 
legislation of this kind would prove more acceptable if the 
great could first be persuaded voluntarily to abstain from 
pleasures others were to be deprived of by force of law. 
Unfortunately the great proved uncooperative. Even those 
best affected to the ends of the proposed association proved 
unwilling to join it; the King 'turned the conversation' when 
Porteus raised the subject with him; and Speaker Addington-
a member of the Society-was deeply offended when 
Wilberforce asked him to discontinue his Sunday entertain-
ments.87 Even after Parliament had several times rejected 
more and less narrowly conceived Sabbatarian bills, the 
Society, however, continued to authorize informal approaches 
to the rich and respectable. In 1805, for instance, it was 
resolved that Porteus should write to certain 'Society ladies' 
who were in the habit of staging Sunday concerts in their 
houses, requesting them to desist for the sake of example. 

There may have been other such attempts at private 
persuasion. But on balance it seems improbable that much of 
the Society's business had this character. Wilberforce and 
some of his friends did recurrently try to find out ways of 
influencing the conduct ofthose not easily reached by law. But 
they do not seem commonly to have tried to achieve this end 
through the agency of the Proclamation Society.88 From the 

86 For what follows sec cspccially Wilbcrforcc, Lift, ii. 271; iii. 237; Proclamation 
Socicty, Report for 1799, 25-8; Hodgson, Lift of Porteus, 138-41, 18!r96. Whitakcr, 
Eighteenth-Century English Sunday, 158-64 survcys succcssful and unsucccssful attcmpts 
to procurc Sabbatarian lcgislation in thc last tcn ycars of thc ccntury, in most of 
which thc Socicty playcd a part. 

87 In 1795 thc King had, howevcr, agrccd to discontinuc his Sunday 'drawing 
rooms' on Portcus's rcprcscntation: Lambcth Palacc, MS 2099, fo. 79, and sec also 
R. Huish, Memoirs ofGeorge IV (London, 1831), i. 245-6. 

88 For cfforts by Wilbcrforcc and his cvangclical fricnds to rcform thc manncrs of 
thc rich, sec c.g. Brown, Fathers of the Victorians, 115-22, and Radzinowicz, History of 
English Criminal Law, iii. 19g--203. Wilbcrforcc was not avcrsc to using legal mcans to 
disciplinc dclinqucnts in officc: hc votcd for thc impcachmcnt of Hastings in 1786, for 
that of Mclvillc in 1805, and for thc rcmoval of thc Duke of York from his officc as 
Commandcr-in-Chicf, aftcr thc involvcmcnt ofhis mistrcss in a corruption scandal in 
1809. Sec Furncaux, Wilbeiforce, 50-2, 232-7, 305-7. 
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beginning the Proclamation Society had been conceived as a 
body that would strive to promote moral reform by attending 
to the laws and their execution. In practice, it seems likely 
that the Society remained fairly faithful to this original brief. 
Problems that did not look as if they might easily be tackled 
through the law were not regarded as the Society's business. 
The Society's occasional commissioning of attempts to persuade 
people ofrank to observe the Sabbath more strictly constitute 
a minimally disturbing exception to this general rule. For, as 
we have noted, the Society's involvement with that issue arose 
in the first place out of a scheme for obtaining new legislation. 

This is not the place to attempt a thorough survey of the 
Society's engagement with government and law.89 We can, 
however, briefly illustrate the three main ways in which the 
Society operated. We shall consider, first, its correspondence 
with-and attempts to develop other ways of communicating 
with-local government officers (chiefly magistrates) through-
out the country. Second, its (highly selective) use of the 
lawcourts. And third, its use of Parliament. In all its 
operations, the Society displayed a notably clear-headed sense 
of how a body such as itself might best get things clone within 
the loosely structured apparatus of eighteenth-century English 
government. 

I t seems to have been in 1 789 that the Society first began to 
correspond, chiefly by means of circular letters, with urban 
corporations and county benches.90 The first circular so far 
traced urged magistrates to compel victuallers to put a stop to 
the pernicious practice of allowing artificers to be paid their 
wages in public houses. (The prevalence of this practice had 
been drawn to the Society's attention, its circular noted, by 
'one of its correspondents'.) Subsequent circulars dealt with 
such matters as the legal means of conveying discharged 
convicts to their homes, and the evils springing from unlawful 
race meetings. On several occasions, the Society also circulated 
pamphlets. In 1 789, for instance, packets of papers relating to 
Sunday schools, prisons, and the like were sent out; in 1 790, 

89 I hopc to writc morc fully about this topic at a latcr datc. 
90 Copics of thc Socicty's circulars arc prcscrvcd in scvcral Quarter Sessions 

archivcs, and thcy were also sometimcs copicd into Quarter Sessions minutcs. Sec c.g. 
Essex Record Office, Q/SBb 335/52, 336/41, 340/66, 343/22, 347/45, 360/78, 396/23; 
Middlesex Record Office, MJ/OC 12 178g-g5, Feb. 1790 Sessions. 
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tracts on the duties of constables and overseers.91 Magistrates 
were encouraged to respond, and some of their responses 
provided the substance of subsequent communications. In 
1792, for example, the Society put into general circulation a 
broadsheet account of the employment of prisoners in the 
hause of correction at Dorchester.92 

In a sense the Society was doing no more than furthering a 
process already under way, the exchange of information 
among magistrates about what they considered to be good 
practice in local government.93 In practice, the Society clearly 
feit the need to tread delicately, for fear of offending the 
susceptibilities of magistrates used to exercising well-nigh 

91 The pamphlets are mentioned in the Society's Report for 1 799, 22-4. For 
covering letters whieh accompanied thcm, sec Nottinghamshire Record Office, CP 4/ 
7; Middlcsex Record Office, MJ/OC 12 1789-95, Feb. 1 790 Sessions. Quarter 
Sessions minutes in sevcral counties record their receipt, and plans to distribute 
copies of them. Different pamphlcts on prisons wcrc produccd for cach assize circuit: 
thcy consistcd chiefly of relevant extracts from John Howard's State of the Prisons in 
England and Wales. The Socicty asked that thcse bc distributcd to mcmbcrs of thc 
grand jury at the next assizcs (grand jurics werc rcsponsiblc for prcscnting thc nccd 
for prison building work). Numerous copies of thc prison pamphlcts survivc, and 
thcre is a copy of The Du!)> of Overseers of the Poor in thc Univcrsity of London's 
Goldsmith's collection. I have not succecdcd in tracing thc pamphlct on Sunday 
schools. 

92 For a copy of thc broadshcct, sec Essex Record Office, Q/SBb 347/45. West 
Riding magistrates responded by sending the Socicty an account ofhow they ordered 
their house of correction: West Riding Rccord Office, Wakeficld, QS/ IO 32 Pontefract 
Sessions Ap. 1792, fo. 129. The original pamphlcts on prisons had solicited 
information updating Howard, or othcr relevant observations. Much ofthis material 
was includcd in thc Report of the Sub-Committee ... respecting ... Prisons. The Society 
also collectcd information on prisons through Thomas Bowdler, a mcmbcr with a 
special interest in thc subjcct dating from his scrvicc on thc Commission to considcr 
thc establishmcnt of a National Pcnitentiary in 1781, who followed Howard's 
examplc by touring round inspecting prisons, rcporting his findings to thc 
subcommittce. Sec Evans, Fabrication of Virtue, 121; [Bowdler], Memoir of ... the late 
Thomas Bowdler, 303-4; [Proclamation Society], Report of the Sub-Committee ... respect-
ing ... Prisons, 3-8. 

9:i For a striking illustration of thc extcnt of the cxisting communications network, 
sec Annual Register, 28 ( 1 786), pt. 2. pp. 87--g3, rcprinting an account of thc 
administration of thc new bridcwcll at Wymondham by thc Norfolk magistrate Sir 
Thomas Beevor, which Bccvor had originally sent to the Bath Agricultural Society, 
for publication in thcir Letters and Papers-a lcss odd choice than might at first appear: 
likc scveral other ostensibly agrarian bodies of the day, thc Bath Socicty conccived of 
itself as having a vcry broad social as weil as economic remit. Beevor notes in thc 
original articlc that he has had lctters from gentlcmen in Glouccstcrshire, 
Oxfordshire, Wiltshirc, Hertforshire, Hampshire, Yorkshire, Lancashirc, Suffolk, 
Wales, and Scotland asking for more information: presumably thc publication ofthe 
Annual Register picce won. him a yet largcr audiencc. 
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unchallenged power in their own patch. Thus, letters might 
include a note to the effect that, of course, the Society would 
not presume to instruct magistrates in their duties.94 

In general, the Society's letters seem to have been amicably 
received. lt is interesting, for example, to find Sir Thomas 
Beevor, the Norfolk magistrate noted earlier denouncing his 
fellow magistrates' moves to implement the King's proclama-
tion, only a few years later corresponding in a very amicabie 
spirit with the Society on the subject of prison reform (a 
subject close to his own heart) .95 The Society was probably 
able to attract a favourable response from such men as Beevor 
because it did not identify itself solely or even primarily with 
schemes of prosecution; but rather worked in a more general 
way to refine and improve governmental practice. 

The Society made its most imaginative attempt to further 
communication among magistrates, and to draw upon their 
accumulated knowledge, expertise, and influence to bring 
about improvements in the ways and means of domestic 
government in 1790, when it organized a magistrates' 
convention in London, to which every county bench was 
invited to send two delegates.96 Most counties did send 
delegates. Many asked MPs resident in the county and with 
some experience as local magistrates to represent them; some, 
by contrast, commissioned the most outstandingly active local 
magistrates to appear on their behalf: thus, Sir George Paul 
was asked to represent the Gloucestershire bench; Sir Chris-
topher Willoughby, the Oxfordshire bench; Thomas Butter-
worth Bayley, the Lancashire bench; and the irrepressible 
Henry Zouch, the West Riding of Yorkshire. lt should be 
noted that those who attended the convention were very much 
less uniformly Pittite in their political affiliations than were 
the Society's own members. The Society had apparently 

94 Thus Esscx Rccord Office, Q/SBb 396/23. 
95 [Proclamation Socicty], Report of the Sub-Committee . .. Respecting . .. Prisons, 13. 
96 For proposals laid bcforc, attcndancc at, and rcsolutions approvcd by, this 

convcntion, sec Statement and Propositionsfrom the Societyfor Giving FJfect to His Majesty's 
Proclamation against Vice and Immorality Delivered to the Magistrates at their Meeting Held at 
the St Alban's Tavern on Wednesday the 5th of May 1790 (London, 1790), and Resolutions of 
the Magistrates deputed from the Several Counties of England and Wales, assembled at the St 
Alban's Tavern (London, 1790). Quarter Sessions minutes often rccord thc appointment 
of dclegatcs. Somc counties (e.g., Surrcy) appointed dclcgatcs who arc nonc thc lcss 
not rccordcd as having attcndcd. 
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succeeded in projecting a non-partisan identity at least 
sufficiently effectively for substantial numbers of staunch 
Whigs to feel that they could gather under its auspices. 

lt had been announced in advance that the main subjects 
the convention would consider would be prison government 
and the regulation of vagrancy. In practice, the Society's 
committee laid before the assembled magistrates draft resolu-
tions on both these subjects. The resolutions were debated 
and amended in certain respects, and it was agreed that both 
should form the substance of bills to be laid before Parliament. 
(Both bills ultimately passed, but only after at least a couple of 
sessions' debate, andin more or less heavily amended form.) 97 

A second convention was planned for 1791, and some counties 
went so far as to nominate delegates to attend, but for some 
reason as yet unclear the second convention never met.98 

The Society-we have already remarked--did not itself 
initiate any large number of moral prosecutions (though it 
certainly encouraged others to bring such prosecutions). The 
Society did bring a certain number oflawsuits, however. Most 
of these fell into one of two categories. Some were intended to 
clarify points of law. The Middlesex magistrates ran into 
various legal obstacles in their struggle to gain effective 
control over the metropolitan drink trade, for example. To 
facilitate the magistrates' operations, the Society brought 
certain suits designed to ascertain the current state of the 
law.99 Though it did not generally stoop to prosecute petty 
offenders, the Society would also bring suits against people it 
regarded as sufficiently substantial and influential to merit its 
attentions: against managers of especially profitable places of 
disorderly entertainment, for example, Bishop Porteus seems 
to have been especially exercised about the trade in indecent 

97 Thc rcsulting acts wcrc 31 Gco. III c. 46 and 32 Gco. III. c. 45. Thc legislative 
history of thcsc bills can bc traccd in thc Commons' Journals, Dcbrctt's Parliamentary 
Register (fullcr than thc Parliamentary History), and Shcila I.ambcrt's House of Commons 
Sessional Papers ofthe Eighteenth-Century (Wilmington, Dei., 1975-6). 

98 Esscx Rccord Office, Q/SBb 340/66, 343/22. Esscx and Warwickshirc bcnchcs 
both appointcd dclcgatcs to attcnd thc sccond convcntion. Thc Socicty's Report for 
1799, 22 notcs that no furthcr mcctings havc bccn hcld, but suggcsts that thc first 
nonc thc lcss dcmonstratcd thcir practicality and valuc. 

99 Sec thc Socicty's Report for 1795, 8-g. Thcrc is no easy way to idcntify 
prosccutions brought by thc Socicty, but a possiblc candidatc is thc casc rcportcd at 3 
Term Reports 561. 
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prints, by which Westminster schoolboys were regularly led 
astray (he said). At his urging, several actions were laid 
against the sellers of such prints. 100 

The third and final aspect of the Society's activities to be 
considered focused an Parliament. The two acts which 
emerged from the 1 790 magistrates' resolutions have already 
been mentioned. These were by no means the only acts 
originally drafted and introduced into Parliament under the 
Society's auspices. The Society also played a part-exactly 
how large a part is unclear-in promoting the Middlesex 
J ustices Act of 1 792, which established a number of stipendiary 
magistrates for Middlesex (four of those initially appointed 
were members of the Society, a fact to which at least one had 
drawn attention in his application). 101 The Society was 
probably also responsible for obtaining minor technical 
amendments to the law on liquor licensing, and to that 
regulating the treatment of parish apprentices. lt succeeded in 
obtaining restrictions on Sunday baking in 1795, but failed (as 
we have noted) in the next few sessions to secure a more com-
prehensive revision ofSabbatarian legislation-its object being 
chiefly to make existing provisions more readily enforceable. 10 

wo Prosccutions of flagrant offcndcrs arc rcportcd in thc Report for 1795, 9, 15; 
Reportfor 1799, 15-20; Report for 1800, 3; Report for 1802, 5-7. Thc Socicty's Reports 
consistcntly cmphasizc that, on thc onc hand, thcy much prcfcr prcvcntion to 
punishmcnt, but that, on thc othcr hand, thcy do not bclicvc in bcing mcrciful to 
flagrant offcndcrs unlcss thcir circumstanccs truly warrant mcrcy. For Portcus's 
conccrn with indcccnt prints, sec Lambcth Palacc, MS 2100, fo. 11r. Thomas, A l.ong 
Time Burning, 115-20, survcys prosccutions of obsccnc publications. 

101 Thc Socicty claimcd to havc had a hand in this act in thcir Report for 1799, 21, 
and it is truc that ovcr half thc Commons committcc appointcd to bring in thc bill 
wcrc its mcmbcrs. All thrcc magistratcs appointcd to thc West End policc officc (in 
Queen Square Westminster) wcrc mcmbcrs ofthc Socicty. For activity in thc Socicty 
advanccd as a qualification for appointmcnt, sec abovc, n. 83. For thc act sec 
Radzinowicz, History of F.nglish Criminal l.aw, iii. 123-37; Palcy, 'Thc Middlcscx 
Justiccs Act', eh. 7. Shc lists appointmcnts undcr thc Actin an appcndix. 

102 Again, thc casc for ascribing at least somc of thc rcsponsibility for acts of 
Parliamcnt to thc Socicty rcsts on thcir own claims in thcir Reports, conjoined with thc 
prcscnce of thcir mcmbcrs on thc relevant parliamcntary committccs. For aetivity in 
rclation to liquor liccnsing and apprcnticcs, sec Report for 1799, 20-1, 25, and thc acts 
30 Geo. III. c. 38; 31 Geo. III c. 28; 32 Gco. III. c. 57, c. 59; 33 Gco. III. c. 55. Thc 
succcssful Sunday baking aet was 34 Gco. III. c. 61. For unsucccssful Sabbatarian 
lcgislation, sec Whitakcr, F.ighteenth-Century F.nglish Sunday, 158--64. Socicty mcmbcrs 
wcrc also of coursc involvcd in promoting many othcr mcasurcs, somc of thcm on 
closcly rclated mattcrs, but thcre is no rcason to supposc that thcy wcrc consistcntly 
acting as agcnts of thc Soeiety. 
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Few of the Society's bills were passed unrevised; most bad 
to be reintroduced, with amendments, in several succeeding 
sessions. 103 Even members of the Society might criticize its 
proposals during parliamentary debates. William Mainwaring 
of Middlesex, for example, who was on the Society's commit-
tee, and bad attended the 1790 convention, was none the less 
the most vigorous and effective critic of its prison reform 
proposal. Criticism usually focused on questions of means 
rather than ends. Of all the Society's proposals, only its 
Sabbatarian scheme provokcd dissent from its very principle 
among MPs. 104 

How effective was the Society at its self-appointed task of 
refining and improving the character and operation ofEnglish 
domestic government, in such a way as to allow for the more 
effective repression of vice and immorality? In terms of its 
ability to accomplish the immediate objects it set itself, its 
record was very good. lts success rate at obtaining legislation 
conforming more or less closely to its own desires seems 
impressive, for example. 

I t is much harder to judge the effect the Society may have 
bad on local government practice, since in almost every aspect 
of its activities it may be said to have been backing a tide that 
was already flowing. Clearly we cannot credit the Society with 
all responsibility for the building of new prisons in this period, 
for example. lt is interesting, however (to pursue the case of 
prisons), to note that the Society's chief concern-a point to 
which it believed the great publicist of prison reform, John 
Howard, bad given insufficient emphasis-was that prisons 
should be equipped with cells in which prisoners might be 
solitarily confined. Solitary cells were in fact an increasingly 
common feature of prisons built from the later 1 78os-
perhaps a coincidence, perhaps not. 105 

io:i This was vcry commonly thc casc with bills rclating to gcncral mattcrs of 
domcstic govcrnmcnt. For thc main sourccs that can bc uscd in tracing thc legislative 
history of bills, sec abovc, n. 97. 

104 For Mainwaring on prisons sec J. Dcbrctt, Parliamentary Register (45 vols.; 
London, 1781-g6), xxviii. 326--7; xxix. 411. For parliamcntary rcactions to 
Sabbatarian proposals, sec c.g. Cobbctt, Parliamentary History, xxxi. 1428 ff. 

105 [Proclamation Socicty], Report ofthe Sub-Committee . .. Respecting .. . Prison.1, 35. 
lt was prcsumably thc Proclamation Socicty Thomasjclfcrson had in mind whcn hc 
wrotc in 1 797 that thc promotion of solitary confincmcnt in England had bccn thc 
work ofa 'particular socicty' (quotcd H. C. Ricc, 'A Frcnch Sourcc ofjclfcrson's Plan 
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That the more general reformation of manners movement, 
of which the Society was in a sense only an offshoot, had an 
effect on the practice of English government cannot be 
doubted. Peter Clark, for example, has noted that, in the 
industrial Midlands and North, it was in the 1780s that the 
number of alehouse licences granted began to decline-a 
decline that was not subsequently reversed. 106 Whether 
changes in governmental practice had any significant effect on 
people's behaviour is another question altogether. But it 
would be wrang to assume that the Society's leaders set their 
sights unrealistically high. On assuming office as president in 
1 793, Bishop Porteus wrote in his diary that 'in such times 
and such places as London and Westminster, keeping things 
from getting much worse is about the most that can be 
expected'. 107 

The Society maintained some sort of existence until 1808. 
But its most active years were already over by the end of 1792. 
lt continued active on the parliamentary front until the later 
1790s, but its communications with county benches appear to 
have diminished, perhaps ultimately ceasing altogether. In 
1 798 its secretary left abruptly, taking important books and 
papers with him. Subscriptions were not collected, and 
membership records fell into arrears. By that date very few 
new members were joining each year in any case: keeping up 
the books was mainly a case of crossing off those who had died 
or failed to renew their subscriptions. 108 At the turn of the 
century an attempt was made to reinvigorate the Society. But 
such·a new life as was injected into it was not accompanied 
by a revival of the füll range of the Society's old activities, 
nor ofits old far-reaching aspirations. On the death of Beilby 

for thc Prison at Richmond' ,Journal ef tke Society of Arckitectural Historians, 12: 4 ( 1953), 
28-30). For incrcasing provision of facilitics for solitary confincmcnt, sec Evans, 
Fabrication of Virtue, 174-7; for hostilc rcactions and its subsequent partial dcclinc in 
favour, 187-92. 

'°6 Clark, Tke Englisk Alekouse, 55-g, 255. In southcrn countics, dcclinc apparcntly 
bcgan at mid-ccntury (anothcr pcriod of moral-rcforming cxcitcmcnt, it should bc 
notcd). '°7 Lambcth Palacc, MS 2100, fo. 61. 

' 0" Sec thc apologics and cxplanations in thc Socicty's Report for 1799, 2, 36 and 
Report for 1800, 2, 11. Thc 1799 list ofmcmbcrs claimcd to bc up to datc only to 1798, 
but in fact includcs scvcral mcn who had dicd somc ycars prcviously. In all, thc 
Socicty still had ovcr 130 mcmbcrs, but only six ncw mcmbcrs had bccn rccruitcd 
sincc 1795. 
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Porteus, its third and longest-serving president, the Society 
lapsed into final extinction. 109 

Several circumstances helped to bring about this prolonged 
decline in the Society's fortunes. lt is not uncommon for 
societies to flag, as their founders' initial enthusiasm fades. 
Porteus, who agreed to become the Society's president in 1793 
only because of the lack of an obvious alternative candidate, 
was by that time Bishop ofLondon and a very busy man, with 
little free time or energy to devote to the Society's affairs. 110 

From the spring of 1 792, county magistrates, the Society's 
chief supporters in the localities, equally had many other calls 
on their time, being preoccupied first by the sedition scare, 
secondly by the expansion in their administrative respons-
ibilities associated with the outbreak of the French revolu-
tionary war, and thirdly by relief and public order problems 
associated with the high cost of living and successive bad 
harvests. 111 

Like the magistrates, numerous leading members of the 
Society responded to the changing pressures of the times by 
becoming increasingly preoccupied with questions of welfare. 
Several members of the Society, Wilberforce among them, 
played a leading role in the Society for Bettering the 
Condition of the Poor from its establishment in 1796.112 Some 
social questions which such men had first considered within 
the context of the Proclamation Society's remit-questions 
about the regulation of apprenticeship, for example, or about 
vagrancy-came instead to be considered under the aegis of 
the SBCP. The concerns of the Proclamation Society narrowed 
accordingly. lncreasingly, it seems to have come to function as 
a residual society, in which only the issues falling outside the 
other society's brief were attended to, meaning chiefly 
sabbath-breaking, blasphemy, and pornography-not the 

109 Wilberforce mentions attending a meeting in Apr. 1808, but in Dec. 1809 
speaks ofthe Socicty as extinct (Life, iii. 361, 435-6). Portcus died on 8 May 1808. 

1111 Lambeth Palacc, MS 2100, fo. 60. 
111 For a survey of this period which gives a good sense of the multiple problcms 

facing magistrates, sec C. Emslcy, British Sociery and the French Wars 1793-1815 
(London, 1979). 

112 For this society, sec Poynter, Sociery and Pauperism, 91-8. Fourteen ofthe SBCP's 
original committce of forty were members of the Proclamation Soeiety, including 
Wilberforce, Porteus, and Glasse. 
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sorts of issues which had been central to most of its members' 
concerns in the first place. 

The development of new or much sharpened political 
antagonisms in the tense years of the French revolutionary 
wars may also have made it difficult for the Society's leaders 
to retain the loyalty ofits fairly diverse membership. From the 
point ofview ofthe Society, the most troublesome antagonisms 
were probably those that grew up between the political centre 
and the political right. Wilberforce and his close associates 
were certainly no Jacobins. But the anti-slavery cause with 
which they were also identified had acquired aJacobin taint 
by the early I 790s, staining their own reputations in the eyes 
of the Society's more conservative members. 113 Wilberforce 
attracted more opprobrium from the staunchly loyal in the 
mid-179os, when he began to argue in Parliament that the 
time had come for Pitt to sue for peace. 114 By late I 794, it is 
possible to find one member of the Proclamation Society 
writing to another (a brother ofthe Duke ofMontagu who had 
been the Society's first president) that he disliked 'citizen 
Wilberforce' almost as much as the radical Whig Grey. 115 lt is 
unlikely that developments over the next couple of years-
which saw Wilberforce make his pitch for peace-would have 
clone much to soften the feelings of such men. 

In I 797-8, as English radicalism apparently became more 
extreme and insurrectionary in character and as the threat of 
a French invasion loomed, both Wilberforce and the Society 
came to be more clearly associated with anti-Jacobinism. In 
I 797, the Society initiated a prosecution against the bookseller 
Thomas Williams, who had produced a large cheap edition of 
Thomas Paine's onslaught on established churches and 

11 '1 For Jaeobinism and anti-slavcry sec B. Fladcland, Aholitioni.fts and Working-Class 
Problems in the Age of lndustriali~ation (London, 1984), csp. eh. 2. For its cffcet on thc 
eampaign, Wilbcrforec, Life, ii. 18-19, and sec 54 for Wilbcrforec's eharaetcristieally 
imagc-eonseious wish that anti-slavery eampaigners would forcbear to mix polities 
with thcir advoeaey. Wilbcrforec himsclf, howcvcr, obscrvcd to Wyvill in 1795 that 
thc 'infamous rcecnt vote' of the Commons on thc slavc tradc providcd a powcrful 
argumcnt for parliamentary reform (Lift, ii. 84). 

114 Wilbcrforec, Life, ii. 63-g3 passim; J. Ehrman, The Younger Pill: The Reluctant 
Transition (London, 1983), 380, 44; Furncaux, Wilheiforce, 130-4. J. Cookson, The 
Friends of Peace: Anti-War Liberalism in England 1793-1815 (Cambridge, 1982), 139 sets 
Wilberforec's initiative in thc context of a widcr-and mainly Whiggish or radieal-
pcaec movcmcnt. 115 HMC Ailesbury, 265. 
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orthodox creeds, The Age of Reason, to the order of the London 
Corresponding Society. However, it should be noted that the 
Society's fears about the consequences for popular morality of 
the widespread dissemination of Paine's 'atheistical' writings 
was sufficiently widely shared for the renowned Whig barrister 
Thomas Erskine to agree to represent the Society in this 
cause. Erskine withdrew his services only when the Society 
insisted on pressing its prosecution to the point of secur-
ing a prison term for Williams: a conclusion to the pro-
ceedings that many regarded as supererogatory and vindict-
ive_ 116 

The last year of the century would appear to have 
represented a very unpropitious moment for an attempt to 
revive the Society's fortunes. Wilberforce and the evangelicals 
more generally were under attack from both left and right. 
Wilberforce was attacked from the left because ofhis failure to 
criticize the government's suspension of habeas corpus, or to 
countenance the complaints ofradicals confined in Middlesex's 
new Coldbath Fields prison. To radical reformers, Wilberforce 
appeared firmly linked with the cause of reaction. 117 But the 
ultra-Tory, High Church right that had gained ground during 
the 1790s, and which was beginning to win forceful new 
recruits among the rising parliamentary generation, apparently 
regarded him with almost equal disdain. For was he not an 
advocate of a Methodistical sort of religion, subversive of the 
doctrines and practice of the Established Church? A man who 
mixed freely with sectaries, and encouraged them in their 
enthusiastical missionary schemes? Wilberforce attracted 
criticism too from some of the more conservative Whigs, now 
in coalition with the government. Thus, the Burkite Secretary 

•rn For thc prosccution ofWilliams, sec Lambcth Palacc, MS 2100 fos. 11g-21, 
132-133; [PROCLAMATION Soc1ETY], Report for 1799, 17-18; Wilbcrforcc, Lift, iii. 251; 
Furncaux, Wilheiforce, 158-60. Responses to Painc's book arc cxamincd in grcatcr 
dctail in F. K. Prochaska, 'Thomas Painc's The Age of Rea.ron Rcvisitcd',Joumal ofthe 
Historyofldea.r 33 (1972), 561-76. Erskinc had bccn bricfcd for thc defence in an carlicr 
prosccution dircctcd against Painc's Rights of Man. Though somctimcs dcscribcd by 
historians as an athcist, in his spccch in thc Williams trial Erskinc dcscribcd himsclf 
as a sinccrcly rcligioi.Js man, who found this work of Painc's disturbing in a way his 
carlicr books had not bccn. Erskinc's spccch was printcd and distributcd by thc 
Proclamation Socicty.J. A. Lovat Frascr, Erskine (Cambridge, 1932), csp. 58-60, 144. 

117 Wilbcrforcc, 1./fe, iii. 320-1; Furncaux, Wilherforce, 188--g4. On Coldbath Ficlds 
sec also Ignaticff, just Mea.rure of Pain, eh. 5. 
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at War, William Windham, repeatedly argued that evan-
gelicals and Jacobins were two of a kind; he and William 
Cobbett ( then in bis reactionary phase) agreed in condemning 
the two equally. In 1800, Windham emerged as the chief 
opponent of a Whig-evangelical alliance intent on promoting 
a bill against bull-baiting. According to Windham, bull-
baiting was a manly sport, well-suited to develop the sturdy 
physique and temperament of the freeborn Englishman. His 
stance helped to assure that it was indeed an alliance of 
evangelicals and Jacobins that secured his humiliating defeat 
at Norwich in 1802. 118 

In fact, in precisely these unpropitious circumstances the 
Society managed to engineer a minor revival. New applications 
for membership were for the first time publicly solicited. The 
faithful Samuel Glasse assumed the post ofhonorary secretary. 
And new applications did come in. At least thirty-seven new 
members joined between 1800 and 1803 ( the date of the latest 
membership list so far located). 119 Strikingly, a substantial 
proportion of these new members were men of the new right: 
erstwhile associates of the loyalist organizer John Reeves; 
young politicians associated with Canning and the Anti-Jacobin 
Review circle; partisan High Churchmen, such as the Revd 
H. H. Norris and the RevdJ. J. Watson, soon to take over the 
direction of the militant High Church organ, the British Critic: 
precisely the sorts of men who in print set themselves up as 
scourges of evangelicalism. 120 The peculiar acceptability of 
the reformation of manners movement, among evangelical 
causes, to the political right seems once more to be demon-
strated. 

There are no grounds for regarding this influx of members 
as some form of take-over bid-even if some of the new 
members were shortly also to involve themselves with the 
newly founded (and exclusively Anglican) Society for the 

t tR Brown, Fathers ofthe Viclorians, chs. 5-6 for anti-cvangclicalism at thc turn ofthc 
ccntury. For Windham sec Cobbctt, Parliamentary Hi.rtory, xxxv. 203-rn; W. 
Windham, The Windham Paper.r, ii (London, 1913), csp. 193-4. In thc latc 1780s, it 
should bc notcd, Windham, thcn still an opposition Whig, had cxprcsscd cnthusiasm 
for Wilbcrforcc's moral rcforming cfforts: sec Wilbcrforcc, l.ife, i. 136. 

1 rn Sec abovc, n. 71. 
120 Bricfbiographics ofmany ofthcsc mcn can bc.found in E. L. de Montluzin, The 

Anti-Jacobins 1798-1800: The Early Contributors lo the Anti-Jacobin Review (London, 
1988). 
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Suppression of Vice. For this later society does not appear to 
have been regarded by the Proclamation Society as a rival and 
competitor, nor did the Vice Society's members represent the 
relationship between the two societies in these terms. Rather, 
both societies publicly expressed the view that they comple-
mented and might profitably support one another. 121 

Some explanation for this unexpected mixing of apparently 
antagonistic forces may be found in the common origins of 
certain members of the two groups. Norris, most notably, 
emerged from very much the same sort ofwealthy, mercantile, 
philanthropic circles in which Wilberforce himself and his 
Thornton cousins had their roots. His father had sat alongside 
the Thorntons on various corporations and charitable bodies. 
Certain forms of metropolitan High Church Toryism (at least) 
had their roots in just that cultural milieu from which 
metropolitan evangelicalism had previously sprung-and in 
the ensuing decades, the new High Church party were to show 
themselves prepared to adopt many of the techniques and 
strategies for spreading the true faith that the evangelicals had 
pioneered. 122 

To the Proclamation Society, however, this new blood 
brought no more than a remission. The Society's new vigour 
was not such as to carry it through the death of Porteus, in 
1808 .. On Christmas Eve of the following year Wilberforce 
wrote in his journal that he longed to carry through his 
plan for reviving the Proclamation Society-but lacked the 
strength. 123 

III 

The Proclamation Society was, it is clear, a very élite society. 
Its leaders were, from the beginning, particularly intent on 

121 [Proclamation Socicty ], To the Members of the Society {etc.]; [Vice Socicty ], An 
Address to the Public, 6-7, 93. 

122 Thc füllest account of this group is A. B. Wcbstcr, Jo.rhua Watson: The Story of a 
Layman 1771-1855 (London, 1954). Sec also Best, Tempora/ Pillars, 123, 258, 269; 
Brown, Fathers of the Victorians, 352-3. No doubt a !arge number of links of personal 
acquaintanccship and indced fricndship eould be traeed betwcen thc Proclamation 
Society's old corps and the ncw men. Samuel Glasse may weil have bccn an 
important linking figure: he himsclfwas on close terms with the leading High Church 
ecclesiastic George Horne, and his son George Henry Glassc eontributed to thc Anti-
Jacobin Review (DNB, 'Glasse'; Montluzin, The Anti-Jacobins, 96-7). The Bowdlcr family 
also had old-cstablished High Church conncctions ( [Bowdlcr], Memoir of ... the late 
Thomas Bowdler). 12'1 Wilbcrforcc, Life, iii. 35-6. 
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securing the support of men of rank: both because they 
wanted the Society to have the sort of prestige only the 
support of such men could confer, and because they were 
especially concerned to reach the sorts of people who could 
influence the course and character of English government 
from the top. Wanting the support of such men, they were 
naturally especially sensitive to the kinds of criticism they 
encountered-or anticipated encountering-from within the 
social and political élite. 

lt is equally clear, however, that the late eighteenth-century 
reformation of manners movement was not exclusively an élite 
movement. We have seen that the foundation of the Proclama-
tion Society was preceded by a surge of enthusiasm, manifest 
throughout the country, for projects conceived at least in part 
as devices for reversing moral decline. The Proclamation 
Society's basic strategy, furthermore, presupposed an interest in 
moral reform extending beyond its own ranks. Plainly, there 
would have been little point in struggling to obtain new 
legislation, for example, had it not been supposed that there 
existed in the country at !arge a body of people who might be 
prepared to implement such laws. 

What sorts of people in practice made up the rank and file 
ofthe reforming movement? How far down the social scale is it 
reasonable to suppose enthusiasm for this cause may have 
penetrated? Did the reform movement mean something differ-
ent, or present a different face, to people at different social 
levels? How did the attitudes of those neither great nor 
perhaps good help to determine the movement's character 
and limits? 

The current state of research does not make it possible to 
return either very füll or very confident answers to these 
questions. None the less, in a few concluding pages we shall 
attempt to sketch out a few very general and tentative 
answers: to offer, if no more, at least a few hypotheses about 
continuities and discontinuities in attitudes and experience up 
and down the social scale in this sector in English public life. 

Clearly the sorts of people upon whose support the 
Proclamation Society most immediately depended in its 
efforts to promote the cause of reform in the country at large 
were county and borough magistrates. More than any other 
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group, too, magistrates set the agenda for the late eighteenth-
century reformation of manners movement: explicitly, in the 
various sets of 'Resolutions' they drew up, specifying tasks 
which lesser officials and the ordinary citizenry should 
undertake; implicitly, during the decade and more preceding 
the issuing of the proclamation, when they set on foot a variety 
of initiatives which caught the public eye, and encouraged the 
hope that progress might yet be made in improving public 
morals. 

Historians have commonly portrayed the late eighteenth-
century reformation of manners movement as par excellence a 
magistrates' movement-and above all as a county magistrates' 
movement, whereas, in studies of various earlier moral 
reforming campaigns ( those of the early seventeenth century, 
for example, and the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries), emphasis has more often been laid on the 
contributions of other groups: on the efforts of statesmen, the 
officers of municipal corporations, parish officers, and miscel-
laneous men of the middling sort. 124 Such contrasts can easily 
be overdrawn, and may wither away entirely on closer 
inspection. Y et there may well be some substance to them. 
Several circumstances combined to increase the power and 
influence of the county magistrates in the later eighteenth 
century. The decline of old political animosities may have 
made it easier for them to present a united front in county 
affairs; rising agricultural incomes perhaps gave them !arger 
budgets to play around with; developments in the newspaper 
and periodical press provided them with a public platform on 
which to air their concerns and aspirations. 125 

124 For thc account ofthc latc 18th-ccnt. movcmcnt which givcs most cmphasis to 
thc rolc of magistratcs, sec Wcbbs, Liquor Licensing, 137-51. For studics of thc carly 
17th-ccnt. movcmcnt sec, inter alia, J. Kent, 'Attitudcs of Mcmbcrs of thc Housc of 
Commons to thc Regulations of Personal Conduct', Bulletin of the Institute of Hütorical 
Research, 46 ( 1973), 41-71, and K. Wrightson, 'Two Conccpts of Order: Justiccs, 
Constablcs andjurymcn in Early Modem England', inj. Brcwcr andj. Stylcs (cds.), 
An Ungovernable People: The English and their /,aw in the Sevenleenlh and Eighleenth Cenluries 
(London, 1980). For an account strcssing thc contribution ofmagistratcs, A. Flctchcr, 
Reform in the Provinces: The Governmenl of Stuarl England (New Havcn, 1986), eh. 8, and 
sec also P. Collinson, The Religion of Protestanis: The Church in En.ttli.fh Society 1559-1625 
(Oxford, 1982), eh. 4. For accounts ofthc carly 18th-ccnt. movcmcnt, sec n. 1 abovc. 

125 For thc dcclinc of political animositics sec Landau, juslices of the Peace, csp. chs. 
3-5; for rising rcnts, G. Mingay, The Gentry: The Ri.re and Fall of a Ruling C/as.r 
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Magistrates were commonly substantial landowners-a 
minority of these landowners also being beneficed clergy; 
more rarely they were merchants or major industrial employers. 
Urban magistrates might be merchants, bankers, or substan-
tial tradesmen. Their social position undoubtedly influenced 
their social outlook. At the same time, it would surely be 
wrong to regard them as typical of their dass. Active 
magistrates, by virtue of their office, were exposed to a 
distinctive set of experiences-experiences which must have 
played a part in shaping their attitudes, beliefs, and pre-
occupations. 

Their responsibilities are likely to have made them especially 
sensitive to certain sorts of changes in their environment. 
Vagrancy and crime, for example, would not have to rise to 
such an extent as to make an impact on the consciousness of 
the ordinary gentleman to impinge on the consciousness of 
magistrates, who would be likely to be struck if there were any 
marked change in the volume ofbusiness they were handling-
even if the absolute number of cases they were dealing with 
remained, in a wider perspective, relatively small. If magis-
trates's experiences disposed them to believe that crime and 
vagrancy posed an increasingly serious problem, on the other 
hand, they might weil, both through formal exhortation and 
through informal conversation, transmit this view to a wider 
public. 

Conscientious and active magistrates were probably also 
influenced, in forming their view of the world, by the ethos of 
their office. lt needs to be stressed that in the eighteenth 
century (as in earlier centuries), the magistrates' task was 
routinely represented as consisting largely in striving to repress 
'vice and immorality'. lt was in these terms, for example, that 
presiding magistrates usually characterized the business of 
Quarter Sessions, in their prefatory 'Charges'. Magistrates 
might dispute the view that vice and immorality presented an 
increasingly serious problem-this was a 'frivolous' and not a 
'wicked' age, averred Sir Thomas Beevor. 126 They were highly 
unlikely to deny that they presented a problem. In the world 
(London, 1976), 12. I havc illustratcd somc ofthc uscs magistratcs madc ofthc press 
in thc pagcs abovc. 

126 Quotcd Wcbbs, Liquor Licensing, 150. 
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as they experienced it, 'vice and immorality' manifested 
themselves especially in the forms of crime and various kinds 
of actionable petty delinquency. 

Although the experiences of active magistrates helped to 
make them especially sensitive to the issue of vice and 
immorality, clearly the issue also had the power to arouse 
interest among a wider group of men (and indeed warnen) of 
comparable or marginally lower social status: among members 
of the landowning, mercantile, business, and professional 
dass es more generally. Whether or not they themselves 
directly participated in government, such people commonly 
found it easy to identify imaginatively with England's 
governors. Questions of public policy-not only on the 
domestic front, but on this front among others-must 
frequently have formed the subject of conversation among at 
least the more serious-minded of them. If persuaded, either by 
their own experiences or by what they read or heard that vice 
and immorality constituted, for the time being, a particularly 
pressing social problem, such people were very likely to 
debate among themselves how the problem might best be 
dealt with. 

Even if not active magistrates (as of course the vast majority 
of them were not), men at this social level might well have some 
sort of experience of participating in government, or exercising 
quasi-governmental authority. A few would have served as 
sheriffs, as aldermen, or members of urban 'improvement 
commissions'. Some would have taken part in parochial 
affairs, served as trustees for workhouses or schools, or for 
charities, or have been governors or active members of 
subscription charities. Most would have experience of exercis-
ing authority as landlords or employers. Such experiences 
were likely to predispose all men of this dass to conceive of 
vice and immorality as manifesting themselves, at least in 
part, in the form oftroublesome or offensive behaviour among 
inferior social orders. 127 

127 For a socicty of gcntlcmcn intcrcsting thcmsclvcs in moral rcform in thc late 
1780s, and employing the opportunities their social position opened to them to 
promote rcform, cspecially among thcir social inferiors, seejcwson,Jacobin City, 146-
7. For other accounts of moral reforming activity in a local contcxt, B. Trinder, The 
lndustrial Revolution in Shropshire (London, 1981), eh. 19; R. Gien, Urhan Workers in the 
Early lndustrial Revolution (London, 1984), 2g--30, 4g--54. 
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lt would certainly be wrong to suppose that they habitually 
conceived of problems of public morals entirely in those terms. 
lt is clear from what we know about the character of late 
eighteenth-century political discourse that there was a good 
deal of talk among the relatively wealthy and well-educated 
about the shocking extent of vice and corruption in high 
places. Though agreeing that the poorer classes were all too 
often disturbingly vicious and immoral, some none the less 
denied that responsibility for this circumstance lay chiefly 
with the lower orders themselves. According to the Essex 
clergyman John Howlett, for example, the poor were not 
indigent because they were vicious and immoral, but vicious 
and immoral because of their extreme indigence: a state of 
affairs he thought better public policy might alleviate. 128 A 
basic premiss of most late eighteenth-century discussion of 
social problems was that faulty public policy was to blame for 
a major part of the nation's troubles. The governing classes 
were culpable, whether or not they had wilfully erred; they 
too-indeed, they above all-had to mend their ways. 

Though their critical attention might focus in part on the 
wealthy and powerful, and their sins by commission or 
omission, people at this social level were none the less not likely 
to distance themselves very far from the terms of the standard 
'official' discourse on vice and immorality. They were likely to 
accept that crime, intemperance, idleness, and a propensity to 
engage in various forms of 'disorderly' conduct were endemic 
among at least sections of the lower orders. These 'social 
problems' would appear to them features of an alien sphere of 
life-a sphere profoundly unfamiliar to them. They might try 
to make an imaginative leap, and envision the world as it 
presented itself to an unemployed labourer, a poor chimney 
sweep, a seduced servant girl, or an imprisoned felon. Both 
'sentimental' poets and novelists, and charities appealing for 
funds, routinely pressed the rich to make just such imaginative 
efforts. But for them these experiments in sympathy remained 
exercises of the imagination. To such as they, it came more 
easily to debate the relative merits of possible 'solutions' to 

128 Howlctt, The lnsu.fficiency ofthe Cau.<e.<, 27-30. Sec also his lcttcr to thc Sccrctary 
of thc Association for thc Prcscrvation of Libcrty and Propcrty against Rcpublicans 
and Levellers, British Library, Add. MS 16920, fo. 7. 
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social problems than genuinely to imagine what it might be 
like to be at the receiving-end of such policies, with all the 
complex and contingent inconveniences and embarrassments 
that might involve. 

Men such as the Duke of Grafton and Earl Fitzwilliam 
might indeed inveigh against the oppression of the poor. 129 lt 
needs to be stressed that what they were calling into question 
was the need for additional efforts to control the common 
people. lt is highly unlikely that either intended to suggest 
that it would be possible to dispense with the traditional 
apparatus of criminal and vagrancy laws. Nor indeed does it 
appear that either of these men ever put very much thought 
into imagining ways in which the traditional apparatus of 
government might be improved, so as to bear less heavily 
upon the poor. In this respect they were in fact less 
considerate than the at-first-sight more complacent reformers. 

The 'official discourse'-as we have termed it-on vice and 
immorality was by no means entirely an oppressive one. This 
fact needs tobe underlined for the character of its appeal tobe 
fully appreciated. lt was frequently argued that, to be 
maximally effective, any reforming strategy must include 
provision for rewards as well as punishments: prisoners, for 
example, should be given positive incentives to reform, in the 
form of partial remissions of sentence, and cash gifts on 
release. 13 Virtuous habits, it had become usual to suppose, 
were. most likely to be nourished by sturdy independence; it 
followed that the poor should not be too hastily institutional-
ized, and that they should if possible be enabled to support 
themselves. 131 lt was frequendy suggested that the most 
promising route to moral reform lay in better provision for the 
impressionable young, in the form either of education, or 
protective care to save them from abuse or corruption at the 

129 Sec nn. 56, 72 abovc. 
l:iO Thc Critical Review, 62 ( 1786), 478, rcvicwing An Account of the Societies for the 

Reformation of Manners in the Last Century obscrvcd that 'in a liccntious agc, mcn must 
probably bc scduccd rathcr than tcrrificd: ... rcwards would bc morc alluring than 
only to cscapc punishmcnt.' For this idca pursucd in thc managcmcnt of rcformcd 
prisons, sec [Proclamation Socicty], Statement and Propositions, 22-5, and sec also 
Reports ofthe Societyfor Bettering the Condition and lncreasing the Comforts ofthe Poor (5 vols.; 
London, 1798-1808) vol. i, p. xiii. 

l'.ll For this thcmc, sec Andrcw, 'London Charity', chs. 4-5, and thc discussion in 
her forthcoming Philanthropy and Police. 
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hands of parents or employers. 132 Even the most politically 
and socially radical gentlemen, those most suspicious of 
measures that might entrench upon the liberty, or deplete the 
happiness, of the poor, found it possible to support the moral 
reform programme when it bore one of these aspects. 133 

We have suggested that the late eighteenth-century re-
formation of manners movement may have differed from 
earlier movements in that the county magistracy may have 
played a more important leadership role. Another distinctive 
feature of this movement-one we can identify somewhat 
more confidently as distinctive-was that, among those of 
gentle status not holding magisterial office who none the less 
managed to devise for themselves some kind of supporting 
role, several women must be numbered. Two achieved special 
prominence, Hannah More and Sarah Trimmer. 134 Both 
attracted notice through their efforts to promote Sunday 
schools, and through their writings. Hannah More wrote, in 
1788, Thoughts on the lmportance of the Manners of the Great to 
General Society, and at the same time a series of moral tracts 
aimed at poor audiences: Sarah Trimmer began by writing a 
series of didactic children's books, in 1788-9, brought out a 
Family Magazine . .. Designed to Counteract the Pernicious Tendence 

"'2 Thc markcdly growing promincncc of cducation as a focus for public conccrn 
and discussion in this pcriod has not rcccivcd much attcntion from historians, cxccpt 
in conncction with thc Sunday school movcmcnt, but sec B. Simon, Studies in the 
History of Education (London, 1960), eh. 1. and H. Silvcr, The Concept of Popular 
Education: A Study of ldeas and Social Movements in the Early Nineteenth Century (London, 
1965), csp. chs. 1-2. A fcw rcmarks about manifcstations of conccrn about thc 
condition ofapprcnticcs arc to bc found in I. Pinchbcck and M. Hcwitt, Children in 
English Society, i (London, 1969), eh. 9. Thc latc 1780s also saw thc foundation ofa 
charity to carc for childrcn at risk of falling into a lifc of crimc: thc Philanthropie 
Socicty. 

1=•=• Sec Ignaticff,Just Measure of Pain, eh. 3 for somc discussion·of thc appcal ofthc 
prison rcform causc for thc politically radical. For John Jcbb and workhouscs, sccJ. 
Jcbb, Works ... with Memoirs ofthe Lift ofthe Author (3 vols.; London, 1787), i. 26; iii. 
565-7; for Pricc, Pricstlcy, and fricndly socictics, Thomas, 'Francis Mascrcs, Richard 
Pricc and thc Industrious Poor'. For thc notion ofa rcformation ofmanncrs absorbcd 
into a vision of social progrcss, sec c.g. J. Bcntham, A Fragment on Govemment (Oxford, 
1967), 3: 'Corrcspondcnt to discovery and improvement in thc natural world, is reformation 
in thc moral ... '. R. Pricc, A Discourse on the Love ofour Country (London, 1789), 46--7, 
cxprcsscd thc hopc that thc cxamplc of thc Frcnch Revolution might bring about 'a 
rcformation of manncrs and virtuous practicc'. 

1=•4 For More and Trimmer sec B. Rodgcrs, Cloak of Charity: Studies in Eighteenth-
Century Philanthropy (London, 1949), chs. 6--7. For More sec also M. G.Joncs, Hannah 
More (Cambridge, 1952) and Brown, Fathers of the Victorians, passim. 
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of Immoral Books etc ... among the lniferior Classes of People, and 
subsequently chronicled her own and others' irnproving 
efforts in The Oeconomy of Charity. Other warnen also produced 
rnoral and educational works, and subscribed to---and sorne-
tirnes helped to rnanage-a variety of charitable projects. 135 
Warnen had no opportunity to hold public office. But changes 
in the nature of public life during the later eighteenth century 
opened up to thern new opportunities to be active in the public 
sphere. 

When we penetrate one step further down the social scale, 
to the level of the petty bourgeoisie, to the world of srnall 
landowners, tenant farrners, shopkeepers, and rnaster crafts-
rnen, the picture of attitudes to the reforrnation of rnanners 
rnovernent that we rnust paint becornes altogether rnore 
cornplex and contradictory. People ofthis kind were cornrnonly 
literate; they read books, rnagazines, and newspapers, and 
rnight weil take an interest in public policy debates. 136 They 
too might weil have experience of exercising authority as 
ernployers, or of holding minor office, especially within the 
structures of parochial governrnent: posts such as church-
warden, overseer of the poor, and constabl_e were cornrnonly 

t:i5 Scvcral fcmalc mcmbcrs of thc Bowdlcr family produccd moral and cducational 
works: sec N. Pcrrin, Dr Bowdler's l..egacy: A History of Expurgated Books in England and 
America (New York, 1969), eh. 3. Ccrtain ladics hclpcd to promote thc cstablishmcnt 
ofthc Foundling Hospital in thc 1730s, but thcy do not appcar to havc takcn an activc 
part in its managcmcnt (R. McClurc, Coram's Children: The London Foundling Hospital in 
the Eighteenth Century (New Havcn, 1981), 21-3). In 1759, howcvcr, twclvc lady 
subscribcrs to thc Lambcth Asylum for Orphan Girls wcrc appointcd as 'Visiting 
Ladics', and wcrc madc rcsponsiblc for inspccting thc 'cconomy' ofthc housc and thc 
cmploymcnt of its child inmatcs. (An Account of the Institution and Proceedings ef the 
Guardians of the A.rylum or House of Rejuge ... for the Reception of Orphan Girls ... 
(London, 1761), 6.) In thc latc 18th ccnt. womcn also appcar to havc bccomc activc 
in thc managcmcnt of provincial charitics. Thc York Courant, 16 Jan. 1787, carricd 
noticc of thc cstablishmcnt of a charitablc spinning school, supportcd cntircly by thc 
subscriptions of womcn, and in an carlicr issuc had printcd an itcm about thc 
management of thc Orphan House in Edinburgh which it suggested might bc of 
interest to thcse ladies (5 Dec. 1786). For the rolc ofwomen in organized charity from 
thc late 18th cent. sec F. K. Prochaska, Women and Philanthropy in Nineteenth-Century 
England (London, 1980). 

l:i6 Sec the vcry widc rcading of thc Sussex shopkeeper Thomas Turner at mid-
ccntury: D. Vaizey (cd.), The Diary ofThomas Turner 17.54-6_5 (Oxford, 1984), 347-52. 
Especially relevant to our concerns is his cntry for 7 Dec. 1757 (126), when he notes 
that he has been reading the Monitor, a periodical usually characterizcd by historians 
as a mouthpiece for 'country' political vicws. What most struck Turner was the 
author's endcavour 'to point out thc only way to rcstorc thc nation to its formcr 
strcngth and dignity, which is by suppressing vice and cncouraging virtuc and mcrit'. 
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held by men of this station. Such people might sympathize 
with the moral reform project in much the terms that it was 
conceived by their social superiors. Support of some kind from 
people at this social level was in fact crucial to the practical 
operation of the project, for it was they-as petty office-
holders-who were expected to do much of the work of 
implementing its more coercive aspects at street level (and 
they indeed who were expected to staff the prisons and 
workhouses, instruct Sunday school scholars, and the like). 

However, whereas to the gentry the moral reform project 
was always, in very substantial part, a project for the reform of 
others, the petty bourgeoisie, or lesser middling sort, often 
found themselves also the objects of reforming interest: the 
subjects of regulatory effort, the victims of moral prosecutions. 
Even if they played the part of enforcers, rather than of those 
upon whom the law was enforced, yet they saw in much more 
vivid detail than their superiors at their writing desks and in 
their committee rooms what efforts to repress vice and 
immorality meant in practice to the people most immediately 
involved. 137 

Studies of earlier reforming movements have commonly 
emphasized the important part played by tradesmen and the 
like in attempting to implement the reforming vision. 138 lt 
happens that we know rather little about this level of activity 
in the late eighteenth-century reformation of manners move-
ment-although more work on local sources may make it 
possible to fill out the picture. I t will be surprising if further 
research does not turn up evidence of some men of this kind 
exerting themselves in the cause of reform. Though some may 
have been little more than the willing instruments of their 
social superiors, we should expect to find others throwing 
themselves heart and soul into the campaign. Zeal at this level 
was iikely to manifest itself chiefly in the bringing of large 

137 Sydney Smith notoriously charactcrizcd thc Vice Socicty, in 1809, as thc 
'Socicty for supprcssing thc viccs ofthosc whosc incomc docs not cxcccd live hundrcd 
pounds a ycar' (Furncaux, Wilbeiforce, 201). His critical point is dcar cnough, but it is 
important to notc precisely what hc was suggcsting about thc limits of thc moral rcform 
movcmcnt: only thc wcalthicst 'middlc dass' familics would havc had incomcs of as 
much as .C500 a ycar at this datc. Historians usually rcckon that a 'middlc dass' lifc-
stylc could bc supportcd on anything from .C50 a ycar upwards. 

i:ia Sec nn. 1, 124 abovc. 
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numbers of moral prosecutions. Such prosecutions, a supporter 
of similar efforts had argued in the 1 760s, represented 'almost 
the only way by which persons in the lower ranks oflife can do 
any considerable service to the public'. 139 

'Reforming' or 'informing' constables-both names were in 
fairly common use throughout the eighteenth century-were 
probably often buoyed up by a complex sense of mission. 
Certainly they needed something to sustain them, for they 
routinely attracted bitter hostility not only from the gentry 
and working classes, but also from substantial sections of their 
own dass. Such hostility derived in part from a widespread 
prejudice against the very act of 'informing'-disdained as a 
snooping, prying, treacherous, malicious, persecuting kind of 
activity. 'Reforming' constables were furthermore quite fre-
quently accused of running protection rackets under cover of 
piety and civic dutifulness: of prosecuting only those who 
would not pay them off. Probably there was at least sometimes 
somejustice to this charge. Finally, any attempt to account for 
the widespread hostility such men attracted must make 
allowance for the fact that, although they probably commonly 
directed the bulk of their attention towards the regulation of 
the poor-to the arrest of vagrants, prostitutes, and the like-
yet they characteristically also brought some suits against 
their equals or betters in wealth and position. So they would 
prosecute a wide range of people for swearing; butchers 
(notorious offenders) for Sunday trading; publicans for 
permitting tippling on the Lord's Day; shopkeepers for the use 
of false weights and measures, and a variety of dealers for 
marketing offences. I t was such prosecutions as these which 
often sparked off the most violent resistance, provoked 
countersuits for false imprisonment, and the like. 140 

lt was undoubtedly in part because they needed both moral 
and financial support to help them cope with such hostility 
that would-be reformers at this social level had, from the late 
seventeenth century at least, quite frequently banded together 
to form reforming societies-perhaps under the auspices of, 

,:,9 Lnndon Chronicle, 3-5 Junc 1762. This and thc following paragraphs draw 
spcculativcly on my rcscarch into thc carccr ofWilliam Paync, a rcforming constablc 
activc in London c.176o-82, about whom 1 hopc to writc clscwhcrc. 

140 Pcarson, L'fe of Hey, ii. 10~33 dctails violent rcsistancc and countcrsuits olicn 
provokcd by just such prosccutions. 
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and with promises of patronage from, certain more élite 
supporters. Such petty reforming societies played a prominent 
part in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth-century 
reformation of manners movement. I t remains unclear as yet 
how large a part they played in the campaign of the 1 780s and 
1790s. We have seen that Wilberforce initially hoped to 
promote the formation of such societies. In practice, both the 
Proclamation Society and the county magistrates appear to 
have directed their efforts above all towards stirring up petty 
officeholders to action-though they clearly hoped too that 
vestries might be incited to play a more active and interven-
tionist role in parish affairs than had been customary. 
lnjunctions to the 'principal inhabitants' of parishes to 
'associate' to promote action against vice and immorality may 
none the less sometimes have served to stimulate the 
formation of societies. We know that such societies were formed 
in several Y orkshire towns. lt is unfortunate that their precise 
social composition remains unclear. 141 

In considering the activities of reforming constables we 
have already touched on some of the reasons why there should 
have existed among the lesser middling sort considerable 
hostility to as well as enthusiasm for the cause of moral 
reform. Lesser men had fewer sorts of opportunities open to 
them than were open to their social betters to promote the 
reform project through official or semi-official action; the sorts 
of opportunities that lay most readily open to them were of a 
kind many found unpalatable; they were much more likely 
than the gentry to find themselves the objects of coercive 
reforming efforts. Two further considerations which tended to 
arouse doubts among people of this rank about projects which 
enjoyed more broadly based support among their social 
superiors should also be noted. 

First, the reformation of manners movement presented itself 
to those tenant farmers, tradesmen, and the like liable to be 
called upon to serve parish office quite largely as a set of 
burdensome demands. Though no more than part-time, un-
salaried officers, they found themselves scolded for lax 
attention to their duties, and enjoined to take on an 

141 For a socicty formcd at Lccds, sec Pcarson, /,ife of Hey, ii. rn5--6; for onc in 
Huddcrsficld, n. 27. 
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extraordinary programme of work, only too evidently calcu-
lated to upset substantial numbers of their friends and 
neighbours. In the eyes of magistrates and others of that ilk, 
parish officers constituted by no means the least troublesome 
part of the 'inferior order' of people; they were consequently 
quite as ready to upbraid as to encourage them. 142 

Secondly, it should be noted that even some of those 
reforming projects which appeared to a very broad cross-
section of the gentry to be benign and constructive-the 
establishment of 'reformed' prisons and workhouses, for 
example-presented a rather different face to the petty 
bourgeoisie. Projects of this kind commonly meant !arge rate-
increases-relatively easily borne by the wealthy, but possibly 
imposing a severe burden on lesser ratepayers. Small trades-
men furthermore were much more likely than the gentry to 
consider such institutions from the point ofview of those who 
might one day find themselves inside them. On this basis they 
might make common cause withjourneymen and the unskilled 
working classes to nip such projects in the bud. In East Anglia 
in the 1770s protests from ratepayers and the poor together 
led to the abandonment of certain schemes for the construction 
of !arge district workhouses. In Bristol in the 1 790s, protests 
mounted in the name of the small ratepayer led to the 
abandonment of plans to construct a new model prison. 143 

Among the lower middle classes and the poor of later 
eighteenth-century England-as among the lesser gentry and 
the very rich-there were undoubtedly some who lacked 
sympathy with the reformation ofmanners movement because 
they wished to enjoy their pleasures, immoral though they 
might be, without restraint. Others, we have suggested, 
opposed the sorts of reforming projects which commanded 
significant support among the rich chiefly because these 

142 Sec thc Glouccstcrshirc magistratcs, quotcd n. 60 abovc. lt is clcar from thc 
contcxt that, whcn thcy spcak of 'thc inferior order', it is inferior oßiccholdcrs thcy 
herc havc in mind. 

14:i M. Lloyd Pritchard, 'Thc Treatment of thc Poor in Norfolk 1700-1850', Ph.D. 
thcsis (Cambridge, 1949), 6g--78. For thc effcct ofprison rcform on thc ratcs sec M. 
De Lacy, Prison Reform in Lancashire r 700-1850: A Study in Local Administration 
(Manchester, 1986), eh. 6. For thc Bristol agitation, A Reply by the Delegates of the 
Several Parishes .. . in the Ciry of Bristol (Bristol, 1792). lt is also objcctcd hcre that 
parish oßiccrs arc to bc made thc instrumcnts for cnforcing an unpopular act, and 
that this prospect is likcly to dctcr pcoplc from scrving. 
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projects presented to them a different and largely unattractive 
face. People of this latter kind may well have been largely 
sympathetic to the ends of the reforming movement, as élite 
reformers conceived them, however-and even defiant hedon-
ists did not always dissociate themselves entirely from all 
forms of moral-reforming cry. 

Farmers, small tradesmen, skilled craftsmen, and unskilled 
labourers who were sceptical of the merits of a reforming 
programme implemented by law, at some cost and little 
immediately obvious benefit to themselves, might find de-
nunciation of the very vices the reformers targeted acceptable, 
even positively engaging, if presented to them with sufficient 
verve and imagination by a preacher or other religious leader. 
Millenarian leaders, who attracted a significant following, 
chiefly (though not exclusively) among the less educated 
classes in the final decades of the eighteenth century often 
denounced workaday vice and immorality. They prophesied 
that the last terrestrial era, soon to dawn, would usher in a 
universal reformation of manners. Same millenarian prophets, 
it is true, announced that the last days would see the 
emergence of a new moral order, in which traditional 
conceptions of virtue and vice would und ergo radical revision. 
But others expressed largely conventional moral views. 
Followers of the millenarian prophet Richard Brothers, in the 
1790s, listed among the vices they thought disfigured contem-
porary society (and which they believed would soon attract 
God's judgement) idleness and luxury on the part of the 
nobility, cheating and monopolizing on the part of merchants 
and tradesmen, swearing-especially among sailors (also 
charged with many other 'unclean practices'), and bull-
baiting, dancing, and bull-fighting on the part of the 
populace. 144 That society was vicious and corrupt at every level 
was equally a favourite theme of plebeian radicals. 145 

144 J. F. C. Harrison, The Second Coming: Popular Millenarianism r 780--1850 (London, 
1979) for millenarianism generally, and for followers of Brothers, csp. 68. 

145 Thc Holborn Society of the Fricnds of thc Pcoplc, for example, prefaced thcir 
address to thc public with the observation that 'To account rationally for the 
degradation of human nature, with a view to its reformation, is an object surcly 
deserving thc attention of every thinking individual.' lt was to this task that they 
proposed to address thcmsclvcs. (Holborn Society of the Friends of thc People, 
untitled pamphlet; London, 1792 [British Library: 8135 b8(4)], 1.) Francis Place's 
preoccupation with thc theme ofmoral improvcment, evident in his early 19th-cent. 
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Lower social groups often appear to have differed from élite 
reformers less in their ideas as to what constituted vice, than in 
their notions as to how it might best be attacked. When vice 
among the lower orders of society was in question, they were 
probably more consistently disposed to favour voluntarist 
solutions: to believe that people should be exhorted and 
educated into reforming themselves. Men and women in the 
lower ranks of society were probably also more likely than 
their social betters to identify the 'aristocracy' or governing 
classes as the section of society at once most errant and most 
obdurately resistant to reform. Even those plebeian radicals 
who ostentatiously indulged in blasphemy, obscenity, and 
heavy drinking were characteristically happy enough to 
denounce the culpable vice and immorality of the upper 
classes. 146 

The 1802 general election saw the Proclamation Society's 
version of moral reform put under direct challenge in 
Middlesex: a county with a large electorate, including many 
relatively humble voters. William Mainwaring's bid for re-
election as one of the county's representatives was challenged 
in that year by a flamboyant young radical landowner, Sir 
Francis Burdett. 147 Clearly this election was about many 
things other than approaches to the task of moral reform. But 
one of the most prominent issues in it was the nature of the 
regime in the 'reformed' county prison at Coldbath Fields. 148 

Coldbath Fields prison was in some ways a reformers' show-
piece. In practice, however, its inmates suffered cold, hunger, 

writings and eolleetions of matcrial-c.g., in his Autobiography cd. M. Thale 
(Cambridge, 1972)-is somctimcs supposcd to havc been thc produet of an appetitc 
for rcspeetability devcloped in thc later years ofhis lifc. But in faet I suspcet that it at 
least built upon an attitudc also eharaeteristie of his radical youth. 

146 For this sort of plcbcian radical eulturc sec cspceially 1. Maealman, Radical 
Underworld: Prophets, Revolutionaries and Pornographers in London 1795-1840 (Cambridge, 
1988), eh. 2. Thcir eharge against the upper classcs was of eoursc partly onc of 
hypoerisy: givcn that thcrc was so mueh intolcranec of thc viecs of thc poor, it was 
partieularly seandalous that thc rieh should also bc vieious. 

147 For Burdctt secJ. Dinwiddy, 'Sir Franeis Burdett and Burdettitc Radiealism', 
History, 65 (1981), 17-31, and refcrences thcre and for thc eontext ofthc 1802 clcetion, 
J. A. Hone, For the Cau.re ofTruth: Radicalism in London 1796-1&!1 (Oxford, 1982), esp. 
11 7-33. 

148 For Coldbath Ficlds, Ignaticff,ju.rl Measure of Pain, eh. 5. I am gratcful to Ruth 
Palcy for showing me her unpublished paper on this prison and the eontroversy whieh 
blew up around it. 
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and abuse. In the late 1790s, the prison was denounced by 
radicals (some of whom had themselves spent some time 
inside) not so much because ofwhat it set out tobe, as because 
of the extent to which it failed to fulfil its promise. Apparently 
feeling none the less that the whole thrust of their endeavour 
was being called into question, the reformers closed ranks. A 
Commission of Enquiry including such provincial members of 
the Proclamation Society as Sir George Paul and William 
Morton Pitt among its members exonerated their Middlesex 
colleagues from blame. 149 The Middlesex freeholders at large, 
however, were plainly unconvinced, and Burdett's early 
espousal of the radicals' criticisms proved one of the strongest 
cards he had to play. Scepticism about the merits of efforts to 
reform the inferior orders by force of law, combined with a 
readily aroused anger against the vice and immorality of the 
upper classes-whom Burdett identified as the most proper 
targets for reforming action-sufficed to carry the day for 
Burdett. lt is clear that in the capital at least, the cause of 
moral reform, as the Proclamation Society had implemented 
it, had failed to win the hearts and minds of the people. 

149 Sir Christophcr Willoughby was also namcd to thc Commission, but was 
unablc to attcnd its mcctings, bcing fully cmploycd coping with public disordcrs in 
Oxfordshirc. For thc rcport sec Parliamentary Papers, ex (1800), also rcproduccd in 
Lambcrt, Sessional Papers, cxxxii. 43g--562. 



4 

Peasant Resistance and Politicization 
in Germany in the Eighteenth Century 

HELMUT GABEL AND WINFRIED SCHULZE 

A contribution focusing on the significance of peasant 
resistance for the process of politicization and changes in 
political attitudes would at first sight appear tobe daring. The 
tenacity of historical appraisals characterizing the three 
centuries after the bloodily repressed peasant war of 1525 as 
above all an era of political apathy in the agrarian society of 
the Holy Roman Empire1 provides only one reason for 
doubting whether there is in fact a subject to discuss. A 
further assumption, until very recently virtually unquestioned, 
was that the peasants' general political incapacity outweighed 
even their apathy;2 and that this incapacity stemmed from a 
drastic restriction of the autonomy of rural communities from 
the sixteenth century onwards taking place at a time when 
vertical linkages within the society were also being strength-
ened, and when the peasants' attitude is often supposed to 
have been characterized by an affectual, customary orienta-
tion-rational purposive action is thought to have been 
foreign to their habits of mind. To complete a list of possible 
reservations we have only to turn our attention to the period 

Translatcd by Niall Bond. 
1 Cf. csp. G. Franz, Der deutsche Bauernkrieg' 1 {Darmstadt, 1977), 299. H. Holborn, 

Deutsche Geschichte in der Neuzeit, i: Das Z-eitalter der Reformation und des Absolutismus (bis 
1790) {Munich, 1970), 165 cxcmplifics rcsponscs to Franz's vicws. On political 
apathy as a subjcctivc political disposition manifcstcd in cgrcgious rcadincss to obcy, 
rcsignation, spccchlcssncss, and anti-utopianism, sec thc discussion in I. Scholz, 
Politische Apathie: Sozialwissenschaftliche Ansätze zur Bestimmung des Apathiebegri.ffs 
(Frankfurt, 1982). 

2 Thc ability or. will to political action is dcnicd pcasant socicty not least by many 
supportcrs of thc conccption of 'pcasant socicty' dcvclopcd chicfly by Amcrican 
cthnologists. Cf. e.g. D. W. Sabean, 'Thc Communal Basis of Prc-1800 Pcasant 
Uprisings in Western Europc', Comparative Politics, 8 (1976), 355-64. 
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which forms the subject of this volume. For the predominance 
ofurban, bourgeois forces in the formation ofpolitical opinion 
and associations before 1 7893 seems indisputable, as does the 
failure of the German rural population to echo the events in 
revolutionary France, if one disregards a few local revolts.4 

Are these reservations justified? To answer this question, 
we think it necessary to take an unprejudiced look at archival. 
material which has up until now been used at most for 
research on regional history. From this wealth of material, we 
should like to refer to only two astonishing cases, which 
exemplify the central problems at issue, and will at the same 
time help us to formulate more probing questions. 

I 

The first example concerns Vest Recklinghausen, a territorially 
contained judicial district of the Archbishops and Electors 
of Cologne, and the neighbouring region of the abbess of 
Essen.5 From 1794, disturbances had flared up as a result of 
restrictions imposed upon peasants' communal rights to 
wooded areas, in turn reflecting a mercantilistic policy of 
forest administration. Particularly in 1 799 and 1800, many 
protective fences, ditches, and forest plantation areas were 
destroyed, and forest officials were involved in violent 
altercations, to such an extent that the governor of Vest 
Recklinghausen and president of the Court Council of the 
Electorate,Johann Franzjoseph von Nesselrode-Reichenstein, 

3 Sec thc alrcady classic study by F. Valjavcc, Die Entstehung der politischen 
Strömungen in Deutschland 1770-1815• (Kronberg and Düsseldorf, 1978). On thc 
shifting of thc dating of thc bcginning of political polarization in Gcrmany from 1789 
to 1770 and its conscqucnccs for rcscarch, sec thc cpiloguc by J. Garbcr, ibid. 543-
92. 

4 Thc most thrcatcning lcvcls of rcvolt wcrc rcachcd in thc pcasant rcbclliori of 
Saxony in 1790. Sec H. Schmidt-Brcitung, 'Die sächsischen Bauernunruhen des 
Jahres 1790', Mitteilungen des Vereins für Geschichte der Stadt Meißen, 7 ( 1909), 261-427. 
Furthcr movcmcnts arc mcntioncd in E. Weis, 'Rcvoltcs paysanncs et citadincs dans 
lcs Etats allcmands sur Ja rivc gauchc du Rhin, de 1789 a 1792', Francia, 3 (1975), 
346--58. 

5 Thc following dcpiction is csscntially bascd on unpublishcd archivc material in 
thc Statc Archives of Münster, Vest Recklinghausen, Statthalter, j, nos. 71, 72, 74; 
Stadtarchiv Recklinghausen, HAA F., no. 101, fase. 1, as weil as on thc works of J. 
Mcnkc, Aus Bottrops Vergangenheit (Bottrop, 1933) and R. Schcttcr, 'Fcudalismus-
Grundrcchtsvcrlctzungcn-Aufruhr in Bottrop', Vestische Zeitschrift, 70/2 ( 1968/70), 
12-29. 
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feit it necessary to speak of a return to the law of t_he jungle, 
and of the triumph of the ruinous principles of an ill-
apprehended liberty.6 The Elector's attempt to recall his 
subjects to obedience remained as ineffective as similar 
appeals on the part of the government of Essen. In August 
1800, as a consequence of yet more destruction and nightly 
uprisings, Nesselrode finally feit compelled to establish a 
commission to prosecute and punish the ringleaders. 

lf one is to believe the ensuing investigative reports, Vest 
Recklinghausen in particular was at the turn of the century 
threatened by a development contemporaries compared with 
the events in revolutionary France. The commissioners were 
convinced by their interrogations that the perpetrators inten-
ded to leave no witnesses to the destruction, and that foresters 
or other observers were to be shot. An attack on the 
commission during its few days in Bottrop had also allegedly 
been planned, with the aim of destroying the records of the 
interrogations. The plan was apparently not carried out only 
because it had proved impossible to find the forty men deemed 
necessary for its execution. The interrogations also established 
that at the nightly assemblies there had been talk of storming 
a few noble residences and massacring their inhabitants in 
order to spread general terror. The participants' indecisiveness 
and fear, and their residual hope that through appeals to an 
outside authority a solution to the conflict could be found, led 
to the abandonment ofthis plan as well. An attempt was made 
to rouse the crowd by pointing out that the French, who were 
not far off in Düsseldorf, would assuredly rush to their aid, to 
which, however, it was prudently retorted that one could then 
also reckon on the intervention of Prussian demarcation 
troops. 7 

Let us pause briefly here. lt is certainly necessary to beware 
of overestimating the significance of the insurrectionary plans 
ultimately abandoned by the peasants in Vest Recklinghausen. 
Applying the provocative label of revolution to the events is 
also not unproblematic, particularly since the subjects in the 
event evidently refrained from further escalating the conflict, 
with the risk of possible utter ruin that would have entailed. 

6 Schcttcr, 'Feudalismus', 15 f. 
7 Ibid. 16-18. 
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However, the course of events depicted here does suggest that 
the German peasant population's potential for criticizing 
authority was greater, at least in the 1790s, than has generally 
been assumed. A glance at local historiography and the 
histories of the Länder (territories) confirms that the events in 
Bottrop were indeed not exceptional.8 lt is admittedly 
astonishing that, at a time when revolutionary enthusiasm 
was in general abating and in an area that was moreover 
regarded as relatively tranquil, 9 such as Vest Recklinghausen, 
the authorities should have been in <langer of losing control 
over a peasant protest movement which was being stirred up 
by a few radicals prepared to make use of violent, external 
forces to resolve conflict, such as the French army. Less 
spectacular developments were, however, frequent, such as 
those evident in a subdominion of the Electorate of Cologne 
on the left bank of the Rhine, Kamp. Here the so-called 
'kleinen Ackers Leuth' (smallholders), submitted a number of 
petitions from 1795 to 1796 to the new district government 
in Geldern, which they introduced with the slogans 'liberty' 
and 'equality', and which aimed at achieving a more 
just distribution of the fiscal burden among the villagers, as 
weil as the taxation of ecclesiatical property. Note that they 
did not refrain fromjoining their demands with a fundamental 
verbal attack on religious orders and ecclesiastical 
power. 10 

There can be no question that in both Vest Recklinghausen 
and Kamp the French Revolution exerted an immediate 
influence, that is, that what occurred was the result of a 
process of opinion formation and politicization that would 
have been inconceivable without the influence of revolutionary 
ideologies. Any mention of the French Revolution implies 

8 Sec c.g. P. Vandcr, 'Eine unblutige Revolution in Nccrscn', Die Heimat (Krefeld), 
20 (1941), 264 f.; D. Kastncr, 'Der Protest der kleinen Ackersleute von Kamp unter 
den Parolen "Freiheit und Gleichheit" von 1795', Heimatkalender des Kreises Wesel, 5 
( 1984), 24-33, as morc marginal instanccs of such movcmcnts. 

9 The area of the Lower Rhine and Westphalia was not reached in 1525 by the 
peasant war. For agrarian historians and historians of the Länder, this fact sufficcd to 
demonstrate the fundamental stability of agrarian society in this region. 

1° Kastner, 'Protest'. In considering this casc, it should bc taken into account that 
Kamp, and moreover the cntire lcft bank of the Rhine, were under French 
administration, and that violent incursions were not toleratcd by the new holders of 
power. 
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special historical circumstances, suggesting that a revision of 
the thesis rehearsed at the beginning of this discussion, that 
the Empire of the eighteenth century was politically inert, can 
only be valid for the 1790s. The absence of permanently 
effective revolutionary movements in Germany might encour-
age one, moreover, to suppose that the potential for politi-
cization was quite limited even during the restless decade after 
1 789. In Bottrop, as we have seen, it would appear to have 
been the peasants who were responsible for the failure of their 
own insurrectionary plans, due to a lack of revolutionary 
optimism and timidity about the use of violence. 

Did the peasants at the end of the eighteenth century pass 
up an historically unique opportunity? Or, to pose the 
question in terms of the specific incident we have been 
considering, did the peasants in Vest Recklinghausen revert 
after a brief awakening, which was to remain a mere historical 
interlude, to that political twilight state in which, according to 
the journalism of the Enlightenment, all the base of German 
society lay before the epoch-making year of I 789? 

We believe that a considered answer to this question, 
including an attempt to explain the patterns of behaviour 
uncovered, would have implications extending beyond agrarian 
and social history. On the one hand, it would illuminate the 
reasons why the great majority of the German population 
abstained from revolution at the end of the eighteenth 
century. One point which has already emerged is that 
peasants were capable of rational purposive action and 
betrayed a reluctance to engage in violence. This finding 
suggests the need for a thorough reconsideration of the 
political culture ofthe Old Empire and its territories. 11 On the 
other hand, an enquiry into these matters would also elucidate 
the significance of the French Revolution for the development 
of rural resistance movements in the Old Empire (for we do 
not intend to limit our enquiry to the 1790s alone, but will 
extend it to the pre-revolutionary era, which we have not yet 
considered). The significance of the events in France has 

11 Thc conccpt of political culturc has bccn gaining incrcasing popularity among 
political scicntists in thc Fcdcral Republic. In historiography, however, its power to 
illuminatc political value structures and norms of action in the Empire has not yct 
been sufficiently recognizcd. For terminological clarification, consult P. Rcichcl, 
Politische Kultur der Bundesrepublik (Opladcn, 1981), 11-58. 
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already been called into question by historians of J acobinism 
who have suggested that the rise of German J acobinism 
should not be attributed to ideologies 'imported' from the 
west, but to indigenous ideologies influenced by the German 
late Enlightenment and engendered for the most part by pre-
revolutionary social tension. lt seems possible that peasant 
resistance at the close of the century also had personal and 
programmatic roots in older opposition movements. 12 

Before considering further the question of the origins and 
continuity of peasant opposition in the late eighteenth 
century, let us first take a look at the circumstances in Vest 
Recklinghausen at the turn of the century. What was the 
course of events after the failure of the far-reaching insurrection 
plans we have described? Did the discovery of the conspiracy 
mean the end of the peasant movement and therefore of all 
political activity? 

Judging from the steps taken by the commission, one might 
expect peasant endeavours to have met with a premature end. 
Four suspected ringleaders were arrested and threatened with 
exemplary punishments. Moreover, Nesselrode announced 
his intention to crush the entire bunch of scoundrels if he 
could acquire further information. Surprisingly, neither those 
arrested (who resisted all pressure to reveal the names of 
other leaders, and of suspected secret advisers), nor any of 
their peers at liberty proved ready to resign their hopes. 
Instead, the rumour was spreading that the peasants had 
commissioned a notary to collect signatures to procure 
the release of the prisoners and to resist the repair of the 
destroyed fences and ditches. When the commission had 
the legally faultless petition confiscated and refused the 
prisoners the lawyer of their choice, the peasants engaged an 
advocate, Kindermann, to travel to Wetzlar, to the Imperial 
Court, where he submitted oral and written complaints. The 
Imperial Court reacted on r 7 December 1800 very much in 
accordance with the wishes of the Bottrop peasants; but 
Nesselrode presented them with afait accompli, having already 

,i For the urban area, this rclationship has been proved a number of times. The 
<!iscussion to datc has been brought to a conclusion by K. Müller, 'Studien zum 
Ubergang vom Ancien Regime zur Revolution im Rheinland: Bürgerkämpfe und 
Patriotismus in Aachen und Köln', Rheinische Vierteljahresblätter, 46 ( 1982), 102--60. 

,:i Schetter, 'Feudalismus', 21. 
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succeeded (at Recklinghausen) in getting the prisoners 
condemned to several years' imprisonment. 1 

In these circumstances, Kindermann and his legal col-
leagues proved to be the peasants' most effective supporters. 
Not only did they keep the hope of a favourable outcome to 
the proceedings at the Imperial Court alive, and im press upon 
their clients the necessity of maintaining their legal action; in 
F ebruary 180 1 they furthermore published a brochure seriously 
criticizing the legal practices of the government of the 
Electorate of Cologne. 14 In the following days the brochure 
was rapidly disseminated throughout Vest Recklinghausen. 
In the villages, it ignited a lively discussion, especially in 
Bottrop, where it was read in the public houses. lts spread to a 
wide public caused the Cologne authorities exceptional 
discomfort. This was, however, precisely its authors' goal, 
that is, to complement the proceedings at the Cameral Court 
with widespread publicity, and to bring the pressure of public 
opinion to bear on the authorities of the Electorate. 15 

The discovery of the conspiracy therefore by no means 
quelled the political activities of the Bottrop peasants. Instead 
of resorting to violence in an attempt to solve the conflict, a 
course which had only enjoyed brief favour, the peasants 
strove for a legal settlement of the dispute, which was brought 
before a superior and neutral authority for decision. Such 
behaviour reflects a respectable degree of rational calculation, 
which can be attributed not least to the peasants' realization, 
instilled by their advocates, that the members of the Imperial 
Court always held abstinence from arbitrary behaviour in 
very high esteem. 16 Since 1789 this tendency had been of 
especial significance, for the imperial and territorial courts, 
partly shocked by the events in France, partly drawing upon 

14 Merkwürdige Probe peinlicher Rechtspflege in der Sache ... gegen die kurköllnische 
Landesregierung, Februar 1 Ba 1 ( s. 1, 1 Bo 1). 

15 Wc will havc to start rccognizing public participation in rcsolving conflicts by 
legal mcans as an clcmcnt of the political culturc of the Empire. Participation 
commonly took the form of producing a deduction pamphlct. A study of the origin, 
disscmination, and effccts of this genrc of juridical litcraturc has not yet bcen 
undertaken. 

16 Note that thc Imperial Cameral Court had been created in 1495 preciscly in 
order to makc the violent rcsolution of conflict superlluous by providing legal 
channcls. Cf. also R. Smcnd, Das Reichskammer,e,ericht: Geschichte und Veifassung 
(Weimar, 1911). 
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enlightened views circulating in the field of jurisprudence, 
became increasingly disposed to reward the peasants' sub-
mission to the rules of legal procedure with favourable 
judgements. 17 lt should therefore give rise to no surprise to 
find that towards the end of the eighteenth century, associ-
ations of peasant subjects in numerous German territories 
pressed charges of legal violations against their immediate 
superiors and called for recognition to be given to the fact that 
during times of insurrection they refrained from violent 
actions. 

One instance of such a set of developments is provided by 
our second case, which transpired in the region of the 
Imperial Abbey of Kornelimünster near Aix-la-Chapelle. A 
report submitted to the Imperial Cameral Court on 26 August 
1 793 by a lawyer representing peasant plaintiffs noted that it 
was remarkable that 'at that point in time at which the 
greatest potentates were reassuring their restless subjects and 
the peasant estates of their old rights and privileges, in a small 
district of Germany, by and large fortunate in the protection it 
enjoyed from the law, an ecclesiastical sovereign should strive 
to encroach on the ancient rights and privileges of his peaceful 
subjects and the peasant estates'. 18 lt was even more 
remarkable, the report continued, that the subjects 'none the 
less took care in the face of these obvious encroachments to 
avoid the slightest step which would have given even the least 
occasion for revolts or tumult, but on the contrary, conscious 
of the evident justness of their cause and the highest 
protection granted to people in their position by the Imperial 
Electoral Capitulation, threw themselves without further ado 
into the arms and the protection of the law and of this highest 
Imperial Court', in order that their rights might be confirmed. 
The lawyer summed up by observing that given their just 
cause and 'their calm conduct, to date entirely devoid of all 
tumult', the subjects had every reason to hope for a court 
decision in their favour. 19 

lf, as the example of Kamp has already made clear, the 

17 A rcvicw of thc material on filc from lhc final pcriod of thc Imperial Camcral 
Court Supports this vicw. 

18 Chief Statc Archives of Düsseldorf, Reichskammergericht, C 813/ 1 780, qdr. 35. 
19 lbid. 
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events in revolutionary France provided the peasants with 
tactical ammunition for court arguments, it would nevertheless 
be false to conclude that the ways of conducting disputes 
between landlords and subjects outlined here were a novelty 
in the I 790s. With their suits against their rulers, the subjects 
were in fact making further use of a practice that they had 
employed before 1 789, on occasion with considerable success. 

II 

Having noted the continuity of peasant resistance in the late 
eighteenth century, we can now turn to the pre-revolutionary 
epoch which we have not yet considered. In fact, the rural 
conflids ofthe revolutionary decade prove tobe a continuation 
of older conflicts, both in terms of their content and in terms of 
the formal means by which they were settled. I t is not without 
reason that Eberhard Weis adopted a term from French 
historians and called the conflicts of the 1 790s 'de type 
ancien'. 20 Ifwe must guard against exaggerating the influence 
of the French Revolution on these movements, we might also 
hypothesize that the process of politicization mentioned as 
taking place during the years of revolution differed very little 
from the process of political formation before r 789, at least 
among the peasant population. 

What does politicization mean? Initially, we will apply the 
term only to processes leading to the formation of a political 
will, while recognizing that it is in the nature of political will 
to press for articulation, that is, political action. One must 
none the less remember-and this is the weakness of this 
general definition-that the content of political will can vary 
greatly. On some occasions its substance may be highly 
controversial, so that it can be achieved only with difficulty; 
on others, it embodies uncontroversial values and attitudes 
and might be described as expressing a basic societal 
consensus.21 Even submission to the basic consensus may be 
conceived of as an expression of the formation of a political 
will, or as 'fundamental politicization', to use an expression of 

20 E. Weis, 'Gesellschaftsstrukturen und Gesellschaftsentwicklung in der frühen 
Neuzeit', in K. Bosl and E. Weis, Die Gesellschaft in Deutschland: Von der fränkischen Zeit 
bis 1848 (Munich, 1976), 234. 

21 B. Blanke, 'Staat und Gesellschaft', Handlexikon zur Politikwissenschaft (Munich, 
1986), 501. 
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Krockow's. 22 The politicization we are concerned with in this 
article did not have this character, however. The case-
material suggests rather that the process of politicization 
under study here involved the formation of a political will 
taking more than an uncontroversial basic form; although it is 
true that issues that have become politically sensitive, that is, 
controversial, can break away from the basic consensus-a 
process which theoretically can lead to a complete breakdown 
of the old consensus and the creation of a new foundation for 
social consent against the background of revolution. 

The pre-revolutionary epoch provides us with numerous 
examples of this process of politicization. We shall limit 
ourselves exclusively to developments in the region of the 
Imperial Abbey of Kornelimünster. Political disputes between 
the peasants and the Abbey authorities had been ignited by 
controversies over financial problems characteristic of a small 
state: over the level of taxation, false accountancy, the 
introduction of excise taxes, the restriction of the communal 
use of wooded areas, and demands that the subjects pay for 
the costs of the princely building projects of their landlords. 
These disputes lasted until 1751, when a settlement valid for 
the entire Land was achieved and confirmed by the Imperial 
Cameral Court. 23 From the second half of the century 
onward, one can see indeed that these traditional problems 
were augmented by controversies about matters which had up 
until then been the subject of consensus, for example, the 
execution ofpeasant guard duty, the subjects' participation in 
territorial legislation, and feudal monopolies. 24 This all 
undoubtedly points to a weakening of a basic consensus in 
relation to well-established values and norms; it has yet to be 
explained how this process was set off. However, to keep these 
developments in perspective, one must bear in mind that the 
processes outlined here did not lead to a complete destruction 
of the traditional consensus, as in France at the end of the 
ancien rigime, either in Kornelimünster or in any of the other 
territories of the Empire.25 

22 For quotation from Krockow sec ibid. 
2'1 Chief State Archives of Düsseldorf, Reichrkammergericht, C 8 1 o/ 1 777. 
24 lbid., C 813/1780. 
2'' The remarkablc political stability ofEngland in the 18th cent. can be attributed 

to the permanent existence of such a consensus crossing all classes. Cf. H.-C. 
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Before continuing the inductive route we have embarked on 
and attempting to und erstand the problem of politicization on 
the basis of additional case-material, it seems worth briefly 
delineating the spread and frequency of rural movements in 
the epoch. Furthermore, certain evident basic tendencies in 
the history of German peasant movements will be presented, 
for otherwise our investigation will risk ultimately failing to 
explain peasant resistance. 

III 

We are referring to the approximately fifty isolated movements 
to be found in the thirty territories in the Empire of the 
eighteenth century. They emerged chiefly in the small 
territories of the Empire and ended mostly in long-running 
trials at the imperial courts. Typical of the majority of 
movements was the almost uninterrupted struggle of the 
subjects of Hohenzollern-Hechingen against their rulers, 
which ultimately led in I 798 to a so-called Landesvergleich, a 
constitutional agreement which made palpable the move-
ment's political power.26 A similar tradition is to be found in 
the county of Hauenstein, in the territories of Kempten, or 
that of Kornelimünster, already mentioned, where three such 
settlements were reached between 1676 and I 7 5 1, and where, 
after the failure of attempts to achieve a legal resolution, the 
conflict reached its sensational culmination in the landlord's 
murder. 27 Even dynastic histories written from the perspective 
of rulers were compelled to report thoroughly events such as 
these, which also occurred in Sayn-Wittgenstein, Naussau-
Weilburg, Kriechingen, lsenburg-Büdingen, in many houses 
of the knighthood of the Empire, and even in regions 
Schröder, 'Die politische Stabilisierung Englands im 18.Jahrhundert', in H. Schisslcr 
(ed.), Schulbuchverbesserung durch internationale Schulbuchforschung? (Brunswick, 1985), 35-
87. 

2" V. Press, 'Der hohenzollcrn-hechingischc Landesvergleich von 1 798: Reichsrecht 
und Untcrtancnvcrtrctung im Zeichen der Französischen Revolution', Zeitschrift.für 
Hohenzollerische Geschichte, 14 ( 1978), 77-rn8; id., 'Von den Bauernrevolten des 16. zur 
konstitutionellen Verfassung des 19. Jahrhunderts: Die Untertancnkonfliktc in 
Hohenzollern-Hechingen und ihre Lösungen', in H. Weber (cd.), Politische Ordnungen 
und soziale Kräfte im Alten Reich (Wiesbaden, 1980), 85-112. 

27 H. Gabel, 'Äußerliche Verfolgung und innerliche Rebellion: Zur Ermordung 
des Abtes von Kornelimünstcr am 18.Juli 1699', Zeitschrift des Aachener Geschichtsvereins, 
93 (1986), 87-126. 
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traditionally regarded as tranquil, such as the Mittelmaasland 
of current-day Belgium and the Netherlands.28 

lt is clear from this survey alone, which could easily be 
supported by further examples, that the small territories were 
more strongly affected by resistance movements than middling 
or large territories. More recent resistance research has 
accordingly looked to small or pre-state structures, the 
financial instability and administrative weakness of which 
would have provided a peasant opposition movement with 
easy targets for criticism and opportunities for unrepressed 
expression. The particular frequency of recourse to the 
Imperial Cameral Court or the Imperial Aulic Council as a 
superior neutral adjudicating authority in su.ch cases-due to 
a lack of prescribed channels in the territories and to a 
structure of authority within the Empire which encouraged 
appeals to an 'external power'29-was additionally promoted 
by the concentration of rights of manor and sovereignty in a 
single hand, typical of numerous miniature states.30 This very 
concentration enmeshed the peasant subject, who stood in 
close contact with the landlord, in a much more constricted 
net of service and material obligations than was to be found in 
!arger territories. Disturbances of an arduously achieved and 
precarious balance between economic potential and financial 
demands through additional expenditures at the levels of 
Empire, region (Kreis), and Land further contributed to 
peasan t discon ten t. 31 

The suggestions made here about the structural vulnerability 
of small German territories to conflict should make it clear 
that the concentration of research on these areas reflects not 
researchers' personal interest in the phenomenon of the small 
territorial state within the Empire (long neglected by general 
historiography though that subject has been) so much as a 

28 A pcrspcctivc is olfcrcd by W. Schulze, Bäuerlicher Widerstand und feudale Herrschaft 
in der frühen Neuzeit (Stuttgart, 1980), 4g-59. As an cxamplc from thc Mittelmaasland: 
J. Lyna, 'Onlusten tc Rcckhcim: 17c cn 18c ccuwcn', Limburg, 5 ( 1923/4), 25-30, 82-
7. 

29 On this concept coincd by E. Wolf (Peasant Wars of the Twentieth Century (London, 
1971), 230) sec Schulze, Bäuerlicher Widerstand, 66. :io Ibid. 60. 

31 Ibid. 68 f.; W. Troßbach, 'Bauernbewegungen in deutschen Kleinterritorien 
zwischen 1648 und 1789', in W. Schulze (ed.), Aufstände, Revolten, Prozesse: Beiträge zu 
bäuerlichen Widerstandsbewe,(fungen im frühneuzeitlichen Europa (Stuttgart, 1983), 233-60. 
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feature of the topic itself. At the same time, one cannot help 
but observe that resistance research can provide illuminating 
views from within of a form of early modern state which is all 
too often regarded as a mere peripheral phenomenon. 32 An 
image emerges of a political culture in a small area, in which 
the intensity of subordination clearly differs from that to be 
found in large and middling territories. The police regulation 
appears weaker in the smaller states, and the process of 
encroachment on communal rights less advanced. Absolutist 
tendencies had evidently been contained, not only because of 
the lack of an administrative apparatus, but also because of 
vertical relationships of solidarity, and coalitions of interest 
between the subjects and the lords, the Landvogts, or the 
ecclesiastical authorities, as can be discerned for example in 
the affection ofthe peasants ofthe county Kerpen-Lommersum 
for Brabant, which was able to assert its ancient territorial 
rights in the Rhenish territory by mobilizing its subjects 
against the members of the hause of the lmperial Count von 
Schaesberg, who were regarded as usurpers. 3 In the forms of 
assemblies of deputies, peasant-dominated Land courts and 
courts oflay assessors, and not least in the legal syndicate (an 
organization formed for the purpose of bringing a suit), the 
subjects of numerous small territories, moreover, had at their 
disposal functioning and effective bodies in which they might 
act politically and to which they were drawn by a driving will 
to participate. 

In the light of these observations, it is obvious that an 
understanding of the political and social reality of small states 
will not be furthered by any idea of a growing division 
between state and society,34 a notion often invoked by those 
attempting to describe the epochal phenomenon of the 
development of modern bureaucracies responsible only to the 
monarch, accompanied by a dismantling of structures of Estate 

" 2 Cf. W. Troßbach, Bauernbewegungen im Wetterau-Vogelsberg-Gebiet 1648-1806: 
Fallstudien zum bäuerlichen Widerstand im Allen Reich (Darmstadt and Marburg, 1985); 
id., Soziale Bewegung und politische Eifahrung: Bäuerlicher Protest in hessischen Territorien 
1648-1806 (Weingarten, 1987). 

:,:, L. Peters, Geschichte des Geschlechtes von Schaesberg bis zur Mediatisierung (Kempen, 
1972), 214-37. 

:H Sec thc discussion in E. Angcrmann, 'Das Auseinandertreten von "Staat" und 
"Gesellschaft" im Denken des 18.Jahrhundcrts', Zeitschriftfar Politik, 10 (1963), 8g-
IOI. 
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participation. The vitality of horizontal ties evident in 
autonomous rural areas, the identity of communal and 
territorial concerns (which in view of the minuteness of the 
territories comes as no surprise), and the concession to 
subjects of opportunities to participate in the decision-making 
processes of local politics, together give rise to the suspicion 
that it was in fact the political microcosm of the German 
miniature states that provided the crucial context for the 
politicization of the peasantry in the eighteenth century. 

IV 

In first addressing our problem, we linked the concept of 
politicization to the general area of controversial political-will 
formation. lf we are to move forward to attempt a more 
precise definition of the politicization of German subjects in 
rural areas, our main concern, we must first of all distinguish 
between three elements of politics: a policy dimension, 
concerning values and ideas about the goals of political action; 
a polity dimension, concerning variations in political structures 
opening up the possibility of different levels oflegal regulation; 
and a politics dimension, concerning the dynamics of social 
movements-in our case, the factors effective in mobilizing 
the subjects in German peasant revolts. 35 These distinctions 
between different elements of the politicization process should 
allow us to avoid the sweeping generalities characteristic of 
this field of study. In particular, we wish to avoid degrading 
the term 'politicization' to the level of mere journalese,36 

which at first glance might seem difficult to avoid. 

The policy dimension: norms and goals 
The most clearly discernible feature of peasant conflicts after 
the Peasant War lay in their unambiguous disavowal of 
legitimation by Divine Law. This central form of legitimation 
was succeeded by a reversion to legitimation by ancient law, 
that is, ancient liberties, ancient privileges, and prescriptive 
rights. Nevertheless, it would be wrang to suppose that there 

''° We are referring to the conceptual distinction cstablished by Karl Rohe. K. 
Rohe, Politik: Begriffe und Wirklichkeiten (Stuttgart, 1978), 62-82. 

36 Cf. on this most recently, H. E. Bödeker and U. Herrmann (eds.), Aufklärung als 
Politisierung-Politisierung der Aufklärung (Hamburg, 1987). 
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took place no more than a return to these ancient forms of 
legitimation. As a complement to, and occasionally as a substi-
tute for, these classical formulae, justifications were brought 
forward invoking fundamental elements of a just order of rule. 
These varied from the central category of 'common weal' 
(bonum commune), to the legitimating value specific to peasant 
society, security of nourishment. 37 

Security of nourishment is a pre-condition of just rule, and 
basic wants not only mark a subjective limit to the burdens 
any authority will be able to impose, they can moreover be 
used to justify demands made upon the authority. 38 Further-
more, concepts such as 'natural equity' and 'justice', which 
might be referred to as 'proto-natural right' forms of legal 
argument, began to merge as early as the sixteenth century. 
With this peculiar combination of traditional and natural law 
legitimation, a stage had been reached which persisted, in 
principle, as late as the late eighteenth century. Admittedly, 
these foundations were extended in a few respects, conspicu-
ously so in the second half of the eighteenth century. 

On the one hand, one can see that the proto-natural rights 
varieties of peasant demands seen earlier, that is, the 
argument of nourishment, basic life necessities, and natural 
equity, were increasingly expressed in terms of natural rights 
doctrines. This means that while the ideas of justice and 
equity had once been used as marginal moral arguments for a 
demand, they came increasingly tobe applied in the context of 
an established system of ideas about human rights which was 
gaining ground in arguments between rulers and ruled. Of 
course, one must enquire into the causes of this development. 
lt can only be assumed that in peasant society ideals ofliving 
and labouring autonomously, free from rule, had long been in 
existence, and drew on basic notions ofChristian natural law. 
On the other hand, one can observe that scholarly jurists 

" 7 Wc rcfcr particularly to obscrvations in W. Schulze, 'Die veränderte Bedeutung 
sozialer Konflikte im 16. und 17. Jahrhundert', in H. U. Wchlcr (cd.), Der Deutsche 
Bauernkrieg 1524-1526 (Göttingen, 1975), 277-302; id., Bäuerlicher Widerstand, 49 ff., 
115 ff.; id., 'Herrschaft und Widerstand in der Sicht des "gemeinen Mannes" im 16./ 
17. Jahrhundert', in H. Mommscn and W. Schulze (cds.), Vom Elend der Handarbeit 
(Stuttgart, 1981), 182---g8. 

"" Cf. thc 1mportant study by Renate Blicklc, 'Nahrung und Eigentum als 
Kategorien in der ständischen Gesellschaft', in W. Schulze ( cd.), Ständische Gesellschaft 
und soziale Mobilität (Munieh, 1988), 73---g3. 
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passed on systematic legal knowledge to the peasants which 
was by no means alien to their own ideas. This point requires 
more precise elaboration. 

This suggestion that there were close links between peasant 
society and scholarly jurisprudence is in line with a fairly 
broad trend in European research on pre-revolutionary 
'popular ideology', to borrow a formulation from George 
Rudé. 39 Rudé himself characterized this ideology by reference 
to traditional values inherent in peasant society, on the one 
hand, and values conveyed from outside, on the other.40 

Historians in the German Democratic Republic have also 
attempted to approach the complicated and long-ignored 
problem of peasant class-consciousness in the eighteenth 
century. In his interesting analysis of the conditions in 
eighteenth-century Saxony, Manfred Reißner showed that the 
consciousness of the Saxon peasantry was similarly shaped by 
a mixture of intrinsic traditions and exogenous knowledge.41 

He was able to demonstrate this primarily by distinguishing 
between concepts such as Heimbürge, Schöffe, Gericht, and 
Gemeinde, which were handed down and rooted in the mind of 
the peasantry from time immemorial, and other juridical 
concepts which were increasingly eclipsing the more tradi-
tional ones, such as consensus, trial, syndicate, and court of 
high appeals, to name but a few. These distinctions by 
Marxist researchers confirm our suspicion that peasant 
political acti6n was legitimated by ideas inherent in peasant 
society, while at the same time peasants came to acquire some 
knowledge of scholarly jurisprudence. I t is ,reasonable to 
describe this business of combining two lines of argument as 
part of a process of politicization. Not until the modern state 
had acquired legal forms and a norm system which the 
peasants and their advocates could use, did the demands of 
peasant parishes become significant. This process was admit-
tedly extraordinarily protracted. The particular significance 
of the late eighteenth century lies in the fact that it was then 

"'' G. Rudc, ldeology and Popular Protest (London, 1980), 15 ff. 
40 Ibid. 27 ff. 
41 M. Rcißncr, 'Die Gerichte in den Rittergütern des Amtes Borna im 17. und 18. 

Jahrhundert: ihre Sozialstruktur, ihre Organisation und Funktion im spätfcudalcn 
Staat', Phil. Diss. (Leipzig, 1973); id., 'Bauern vor und hinter den Schranken der 
Rittergutsgerichte', Sächsische Heimatblätter, 5 ( 1973), 229 ff. 
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that the peasant repertoire of legitimating notions was 
fundamentally extended, both by way of more recently 
formulated ideas of natural rights, and by a more intensive 
employment of legal channels. lt is this combination of 
influences which defines the specific character of this age. 

We are fortunate today tobe able to describe this merging 
of traditional and juridical factors more precisely than would 
have been possible as recently as a few years ago. The 
attention given to the role played by modern ideas of natural 
law in discussions in peasant parishes initially focused on a 
manuscript by the mid-eighteenth-century Saxon jurist, 
Johann Leonhard Hauschild, who as a result ofhis cxperiences 
in legal disputes at Saxon courts between peasant parishes 
and their rulers had concluded that in such cases, the 
principle of 'praesumptio pro libertate' should apply to the 
peasants. A necessary consequence of this premiss was the 
transferral of the burden of proof, which had long lain upon 
the peasants, to the plaintiff landlord, who would havc to 
prove the legal rectitude of his claims.42 Happily, we can now 
cite concrete cases in which this premiss played an essential 
role; therefore this discussion, involving Hauschild and a 
number of jurists of varying opinions, was not a mere 
academic debate. Instead, it can be shown that at the end of 
the seventeenth and in the middle of the eighteenth century, 
the proposition of the equality of all men, already evident in 
the classical natural law of Pufendorf, penetrated the judicial 
system in which it moreover became effective. I t converged 
here with traditional elements of peasant legal thinking long 
in existence in rural society, as we have shown above. One 
concrete example will serve to demonstrate how the abstract, 
and therefore never repudiated, idea of fundamental human 
liberty was taken up in concrete discussions in German courts. 

In r 737, it was the Cameral Court procurator,Johann Goy, 
who argued against the existence of feudal servitude on the 
basis of the principle 'praesumptio pro libertate naturali', on 
behalf of the subjects of the parish of Hobbach in the Spessart 

42 Cf. on this W. Schulze, 'Der bäuerliche Widerstand und die Rechte der 
Menschheit', in G. Birtsch (ed.), Grund- und Freiheitsrechte im Wandel von Gesellschaft und 
Geschichte: Beiträge zur Geschichte der Grund- und Freiheitsrechte vom Ausgan,1; des Mittelalters 
bis zur Revolution von 1848 (Göttingen, 1981), 41-56. 
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region.43 By no means only the representatives of peasant 
interests used this argument. lndeed, it can be shown that 
from the time ofDavid Mevius, it was used not only in the so-
called 'peasant law',44 but also at the senates of the Imperial 
Cameral Court. At a session on I o October 1 724, in which a 
decision was tobe taken on a suit filed by the subjects of Sayn-
Wittgenstein, Sonnborn, the assessor, also expressed the 
opinion that in the light of 'praesumptio pro libertate', the 
serfdom of the plaintiff subjects could not be accepted. In 
examining the positions of the Wittgenstein subjects in these 
disputes, one can furthermore ascertain how the idea of the 
inalienability of certain natural rights had spread among the 
peasants. In a dispute over rights to use of the woods, which 
played a major role in the county, the peasants maintained 
that the woods in question were 'theirs', that they had 'right 
and justice to wood, pasture, pannage, meadow, mountain, 
and valley'. Warnen who had collected foliage in the disputed 
woods said this was their 'right', and that the mountains were 
their property.45 In the Vogtei ofElsoff, in the same Land, the 
peasants asserted their possession of the woods with an 
argument which must have astonished the officials: that their 
justice had come from eternity, and their rights been conferred 
by 'our Lord God'.46 In 1765, in the county ofKriechingen on 
the western frontier ofthe Empire, the peasants complained to 
the directorate of the upper Rhenish Kreis about certain 
demands made by their landlord pertaining to raising of 
troops in the military district, stating verbatim that this was in 
violation of 'natural and international law' .47 In the same 
county in 1716, the parishes ofSteinbiedersdorfand Büdingen 

4 " For this information, wc arc indcbtcd to thc Würzburg MA thcsis ofU. Scheer, 
Auseinandersetzungen zwischen der Gemeinde Hobbach und den Freiherren von 
Mairho.fen I 736-1754: Zum Problem des rechtlichen Austra.tts sozialer Konflikte im 
alten Reich (Würzburg, 1985), 63. 

44 Cf. D. Mcvius, Ein kurzes Bedencken über die Fragen, so von dem Zustand, Absonderung 
und verwiederter Abfolge der Bawrsleute vorkommen (Stralsund, 1656), 14. 

45 Thc documcntation for Sayn-Wittgcnstcin is to bc found in W. Troßbach, 
'Widerstand als Normalfall: Bauernunruhen in der Grafschaft Sayn-Wittgcnstcin 
1696-1806', Wesifii.lische Zeitschrift, 135 (1985), 25-111, csp. 57 and 90 ('pracsumptio 
pro libcrtatc'). 46 Ibid. 60. 

47 Wc owc this point to Dr Claudia Ulbrich, who is working on subjccts' rcvolts in 
this county bcforc and during thc Frcnch Revolution in a rcscarch projcct sponsorcd 
by thc Volkswagen Foundation (Archives Dcpartcmcntalcs de la Moscllc, 10F519). 
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complained that they were being held to restrictions which 
were more severe 'than under French domination', and which 
ran contrary to the constitution and law of the Empire, and to 
'natural reason and equity'.48 

In such phrases, one can discern a convergence of tradi-
tional law and modern natural law doctrine which had until 
that time been impossible. The possibility of the combination 
of these two lines of argument appears to have been an 
important prerequisite for the process which in this context we 
will call politicization. 

The opponents of such positions recognized the con-
sequences of these presumptions perhaps more clearly than 
the subjects or their advocates themselves. An assessor to the 
Imperial Cameral Court, Georg Melchior von Ludolf, identi-
fied the unavoidable consequences of a belief in the liberty of 
all subjects. Such demands had to be seen against a historical 
background of peasant wars, and had, of course, to be 
rejected. The peasants were demanding 'perpetuam ab omni 
servitute libertatem, agros, sylvas, aquas et fluentia omnibus 
futura communia'. For Ludolf, however, this was all in the 
tradition of 'Thomas Müntzerus, famosus ille et fanaticus 
rusticorum seditiosorum Dux'. 49 

The polity dimension: via juris vs. via facti 
lf we turn to the 'polity' dimension we can establish only a 
very general outline from a number of relevant enquiries. 
Drawing on work that has been widely accepted, we have 
identified a tendency towards the legal resolution of conflicts 
involving subjects.50 The pre-conditions for this development 
lay not least in the experience of the Peasant War, but also 
more generally in the specific nature of the German imperial 
state system. They are to be found in the competitive 
relationship prevailing between the territorial states and the 
imperial system with its central courts, in the relative 
weakness of many territorial states vis-a-vis their subjects' 
corporate institutions and the Empire, but also in the 

48 lbid., E dep. 553 Pontpierre DD3. 
49 Georg Mclehoir von Ludolf, Symphoremata consulationum et decisionum forensium, i 

(Frankfurt, 1731), 294. Cf. W. Troßbach, 'Widerstand als Normalfall', 89. 
5° Cf. n. ,. 
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mechanics of government in the German territorial states-for 
these states, despite real and significant tendencies towards 
absolutism, were still dominated by the idea that government 
should be orientated towards the good of the subjects. Even if, 
on occasion, isolated princes or governmental authorities 
failed to realize this ideal and took despotic measures ( the 
subjects themselves in fact regarded the demand of unjustified 
servitude as in itself despotic, stigmatizing it with the legal 
term of saevitia dominorum51 ), none the less there had 
always existed real institutional, political, and intellectual 
obstacles to such actions. 

Because evidence of such obstacles has been provided 
elsewhere,52 we will here concentrate on indicating the 
spectrum of possibilities. They range from special procedures 
at the disposal of the Cameral Court (for example, the 
granting of mandata sine clausula in subjects' cases, a sort of 
temporary injunction), to the imperial commission's remark-
able instrument ad tentandam amicabilem compositionem, 
to the legitimation of subjects' resistance, to opportunities 
through the establishment of legal syndicates to obtain legal 
advice from learned jurists and even from faculties of law, to 
the political and juridical doctrine concerning disputes 
between Lords and subjects. This doctrine must itself be 
considered a factor of the utmost importance. Ultimately, it 
was the product of long experience in such disputes, and drew 
on the fundamental insight that the via juris was always 
preferable to the via facti. 53 The frequency of pleas for the via 
juris on the part of imperial jurists during the late eighteenth 
century in particular-among them men of such repute as 
Hascher, Schelhaß, von Zwierlein, und Weisse54-provides 

'" This was basically formulatcd at the end of the 16th eent. by the Cameral Court 
assessor, Andreas Gail, who in his compilation of the verdicts of the J mpcrial 
Camcral Court also included trials involving subjccts. Cf. Schulze, Bäuerlicher 
Widerstand, 200. n lbid. 128 ff. 

5 '1 Cf. thcjuridical disputations ofSamucl Stryck, Disp.juridica de gravamine legitima 
(Halle, 1702), and id., De viafacti principibus imperii permissa (Halle, 1695), a work that, 
dcspitc its titlc, obligcd thc landlords to follow legal channcls, in the case of peasant 
conflicts in particular. 

''4 Johann Mclchior Hoschcr, Beyträge zur neuesten Geschichte der Empörung deutscher 
Unterthanen wider ihre /,andesherrschaft: Aus .11,erichtlichen Akten (Gießen, 1790); Heinrich 
Schncllhaß, Über die Gerichtsbarkeit der höch.rten Reichsgerichte in Klagen zwischen den 
mittelbaren Reichsuntertanen und ihrer Landesohri.11,keit (Stuttgart, 1795); Christian Ernst 
Wcissc, Über die Berichterstattung auf Klagen deutscher Untertanen gegen ihren Landesherrn an 



Peasant Resistance and Politicization 1 39 

contemporary testimony for our thesis of a shift in favour of 
legal procedure, even if we are running the risk of using 
evidence that might be judged to hold too favourable a view of 
the past it invoked. 

This contemporary interpretation none the less helps us to 
formulate a tentative explanation for the lack of response in 
the Empire to the 'spirit ofrebellion' of the French Revolution. 
First, however, it must be noted that a preference for the via 
juris was by no means only the empty rhetoric of imperial 
jurists. If we have no general statements emanating from the 
peasant population which could be interpreted as providing a 
directly positive commentary on the Constitution of Justice of 
the Empire, there is nevertheless much indirect evidence that 
such views were held. Moreover, observations relating to 
trials illuminate decision-making processes within peasant 
parishes and provide evidence that the choice between 
violence and legal channels was indeed weighed. To this effect 
note especially a remark taken from the correspondence of a 
Spielberg deputy sojourning in Vienna, Konrad Luft, to his 
parish in I 768: 

I further order you not to resist, !et them demand of you what they 
will, but make a record of it in the presence of the two jurors and the 
two ,deputies and the foreman, but ifthe foreman is not at thevillage 
court, in that oftwo other men, and afterwards have a notary make 
a legal instrument of it, and it will all turn out for the best.55 

Apart from such isolated comments, the most convincing 
evidence is undoubtedly to be found in peasants' continuous 
and widespread resort to the Imperial Cameral Court in 
Wetzlar and the Imperial Court Council in Vienna, which has 
become more and more obvious from recent research.56 The 
advantages tobe gained from legal procedures were evidently 
so plain to the peasant plaintiffs that the decision to proceed 
by legal channels and consequently not to take violent 
measures was an obviously attractive one. This does not mean 

den höchsten Reichsgerichten (Wetzlar, 1791 ); Christian Jakob von Zwicrlcin, Vermi.<chte 
Briefe und Abhandlungen über die Verbesserung des Justi,:,wesen.r am Kammergerichte mit 
patriotischer Freimütigkeit entworfen/. Theil (Berlin, 1767). 

55 Quotcd in Troßbach, So,:,iale Bewegung und politische Eifahrung, 184. 
56 Cf. csp. Troßbach, Bauembewegun.i:en im Wetterau-Vogelsber.g-Gebiet 1648--1806. 

' 
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that scenes of violence did not transpire in conflicts such as 
these discussed here, but it can be seen that violence was for 
the most part defensive. The so-called 'peasant battles' of the 
eighteenth century usually resulted from attempts by isolated 
villages to anticipate the impending mobilization of troops or 
to protect their own possessions from seizure. 

A further question must be posed. We must enquire into the 
final outcome of the vast number of suits which were fought 
not only at the Imperial Courts, but also at the tflrritorial 
higher courts. ls it possible to strike a balance between gains 
and losses, and to establish a clear winner in the conflict 
between landlords and subjects? Attempts to draw up such a 
balance sheet for isolated regions suggest a mixed picture. 
This fact draws our attention to a fundamental problem 
associated with the administration of justice in this epoch 
wherever incompatible demands were made-a problem 
which was by no means peculiar to peasant suits. The feudal 
order of rule, that is, rule over both land and people, was 
inevitably in tension with a system of law founded on the 
principle of equal fundamental rights for all people. There 
was, that is to say, an inherent contradiction between the 'jus 
exigendi ex obligatione seu conditione rustica vel colonaria' ,57 

which landlords demanded on principle, and the individual-
istic order of legal goods envisaged in the German common 
law system. The more these individualistic tendencies came to 
the fore in the administration of justice, the more the 
possibility of pressing demands on the basis of simple 
'conditio rustica' was undermined. The 'untimely ideas of a 
complete liberation' could always draw sustenance from these 
legal doctrines. 58 

In practice, the courts were always forced to seek a 
compromise between the two principles in such cases. 
Without always complying with the rules of jurisprudential 
logic, the courts apparently made compromise settlements 
their chief object. 'Nosse vero stylum curiae valet pluris, quam 
tota scientia juris'59 was the expression the jurist Samuel 
Stryck used to describe this vision of the role of the cameral 
court and the discrepancy which existed between the formal 

'• 7 From an cxceptional pctition of thc authoritics against thc parish of Hobbach, 
quoted in Scheer, 'Auseinandersetzungen', 144. 58 Ibid. 142. 
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rules of trial procedure and the courts' practice. If one ignores 
those few landlords who obviously far exceeded the bounds of 
acceptable behaviour, occasioning verdicts of mandata sine 
clausula, judgements were for the most part intended to 
recreate 'harmony' between rulers and ruled. This intention, 
of course, received an additional impetus from knowledge of 
the effects of long-smouldering conflicts with authority in the 
Empire. 'And one would certainly have to be prepared for 
motus vicinos, as though a devouring crab were able to 
penetrate into upper circles.'60 The vast number of issues of 
contention requiring clarification in court proceedings encour-
aged attention to legal tactics. 

The history of conflicts between rulers and subjects shows 
that there existed in the Empire a long tradition of resolving 
such conflicts by means of contracts. Peter Blickle has 
identified a number of so-called agrarian constitutional 
contracts.61 This tradition continued through the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries, and there is even a case, in 
Klettgau in r 608, 62 of a new legal code for the Land being 
worked out between rulers and ruled as a way of concluding a 
revolt. A settlement of this kind did not always gain 
constitutional- significance, as it did in the case of the 
Hohenzollern Landesvergleich of r 798; however, the example 
does show what status such efforts could attain.63 

The politics dimension: political e.ffects of judicial proceedings 
The dimension of politics we shall now examine takes us to the 
very core of what we customarily call politicization. Participa-
tion in decision-making, the active use of opportunities to re-
present one's own interests and improve one's own position-
this all appears central to the field of politics. We shall focus 

59 Samuel Stryk, lntroductio ad praxim forensem caute institutendam cum collegio practico 
(Wittenberg, 1726), 4. 

60 Quoted in Troßbach, 'Widerstand als Normalfall', 91. 
61 P. Blieklc, 'Grundherrschaft und Agrarverfassungsvertrag', in H. Patze (cd.), 

Die Grundhemchaft im späten Mittelalter, Vorträge und Forschungen (Sigmaringen, 1983), 
xxvii. 241-61. 

62 Cf. W. Schulze, 'Oberdeutsche Untcrtancnrevoltcn zwischen 1580 aund 1620', 
in P. Blicklc (cd.), Bauer, Reich und Reformation: Festschrift far Günther Franz zum Bo. 
Geburtstag (Stuttgart, 1982), 120-47, esp. 1 33. 

6" Cf. V. Press, 'Der hohcnzollern-hechingische Landesvergleich von 1798', 77-
I08. 
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on two aspects of this broad area, as they promise to yield the 
most interesting results. We shall consider first the setting up 
of Landschaften, organs of the subjects in a Land, in a number of 
rebelling territories. Landschaften were constituted in order to 
confront the authorities of the Land with a representative 
body, usually with the practical intention of gaining control 
over the authorities' tax demands, or supervising the expend-
iture of collected tax revenues. We shall also consider the 
important role played by jurists in shaping the changing 
nature of conflicts involving subjects. 

Only recently have researchers into constitutional history 
and the history of the Länder addressed the phenomenon of the 
Landschaft as 'co-operatively organized subjects of an authority 
stepping forward as a corporate body', as Peter Blickle has 
defined it. From the beginning, the polarity between authority 
and such corporations has been emphasized, and the formation 
of a Landschaft has been seen as a possible form of response to 
challenges posed by authority.64 Until now, relatively little 
attention has been paid to the possibility that such corpora-
tions might also have been brought into being by subjects' 
revolts. In fact, revolts also often provided the occasion for the 
establishment of peasant corporations, and particularly so 
when the object was to establish a permanent organ for 
controlling the Land authorities. lt must at the same time, 
however, be noted that the trend towards controlling taxation 
was also promoted by an imperial decision in 1671 not to 
burden associations of subjects in the territories with all the 
costs of the army, the construction of fortifications, and other 
costs of the Empire, as the sovereigns of the Länder had 
demanded. The development stemming from section 180 of 
the Imperial Ordinance of 1654, an ordinance which had 
dictated that the Estates should cover the costs of defence and 
of the construction of fortifications, was thus halted.65 

64 Cf. to date esp. P. Blieklc, Landrchaften im Alten Reich: Die staatliche Funktion des 
l;emeinen Mannes in Oberdeutschland (Munich, 1973), 23, and V. Press, 'Herrschaft, 
Landschaft und "gemeiner Mann" in Oberdeutschland vom 15. bis zum 19. 
Jahrhundert', Zeitschrift für die Geschichte des Oberrhein.r, 122 ( 1975), 169-214. 

6" Cl: G. Ocstrcich, 'Verfassungsgeschichte vom Ende des Mittelalters bis zum 
Ende des alten Reiches', in Gebhardt. Handbuch der deutschen Geschichte9 (Munich, 1974), 
xi. I08; also H. Boldt, Deutsche Veifassungsgeschichte, i: Von den Anfängen bis zum Ende des 
älteren deutschen Reiches 1806 (Munieh, 1984), 277. 
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The establishment of corporate funds for the use of, and 
subject to the control of, the Landschaften in several small 
territories arose because of the obvious contradiction between 
these two imperial decisions. lt was inevitable that when such 
funds were raised in territories in which rural subjects had 
until then exerted no influence over the granting of funds or 
the control of expenditure, they would come to demand such 
powers. 

This was the case, for instance, in Obergreiz in Thuringia, 
where in 1715 the peasants disputed the validity of customary 
tax resolutions passed by the Estates with the remarkable 
argument that in the diet of the Land only 'a few members of 
the nobility and two impoverished market towns' were 
assembled, whose 'consent could not influence the peasants'. 66 

Of course, the authorities repudiated this 'rebellious principle', 
because 'after all, other estates do not convoke their peasants 
to diets and if, such a principle being accepted, they were not 
obliged to pay the taxes approved by diets, this would suffice 
to overthrow entire states'. In the small dominion ofHomburg 
in Oberberg, it was not until 1 736 that the subjects succeeded, 
after a protracted legal battle against their authorities, in 
procuring consent for setting up a Landschaft, which in this 
case was termed a presidium.67 

In Hohenzollern, the election of deputies to the Landschaft 
was similarly included in a contractual package of 1 798, 
especially remarkably, since the prince here had called the 
demand for the formation of a Landschaft 'outrageous' as late 
as the seventeenth century. This example illustrates the way 
in which, especially in the course of the eighteenth century, 
rights to consent to taxation and retroactive control over 
expenditure had come to seem obvious demands for subjects 
to make. They had learned the lessons of previous conflicts 
with the authorities, and by their demands paved the way for 
the early constitutionalism of the nineteenth century. So we 

66 Cf. E. von Ranke, 'Das Fürstentum Schwarzburg-Rudolstadt zu Beginn des 18. 
Jahrhunderts: Der Landstreit gegen die fürstliche Willkür vor Reichskammergericht 
und Reichshofrat', Phil. Diss. (Halle-Wittenberg, 1915); and R. Schramm, 'Der 
große Obergreizer Bauernprozeß 1715-1730', Jahrbuch des Kreismuseums Hohenleuben-
Reicherifels, 7/8 (1959), 47-125. 

67 Cf. K. Heckmann, Geschichte der ehemaligen Reichsherrschaft Homburg an der Mark 
(Bonn, 1939), 89 ff. 
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see, after the J uly Revolution of 1 830, the princes of 
Hohenzollern-Hechingen honouring the Landesvergleich of 1798 
mentioned above as the legitimate constitution according to 
Article 13 of the Viennese Federation Acts. 

We can only briefly consider the special role played by 
procurators and advocates. If we disregard the existence of a 
number of untrustworthy elements, so-called pettifoggers,68 

who flourished in this area of legal ad vice to peasant plaintiffs 
in particular, then we must conclude that advocates played an 
essential role in the many peasant cases under examination. 
First of all, it was they who transformed the subjects' basic 
indignation over a deterioration in the relation between duties 
and benefits into a legal complaint. This can be seen, for 
instance, in the conspicuous differences between different 
versions of the same complaints written first by villagers and 
then jurists. The advocates were also responsible for establish-
ing the legal grounds for the complainant parish, for reviewing 
the structure of all benefits, and for clarifying the relationship 
between single legal categories (for example, the logical 
connection between serfdom and servitude). The peasant 
advocates, as they were often contemptuously called, thus 
played a remarkable role in the politicization of the rural 
population in particular-even those who did not contribute 
to the literature of their field (as did Hauschild, mentioned 
above). This is especially true of those advocates who were 
fundamentally dedicated to realizing the demands of the 
peasantry, and who consequently gained notoriety as being 
'pro-peasant'. Especially during the late eighteenth century, 
when such conflicts were increasingly accompanied by the 
production of thick publications, advocates often incurred the 
enmity of the defendant landlords through such activity and 
were subject to reprisals. I t would be hard, in summing up all 
the imaginable results of intensive contact between a com-
plainant parish and the jurists who counselled them, to 
overestimate its effects. For this reason, more thorough 

68 Cf. H. Valcntinitsch, 'Advokaten, Winkelschreiber und Bauernprokuratoren in 
Inncrösterrcich in der frühen Neuzeit', in W. Schulze (cd.), Aufstände, Revolten, 
Prozesse, Beiträge zu frühneuzeitlichen Bauernbewegungen im frühneuzeitlichen Europa (Stutt-
gart, 1983), 188-201; M. Rcißncr, 'Bauer und Advokat im spätfcudalcn Kursachsen', 
Wissenschaftliche Zeitschrift der Universität Rostock: Gesellschafts- und Sprachwissenschaftliche 
Reihe, 21 (1972), 37 ff. 
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biographical studies of individual peasant advocates would be 
very desirable; indeed, it will scarcely be possible to establish 
precisely how endogenous and exogenous factors were amal-
gamated in the politicization process without such studies.69 

One can suspect at any rate that the active engagement of 
these men was more significant for the parishes in which they 
operated than, for example, the dissemination of newspapers, 
or even of the Mainzer 'Bürgerfreund', which had emerged in 
Laashpe in Wittgenstein in 1792.70 Long experience of 
conflicts between rulers and subjects, of the niechanics of 
these conflicts, and acquired knowledge of legal conditions 
and possibilities had surely left a deeper impression than the 
latest news from France could ever have clone. 

The final question to be posed about the nature of German 
peasants' politicization during the eighteenth century must 
focus on the relationship between the three dimensions of 
politics outlined. lt is true that the peasantry had long-
standing traditional goals, such as liberty, security of nourish-
ment, justice, and the protection of peasant possessions, which 
could be transcribed into the categories of more modern and 
aggressive natural law. 71 However, these ideas ran up against 
a specific legal culture in the Empire and the !arger territorial 
states which was able to direct social conflict into the channels 
of the legal process. Therefore, although existing conflicts 
were not completely resolved in the proceedings, they did lose 
enough of their menace for an event such as the French 
Revolution not to change modes of action fundamentally. 
lnstead, established mechanisms remained in effect. If on 
occasion the disputes became more verbally radical, they 
remained basically orientated towards a model of politics 
which had existed in the Empire long before the events in 
France. This model of politics involved the selection of a 
course of action from among alternatives prescribed by the 
law of the Empire, its procedures, and the channels it made 

69 Furthcr obscrvations on thc matter can bc found in Troßbach, Soziale Bewe,1?,ung, 
258 ff. 70 Troßbach, 'Widerstand als Normalfall', I08. 

71 Cf. most rcccntly D. Klippcl, 'Naturrecht als politische Theorie: Zur politischen 
Bedeutung des deutschen Naturrechts im 18. und 19.Jahrhundcrt', in Bödckcr and 
Herrmann (cds.), Aufklärung als Politisierung-Politi.<ierung der Aujklärun,I!,, 267-g3, csp. 
2 73 f. 
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available, all of which alternatives had to be carefully 
weighed. Thus, the politicization of the German peasantry 
during the course of the eighteenth century took the form 
essentially not of an exacerbation of conflict, but rather of 
education in the analysis of the relationship between means 
and ends. 
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Provincial Political Culture in the 
Holy Roman Empire 

The Franconian Margravates of Ansbach and Bayreuth 

ANDREA HOFMEISTER-HUNGER 

Friedrich Karl Moser once remarked that the real Reich of the 
eighteenth century was to be found, not in the expanding 
territorial states, but in the imperial provinces of southern 
Germany. More than any other region Franconia in particular 
represented the 'classic home of territorial fragmentation'. 
Between the Medieval and the Modern Ages, during which 
time the 'state' emerged as a distinct entity, Franconia had 
retained its aristocratic landscape. The most varied domains 
of jurisdiction and authority intermingled and overlapped as 
the tiniest of secular and ecclesiastical territories, bishoprics, 
dukedoms, imperial cities, abbacies, and the imperial knights 
all engaged in a struggle to reduce, or judiciously to augment, 
the power of the others. The imperial constitution expressly 
guaranteed the structure of what were termed 'territoria non 
clausa', thereby preventing the formation of modern, politically 
coherent states. 1 As a result, these lands were dominated by 
the dictates of dynastic policies, by that breed of 'imperial 
despotism', of 'German despotism' so vilified by those who 
advocated a state modelled upon the principles of enlightened 
absolutism. 2 

The Franconian Kreis Assembly (Kreisversammlung), the 
organ of the Franconian Estates, was formally responsible for 
the supra-territorial tasks of external defence and internal law 
Translated by Stuart McKinnon-Evans (Material Word). 

1 R. Endres, 'Die "Staatlichkeit" in Franken', in Handbuch der Bayerischen Geschichte 
(hereafter HBG) iii: 1 (Munich, 1971), 349 (includcs bibliography). 

2 T. K. Kretschmann, 'Erläuterungen über den Zweck und die Einrichtung der 
Staatswisscnschaftlichen Zeitung',Journal von undfor Deutschland 7 (1790), 332. 
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and order. As a result of internal disputes in the Empire, 
however, in the eighteenth century the Assembly had become 
incapable of establishing a common political will, and had 
gradually grown inefficient. 3 

The region lacked a powerful political, economic, and social 
centre comparable to Europe's capital cities. The old free city 
of Nuremberg had formerly acted as such a centre, though as 
the home ofthe Franconian Kreis Diet (Kreistag) it continued 
to be the political fulcrum of the area, and as Franconia's 
leading publishing centre, it played a crucial role in the 
distribution of literature and culture. The reshaping of the 
great trade routes was, however, but one factor contributing 
to the city's economic decline that had begun as early as the 
late sixteenth century. The fact that most of the proto-
industrial trade in Franconia was in the hands of private 
Nuremberg entrepreneurs had no material effect on this 
trend.4 Although the disciplines of medicine and natural 
science were known tobe flourishing at the small university at 
Altdorf, which had close ties with Nuremberg, it was far from 
being a centre of political and economic reform. lt was even 
less realistic to expect pressures for political innovation or 
expansion to come from Nuremberg town itself, restricted as it 
was by an olJ-fashioned patrician council constitution, and 
embroiled in its own internal social conflicts.5 

lt was-and indeed still is-often concluded that the 
absence of a capital in Franconia, a region typical of many in 
the Old Reich, made for a provincial and backward political 
culture, a lack of forums for debate and networks of 
communication which would have enabled a political public 

:i K. Süssheim, Preußens Politik in Ansbach-Bayreuth (1791-1806) (Berlin, 1902); E. 
Ricdcnaucr, 'Reichsverfassung und Revolution', Zeitschriftfer Bayerische Landesgeschichte, 
31 ( 1968), 125. Sec also R. Endrcs, 'Das Ende des fränkischen Reichskreises', in 
HBG, iii: 1' 245-6. 

4 This fact sccmcd particularly notcworthy in thc 1 790s to Hardenbcrg, thc 
Minister-in-Chief in thc principalitics, whosc schcmc of ceonomic rcform includcd 
measurcs to boost tradc: Sec Hardenberg's 'Generalbericht' (hcrcaftcr 'Gen. Ber.'), 
182, in C. Meyer, Preußens innere Politik in Ansbach und Bayreuth in denjahren 1792-1797 
(Berlin, 1904), 1 49-

s R. Endrcs, 'Die Reichsstädte', in HBG, iii: 1. 361-g (includcs bibliography); id., 
'Nürnberg im 18. Jahrhundert', lceture delivcrcd to thc annual eonferencc of thc 
Deutsche Gesellschaft zur Erforschung des 18. Jahrhunderts, 19-22 Nov. 1986 in 
Hamburg. Thc lccturcs arc published in thc serics Studien zum 18. Jahrhundert. I am 
gratcful to thc author for kindly providing mc with thc manuscript. 
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sphere to develop or political opinion to be articulated. The 
logical extension of such a conclusion, moreover, is that 
bourgeois consciousness, enslaved by the confines of an 
absolute regime, was so stunted as to find an easy transition 
into the spirit of servile stupor prevalent in Restoration and 
Biedermeier Germany. However, an examination of the 
Franconian world of letters and intellectual activity does not 
confirm this view, at least as far as the second half of the 
eighteenth century is concerned: from the 1750s onwards, the 
book trade boomed, lending libraries and reading societies 
were established, particularly in Protestant areas, and local 
branches of Masonic lodges were opened;6 a respectable 
number of journals and newspapers, which had more than 
doubled by 1800, competed for the favour of a growing 
reading public; 7 and in Catholic areas too, people were no 
longer willing to accept the usual charges of cultural and 
social backwardness, but sought their own forms of enlighten-
ing and educational activities.8 

The margravates of Ansbach and Bayreuth serve well to 
illustrate the development of political culture in Franconia, 
not least because of the availability of source material. The 
principalities covered approximately one quarter of the Kreis, 
and, as the former 'Burgravate of Nuremberg', were home-
lands of the Hohenzollern dynasty. Between 1769 and 1792 
Margrave Karl Alexander, the last descendant of the 
Franconian Hohenzollern line, was their sole ruler. When he 
prematurely relinquished the principalities to the Prussian 

6 M. Welke, 'Gemeinsame Lektüre und frühe Formen von Gruppenbildungen im 
17. und 18. Jahrhundert', in 0. Dann (ed.), Lesegesellschaften und bürgerliche 
Emanzipation (Munich, 1981), 2g-53, here 36ff.; R. Merkel, 'Buchdruck und 
Buchhandel in Ansbach', Archivfor Geschichte des Buchwesens, 5 (1964), 957-n88. 

7 R. S. Elkar, Franken im Bild seiner Journale-ein Überblick am Ausgang des Alten 
Reiches, 12 1 st report of the Historischer Verein für die Pflege der Geschichte des 
ehemaligen Fürstbistums Bamberg (Bamberg, 1985), 187-232; L. Ziegelmeyer, 
Standortverzeichnis der Nürnberger politischen Presse (Nuremberg, 1960); 0. Cross, Zeit-
schriftenwesen Nürnbergs und der Markgrafschaften Ansbach und Bayreuth im 18. Jahrhundert 
(Augsburg, 1928). 

8 N. Hammerstein, Aufklärung und katholisches Reich: Untersuchungen zur Universitäts-
reform und Politik katholischer Territorien des Heiligen Römischen Reiches deutscher Nation im 
18. Jahrhundert (Berlin, 1977); W. Forster, 'Die kirchliche Aufklärung bei den 
Benediktinern der Abtei Banz im Spiegel ihrer von 1772 bis 1798 herausgegebenen 
Zeitschrift', Studien und Mitteilungen zur Geschichte des Benediktinerordens, 63 (1951), 172-
233, and 64 ( 1952), 110-233. 
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side of the family in 1792, some members of the local 
intelligentsia were moved to chronicle conditions in Ansbach 
and Bayreuth in numerous publications, to draw conclusions 
about their development, and to give shape to their expecta-
tions of the incoming sovereign and the demands they wished 
to make upon him. As a result, it is possible to reconstruct a 
differentiated picture of social life in the Franconian principal-
ities.9 

U nder the aegis of Karl Alexander-whose trade in soldiers 
and attempts to reform the agrarian and industrial economy 
both testify to the ambiguity of German princely absolutism-
a communications infrastructure had gradually emerged, the 
like of which is generally considered to be a condition for an 
enlightened and politicized public sphere. In Hohenzollern 
territories, for example, there was hardly a trace of the 
religious narrow-mindedness and dogma that continued to 
dominate royal courts and their subjects in the eighteenth 
century. The Lutheran-Protestant Margrave, one of the first 
princes (Landesfürst) in southern Germany, pursued a policy of 
religious tolerance. Many followers of the Catholic faith had 
begun to settle in the administrative centres of Ansbach and 
Bayreuth and in the university town of Erlangen; 10 and in 
both Erlangen and Schwabach there had been a Huguenot 
presence ever since the seventeenth century, which had boosted 
industry and manufacturing. Jewish communities had syn-
agogues in most towns andin a few villages in the principalities, 
and Fürth had a Torah school and a Hebrew printer. 11 

In the mid-eighteenth century, Masonic organizations were 
established, such as the Zur Sonne (The Sun) lodge, in 
Bayreuth, formed in 1741, the first of its kind in southern 

9 For dctails of thc Prussian risc to power sec F. Hartung, Hardenberg und die 
preußische Verwaltung in Ansbach-Bayreuth von 1792-1806 (Tübingen, 1906); K. Süsshcim, 
Preußens Politik; H. H. Hoffmann, 'Die preußische Ära in Franken', Jahrbuch des 
Historischen Vereinsfar Mittelfranken, 79 (196o/1), 224-44; R. Endrcs, 'Die preußische 
Ära in Franken', in P. Baumgart (cd.), Expansion und Integration: Zur Eingliederun.tt 
neugewonnener Gebiete in den preußischen Staat (Cologne and Vicnna, 1984), 16g--g4 
(includes bibliography); U. Thürauf, Geschichte der iiffentlichen Meinung in Ansbach-
Bayreuth 1789-1815 (Ansbach, 1918); M. Hcidcr, Die Entwicklun.tt der Presse in Ansbach-
Bayreuth im 18. Jahrhundert in den wichtigsten Typen (Eichstätt, 1935). 

10 G. Schuhmann, 'Markgraf Karl Alexander von Bayreuth', in Fränkische 
Lebensbilder, (Würzburg, 1967), i. 313-36. 

11 G. F. D. Göss, Statistik des Fürstentums Ansbach (Ansbach, 1805), 212. 
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Germany, and the Alexander zu den 3 Sternen (Alexander and the 
Three Stars) lodge in Ansbach, formed in 1758. Both had 
been initiated by the respective local rulers. 12 The Ansbach 
lodge subsequently set up another club which was open to 
male and female non-members. There are records of a 
Bayreuth literary society, with a programme unmistakably 
sympathetic to the Enlightenment, from 1773 onwards; it was 
founded by Künneth, the superintendent, and was continued 
after 1783 by his successor-in-office, Fikenscher. Records of 
1 795 note the club of the Land syndic, Morg, to whose library 
a debating society had access. Around 1800 this rather 
exclusive retreat was extended to include a literary institute 
for the town's burghers. Around the year 1795, nearby 
Leineck had a Saturday society entitled Zum Nutzen und 
Vergnügen (Utility and Pleasure). 13 Literary societies and 
reading circles also existed at this time in Ansbach 14 and 
Erlangen. I t can be assumed that the Bürgerlesegesellschaft (The 
Civic Reading Society), a reading circle founded in 1 791 by 
the publisher of the Erlangen newspaper, initially offered a 
programme intended to reach readers from different social 
groups. Alongside this organization, the Club (known after 
1 794 as the Mittwochgesellschaft, the Wednesday Club) had 
been in existence since 1 788, providing a meeting-place for the 
town's notables and a forum for political debate and decision-
making in civic and university affairs, and this also included 
students from Erlangen. 15 Towards the end of the century, 

12 R. van Dülmen, Die Gesellschaft der Aufklärer. Zur bürgerlichen Emanzipation und 
aufgeklärten Kultur in Deutschland (Frankfurt, 1986); B. Bayer, Geschichte der Grqßloge 'Zur 
Sonne' in Bayreuth, (3 vols.; Frankfurt-on-Main, 1954); Schuhmann, 'Karl Alexander', 
322; E. G. Geppert, Die Herkunft, die Gründer, die Namen der Freimaurerlogen in Deutschland 
seit 1737 (Hamburg, 1976). 

13 'Erneuerte Bayreuther Lesegesellschaft: Bayreuth 1783': Einige Gedanken bei den 
Stiftungs-Feierlichkeiten des Bürger-lese-Instituts in Bayreuth am 8. September 1804 (Bayreuth, 
1804);J. C. E. von Reiche, Bayreuth (Bayreuth, 1795), 68-g; M. Prüsener, 'Lesegesell-
schaften des 18.Jahrhunderts', Archivfar Geschichte des Buchwesens, 13 (1972), 506-7, 
509-rn. 

14 (C. S. Krause), Briefe über Ansbach und deren Schicksal (n.p., 1808), 19 ff. 
15 Vertraute Briefe über das Fürstentum Bayreuth vor und nach dem preußischen Regierungs-

antritt an einen Freund in Schlesien (Berlin and Bayreuth, 1794), 150; Briefe zur 
Berichtigung der vertrauten Briefe über das Fürstentum Bayreuth vor und nach dem preußischen 
Regierungsantritt: An einen Freund in Schlesien (n.p., 1794), 91; 'Nachricht von der 
Bürgerlesegesellschaft in Erlangen',joumal von undfar Franken, 3 (1792), 283--g8;J. H. 
Klübcr, 'Bericht über den Erlanger Club',Joumal von undfar Deutschland, 12 (1788), 
465-7. 
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literary societies were even registered in some villages. 
Ansbach libraries not only served to demonstrate princely 
concern for literature and the arts; they also opened their 
doors to a wider circle of readers, as did the libraries of the 
chancellery in Bayreuth; likewise, readers' circles could use 
grammar school and private collections. In addition, new 
lending libraries were established in Kulmbach, Wunsiedel, 
Hof, Neustadt an der Aisch, and elsewhere. Ten printing 
works and seven sizeable booksellers found a market for their 
products-and this excludes smaller retailers. 16 

Extraordinarily extensive records suggest that writers, 
publicists, and · others with scholarly leanings were very 
common in the Franconian principalities. In the towns they 
were usually public officials; in the country, members of the 
clergy. They maintained lively contact with each other and 
with academics at Erlangen University. 17 

They were given the opportunity to publish, and above all 
to conduct debate, in two relatively important political 
journals which appeared in Erlangen and Bayreuth, and in a 
range of local periodicals, whose number clearly rose towards 
the end of the century. 18 A total of 171 newspapers and 
journals were available in the Nuremberg area and in the 
margravates of Ansbach and Bayreuth between 1720 and 
1820; 95 of these were published in Nuremberg, 8 in Altdorf, 
37 in Erlangen, IO each in Ansbach and Bayreuth, 6 in 
Schwabach, and 2 in Pappenheim. An investigation of these 
literary productions suggests that the territorial fragmentation 
of Franconia had an impact on its intellectual climate. Two 
consequences can be detected: first, a form of enlightened 

16 Cf. Göss, Statistik, 202 ff.; G. Schuhmann, Ansbacher Bibliotheken vom Mittelalter bis 
1806 (Kallmünz, 1961). 

17 An index of scholars and authors covcring more than onc rcgion, such as the 
Lexikon der vom Jahre 1750--1800 verstorbenen Teutschen Schriftsteller, ed. J. G. Mcusel of 
Erlangen, tcnded to conccntrate on the Franconian region by dcfinition. Almost every 
almanac and historical-statistical publication on the principalitics includcs a 
comprehensive list of mcn of lctters. Sec also G. W. A. Fikcnschcr, Vollständige 
akademische Gelehrtengeschichte der Universität Erlangen (3 vols.; Nurcmberg, 1806); J. A. 
Vockc, Geburts- und Tadten-Almanach Ansbachischer Gelehrten, Schriftsteller und Künstler (2 
vols.; Augsburg, 1796/7); C. von Schad, Versuch einer brandenburgischen Pinakothek oder 
Bildergallerie von Ansbach und Bayreuth (Nurcmberg and Leipzig, 1793). 

18 Thürauf, Geschichte der öffentlichen Meinung, 6; J. Bischoff, 'Grundlage zur 
Geschichte der Erlanger Real-Zeitung 1741-1823', in A. Sauerteig (ed.), Coburger 
Zeitungsgeschichte (Coburg, 1949), 175-g4. 



Provincial Political Culture 1 55 

'cosmopolitanism' developed from an early stage, unimpaired 
by a specific 'national consciousness'; it is evident that people 
were interested in philosophical, political, economic and literary 
events taking place beyond their own boundaries. Secondly, a 
local perspective was never omitted; readers were encouraged 
to find practical applications for theoretical concepts in 
Franconian conditions, instructed as to how this might be 
clone, and urged to follow the example of those who had 
already successfully clone so. 19 

This highly developed, increasingly politicized and politi-
cizing public drew its members from only a narrow range of 
social strata, being largely restricted to ecclesiastical and 
secular notables and dignitaries, public officials in the service 
of the Landesherr and local authorities, and academics. lt had 
not cast its social net much more widely by the end of the 
century-at least not widely enough to include the largest part 
of Franconia's rural population, the peasants. Contemporary 
writers portray the peasantry as solidly traditional and loyal 
(apart from the occasional protest against military recruitment 
and new taxes under the Prussian government), and generally 
unaffected by isolated campaigns to enlighten the people: 

lt was not until the rule of Margrave Alexander that numerous 
printed broadsheets imparting advice began to be issued and books 
that were ofuse to the people recommended and distributed. Yet the 
heavy burden of corvées was not made lighter .... Since the peasant 
continued to harbour great prejudices, for which reason example 
and encouragement would bear more fruit than mere preaching, 
there was little prospect of success .... The only thing that moved 
him to conduct his agricultural affairs with industry and reason was 
the fact that he had been selling his produce profitably for ten 
years.20 

Keen to paint a picture of success, a government representative 
described the populace of one Bayreuth village in more 
glowing terms: 

With the assistance and encouragement of their present public 
officials currently serving the village, they are endeavouring to make 

19 Elkar, Franken im Bild seiner Journale, 189, 217; Grass, Zeitschriftenwesen, 104-14. 
20 J. P. A. Wcltrich, Erinnerungen far die Einwohner des Fürstentums Bayreuth aus den 

Preussischen Regierungsjahren von 1792 bis 1807 (Bayreuth, 1808), 13-14; Göss, Statistik, 
35-6; 'Gen. Ber.', § 217, p. 188. 
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improvements by strenuously and industriously working the fields, 
planting new fruit trees, and cultivating useful garden produce; they 
are gradually being cured by the vigilant local clergy of the many 
superstitious beliefs and prejudices that continue to prevail among 
them, and learning their lesson.21 

In such rural areas, the Church, which was obviously acting 
partly on behalf of the State, was the only source of popular 
education. But there were of course considerable regional 
differences; these were particularly marked in places where 
the mores of an urban centre were disseminated into the 
surrounding countryside. The same government representative 
summarized the situation of the parish of Frauenaurach, near 
Erlangen, in the following way: 

Here a subject lives in most favourable conditions. He seeks to 
appear enlightened, and to distinguish himself in discussion and in 
the politics of the alehouse. The proximity of Erlangen may be 
important in this respect. His attire and behaviour is exaggerated 
and, in the area for which the local church bell tolls, both sexes, even 
among such as day-labourers, have adopted the ways of the town. 
The female sex even parades in large bonnets and silken clothes. 
Hence it is striking that when coming to church on Sundays from the 
countryside, or when at home in their villages, they resemble 
townspeople. 22 

The fact that luxury inevitably warranted such criticism 
highlights the extent to which the contemporary Franconian 
mind still thought in categories relating to the feudal order of 
Estates, and to the way in which this order manifested itself-
in dress, for example. One only has to recall the famous 
Nuremberg decrees concerning dress. 

Moreover, the royal court, as a distinct entity, lost its 
significance for the political culture of Ansbach and Bayreuth, 
particularly during the reign of its last regent. 111-disposed 
towards the cult of the ruler engendered by the era of 
absolutism, Karl Alexander shunned the etiquette prescribed 
in administrative centres, preferring to undertake long jour-
neys abroad or lead a quiet existence in his summer 
residence.23 

21 J. G. Köppel, Briefe über die beiden fränkischen Fürstentümer Baireuth und Ansbach 
(Erlangen, 1774), i. 59. 22 Ibid. 22. 

2:I Schuhmann, 'Markgraf Karl Alexander', 326--7. 
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We must therefore investigate the degree to which a forum 
of political culture was able to develop among the urban 
population. Since relevant and accurate statistical data on 
social stratification are available, Bayreuth will be taken as a 
town with a typical urban social structure. In 1793 the total 
population of Bayreuth and its suburb of St. Georgen was 
10,054. 86 per cent belonged to the civilian population, the 
remainder to the military (Bayreuth was a garrison town). 22 
per cent of the civilian population, i.e. 19 per cent ofthe total, 
were males in regular employment. 4 per cent of the total 
civilian population were 'foreigners', in other words mainly 
Jews. 79 per cent of working civilian males were tradesmen, 
craftsmen, and artisans (these represented 15 per cent of all 
inhabitants); 16 per cent (3 per cent ofthe total) were public 
offidals in government, local authority, and clergy, and 4 per 
cent (o.8 per cent ofthe total) were retailers and shopkeepers.24 

lt is possible to speculate, admittedly rather boldly, that the 
social groups most susceptible to politicization were public 
officials, property owners, rieb merchants, chemists, doctors, 
artists, booksellers, and perhaps language and dance teachers. 
Taken together, they represented approximately 26 per cent of 
working civilian males, and with the officers of the garrison, 
accounted for 4-5 per cent of all inhabitants. 

In Bayreuth, as elsewhere, however, aristocratic and 
middle-class public officials-in other words the élite of urban 
society-made up the core of the educated and increasingly 
politicized public, although the more well-to-do merchants 
and craftsmen emulated their ways. 25 

The unanimous view of observers of the day was that even 
as late as the 1 790s the old aristocracy and the rising middle 
classes, which together made up the élite shaping the social 
and cultural climate of the principalities, none the less 
demonstrated an enormous reticence to communicate with 
each other, even though members of both belonged to the 
Civil Service.26 The dividing line was created not only by the 
express snobbery, which upper and middle-class critics alike 

24 Figures and occupations taken from J. G. Köppel, Beschreibung einer historisch-
statistischen Reise (Erlangen, 1796), iv. 9 ff. 25 Göss, Statistik, 43. 

26 Von Reiche, Bayreuth, 67-8; (Göss), Briefe über Ansbach (1797), 144; H. Zschokkc, 
Meine Wallfahrt nach Paris (Zürich, 1796), i. 140; Vertraute Briefe über Bayreuth, 55. 
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assumed tobe important; differences ofinterest and allegiance 
had also evolved within the sovereign's service. The very 
power struggles occasioned by the division of Franconia into 
numerous territories had given rise to a contrary process of 
politicization among the margravate public officialdom. While 
bourgeois holders of office interpreted dynastic territorial 
policy as the foundation for a course of enlightened state 
reform, and suppotted it as such, aristocratic officials, most of 
whom came from families of the imperial knights, were 
opposed to dynastic policy, for it ran counter to their 
corporate interests. They inveighed against any modification 
of imperial patterns of authority in the Empire, for existing 
arrangements granted members of the imperial knighthood 
sovereign rights over their own dominions within the princip-
alities. These privileges, such as the right to pass death 
sentences, the right to levy taxes and recruit soldiers, were 
crucial to the upper classes' political efficacy.27 By contrast, 
middle-class officials, drafted by the Margrave into his Civil 
Service, increasingly made dynastic territorial policy their 
own. U nlike officials from the aristocracy who, before the 
Prussian era, were not required to pass entrance examinations 
to prove their suitability for office, officials from the middle 
classes were qualified legal and financial experts with a 
scholarly education. In their eyes, the establishment of a 
single sovereign power and the abolition of knightly enclaves 
or 'states within a state' were indispensable prerequisites for 
the application to the real world of the theoretical knowledge 
of modern, enlightened state administration and efficient 
economic management they had acquired at university.28 As a 
result, the paradigm of 'dynastic territorial policy' versus 
'interests of the Estates', so typical a feature of the process of 
state formation in the Early Modem Age, remained significant 
for the political and social climate of the principalities at the 
end of the eighteenth century. 

27 Süsshcim, Preußens Politik, 83-4; H. Liermann, 'Die rechtsgelehrten Beamten der 
fränkischen Fürstentümer Ansbach und Bayreuth im 18. Jahrhundert', Jahrbuchfiir 
Fränkische Landesforschung 8/9 (1943), 255--95. 

28 Süsshcim, Pre,,ifJische Politik, 88; F. A. Georg, Monumentfiir meinen Vater (Erlangen, 
1797), w5-208; Wcltrich, Erinnerungen, 6; T. K. Drctschmann, Hof und Staat 
(Bamberg and Würzburg, 1808), i, 13. 
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The process of politicization just described was catalysed 
when Prussia came to power in 1792. In other parts of the 
Reich, lively debate about political, social, and economic 
reform often remained confined to theory and literature even 
up to the time of the Confederation of the Rhine; for the 
reform-minded public officials of the Franconian principalities, 
however, the change of government was an opportunity to test 
the validity of their ideas. 

Karl August von Hardenberg, the former Hanoverian and 
Brunswickian statesman and future reforming Prussian 
Chancellor, was entrusted with the task of administering the 
Franconian provinces. Occasionally resorting to military 
force, he asserted the absolute sovereignty of the Land ruler 
against the traditional rights of neighbouring areas and 
enclaves. He oversaw a comprehensive programme of 
modernization in all branches of state administration, which 
had two main effects. On the one hand, the Civil Service 
gradually shed resistant, corporate-minded upper-class offi-
cials; on the other, the political ideas of middle-class officials, 
and their upper-class colleagues sympathetic to reform, were 
given considerable free play. 29 

Reformist concepts did not, of course, deviate from the 
principles of absolutist monarchy. Yet that very systerri had 
produced in the Prussian General Code (Allgemeines Landrecht) 
a body of legislation that enjoyed a reputation for progress-
iveness in the Franconian principalities, and engendered 
corresponding expectations. 30 

Another yardstick against which the direction and extent of 
politicization in the principalities can be measured, apart 
from the impact of the Prussian form of government, is the 
reaction to the French Revolution. There is no doubt that the 
events in France of I 789 fired interest in, and sharply raised 
the temperature of, political debate; this was indeed noticed at 
the time. In the 1 790s, 'politicizing about affairs of state and 
the news of the day' was described as a 'common form of 

29 Sec thc litcraturc cited in n. 9 abovc. 
30 J. Babczinski, 'Die Einführung des preußischen allgemeinen Landrechts in der 

Markgrafschaft Bayreuth während der preußischen Zeit 1791-1806', unpublished 
diss. (Erlangen, 1947); (Göss), Briefe über Ansbach., 234-5; (G. E. A. Mehmcl}, Briefe 
eines Weltbürgers über die Regierungsveränderungen in den Fürstentümern Ansbach und Bayreuth 
(Erlangen, 1792), 75 ff. 
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pleasure m Ansbach', one which could be enjoyed in 
considerable freedom under Prussian rule. 31 In fact, a 
Bayreuth source from the same period adopts a critical tone in 
drawing the reader's attention to the open and liberal nature 
of political discussion, the like of which would be frowned 
upon in non-Prussian areas of Franconia.32 

The revolution in France was at first enthusiastically 
applauded by all sectors of society. As things took a more 
radical turn, however, and military expansion ensued, the 
ruling bureaucratic strata became even more firmly convinced 
that 'reform from above' was the right and proper course. The 
rural population, having cherished hopes that revolutionary 
troops would liberate them from taxation and conscription, 
were bitterly disappointed as hordes of French soldiers 
plundered the countryside and levied money from its inhabit-
ants.33 For the urban population too, isolated Jacobin 
leafleting campaigns, such as the effusive' Appeal to Bayreuth's 
Slaves' in 1794, 34 were regarded more as objects of scandal 
and gossip than acts of political agitation. lt is clear that 
ultimately the French Revolution did not spark off any 
pressures for democratization in any section of Franconian 
society. On the contrary: the notion of a monarchical military 
power like Prussia became inordinately more appealing when 
Prussia and France concluded a separate peace treaty in 1794. 
By virtue of their ties to the Prussian state, Ansbach and 
Bayreuth came to represent havens of peace in war-tarn 
southern Germany, and enjoyed an unprecedented economic 
boom as immigrants and refugees arrived in droves. 35 

Nevertheless, there are also clear signs that outside the 
principalities, concepts of democracy were slowly beginning to 

:ll (Göss), Briefe über Ansbach, 123 n: 
32 'Tolcrancc is a gcncral hallmark of Prussian government. I have indecd had 

occasion to hear reflection in public company on the matter ofthe French Revolution, 
reflection that I would not dare utter in my own private quartcrs in N. ', Vertraute Briefe 
über Ansbach, 1 5 7. 

3:i J. von Soden, Die Fran::.osen in Franken im Jahre 1796 (Nuremberg, 1797), 15 ff. 
:i4 Rcpr. in H. G. Haasis, Spuren der Besiegten, ii: Von den Erhebungen gegen den 

Absolutismus bis ::.u den republikanischen Freischärlern 1848/49 (Reinbek bei Hamburg, 
1984), 644-7. 

n Wcltrich, Erinnerungen, 17, 24, 32; K. H. Lang, Annalen des Fürstentums Ansbach 
unter der Preußischen Regierung von 1792 bis 1806 (Frankfurt and Leipzig, 1806), 11; 'Gen. 
Ber.', § 193, p. 171. 
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break the surface of political culture, coloured as it was both 
by elements of feudal thought and tenets of enlightened 
monarchy. Intermittent contact with the French conquerors 
nurtured these early reflections on democracy. The example of 
the Franconian Kreis Assembly, a body that had become 
increasingly sclerotic during the course of the eighteenth 
century, provides a relevant example, for the threat posed by 
the revolutionary French army afforded it a temporary 
opportunity to move into action. 

Voting arrangements in the Franconian Kreis Diet did not 
reflect the real balance of power in the Kreis; it was only in the 
Kreis Assembly that the large territories were subordinate to 
the smaller Estates (this was the root cause ofthe Diet's de facto 
impotence). In practice, politics in the Franconian Kreis 
(Diet) were dominated by the personal influence, abilities, 
and prestige of those men who as the charges d'affaires and 
mandataries of the Estates they represented could if necessary 
command seven votes each.36 In terms of their background, 
training, and status they were in every way the peers of the 
middle and upper-class functionaries in princely public 
officialdom; they even mixed in the same social circles and 
associations-in the Bayreuth Masonic lodge Alexander zu den 
3 Sternen, for instance. However, unlike their colleagues they 
regarded, not the princely territorial state, but the Reich 
structure of pluralist Estates, albeit with revitalized organs of 
administration, as the basis for an enlightened policy of 
reform that would include republican elements. They clearly 
perceived themselves Iess and less as the executives of their 
clients, and treated the Kreis Assembly increasingly as a 
vehicle for channelling political will and taking individual 
initiative in their role as self-proclaimed representatives of the 
whole Kreis. 

When war broke out in 1792, the members of the Kreis Diet 
adopted a decidedly neutralist position, setting themselves 
much against Austrian and Prussian demands for the front 
line provinces to be well armed. They believed that French 
developments had the logic ofhistory on their side much more 
than did the system of old imperial powers. Zwanziger, a Diet 

" 6 Ricdcnaucr, 'Reichsverfassung', 126 ff. 
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representative in the Kreis, put it this way just two weeks 
before the French declared war: 

lt is daily becoming more and more doubtful how long our own 
general and ancient order of govemment can last. Obviously, divine 
Providence is g-t"adually Ieading everything towards a German 
revolution, which will harm only those who want to benefit from the 
common good, without giving anything in retum. Here as elsewhere, 
the spirit of persecution is raising its head against democracy, so 
hated by those classes who run the aforementioned risk of suffering 
Ioss in a revolution.37 

Zwanziger nevertheless proceeded to draw up plans to reform 
the imperial tax system on the far from anti-revolutionary 
principle of general and equal taxation, and forced through a 
revitalization ofthose points ofthe Reich constitution that had 
been annulled by the powerful Estates. 

In the eyes of the members of the Kreis Diet of 1 797, 
Franconia's direct exposure to the threat of the French 
revolutionary army both compelled them, and offered them 
the opportunity, to act. To ward off the threat ofinvasion and 
subjugation, they entered into independent negotiations with 
the French Directory. No conclusive evidence can be found to 
assess the claims of Austrian and Prussian diplomatic staff 
that the talks went beyond the issue of a cease-fire to plans for 
the Franconian Kreis to secede from the Reich and become a 
'Franconian Republic' with a representative, democratic 
order. In any case, the outcome of the discussions became 
irrelevant soon after, when the French armies retreated. 

The _example of Nuremberg illustrates the extent to which 
the French Revolution contributed to fuelling and radicalizing 
social conflicts that had long been rumbling.38 For almost a 
century, Nuremberg's absolutely inflexible patrician regime 
had been attacked from within the town's own ranks. Rich 
merchants and proto-industrial manufacturers were especially 

37 Ibid. 149; cf. K. H. Zwanziger, 'F. A. von Zwanziger, Gräflich Castellscher 
Geheimrat und Kreisgesandter ( 1745-1800)', Neujahrsblätter der Gesellschaft far 
fränkische Geschichte, 11 (1916), 22. 

38 F. Schnelbögl, 'Die fränkischen Reichsstädte', Zeitschrift far Bayerische Landesge-
schichte, 31 ( 1968), 471 ff.; A. Ernstbergcr, 'Nürnberg im Widerschein der französischen 
Revolution 1789-1796', Zeitschriftfar Bayerische Landesgeschichte, 21 (1958), 4og-71; H. 
Scheel, Süddeutsche Jakobiner (Berlin, 1962), 61 ff.; Endres, Nürnberg im 18. Jahrhundert 
(Manuscript), 12 ff. 
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restless, and their interest in political participation coincided 
with the tangible dissatisfaction among craftsmen and day-
labourers in particular, whose unacceptable social conditions 
propelled them in the 1 790s into unrest and revolt inspired by 
the events in France. The hope that the French troops would 
bring liberation, expressed in numerous anonymous pamphlets 
and leaflets, was so resoundingly crushed during a two-week 
occupation under Jourdan in 1796 that the town, now 
financially ruined, ended by offering itself to Prussia. Nurem-
berg, which as a community had suffered heavily under 
Prussia's territorial policy, would never have dreamed of 
doing so before. Annexation did not ensue, however, only 
because the Prussian monarch, wary of provoking Austria and 
disinclined to be responsible for the town's debts, did not 
ratify the treaty of submission. When reform of Nuremberg's 
old council constitution finally did take place, it gave the 
economically powerful groups a say in the town's affairs. lt 
was not a step towards democratization, however, but rather a 
merging of the rising economic dass with the old patrician 
stratum. 

As has already been mentioned, the French Revolution did 
not occasion broad pressure for democratization from any 
section of Franconian society. In fact, it is more accurate to 
say that the late 1 790s witnessed a period of 'depoliticization', 
as literary and debating societies degenerated into clubs 
whose members sought no more than light entertainment.39 

This tendency was furthered by falls in production and 
turnover in publishing, which were caused by the war, and by 
more vigilant supervision by governments. In the ensuing 
period of the Confederation of the Rhine, legislative and 
administrative systems were indeed to come and go, but the 
principle of 'reform from above' remained and continued to 
shape political mentalities. 

In general terms, the years between r 789 and 1 806 
represent a period when networks of communication became 
more intricate, and political discourse spread to a broader 
section of the Franconian population. These developments 
were initially given enormous impetus when Prussia came to 

" 9 Von Reiche, Bayreuth, 68. 
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power in the principalities of Ansbach and Bayreuth; the 
French Revolution undoubtedly lent them further dynamism. 
However, confrontation with revolutionary armies and the 
radicalization of the French Revolution itself brought about a 
reversal which took the form of disillusionment and depoliti-
cization among the population, and a strengthening of control 
and restriction by governments. 

Those sections of the Civil Service which were to play a 
considerable role in the great early nineteenth-century pro-
grammes of state reform under Hardenberg, the Prussian 
State Chancellor, and in Montgelas's Bavaria, can be 
regarded as the last in line of the 'offspring' oflate eighteenth-
century Franconian political culture.40 

40 H. H. Hofmann, Adelige Herrschaft und souveräner Staat: Studien über Staat und 
Gesellschaft in Franken und Bayern im 18. und 19. Jahrhundert (Munich, 1962), 176 ff.; W. 
Germann, 'Karl Freiherr vom Stein zum Altenstein', Hohenzollerische Forschungen, 3 
( 1894), 193-232. 
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Urban Culture and Political Activism in 
Hanoverian England 

The Example of Voluntary Hospitals 

KATHLEEN WILSON 

The impact of urban growth on the development of the 
vibrant extra-parliamentary politics of eighteenth-century 
England has increasingly engaged the attention of historians, 
and with good reason. For if a 'transformation of political 
culture' occurred in the half-century after I 750, it was one 
inextricably tied to the growth of towns and the development 
of a distinctive and dynamic provincial urban culture. In this 
period, towns were generators of critical advances in popu-
lation, communications, and publishing that found expression 
in national politics. In addition, they were the physical 
Settings for, and their cultures largely the product of, a new 
universe of associational activities undertaken by local citizens 
to enhance the urban environment that had, in themselves, 
political implications. 1 The establishment of new and diverse 
cultural arenas such as assembly rooms, theatres, hospitals, 

I would like to thank Chris Waters for his comments on an earlier draft of this article. 
1 Sec e.g. P. Borsay, 'The English Urban Renaissance: Thc Dcvclopment of 

Provincial Urban Culture, c.1680-1760', Social History, 5 (1977), 581--g9;J. Brewer, 
'Commercialization and Politics', in J. Brewer, N. McKendrick, and J. H. Plumb 
(eds.), The Birth of a Consumer Society (London, 1982), 197-262; G. Eley, 'Re-Thinking 
the Political: Social History and Political Culture in Eightecnth and Ninctcenth 
Century Britain', Archivfar So;:,ia(l!,eschichte, 21 (1981), 427-51; A. Everitt, 'Country, 
County and Town: Patterns of Regional Evolution in England', Transactions of the 
Royal Historical Society, 5th ser. 29 (1979), 8g-rn6; J. Money, Experience and ldentity: 
Birmin.l!,ham and the West Midlands (Montreal, 1977); K. Wilson, 'The Rejection of 
Deferenee: Urban Political Culture in England, 1715-1785', Ph.D. thesis (Yak, 
1985); and E. A. Wrigley, 'Urban Growth and Agrieultural Change: England and the 
Continent in the Early Modern Period', in R. I. Rotberg and T. K. Rabb (eds.), 
Population and History: From the Traditional to the Modem World (Cambridge, 1986), 123-
68. 
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libraries and newsrooms, the proliferation of taverns and 
coffee-houses, and the formation of a multitude of clubs and 
societies for seif- and public improvement, all served to draw 
individuals together for purposeful convivial or eo-operative 
activity, providing a new and ever-widening context for 
political action.2 The 'urban renaissance' of the provinces 
thus exerted powerful politicizing influences, furnishing the 
formal and informal venues for wider middle-class and even 
artisanal participation in civic and political affairs, and 
encouraging a self-confidence and consciousness that, for 
some, was frequently articulated in demands for political 
recognition. In this way, the growth of towns played a crucial 
role in producing and sustaining an assertive extra-parlia-
mentary political culture, providing the resources, personnel, 
and motivations for the creation of informed political opin-
1on. 

The correlation between urban culture and a specific kind 
of politics, however, remains to be proved. lt has recently 
been suggested that the development of a 'self-conscious 
bourgeois public' embodying public opinion was linked to 
middle-class participation in the urban milieu, but the precise 
nature of this connection or its political consequences have yet 
to be ascertained.3 Most general studies have lacked the 
specificity necessary to pin-point the often divergent impact 
which the new institutions and associations of the eighteenth-
century town had on political loyalties and social relationships. 
One problem concerns the personnel: who participated in the 
various activities and initiatives designed to remodel the 
urban environment? Were they the same men who frequented 
clubs and taverns, or engaged in political agitations? And 
second, were the arenas of urban culture fomenters of a 

2 Clubs and socictics, in particular, brought togcthcr a widc rangc of local 
rcsidcnts, forming a dcnsc nctwork for social and political intcrcoursc and conccrtcd 
action. In 18th-ccnt. Ncwcastlc, for cxamplc, at least four dozcn middling and 
artisanal clubs and fricndly socictics can bc traccd in local rccords for thc thrcc 
dccadcs bctwccn 1754 and 1784; whilc in carly 19th-ccnt. London, fricndly socictics 
alonc boastcd a combincd mcmbcrship of 72,829 individuals, which would havc 
accountcd for 36.6% ofthc adult male mctropolitan population. Wilson, 'Rcjcction of 
Dcfcrcncc', 4 76--8; British Parliamentary Papers, r 3 ( 1803-4), 726--8 (I owc this 
rcfcrcncc to Nick Rogers). 

:i Elcy, 'Rc-Thinking thc Political', 438; sec also, Jürgen Habcrmas, 'Thc Public 
Sphcrc', New German Critique, r ( 1974), 4g-55. 



Urban Culture and Political Activism 167 

specific dass, or, further, specifically radical political con-
sciousness? What has been described as the 'cultural eman-
cipation of the bourgeoisie' in this period in fact occurred 
within the established patterns of social relations in a 
hierarchical and gentry-dominated society, with input and 
leadership often coming from traditional elites. As such, 
urban culture could reproduce rather than challenge those 
patterns, stimulating a desire for integration within existing 
social and political structures rather than their reform. 
Clearly, the politics ofurban culture, as much as the culture of 
politics, needs to be addressed. 

To assess correctly the multi-faceted impact of eighteenth-
century provincial culture on extra-parliamentary politics 
requires extensive local research, a deliberately national 
perspective, and considerably more time and space than I 
have allotted to me at this time.4 This paper instead will 
attempt a preliminary and necessarily limited exploration of 
the relationship between urban culture and middle-class 
political activism, through the focal point of voluntary 
hospitals. The voluntary hospital movement for the care of the 
sick poor emerged out of a complex of social motives in the 
mid-eighteenth century, attracting widespread support from 
both élites and the urban middle classes all over Britain. In 
the circumstances of their founding and subsequent support, 
voluntary hospitals suggest some of the ways in which the 
institutions of urban culture could both confirm, and redis-
tribute, social authority and power; but even further, by 
incorporating into their internal structures values and prin-
cipals that were at odds with the customs and imperatives of 
patrician society, they also confributed to the radical critique 
of the eighteenth-century state. 

lt is most appropriate to examine voluntary hospitals by way 
of the ideology and organization that gave them their 
distinctive identity. lt is important to stress that the following 
discussion, based on the analysis of twelve provincial and four 
metropolitan hospitals, may not be equally relevant for all 

4 I cxplorc this topic in dcpth in "The Sense of the People': Urban Political Culture in 
England, 1715-1785 (forthcoming, Cambridge Univcrsity Press). 
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localities; but the general patterns that emerge out of this 
particular philanthropic undertaking da suggest some of the 
ways in which the institutions of urban culture could both 
define and embody new dass and political relationships.5 The 
context out of which the hospital movement grew in mid-
eighteenth-century Britain was simultaneously mercantilist, 
patriotic, 'scientific', and, indeed, moralistic. The drive for 
empire and national pre-eminence had led social and economic 
writers to rehash mercantilist arguments about the link 
between economic prosperity, national strength, and an ever-
expanding, healthy, and industrious population. In contrast 
to Germany and France, mercantilist thought in Britain was 
much less statist and centralizing in its formulation of social 
policy, but it did share Continental concerns with national 
economic self-sufficiency and wealth, both of which were 
considered to be founded in a population large enough to 
produce for, consume, and defend the nation and its colonial 
dependencies. 6 At the same time, Enlightenment science, 
Christian humanitarianism, and government inactivity had 
stimulated an intense interest in observing, reforming, and 
aiding the paar. These motives all converged to produce the 
great spate of philanthropic activities for which the eighteenth 
century was well known, from charity schools and orphanages 
to workhouses and prison reform, all ofwhich were undertaken 
largely by the associational activities of private citizens. 7 

Within this setting, voluntary hospitals for the care of the sick 
or maimed paar, though often founded to serve an entire 
county or region, emerged as a distinctive and much-lauded 

5 Thc provincial infirmarics wcrc thosc at Bath, Birmingham, Edinburgh, Exctcr, 
Lincoln, Liverpool, Manchester, Ncwcastlc, Northampton, Norwich, Shrcwsbury, 
and Winchester; thc metropolitan hospitals were thc London Hospital, Middlcscx 
Hospital, St George's Hospital, and Westminster Hospital. 

6 For a gcneral discussion of thc British contcxt sec A. W. Coats, 'Thc Relief of 
Povcrty, Attitudcs to Labour, and Economic Change in England, 1660-1782', 
International ReviewofSocial History, 21 (1976), 98-115, and G. B. Risse, Hospital Lifein 
Enlightenment Scotland (Cambridge, 1986), 2-25; for thc Contincnt, sec G. Rosen, 
'Camcralism and thc Conccpt ofthc Mcdical Police', Bulletin efthe History of Medicine, 
27 (1953), 21-42, and id., 'Mcrcantilism and Hcalth Policy in 18th Ccntury Frcnch 
Thought', Medical History, 3 ( 1959), 259-75. 

7 Sec M. G. Jones, The Charity School Movement: A Study of 18th Century Puritanism 
in Action (Cambridge, 1938); D. Owen, English Philanthropy 1660-1960 (London, 
1965), eh. 1; M. E. DcLacy, Prison Reform in England 1700-1850 (Stanford, 1986), eh. 
1-4. 
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solution to the problems of unemployment, poverty, and 
illness in urban communities. 

First, by concentrating and incarcerating the sick, hospitals 
allowed physicians to observe the progress of disease and, 
according to contemporary wisdom, advanced medical 
science.8 Even more importantly, hospitals for the sick poor 
provided the institutional mechanism to administer inexpens-
ive and efficient medical care both to residents and 'strangers' 
without recourse to cumbersome and archaic parochial relief.9 

They thus allowed the victims of illness, or, more frequently, 
industrial accidents, speedily to resume their daily employ-
ments, thereby maintaining the number of workers in the 
nation-the ultimate patriotic act, which ensured continuing 
national prosperity and strength according to prevailing 
mercantilist doctrine. 'To relieve the industrious Poor, when 
distressed by Sickness ... to save the Lives of Multitudes, 
that would otherwise be lost to the Community, and thereby 
keep up the Number of working Hands (which is a Matter of 
the highest importance to a trading Nation) are Considerations 
that must induce every ... Lover of his Country to promote 
any Design that answers these good Ends', was how one 
proponent of the Newcastle Infirmary put it in r 751. 10 

Equally important, hospitals were didactic as weil as 
pragmatic institutions, purposefully geared towards reforming 
the characters and aspirations of their indigent charges: by 
preserving 'the strictest Regularity of Manners, and due sense 
of Religion amongst the Patients' it was hoped that 'great 
Numbers of the Poor will be insensibly Reclaim'd'; each 
would come out 'a much better Man in Morals as well as 
Health, than he went in'. Accordingly, a healthful diet, 
regular prayers, and the prohibition of drinking, swearing, 
and cards were prescribed along with medicines as the physics 

" Newcastle Courant, 9/16 Mar. 1751; Risse, Hospital l,ife, 14-15. 
9 T. Scckcr, A Sermon Preached before the Govemors of the London Hospital ... for the 

Relief of Siek and Di.reased Person.<, especially Manufacturer.<, and Seamen in Merchant-Service 
(London [ 1 754]), 5; A Short Account of the Nature, Rise and Progress of the General lnfirmary 
at Bath (Bath [ 1754)), 37-40; Statutes and Constitutionsfor the Government of an lnfirmary or 
Hospital, to Be Established at Uncoln, for the Siek and /,ame Poor in that Counry and Ciry 
(Lincoln, 1745), pp. iii-iv. 

'" Newcastle Courant, g/16 Mar. 1751; sec alsoj. Hanway, A /,etterfrom a Memberef 
the Marine Sociery, Shewing the Piery, Genero.<iry, and Utiliry oftheir Design" (London, 1757). 
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most likely to eure the poor's moral as weil as corporeal ills. 11 

The appeal of an institution that combined prudent economic 
policy and social reconstruction apparently proved irresistible, 
for between 1 720 and 1 799, five such hospitals were estab-
lished in the metropolis and thirty-three in the provinces, 
nineteen of the latter founded in the middle decades of the 
century. 12 

Given these animating goals, it is not surprising that the 
initiative for provincial hospitals came largely, though not 
exclusively, from medical and mercantile personnel, with an 
impressive number of Anglican and Dissenting clergymen 
playing leading or supporting roles. What is rather more 
striking is the hospitals' remarkably egalitarian intemal 
structures which aimed at mobilizing a broad range of 
community, county, and even national support. lndeed, in 
marked contrast to some other cultural institutions, as weil as 
to the oligarchic political structures of the state and most 
localities, the internal structure, management, and member-
ship of voluntary hospitals were marked by a wide degree of 
participation by middle-class and even artisanal citizens. 

Before describing hospital structure in more detail, it will be 
helpful to glance briefly at the organization and goals of some 
other cultural institutions of the eighteenth-century provincial 
town, in order to provide a better idea of voluntary hospitals' 
distinctiveness. The building of assembly rooms and theatres, 
for example, theoretically mobilized wide community support 
as they democratized or 'commercialized' élite culture. 13 

However, not only were these venues enormously expensive to 
build, accounting for the largest proportion of the expenditures 
on culture in this period, but subscriptions for building (which 
entitled contributors to a say in subsequent management) 

11 Norwich Mercury, 1 Dcc. 1750; T. Broughton, The Pe,jection ofthe Christian Morality 
Asserted: A Sermon Preach'd in the Pari.<h Church of St. James in Bristol March 19 1752 
(London, 17.'i2), 17; W. B. Howic, 'Complaints and Complaint Proccdurcs in thc 
18th and Early 19th Ccntury Provincial Hospitals', MedicalHi.<tory, 25 (1981), 346-7; 
Rules and Orders of the Public lnfirmary at Uverpool (Liverpool, I 749), 24-5. 

12 I. S. L. Loudon, 'Thc Origins and Growth of thc Dispcnsary Movcmcnt in 
England', Bulletin ofthe Hi.<tory of Medicine, 55 (1981), 325. 

"' Sec c.g.J. H. Plumb, 'Thc Commcrcialization ofLcisurc in Eightccnth Ccntury 
England', in Brcwcr, McKcndrick, and Plumb (cds.), Birth of a Consumer Society, 275-
80. 



Urban Culture and Political Activism 171 

were allocated in shares ranging from £25 to £200.14 Sub-
scribers were thus invariably drawn from the wealthiest 
inhabitants and most important occupations in the community. 
For example, the Bristol Assembly Rooms, erected in 1 754-5, 
were financed through 120 tontine shares of £30 each; the 
Music Rooms at York, built in 1825, were funded through 100 
shares ranging from £25 to £50; and the theatre in Lynn, built 
in 1815, through 209 shares of £25 each, all ofwhich were in 
the hands of thirty-seven individuals and the Corporation. 15 

In Liverpool, too, gentlemen and prominent merchants 
dominated the list of original subscribers to the imposing new 
Theatre Royal, opened in 1772. 16 And in Newcastle upon 
Tyne, seventy-six individuals, mostly gentlemen and members 
of commercial élites, financed seventy-five per cent of the 
£5,000 nceded to build the elegant, palladian Assembly Rooms 
in 1774. 17 Not surprisingly, the internal structures of these 
cultural venues reflected the predominance of wealth and 
status. The 'social space' of assemblies, for example, was 
strictly regulated, with prescribed rules governing the use of 
the rooms, the formation of minuets and dances, and the 
arrival and departure of carriages, all according to social rank 
and position. 1 Although relatively modest annual and daily 
admission fees lowered the social barriers to participation 
thereafter, such arenas could scarcely function as fomenters of 
independent middle-class consciousness. lndeed, their implicit 
purpose as well as organization mitigated against such a 
function: in aiming to create a homogeneous and modestly 
inclusive élite culture, assembly rooms, concert halls, and 
institutions like them embodied·the values and imperatives of 
polite society, with deference and acquiescence to rank being 
quite literally built into their structures. As such, they were 
most likely to foster a sense of cultural identity with the 
established élites, providing little, if any, opportunities for 
middle-class initiative or direction. 

14 C. W. Chalkin, 'Capital Expenditure on Building For Cultural Purposes in 
Provineial England, 1730-1830', Business History, 22 (1980), 51-70. 

15 lbid. 63-4. 
16 R. J. Broadbent, Annals of the Uverpool Sta.i:e (Liverpool, 1908), 60. 
17 Wilson, 'Rejection of Deference', 273. 
18 Northumberland Record Office, Blackett (Maften) MSS, ZBL 228, Rules for 

Regulating the Assemblies in Newcastle upon Tyne [Newcastlc, 1776]. 
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By contrast, the internal structures and management of 
hospitals evinced markedly different values and sensibilities. 
They combined that ubiquitous method of capital mobiliza-
tion in the eighteenth century, the subscription, with a more 
unusual, quasi-democratic structure of government. With few 
exceptions, the management and administration of provincial 
hospitals were entirely in the hands of all subscribers of two 
guineas per annum and benefactors of £20, otherwise known 
as 'governors', each of whom had the right to recommend 
patients for the hospitals' services (the number proportional 
to the amount donated), and to have one vote each in the 
management of affairs. The General Board of Governors, as 
this group was known, met quarterly to transact extraordinary 
business, elect officers, inspect accounts, and elect, or appoint, 
the weekly or house committee, which oversaw the daily 
administration of the hospital. 19 There were variations to this 
plan: the power of making laws and regulations for the 
Liverpool Infirmary, for example, was delegated by the body 
of subscribers to an annually elected general board, which 
then appointed the house committee; while in Lincoln, 
subscribers to the County Infirmary of over five guineas per 
year were allowed two votes each in the management of 
affairs. 20 But in the vast majority of cases, the principles of 
accessible management and single voting were incorporated 
into provincial hospital government. Moreover, in principle, 
and usually in practice, duty on the hause committee revolved 
among all governors, so that all minimum subscribers became 
active in hospital administration. Indeed, because the regu-
lations governing the day-to-day management ofthe charities 
were extremely stringent, dedicated, as they were, to promoting 
a 'Spirit ofReligion and Virtue amongst the Common People', 
most contributors were forced to participate in management 
in some capacity, at the very least as 'Visitors'. This 

19 Sec c.g. Rule.r ... ofthe Public lnfirmary a/ Liverpool, 3-7; Tync and Wcar County 
Archives, 672/r68, Royal Victoria lnfirmary, Annual Reports, Apr. 1751-3; Norfolk 
Rccord Office, NNH 14/r, Rulcs and Order for thc Norfolk and Norwich Hospital, 
1773; F. F. Waddy, A History of Northampton General Hospital (Northampton, 1974), 6; 
W. B. Howic, 'Financc and Supply in an 18th Ccntury Hospital 1747-1830', Medical 
History, 7 ( 1963), 133. 

20 Ru/es ... of the Public lnfirmary at Uverpool, 4; Statutes ... for an lnfirmary ... at 
Lincoln, 7-8. 
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formidable post, which usually rotated amongst the governors 
in alphabetical order, required the individual, or his or her 
proxy, to tour the wards interrogating both patients, and staff, 
about each others' behaviour and mutual relations. 21 Although 
such duties undoubtedly contributed to the feelings of self-
satisfaction of the subscribers, they probably did little to 
ingratiate them with the objects of their care and scrutiny. 

Equally important, hospital government, unlike that of 
assembly rooms, incorporated values that were at odds with 
the imperatives of patrician society and the dominant political 
system. First, the tendency of closed and inaccessible adminis-
tration to promote corruption was explicitly acknowledged in 
hospital regulations. The published rules of the Newcastle, 
Northumberland, and Durham Infirmary stressed that 
'management is entirely in the Hands of the Governors ... so 
that it cannot be perverted or misapplied'.22 Furthermore, 
there were no rules or requirements that allocated greater 
power to men ofwealth and position. Although the election of 
officers, such as president, vice-presidents, and treasurer, 
usually tended to return men in positions of power and 
authority-in other words, established elites-neither patri-
cian officers nor wealthy contributors were allowed any 
extraordinary powers in deciding on policy issues: they, like 
all other subscribers of two guineas per year, had one vote 
each in the management of affairs. Moreover, the potential for 
influence arising from the presence of élites or their positions 
as hospital officers was circumscribed, first, by the use of 
ballots during contested elections, and second, by the rule, 
emphasized repeatedly in annual reports, that the books and 
accounts be available for inspection by any subscriber, and an 
abstract of them printed yearly 'for the Satisfaction of the 
Public'. 23 And in a direct challenge to the dient economy, 
which allowed patrons' bills to pile up, unattended, for 
months or even years, persons whose subscriptions were not 

21 Howic, 'Cornplaints and Cornplaint Proccdurcs', 346-8; Statutes ... Jor an 
lnfirmary . .. at /,incoln, 24-5; Risse, Hospital Life, 27; Waddy, History of Northampton 
General Hospital; and n. 19 abovc. 

22 A Report of the State of the lnfirmary ... of Durham, Newcastle upon Tyne, and 
Northumberland (Ncwcastlc, 1753). 

23 Rules ... of the Puhlic Infirmary at Liverpool, 4-g; Statutes ... for an lnfirmary ... at 
Lincoln, 11-12, 14; Report of the ... lrifirmary ... of Newcastle. 
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paid up were prohibited from voting and recommending 
patients. As most Regulations stipulated, 'A monitory Letter 
is sent to all Subscribers, without Distinction, whose Subscrip-
tions are two Months in Arrears.' Even the relations with the 
local tradesmen who supplied the charities were regulated in 
hospital by-laws in a way that approximated the commercial 
ideal of equitable exchange of services, with tradesmen 
competing for hospital contracts via sealed bids, and hospital 
committees remitting prompt payments for services ren-
dered.24 Clearly, the customary operation of clientage was 
seen as an obstacle to the efficient management of the charity, 
and it was structured to avoid its disruptive influence. 

The pattern of subscriptions, which accounted for one-half 
to three-quarters of provincial hospitals' annual income, 
reveals the widespread participation of the urban middle 
classes in voluntary hospitals, while also, of course, reflecting 
the social structure of the locality in question. For three of the 
towns for which subscriptions lists are available, it is possible 
to make some rough calculations of the social contours of 
support. In Newcastle, for example, there were 422 contri-
butors to the Newcastle, Northumberland, and Durham 
lnfirmary in its first quarter, 36.4 per cent of whom were 
members ofthe county and town élite, a group which included 
aristocrats, gentry, esquires, and clergymen, and 63.6 per cent 
coming from the professional, middling, and artisanal classes 
of the town and two counties. In Norwich, the Norfolk and 
Norwich Hospital attracted 342 subscribers in the first four 
months after its founding in early 1771, 53.5 per cent ofwhom 
came from traditional élites and 46.5 per cent from the middle 
classes. For the Liverpool lnfirmary, founded in l 749, it is 
possible tobe more precise, as an extant list of trustees for that 
year provides occupations: hence, aristocrats, gentry, and 
clergymen accounted for g.g per cent of the 142 subscribers, 
professionals (mainly physicians and lawyers) for 7.6 per cent, 
merchants and retailers, 74.8 per cent, and craftsmen, 6.8 per 
cent.25 

24 Rule.r ... ef the Public lnfirmary at Liverpool, IO; NNH 14/I, Rulcs ... for thc 
Norfolk and Norwich Hospital; Report of the ... lnfirmary ... of Newcastle. 

25 Newcastle Courant, 9/16, 16/23, 23/30 Mar., 30 Mar/6 Apr., 6/13, 13/20 Apr. 
1751; Noifolk Chronicle, 9 Mar., 13July 1771; G. McLoughlin, A Short History ofthe First 
Liverpool l,ifirmary 1749-1824 (London, 1978), 94-7. 
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Further, despite what could only be considered the onerous 
obligations of office, 85.3 per cent of contributors in Newcastle 
and 88.4 per cent of those in Norwich subscribed the two 
guineas per annum that transformed them into 'governors' of 
the charities. This sum could be met in goods and services 
rather than coin. In Newcastle, the Company of Wallers, 
Bricklayers, and Plaisterers contributed 48,000 bricks and 
twenty dozen bowls of lime for the building; Joseph Barber, 
bookseller and librarian, gave books to the value of £4.4s. to 
eure the mental and spiritual as well as corporeal maladies of 
the patients; while Dr John Rotheram donated the proceeds 
from a course oflectures on experimental philosophy.26 Other 
gifts from local tradesmen, craftsmen, and artists to provincial 
hospitals ranged from galley pots, earthenware, and linen and 
wool for bedding, to clocks, medicine, and communion plates 
for hospital chapels. Even friendly societies and box-clubs 
subscribed generously to the hospitals in coin and services, 
thus allowing craftsmen and journeymen to participate 
directly in civic culture and in the respectability and status it 
imparted.27 Again, the counterpoint provided by assembly 
rooms is illuminating here: just as participation of aspiring 
bourgeois in assembly-room culture sprang from a self-
conscious attempt to identify themselves with the élite, so 
independent artisans underlined their aspirations to respect-
ability by emulating the middle classes through the scope of 
institutionalized charity. 

II 

Clearly, voluntary hospitals provided uncommon opportun-
ities for ordinary citizens to become involved in civic affairs. 
What, then, was the impact of this broad-based participation 
on local social and political relationships, and how did it 
contribute to political activism or to the formation of an 
assertive political consciousness? lt is important to stress that 
hospitals did not necessarily serve as emancipating institutions 

26 Newcastle Courant, 6/ 13 Apr. 1751; A. Mackcnzic, A Descriptive Account of the Town 
and County of Newcastle-upon-Tyne (Ncwcastlc, 1827), 502-3. 

27 Newcastle Courant, 23/30 Mar., 6/I 3 Apr. 1751; P. M. Horslcy, Eighteenth Century 
Newcastle (Ncwcastlc, 1971), 114, 130n; Report ofthe ... lnfirmary of Newcastle; and n. 
25 abovc. 
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for their middle-class participants. lndeed, they frequently 
reproduced and confirmed the established social hierarchy 
and distribution of power, in personnel if not in structure. In 
Edinburgh, for example, the Royal lnfirmary duplicated the 
function of the plethora of intellectual and philosophical 
societies in that city, in that it aided local élites to govern a 
national capital that was devoid of national political institu-
tions.28 lt was, accordingly, founded and administered almost 
entirely by gentry, intellectuals, and medical professionals 
until the early nineteenth century. In England, too, the 
founders of some hospitals, such as those of St George's in 
London and the Bath General lnfirmary, wary of the 
democratic implications of allowing small subscribers a vote 
at board meetings and wishing to maximize the status 
accruing from membership, deliberately set minimum sub-
scriptions at five guineas or more per year, so that 'governors 
will always be persons of Note and Property'. 29 

Moreover, even where the administration was not deliber-
ately exclusive, hospitals could still work to foster a sense of 
cultural identity with the élite, providing an institutional 
setting for middle-class governors to associate with, and 
emulate, their betters. The quarterly or weekly board meetings 
brought contributors into contact with aristocratic patrons, 
scientists, and community leaders, and expanded social 
contacts. In Newcastle, the officers of the lnfirmary in 1753 
included the most prominent men of the town and surrounding 

· two counties, such as Sir Walter Blackett, Matthew Ridley, 
Sir Thomas Clavering, Lords Ravcnsworth and Barnard, the 
Earls of Tankerville and Northumberland, and the Lord 
Bishop of Durham; similar assemblages of county and city 
notables graced the boards of most other voluntary hospitals. 
The requisite attendance of at least a portion of them at the 
quarterly governors' meetings thus offered unparalleled oppor-
tunities for social aggrandizement among humbler but ambi-

28 Risse, Hospital Life, 34-6; N. Phillipson, 'Culturc and Socicty in thc 18th 
Ccntury Provincc: Thc Casc of Edinburgh and thc Scottish Enlightcnmcnt', in L. 
Stonc (cd.), The University in Society, ii (Princcton, 1974), 407-48. 

29 Account of the . .. lnfirmary at Bath, 38; An Account of . .. St. Geor,tte's Hospital . .. 
with a List of the Govemors and Contributors, and an Abstract of some of their By-Laws 
( [London], 1735); Owen, En.ttlish Philanthropy, 43. 
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tious board members.30 Participation in hospital government 
also allowed for the demonstration of administrative and 
managerial skills that could lead to corporate office. Hence 
Jonathan Sorsbie advanced from infirmary governor to Clerk 
ofthe Chamber for Newcastle Corporation between 1751 and 
1755; and Richard Burdus, a member of the convivial club 
which had first conceived of the plan to establish a voluntary 
hospital in that town, became Secretary to the Infirmary in 
1751, before going on to serve as assistant to the town clerk in 
the next two decades. Not surprisingly, perhaps, Burdus 
supported the magisterial candidates in the bitter and divisive 
Newcastle parliamentary election of 1774.31 In this way, 
hospital membership could become a source of economic, 
social, and even political rewards, and encourage political 
collaboration. And in localities where hospital anniversaries 
became occasions for prestigious fund-raising events, such as 
the music festivals held at Bristol, Birmingham, and Norwich, 
associational philanthropy could be appropriated as a badge 
of fashionable, genteel culture, bringing together town and 
county notables in a dazzling display of the enlightened 
munificence of wealth and rank which refracted on to even the 
most modest participants.32 

However, the impact of hospitals on local relationships was 
considerably more complex than merely aiding the socially 
ambitious. Rather, they served as microcosms of the wider 
processes of social differentiation that were under way in 
eighteenth-century towns, acting as forums for the creation 
and negotiation of new dass relations. Both the patriotic 
motives and financial requirements of associational charity 
necessitated the conscious invention, by its proponents, of 
spheres of public activity that were meant both to compensate 
for the inactivity of the state, and to be inviolable to partisan 
and sectarian antagonisms. As Jonas Hanway argued, on 

:m [Neweastle] Infirmary Annual Reports, 1753; NNH 1/I, Norfolk and Norwich 
Hospital Orders and Minutes, 1771. 

:ll Newcastle Courant, 30 Sept./6 Oct. 1750, 4/I I Oct. 1755; J. Sykes, l,ocal Records of 
Northumberland and Durham (Newcastlc, 1866), i. 198; [Newca_stle] Infirmary Annual 
Reports, 1751-3; The Burgesses Poil at the late Election of Members of Parliament for the 
Town and Counry of Newcastle-upon-Tyne2 (Newcastle, 1 775), 7. 

" 2 J. Latimer, Annals of Bristol in the 18th Century (Bristol, 1893), 407; Moncy, 
Experience and ldentiry, g--11; Norfolk Chronicle, 14July 1787, 5July 1788. 
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behalf of the Marine Society, the lack of a national policy for 
helping the poor required that 'love of country' among 
prosperous and respectable citizens be translated into the 
'social duty' of voluntary philanthropy, thereby creating 
' [ charitable] societies ... of all parties and complexions, 
triumphing over all little passions, and private animosities, 
actuated by one common spirit ... for the common interest'. 33 

Yet voluntary hospitals provide an illuminating example of 
the complicated impact which the institutional expression of 
such imperatives had on local social and political relation-
ships, certainly promoting a significant degree of co-operation 
and cohesion between the upper and middle classes, but also 
underlining and even exacerbating social tensions and political 
divisions. 

Hospitals clearly represented the formation of an ideological 
consensus between the middle classes and élites with regard to 
the urban poor, while redistributing social authority to 
encompass the form er. Whether und er the bann er of patriotism 
or civic duty, hospitals embodied in equal amounts the 
commitments to order and improve the urban environment, 
on the one hand, and to remodel and regulate the poor, on the 
other, subjecting them in hospital, as we have seen, to an 
array of strictly enforced 'moral', religious, and behavioural 
regulations. These were designed to reward industry and 
promote habits ofmind among the labouring poor appropriate 
to their role in a rapidly expanding commercial society. 
lndeed, benefit sermons for the hospitals frequently made this 
covert purpose explicit, lauding the superior sensibilities of 
the benefactors not only as Christians but as employers, 
willing to save worthy but less fortunate individuals whom 
accident or chance threatened to rob of their independence 
and their industry. The industrious poor are but 'Martyrs to 
the publick Service', Bishop Secker of Oxford reminded the 
governors of the London Hospital in 1754, ' ... they are ... 
the Servants of you, Merchants and Traders: to whom they 
are Instruments of earning Wealth and Honours ... all 

:n A Letter from a Member of the Marine Society, 25-6. 
" 4 Scckcr, A Sermon ... bifore the Governors of the l.ondon Hospital, 23-4; sec also R. 

Lowth, A Sermon Preached al St. Nicholas Church in Newcastle bifore the Governors of the 
l,ifirmary (Ncwcastlc, 1757). 
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Persons of Eminence in Trade should be liberal Subscribers' 
to an institution that can ensure their continued health and 
productivity. 34 At the same time, by allowing contributors to 
choose, through their recommendations, the 'worthiest' re-
cipients of care (an attribute which was invariably defined as 
not being in receipt of parish relief), they allowed their 
middling governors to engage in a conspicuous, selective, and 
hence didactic largess which provided them with social 
patronage and imparted a distinctive status and authority 
formerly limited to the élite. This accrual of status was 
publicly announced on hospital anniversary days, when 
contributors would join magistrates, clergy, and gentry in 
parading through town to divine service or dinner, thus 
underlining the status of middle-class processioners as bene-
factors to the indigen t. 35 

In this way, voluntary hospitals and the plethora of 
charitable foundations that were modelled after them in the 
second half of the century, such as lunatic hospitals and 
dispensaries, provided the crucially important institutional 
mechanisms for 'setting off' the middling sorts and respectable 
artisans from the labouring poor, defining the gulf between 
the latter and the rest of the community. The role of these 
charities in addressing the issues of popular containment, and 
emphasizing the social authority, and social unity, of contri-
butors, are aptly summarized by the requirement, stipulated 
by most hospitals, that discharged patients return their thanks 
publicly to their recommenders at their places of worship. 36 

They are indicated, too, by the exterior architectural splendour 
of the hospital buildings, which, adopting the classical lines, 
elegant symmetrical shapes, and pillored and porticoed 
fai;ades of the eighteenth-century country houses, served as 
imposing physical monuments to the eleemosynary impulses 
of their benefactors. 37 Hospitals thus provided a model of the 
ideal commercial society, in which an accepted social hierarchy 

:io Newcastlejoumal, 27 Junc 1752, 6 Aug. 1768; Noifolk Chronicle, 22 Aug. 1772, 10 
Aug. 1776. 

:l6 NNH 14/1, Rulcs ... for thc Norfolk and Norwich Hospital; Rufes tobe Observed 
by the Patients who are Admitted to the Relief of the Dispensary (Ncwcastlc, 1782). 

:17 I owc this p~int tojan Albcrs. For hospital architccturc in this pcriod sccJ. D. 
Thompson and G. Goldin, The Hospital: A Social and Architectural History (New Havcn 
and London, 1975), 87-g1. 
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distributed roles and status to the middle classes, supported 
the equitable exchange of services (unobstructed by clientage), 
and provided for a healthy, industrious, and grateful working 
dass. 

Secondly, and simultaneously, however, hospitals, in both 
their goals and internal structure, could exert a radicalizing 
influence, stimulating and giving form to dissident political 
sensibilities among their middling and artisanal participants; 
they thus intensified political and status divisions under the 
mask of social unity. Hospital government, with its strict 
regulations, open account books, equal voting, majority rule, 
and use of ballots for contested elections, embodied the 
principles of accountability being agitated for in the political 
realm. Hence they equally provided a model ofthe possibilities 
and benefits of a more open politics, in which authority was 
supervised and regulated by the broader citizenry, and 
constant public scrutiny kept individuals in power acting in 
the public interest. 

Radical politicians in the 1 760s, I 770s, and I 780s clearly 
saw the analogy. Their hostility to the corrupt aristocratic 
state intensified their sympathy for what they considered to be 
the public-spirited and moralistic purposes of associational 
philanthropy, as well as evoking a keen appreciation for the 
social and moral benefits that accrued from their accountable 
and accessible political structures. In Newcastle, for example, 
where an aggressive and well-organized radical political 
culture, embracing members of both middling and artisanal 
classes, agitated for two and a half decades for accountability 
and reform in local and national government, dissident 
writers used the example of the Newcastle lnfirmary to attack 
the stultifying and self-aggrandizing nature of corporate and 
parliamentary institutions. As one writer put it in I 774, when 
arguing for the legitimacy of constituency instructions, 'Ifit be 
the right of societies to give instructions to those who are 
appointed to manage their common concerns, it can never be 
the right of those who are entrusted with their [political] 
affairs, to act contrary to their directions'. 38 The same writer 
went on to criticize harshly the Newcastle Corporation for 
spending public moneys not on useful projects, but on lavish 

:rn The Freeman's Magazine, or Constitutional Repository (Ncwcastlc, 1774), 5. 
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feasts and luxurious cultural arenas from which the majority 
of citizens were excluded, such as the new Assembly Rooms. 39 

Significantly, the local patemalist, magistrate, and MP Sir 
Walter Blackett emerged as the arch-villain in the Newcastle 
radical press in this period: not only did his disparagement of 
constituency instructions affront local dissident political 
sensibilities, but his penchant for public and indiscriminate 
largess to the poor of the town ran directly counter to the 
didactic and selective charity of the kind epitomized by the 
Infirmary. His periodic doles to poor freemen were thus 
attacked as but a flagrant attempt to bribe electors as he 
simultaneously robbed them of their cherished rights and 
privileges. 40 

Clearly, from the radicals' perspective, government, like 
other institutions established for public benefit, had to be 
subject to public regulation and review. As another disgusted 
writer alleged, 'What has been said of the riches ofkingdoms, 
is equally applicable to corporations; where the revenues are 
great, uncontrollable and centre in few hands, then the 
community soon sorts itself into two classes-slaves and 
tyrants.'41 Even in towns where corporation oligarchy was not 
an irritant, the lesson was clear. In Norwich, for example, 
where the structures oflocal government were more open than 
in any town outside London, the similarity between the 
principles of hospital government and the prescriptions for a 
virtuous body politic advocated by dissident politicians was 
noted by local radicals, who had been agitating for the 
accountability of national government and dissolution of 
overweening concentrations of economic and political power 
for a decade.42 New and participatory civic institutions like 
the Infirmary, therefore, underlined the oligarchic and self-
serving nature of local or national political institutions, and 
could thus have a powerful impact on middling political 
sensibilities, becoming an important, if tangential, source of 
radical consciousness. 

This contention is also supported by the fact that many 

"" Ibid. 84-6; sec also, The Contest (Ncwcastlc, 1774), 5-6. 
4° Contest, 1g-21; Freemen 's Magazine, 133-5. +i The Contes 1, 8. 
42 Sec c.g. To the Electors of the City of Norwich (Norwich [ 1 768] ); Norfolk Chronicle, 6 

Nov. 1773, 14 Sept. 1782. 
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leading radical activists in the localities were involved in 
voluntary hospitals or institutions like them. In Newcastle, 
several radical leaders served their political apprenticeships in 
the Newcastle lnfirmary, or took a leading role in founding 
similar charities. They included Dr John Rotheram, physician 
for the Newcastle lnfirmary and chairman of the Revolution 
Society; Nathaniel Bayles and William Smith, lnfirmary 
surgeons, Wilkites, and members ofthe Burgesses Committee 
formed to fight the Newcastle Corporation over freemen's 
rights to the Town Moor; Henry Gibson, apothecary to the 
lnfirmary, director of the public lunatic hospital, Burgesses 
Committee member, and promoter of the Association move-
ment for parliamentary reform in 177g-82; and Alexander 
Adams and Thomas Maude, members of the Town Moor 
committee, and co-founders and trustees of the disabled 
seamen's charity, which was also characterized by an open 
administrative structure.43 Similarly, in Norwich, radical 
leaders like Thomas Beevor, Elias Norgate, James Crowe, and 
Phillip Meadows Martineau promoted a number of civic and 
medical amenities and charitable foundations, including the 
Norfolk and Norwich Hospital, as well as such pragmatic and 
socially relevant organizations as the Society for the Discharge 
and Relief of Persons Imprisoned for Small Debts.44 In both 
towns, these men also organized or belonged to political clubs 
that were modelled on, and agitated for, egalitarian political 
principles, such as the Constitutional Society, the Friends of 
Legal Liberty, and the Sydney Club in Newcastle, or the Free 
and Easy Society, the Sons of Liberty, and the Independent 
Club in Norwich. My investigations suggest that similar 
patterns emerge in other provincial towns, such as Bristol, 
Leeds, Liverpool, and York, in the second half of the 
eigh teen th cen tury. 45 

III 

Voluntary hospitals, then, established or maintained through 
the initiatives and support of a broad range of citizens, 
provided opportunities for the active participation of the 

4 :i Wilson, 'Rcjcction ofDcfcrcncc', 332-5. 
44 I bid. 503-4. 
45 Sec my forthcoming The Sense of the People, chs. 4-5. 
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urban middle classes and respectable artisans in town affairs 
that may not have been duplicated in other cultural or 
political institutions. They thus suggest some of the ways in 
which the increasingly participatory civic culture of the 
second half of the eighteenth century could contribute to 
political activism, while underlining the dangers of ascribing 
broad and monolithic influences to urban culture as a whole. 
Clearly other arenas and initiatives within the eighteenth-
century town could also foster experiences with, or an 
appreciation of, a more open structure of politics, from 
business ventures and schemes to establish public amenities, 
to debating clubs, vestries, and Nonconformist chapels; while 
others, like assembly rooms, in intention and consequence 
contributed to a cultural identity and social cohesion with the 
élite that encouraged political collaboration and conservatism. 
Political activism and dissident political sensibilities were 
clearly contingent, not necessary, consequences of participation 
in the urban milieu, linked to local authority and power 
structures, social and regional identities, and wider national 
consc10usness. 

Because of this duality, which seems ubiquitous in urban 
culture, it is problematic to what degree the institutions of 
urban culture in fact fostered a specifically middle-class 
consciousness, as some historians have suggested.46 The 
participation of middling citizens in civic culture, and the 
experiences with more democratic structures of power that it 
afforded, clearly increased their self-confidence and assertive-
ness, making them more conscious of shared interests and 
needs, and thus undoubtedly contributed to the eventual 
emergence of the 'public world' that bridged sectarian, status, 
and party divisions. 47 But eighteenth-century urban culture 
embodied the status, material, and aspirational divisions 
within the middle classes and even encouraged divergent 
political principles, so that as some of the bourgeoisie became 
entrenched in the interstices of Old Corruption, others were in 
the vanguard of a radical assault on it. Indeed, the evidence in 

46 P. Borsay, 'Culture, Status and the English Urban Landscape', History, 67 
(1982), 12 and note; J. Seed, 'Gentlemen Dissenters: The Social and Political 
Meanings of Rational Dissent in the 1 770s and 1 780s', Historical Journal, 28 ( 1985), 
322-3. 47 Seed, 'Gentlemen Dissenters', 322. 
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this essay suggests that urban culture may have been more 
important in promoting a political consciousness that, tran-
scending nascent dass formations, united members of different 
social groups, such as, in the case of radical politics, 
intellectuals, professionals, middling retailers and tradesmen, 
and artisans. In the urban context at least, the temptation to 
conflate politics with social dass in Hanoverian England 
should be resisted. 

In sum, then, voluntary hospitals serve as an important 
reminder of the multi-faceted impact of a single institution. 
Although they dearly represented the formation of a rough, if 
temporary, consensus between the élite and middle dasses 
with regard to the labouring poor,48 they also intensified 
political divisions and supported political activism of a 
distinctly dissident kind. In this way, they acted as a 
mediating point between the socially stratified world of the 
assembly room, and the more egalitarian and open one of the 
dub, providing an alternate structure of power relations that 
could give form to political consciousness. As the eighteenth-
century Newcastle engraver and radical sympathizer Thomas 
Bewick noted, 'Were kings ... & their ministers ... to con-
sider themselves as a Royal Society for the promotion of Arts 
and Sciences and of every thing that can enlighten the mind 
and ameliorate the condition of their Subjects, they ... then 
... would reign in the hearts of the great over whelming mass 
of the people, which no conspiracy of Nobles ... could ever 
upset' .49 Together with the extra-institutional bases of popular 
politics in provincial towns, the structures of urban culture 
like the hospitals narrowed the social space between the 
middle classes and the gentry which had been crucial to the 
latter's hegemonic style, thus chipping away at the old forms 
of political and social relationships and initiating their 
gradual, if uneven, replacement by new ones. 

48 I t should bc notcd that this conscnsus bcgan to brcak down in thc r 780s, whcn 
stridcnt dcbatcs arosc ovcr thc most cflicacious mcthod and setting for thc 
administration of social mcdicinc; by thc 1790s, radicals wcrc indicting all forms of 
institutionalizcd charity as part of thc opprcssivc apparatus of authority. Sec The 
Guild Day Bulletin (Norwich, n.d. [r 795?] ). 

49 T. Bcwick, A Memoir, cd. Iain Bain (Oxford, 1979), 93-4. 



7 

Municipal Politics in Later 
Eighteenth-Century Maidstone 

Electoral Polarization in the Reign of George III 

JOHN A. PHIL LI PS 

The recent, voluminous, rev1s10nist efforts of J. C. D. Clark 
have called into question the very existence of politically and 
socially meaningful popular behaviour in England over the 
entire eighteenth century. With breath-taking certitude and 
not inconsiderable skill, Clark contends that 'the model of 
political history derived from ... J. H. Plumb et al.' is 'no 
langer tenable'. 1 If, as he argues, the English clung tenaciously 
to the ideologies and emotional predispositions of the past 
until the sudden 'destruction of the confessional state in 1828-
1832', then much of the research clone so far into electoral 
behaviour, among other things, has been irrelevant.2 The 
voters, as mere deferential subscribers to aristocratic ideals, 
cannot have harboured meaningful opinions of their own, and 
struggles over local and/or national office cannot merit much 
attention. Clark's thesis is hardly new. Frank O'Gorman 
I would likc to thank thc Research Committcc of thc Academic Senate of thc 
Univcrsity of California, Rivcrsidc for thcir support of thi; research. Charles 
Wethercll ofthe Laboratory for Historical Research, UCR, andJ. Arch Getty ofUCR 
havc matcrially assistcd thc completion of this rcscarch; I am much in their dcbt. 

1 J. C. D. Clark, English Society, 1688-1832 (Cambridge, 1985), 84 n. 136. 
2 Idcas very similar to Clark's have becn applicd to the 19th cent. by D. C. Moore 

and PatriekJoyee. D. C. Moore, The Politics of Deference (Hassocks, 1976), 472-3; P. 
Joyce, Work, Politics, and Society (London, 1980), 116 and more gcnerally 90-126. 
I ronically, the ancien rigime cart is under attack just as Clark is trying to attach thc 
English horse to it. Sec W. Hagen, 'The Junkers' Faithless Scrvants: Pcasant 
Insubordination and thc Breakdown ofSerfdom in Brandenburg, 1763-1811', in R. J. 
Evans and W. R. Lee (cds.}, The German Peasantry (London, 1985). In acccpting 
Moorc's portrayal of unreformcd England, Clark actually rcjccts Moore's principal 
thcsis bccausc, unlikc Moore who argues that thc Reform Act was intcndcd to 
prcservc (and did prcscrvc) the status quo, Clark argucs for the rapid demise of thc 
ancien rigime bctwecn 1828 and 1832. Clark, English Society, 90 .. 
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noted recently that the denigration of voters as deferential and 
improperly influenced in the century before reform is 'one of 
the most powerful orthodoxies of modern British histori-
ography'. 3 

This paper challenges these dismissals of popular political 
behaviour, old and new, by examining the voters at elections 
for Common Council in a single town, Maidstone, over the 
course of the later eighteenth century. The compelling 
evidence of a vibrant popular political culture in Maidstone 
does not, of course, prove that popular politics was an 
important element of English society, but it does add an 
important and hitherto unexplored local dimension to the 
substantial evidence already in print that cannot be reconciled 
with the prevailing model of eighteenth-century elections. The 
Webbs were weil aware of what they called 'patches of 
exuberant low-grade Democracy' in unreformed England.4 

And research on more than one town has shown 'that the 
meaning of politics was already changing', with 'the progress-
ive broadening of articulate political consciousness ... from 
the late r 760s onwards' .5 Evidence from other 'open' corpora-
tions such as Norwich as well as from 'closed' ones such as 
Leicester could be added to that presented here for Maidstone 
to reinforce and substantially expand the geographical base of 
Professor Money's conclusions about Birmingham and the 
West Midlands. 

lndeed, a quantitative analysis of voting behaviour at 
Maidstone's parliamentary elections published elsewhere reached 
conclusions very much at odds with the old orthodoxy.6 In the 
last two decades of the century high turn-out at parliamentary 
elections, reasonably high levels of consistent participation, 
politically experienced electorates, and increasingly partisan 
behaviour characterized Maidstone and several other towns. 
Maidstone's unreformed parliamentary electorate engaged in 

3 F. O'Gorman, 'Elcctoral Dcfcrcncc in "Unreformcd" England',Journal of Modern 
History, 45 ( 1984), 393. 

4 S. and B. Wcbb, English Local History (London, 1908), ii. 295. 
5 J. Moncy, 'Birmingham and thc West Midlands, 176o-g3', Midland History, 1 

(1971), 5, and id., Experience and Identity (Manchester, 1977), 3. 
6 J. A. Phillips, Electoral Behavior in Unreformed England (Princcton, 1982), and id., 

'Popular Politics in Unrcformcd England',Journal of Modern History, 52 (1980), 59g-
625. 
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partisan behaviour that frequently equalled or surpassed that 
of electors in eras more typically assumed to have been 
dominated by party politics. Not that local historians would 
have been surprised by such arguments even a century ago. In 
addition to describing the heated struggles of the 1 790s, 
Russell's History of Maidstone acknowledged that the town had 
'been struggled for and divided by the Finch (or Tory) party 
and the Marsham ( or Whig) party ... ' much earlier. 7 Russell 
believed, as did the Canterbury Journal, that 1 780 signalled a 
new era for party politics in the borough but recognized the 
existence of popular political activity well before.8 

Maidstone's Corporation selected its mayor annually from 
among the thirteen jurats who were, in turn, chosen for life 
from the Common Council by the other members of the 
Corporation. While neither mayoral nor jurat elections 
resulted in popular political participation, the forty members 
of the Common Council were elected from Maidstone's 
'principal inhabitants' by the entire 'commonality'. Council-
men also remained in office for life, but vacancies were filled 
periodically by election. The manuscript pollbooks for these 
relatively frequent Common Council elections have survived, 
and it has been possible to incorporate these local political 
data within an existing parliamentary data base, thus 
permitting a rigorous quantitative analysis of municipal 
voting patterns using panels of voters both within and outside 
the framework of parliamentary politics. This essay examines 
only the votes at Common Council elections, but it is possible 
with the existing data set to follow local personages like John 
Brenchley and Robert Heathorn from election to election, 
whether parliamentary or municipal, and at the same time to 
examine the behaviour of their fellow voters of whatever 
political, social, or economic stature. 9 A close analysis of their 

7 J. M. Russell, History of Maidstone (London, 1881), 212. 
8 Canterbury Journal, 13 Sept. 1 780. 
9 The pollbooks upon whieh this paper is based arc dcpositcd in the Kent Rccord 

Office (hcrcafter KRO), Md/AEb2/3-24. Fora dcscription of thc nominal rccord 
linkage tcchniques used to combinc thc parliamcntary voting lists, sec]. A. Phillips, 
'Nominal Rccord Linkagc and thc Study of Individual-level Elcctoral Behavior', 
Laboratory for Po/itical Research (Iowa City, 1976). In adding votcs from Maidstone's 
municipal pollbooks, thc principlcs dcscribed in 'Nominal Rccord Linkagc' havc 
bccn applicd using ncw programmes writtcn for DEC hardware. Copies of the data 
basc, which includcs all voters at Maidstone's parliamentary or municipal clcctions 
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behaviour at these municipal elections substantially reinforces 
the published evidence from the parliamentary contests; both 
kinds of evidence are much at variance with the 'new' old 
orthodoxy. 

TURN-OUT AT MAIDSTONE'S MUNICIPAL ELECTIONS 

Clark began his discussion of the ancien régime with a 
psephological argument focused on turn-out and rates of 
consistent participation. By simply accepting as given Plumb's 
speculative estimate of the number of single-election voters 
early in the century and by twisting out of shape Holmes's 
argument about the great number of participants in the 
political system, Clark managed to denigrate the voting 
process. In his scenario, 'high turnover and low turnouts at 
the polls ... is strong evidence against the existence of a large 
body of politically articulate men seeking autonomously to 
defend their interests via the franchise ... The familiar 
utilitarian, positivist interpretation', he continued, 'wholly 
fails to do justice to the way in which the electoral structure of 
the ancien régime actually worked'. 10 The published evidence 
for the entire eighteenth century is decidedly mixed. Both 
Holmes and Plumb, it is true, make much of the relatively low 
turn-outs in some constituencies, but at the same time they 
report some examples of quite high turn-out. A contemporary 
list of the qualified electors not voting at the Rutland election 
of 171 3 pegged turn-out at 86 per cent, high by any standard. 
Similarly, a very careful estimate of the 1705 Northampton-
shire election placed turn-out at 78 per cent. 11 These may not 
have been typical, but it is not at all clear what was typical, 
and such full participation at county contests certainly is as 
suggestive as any of the reported low turn-outs. 

between 1761 and \802 are availablc at cost from the Laboratory for Historicaf 
Research, University ofCalifornia, Riverside, CA 92521 (USA). 

1° Clark, English Society, 17, and n. 36. Actually, as Clark admits, Holmes argued 
that by 1722 England and Wales contained 700,000 to 800,000 men who had had at 
least one parliamentary-voting experience sinee the accession- of Queen Anne, with 
another 80,000 or so who had voted but died in the interim. G. Holmes, The Electorate 
and the National Will (Lancaster, 1976), 17. Holmes argues for 330--340,000 elcctors in 
1722, or almost 25% of the adult male population. 

11 Holmes, The Electorate, 2 1. 
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Maidstone, for that matter, was not a 'typical' borough, but 
it could hardly be said to have been peculiar. Along with 
about half of all parliamentary borough constituencies, it 
contained a 'freeman' franchise. Its relatively 'open' corpora-
tion also set it apart. 12 At any rate, the precision with which 
Maidstone mirrors the pattern of other constituencies, 'open' 
or 'closed', freeman or otherwise, is not the critical question. 
At issue is the existence ofvibrant local politics, the structure 
and nature of which can be demonstrated in rare detail 
because of the surviving evidence. 

Turn-out at single elections cannot be measured precisely 
in the absence of electoral registers, a problem compounded 
by the uncertain definition of the Common Council electorate, 
but it is none the less possible to demonstrate extremely high 
turn-outs at most municipal electiorts. Maidstone's parlia-
mentary franchise was straightforward; the town's freemen, 
resident and non-resident, voted for Maidstone's MPs. 
Whether the municipal franchise was more inclusive is clear 
neither theoretically nor practically. Nor is this imprecision 
surprising. The examiners who drafted the Municipal Cor-
porations Report found it 'quite impossible' to even define 
'corporation'. 13 The examiners also could not determine the 
precise geographic jurisdictions of each corporation, partly 
because jurisdictions varied drastically even in the same town 
according to the kind of jurisdiction being considered. 
Maidstone's Charter of 2 r George II ( r 747) specified that 
vacancies on the Common Council be filled from 'the 
remaining principal inhabitants of the said town and parish' 
by election of 'the mayor, jurats, and ·tommonality ... duly 
assembled'. The major and controlling party strove mightily 
between their losses at the election of r 764 and their final 
defeat in King's Bench in r 767 to eliminate the 'commonality' 

12 Maidstone did not, on the other hand, permit lcvcls ofpopular participation as 
extreme as Norwich, for example. There were some 20 to 40 'open' constituencies, 
depcnding on one's definition. About 40% of all the corporations extended 
membcrship in the corporation in some fashion to their 'frecmen' or those serving 
apprenticcships in the town. 

l'.l S. and B. Wcbb, English I.ocal Govemment (London, 1908), ii. 263. n. 1. Maitland 
pointed out that nothing as apparently straightforward as a !ist of corporations 'evcr 
was or could be made'. F. W. Maitland, Township and Borough (London, 1898), 
23. 
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altogether from the election process. 14 After an unsuccessful 
attempt to close the Corporation completely in 1764, successive 
sets of by-laws attempted to restrict the electorate to mayor, 
jurats, and, first, the forty senior freeman ( 11 February 1766) 
and, failing that as weil, the sixty senior freemen ( 14 March 
1767). 15 The victory of the 'commonality' over the mayor, 
however, left their exact composition no clearer than the 
Charter. In practice, the freemen of the town were included en 
masse, thus permitting non-resident freemen to vote. 

The relatively small number of municipal voters who 
cannot be found in the parliamentary pollbooks suggests that 
the town franchise was wielded only by those with parlia-
mentary franchises. 16 Most of the voters at municipal elections 
voted at parliamentary elections. A very small proportion, 
usually less than ten per cent, of the individuals on municipal 
lists cannot be found on the pollbooks for the immediately 
preceding or succeeding parliamentary election (see Table 1). 
Since these figures are unadjusted for the deaths certain to 
have prevented the tracing of some voters and for slightly 
different turn-out rates at parliamentary and local elections, 
they strongly support the assumption of identical electorates. 
For example, despite the extremely high turn-out at the 
municipal election of 1788, all but 29 of the municipal voters 
could be found on the parliamentary lists of either 1 784 or 
1790, and ofthese 29, 12 were non-resident freemen. Thus the 
municipal electorate very nearly duplicated the parliamentary 
electorate if the two were not identical. 

14 A pamphlct of 1786 argues that a writ ofmandamus in Miehaclmas term 1767 
was the final defeat of the Corporation. Aecording to the Kentish Gazette, on the other 
hand, the strugglc did not conclude until 1772. George Prentis lcd the 'eommonality' 
in the defcnee of their rights, expending f900 in the proeess. Kentish Gazette, 12 Dee. 
1772. In the third decision by King's Bench to issue a writ of mandamus to restore 
the status quo, Lord Mansficld said that the mayor and jurats 'would overturn the 
Constitution itsclf, if it wcre in their power'. Russe II, History of Maidstone, 210. 

15 William Roberts James, The Charters and Other Documents . .. of Maidstone 
(London, 1825), 194. 

16 Elforts in Maidstone in 1825 to interpret the Charter's use of 'eommonality' as 
meaning the inhabitant householdcrs paying seot and Jot also suggests that only 
freemen were aceorded the vote at that time and previously, as do the numbers 
involved. By 1 790, for examplc, Maidstone eontained more than 1,500 rated or 
unrated households. Ifthe 'commonality' was broadly defined, an clection like that of 
1788 in which virtually every clector, resident or non-resident, seems to have been 
called upon to vote, should have generated more than 472 resident voters. The 
maximum resident freeman turn-out at any clection, 548, occurred in 1774. 
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T ABLE 1. Municipal Electors Not Found in Preceding or Succeeding 
Parliamentary Election (%) 

Common Council Election Total Voters % Not Found 

1764 574 9 
1768 364 7 
1774 · 589 3 
1786 484 7 
1788 660 4 
1791 313 7 
1793 522 10 
1795 568 7 
1801 446 6 

Relative participation rates on the part of outvoters tend to 
confuse the measurement of turn-out somewhat. As Figure 1 

illustrates, resident turn-out was normally distributed around 
a mean of 450, and total turn-out also was normally 
distributed (mean = 575), but these two normal distributions 
mask the non-normal distribution of non-resident turn-out. 
With the exception of 1788, non-resident voters turned out in 
force only at parliamentary elections, probably because they 
were paid for taking the trouble to attend parliamentary 
contests but were not compensated for the equivalent trouble 
required by a Common Council poll. 17 Their presence added 
about 200 voters on average to parliamentary elections, but 
only 40 on average for Common Council elections. Of the 
nearly 200 outvoters making the journey to Maidstone at the 
contest of 1 788, almost exactly one-third came from London 
or the London area. The overwhelming preponderance of the 
other two-thirds lived in Kent, many actually in the Lathe 
containing Maidstone and Aylesbury. 18 A journey from 

17 Oldficld points out that, as in a numbcr of othcr frccman boroughs, thc 
outvotcrs at parliamcntary clcctions wcrc paid according to thc distancc thcy had 
travcllcd. This did not constitutc bribcry, nor did Oldficld allcgc bribcry. Thc travcl 
cxpcnsc moncy was availablc from cithcr sidc and did not rcstrict an clcctor's frccdom 
of choicc. I t is not clcar whcthcr or not outvotcrs wcrc similarly paid for participation 
in Common Council clcctions, but both thcir unwillingncss to attcnd municipal 
contcsts and thc cnormous cxpcnsc involvcd makcs it unlikcly. T. H. B. Oldficld, 
Representative History oftke Borougks (London, 1816), iv. 76. 

18 Outvotcrs appcarcd from dozcns of small and largc Kcntish towns including 
Upnor Castlc, Bcarstcd, Hollingbournc,. Lcnham, Ashford, Chatharn, Lccds, 
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Fig. I. Turn-out at Maidstone Elections 

Queenborough may have posed difficulties, but at least the 
distances required of most outvoters were not great. The 
routine participation of between 25 and 50 outvoters in 
municipal elections is not surprising given these relatively 
short distances, but the single day's poll as well as the 
uncertain recovery of expenses depressed outvoter turn-out in 
municipal contests. Besides, as a contemporary observer 
noted, 'it was very immaterial to foreigners who were of the 
common council'. 19 

Vaters, by whatever definition, cast their ballots in Maid-
stone's municipal contests with alacrity. Common Council 
elections were held at a meeting of the Burghmote on a single 
day, and the polling was thus limited to a few hours. 20 

Snodland, Hythc, and Favcrsham. Idcntifiablc outvotcrs numbcrcd as follows: 1764: 
59; ·1768: 3; 1774: 12; 1786: 27; 1788: 188; 1791: 21; 1793: 54; and 1795: 40. 

19 A Short Treatise on the Institution of the Corporation and an Enquiry into the Conduct of the 
Bench and the Corporation of Maidstone from the year I 757 to the Present Time (Maidstonc, 
1786), 15. 

20 A singlc day's poll dccidcd somc of Maidstonc's parliamcntary contcsts, but as 
in cvcry othcr parliamcntary constitucncy, thc poll could bc conductcd ovcr scvcral 
days. Thc only instancc of a prolongcd poll at city clcctions took placc on Sat. 5 Aug. 
1786. After kccping thc poll opcn until midnight, thc Corporatc officcrs adjourncd 
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T ABLE 2. Consistent Electoral Turn-out in All Maidstone 
Elections (% )a 

1 93 

Common Council-Common Council Common Council-Parliament Parliament-Parliament 

Ycars % Ycars % Ycars % 

1764-1768 61.6 1761-1764b 76.9 1761-1768 71.6 
1 768-1774 67.9 1768--1768 68.1 1768--1774 57.9 
1774-1786 63.6 1774-1774 74.7 1774-1780 67.4 
1786-1788 94.4 1784-1786 90.9 1780--1784 66.5 
1788-1793 73.1 1788-1790 85.6 1784-1790 64.6 
1 793-1795 89.2 1790-1791 82.9 1790-- 1796 58.0 
1795-1801 66.2 1793-1796 80.1 1796-1802 66.1 

1795-1796 82.4 
1801-1802 79.3 

a Adjusted for cxpectcd mortality. 
b Parliamcntary elections italicized. 

Nevertheless, adjusted for the effects of mortality, more than 
75 per cent of the voters who had appeared for the 
parliamentary election of 1761 turned out for the municipal 
contest of 1764 (see Table 2). At other municipal contests, at 
least two-thirds of the surviving electors from prior parlia-
mentary elections voted, and the proportion on occasion 
exceeded 90 per cent. Maidstone's electors also tended to 
reappear. consistently from municipal election to municipal 
election. In the first two decades of George III's reign, 
invariably more than 60 per cent of the surviving electors from 
one municipal election reappeared at the subsequent election. 
By the 1 780s, the consistent local participation rate matched 
the parliamentary/municipal rate of more than 90 per cent. 
Consistent participation at parliamentary elections was quite 
high (Table 2, column 3), but as Table 2 makes clear, local 
elections measured ei ther against each other ( column 1) or 
against the closest parliamentary election ( column 2) reveal 
an even higher level of consistent participation overall. 21 

until Monday rathcr than closing it as usual, hoping, it sccms, to bring in outvotcrs to 
support the Corporation candidatcs who wcrc in thc proccss of losing cight of ninc 
seats. Thc Corporatc party was accused of virtually every kind of corruption despite 
thcir ovcrwhclming loss. 

21 Higher consistcnt participation at local clections is explained in part by thc 
normal absencc of !arge numbcrs of non-resident frccmcn. What is surprising, 
though, is the dcgrcc to which non-rcsidcnts participatcd in somc Common Council 
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Local elections constituted in important element in Maid-
stone's political vitality. 

With outvoters only occasionally turning out in strength, 
the Common Council turn-out rates revealed in Table 2 
actually mask even higher rates of return for the resident 
voters, who often decided elections without much intervention 
from the outside. At the hotly contested r 764 election, when 
the controlling party lost four of five seats, 59 non-resident 
freemen recorded their votes. Only three of these 59 turned up 
for the Common Council election of 1 768, however, thus 
lowering the reported consistent turn-out rate for that 
election. If these 59 non-residents are excluded from the 
calculation, 72 per cent of the surviving 1764 voters (rather 
than the 62 per cent reported in Table 2) reappeared to choose 
seven councilmen in 1 768. An exclusion of all non-resident 
voters from consideration at the other elections often would 
have achieved similar results. 

By controlling the scheduling of the Burghmote at which 
Common Council elections were held, the Corporation should 
have been able to influence to a certain degree the number of 
outvoters who were likely to participate at a Common Council 
election. Armed well in advance with the knowledge of the 
exact date their supporters would be needed, they should have 
been able to prepare accordingly, but advance preparation, if 
it occurred, is not reflected in the votes of the non-residents. At 
the 1 788 election, 1 o I of 188 non-resident freemen voted for 
the three victorious Corporation candidates, but this ratio 
mirrors almost exactly the proportionate choices of the 
resident voters. In 1 793, the outvoters actually cast a 
somewhat smaller percentage (37 per cent) of their votes for 
the Corporation candidates than the residents (42 per cent), 
thus materially assisting the great Opposition victory that 
year. 

Reversing perspectives, the electorates involved in Maid-
stone's Common Council contests were not normally single-
clcctions. These figurcs havc bccn adjustcd for likcly mortality using thc formula P2 
= IRP1 - 1/2 (I2R2P1 - IR2P1) whcrc P2 is thc numbcr of clcctors alivc at time 2, 
P, is thc numbcr alivc at time,, I is thc intcrval bctwccn clcctions cxprcsscd in ycars, 
and R is thc mortality rate. In thc abscncc of complctcly accuratc mortality ratcs for 
this pcriod, an cstimatc of29.9/1000 has bccn cmploycd to rcprcscnt thc normal adult 
male urban rate. Sec Phillips, Electoral Behavior, go n. 2 1 for a fullcr discussion. 
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election voters. Using colonial America as his model, Clark 
has argued that the franchise was more widespread than the 
desire to use it. The behaviour of voters in Maidstone belies 
that argument. Not only were they turning out in great 
numbers, they turned out so consistently that experienced 
voters constituted a majority, usually an overwhelming 
majority, of the electorate at every Common Council election. 
Nearly 61 per cent (unadjusted for mortality) of the voters in 
1768 had voted in 1764. Almost 80 per cent ( 78. 1 per cent) of 
those voting in 1788 had voted at the 1784 parliamentary 
contest. Fully 91 per cent of the voters at the 1793 election had 
voted in the Common Council elections 5 years earlier, and 87 
per cent of the relatively small number turning out in 1791 
had voted in the parliamentary election a year earlier. In 
short, rather than 'a system with a similar formal structure to 
our own, but proceeding on very different assumptions and 
within a very different web of conventions', we see in 
Maidstone a system remarkably similar to that of a much later 
period both structurally and behaviourally. 22 

LOCAL PARTISAN VOTING-SLATES VS. DIVERSITY 

Notably strong partisan behaviour marked Maidstone's 
municipal elections from the very beginning of George III's 
reign. Partisan behaviour actually began far earlier and 
dominated local elections to a far greater extent than was ever 
the case in Maidstone's parliamentary elections. The struc-
tural complexity of local elections should have posed a severe 
stumbling-block to partisan behaviour. Nossiter has claimed 
that the double vote hindered the development of partisan 
behaviour in the nineteenth century, and it has been shown to 
have been a significant obstacle at parliamentary elections of 
the eighteenth.23 Later eighteenth-century elections in Maid-
stone, for instance, invariably involved three men contesting 
two seats. While the early elections of George III's reign are 
not easily translatable into national party terminology, 

22 Clark, English Sociery, 17. 
2:l T. J. Nossitcr, 'Elcctions and Political bchaviour in County Durham and 

Ncwcastlc, 1832-74', Ph.D. thcsis (Oxford, 1968), 165. Also T.J. Nossitcr, lnjluence, 
Opinion, and Political Idioms in Rifonned England (Brighton, 1975). 
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Ministerialist and Opposition candidates are fairly obvious in 
Maidstone by 1 774, along with a couple of men determined to 
remain absolutely neutral. Ordinarily, the Ministerialists 
offered two candidates against a solitary Opposition candid-
ate. At the elections of the 1780s and 1 790s, therefore, six 
alternatives faced each voter: a double vote in one of three 
patterns or a plump for one of the three candidates. 
Opposition voters had to discard one of their votes ( to plump) 
in order to cast a partisan ballot, and many refused to do so. 
At parliamentary elections in other constituencies where four 
candidates stood for two seats, ten possible voting patterns 
presented themselves, but in a contest involving two candid-
ates for each party, voters who wished to support either side 
could do so with their entire allotment of votes. The powerful 
impact of balanced sets of candidates is evident in eighteenth-
century parliamentary elections. The proportion of split 
voting in Norwich, for example, dropped from 20-25 per cent 
at three-man parliamentary contests in the 1 790s to a mere 3 
per cent at a four-man contest in 1802. This drop reflected not 
an increase in the partisanship of the electorate, but the ability 
of voters to cast strictly partisan votes without penalty (the 
loss of a vote). 

Both of these parliamentary scenarios pale in comparison to 
Common Council elections where the number of Common 
Council seats to be decided at the elections in question ranged 
between one ( I 795) and nine ( I 786). Most elections involved 
many candidates and several seats, and the potential obstacle 
to partisanship at Common Council elections should have 
been virtually insurmountable, since the potential for voting 
deviation created by the quintuple, septuple, or even on 
occasion nonuple vote fell onto a different scale altogether. In 
I 786, for example, the eighteen candidates presenting them-
selves to electors possessing nine votes generated no fewer 
than 48,619 permutations for each voter who cast a full nine 
votes among the eighteen candidates. 24 But since each voter 

24 For a contcst in which cach clcctor took füll advantagc of his franchisc, thc 
numbcr of pcrmutations is: P (n, r)j n!/(n - r)! · r! whcrc n is thc numbcr of candidatcs 
and r is thc numbcr ofvacant scats. To continuc using thc four-man, two-scat contcst, 
this formula yiclds six pcrmutations, but sincc cach votcr also could choosc to plump 
for onc of thc four, tcn possibilitics prcscntcd thcmsclvcs. 
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was under no obligation to use all nine of his votes at that 
election, the actual number of choices facing every elector far 
exceeded 50,000. One would hardly expect to find strictly 
partisan behaviour at elections providing so many ways of 
casting a non-partisan ballot. Yet this superabundance of 
choices facing the voters at most Common Council elections 
failed to result in ]arge numbers of non-party votes. 

In practice, the great potential obstacle to partisan develop-
ment posed by multiple votes was completely overcome by the 
response of Maidstone's electorate to the structure of the 
Council elections. Maidstone's Common Council elections 
generally benefited from the powerful structural advantage so 
notably lacking in parliamentary struggles. With very few 
exceptions, the candidates for Council seats were presented to 
the electors in slates whose numbers exactly matched the 
number of available Common Council seats. Maidstone's 
voters responded accordingly by voting for slates instead of 
individual candidates (see Table 3). At least two-thirds ofthe 
voters cast absolute 'slate' votes after the 1774 election, to 
which this test cannot be applied since it mirrored the normal 
structure of Maidstone's parliamentary contests; three men 
stood for two vacancies in 1774. Two-thirds of the voters 
filling nine seats in 1 786 voted for all nine candidates on one 
slate or the other, and more than 80 per cent voted for one 

TABLE 3. Slate Voting at Maidstone Common Council Elections (%) 

Y ear of Election Number of Seats Open % Absolute Slate % Slate - 1 

1764 5 35 
1768 7 46 
1774 2 NAa 
1786 9 65 
1788 3 84 
1791 7 93 
1793 6 81 
1795 NAC 
1801 4 83 

NAa Not applicablc: 3 candidatcs contcsting 2 scats. 
NAb Not applicablc: onc dcviation not calculatcd for 3-scat clcction. 
NAc Not applicablc: only 2 candidatcs. 

84 
75 
NA 
81 
NAb 
95 
91 
NA 
95 
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three-man slate or the other in r 788. In other words, after the 
elections of the r 760s, at least two-thirds of the electorate 
chose only two of the hundreds, often thousands, of possibilities 
open to them. 

These figures compare extremely favourably with those 
reported by Speck for London in 17 10 and 1722 elections 
involving slates of candidates. Actually, it is difficult to 
imagine figures with which those in Table 3 would not 
compare favourably. Despite the fact that all six of the men 
involved were 'reputed to be of one party', Speck concluded 
on the basis of less compelling evidence that 'the voters 
recognized the two trios as representing different political 
interests', that is, Country Whigs and Country Tories. 25 The 
definitions of the Maidstone parties even in 1774 were far less 
nebulous, and beginning with the 1774 election rather easily 
identifiable national political differences separated the two 
groups. While only occasionally achieving the level of 
complete polarization apparent in the electorate in the Reform 
era, the figures in Table 3 also compare favourably with the 
behaviour of the Maidstone electorate at the municipal 
elections of the nineteenth century, both before and after the 
passage of the Great Reform Act and the Municipal Corpora-
tions Act. 26 

Fully 93 per cent of those participating at the 179 1 election 
voted a strict slate even in the face of fourteen candidates 
vying for seven open seats. Greater partisanship is difficult to 
imagine, though it actually can be found among the members 
of the Corporation. In addition to the pollbooks for Common 
Council elections, the polls for electing jurats also have 
survived. To use only one example from many available, the 
election of three jurats in r 793 elicited strictly slate votes from 
all the jurats voting. 27 The election, held the same day as that 

2'' W. A. Speck and W. A. Gray, 'Londoners at the Polis under Anne and George 
I', Guildhall Studies in London History, 1 (1975), 258. 

26 Reprcsentative figures for Maidstone Council clections of the early 19th ccnt. 
arc: 181 7-g2. 7% slate; 1828--:-94. 7°/o slatc; 1835-95. 1 % slate. Figurcs calculatcd 
from manuscript pollbooks, KRO Md/ AEb2/25-30. 

27 Pollbooks for the annual mayoral sclcction have survivcd in a virtually 
unbroken run and reinforcc this image of rigid partisanship on the part of the 
membcrs of the Corporation, KRO, MD/AEb1, 'A Poil for Thrcc Jurats, 12 Aug. 
1 793', 
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to fill six Common Council seats, was to replace John 
Brenchley, George Bishop, and T. B. Harnmond, all deceased. 
As might be expected given the partisan feeling evident 
among the commonality, each of the 44 members of the 
Corporation cast a slate ballot, and the three Corporation. 
candidates won easily by a vote of 28 to I 6. Despite the loss of 
seats now and again, the Corporation party maintained a 
majority of the Common Council seats which led in turn to a 
consistent majority of the jurats. Each of these men (with the 
solitary exception of Charles Meares) also cast a strictly 
partisan vote at the Common Council election later that day. 
The lone deviant, Meares, a Corporation supporter in the 
election of jurats, split his Common Council votes exactly. 

These impressive totals appear to differentiate voting 
behaviour later in the period from that of the I 760s since only 
35 per cen t and 46 per cent respectively of those voting in I 764 
and I 768 chose to support a single slate. The difference, 
however, was much more apparent than real. In I 764, for 
example, single, politically defensible deviations accounted for 
the overwhelming preponderance of those voters not casting 
'slate' votes. One hundred and nineteen ofthose voting for the 
Opposition party found one of the 'Opposition' candidates 
(John Hawker) objectionable and simply refused to vote for 
him, casting only four of their five votes; only 4 7 voters 
supported the full Opposition 'slate'. Seventy-five others chose 
to reject Hawker and cast one of their votes for a Corporation 
candidate. These 75 minor 'splitters' could have chosen any of 
five men to receive their last vote, yet fully three-quarters of 
them chose William Goar, demonstrating by the uniformity of 
their splitting the partisan considerations that underlay their 
conjoint deviation. 

This voting pattern resulted in the Opposition winning four 
seats handily; the other seat went to Goar in place of Hawker. 
Hawker's behaviour at subsequent elections indicates that the 
objections to his candidacy were well founded. While the bulk 
of the Opposition party voted for Arthur Annesley at the I 768 
general election, Hawker voted for Robert Gregory. Hawker 
voted against his supposed party again in I 774, casting his 
ballot for Heneage Finch, the candidate supported by the 
Corporation party. Hawker's behaviour at the Council 
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election four years later also corresponds nicely to the 
reluctance of the Oppositionists to support his candidacy. 
During this hotly contested election at which the Corporation 
party won all seven seats, Hawker did not help the cause by 
casting a perfectly split vote. 

The 1768 Council election presents a slightly more com-
plicated puzzle because an extra candidate confused the 
election. lnstead of the competing slates delineated clearly in 
the pollbook by a drawn double line separating the columns, 
this election pitted two slates of seven as usual, but also 
included William Wall set off by himself between the two 
slates by two sets ofdouble lines. Wall's behavior marked him 
as an independent. He sided with the Corporation at the 1761 
general election, with the Opposition at the 1768 general 
election, and with the Corporation again at the elections of 
1774 and 1780. He managed to side with neither party in 1784 
by casting a plumper for the 'independent' candidate, William 
Geary. His non-partisan candidacy attracted a number of 
Corporation voters who almost invariably chose to vote for 
Wall instead of Richard Rawlings, another questionable 
candidate whose votes in 1 764 reveal a turncoat. Four of 
Rawlings's five votes that year went to Opposition candidates. 
Since the 1 764 election cost the Corporation four seats on the 
Council, Rawlings's appearance on the Corporation slate is in 
itself surprising. The reluctance of the Corporation party's 
adherents to vote for him is not. 

Taking these single deviations into consideration, 'slate' 
voting at the 1764 and 1768 elections corresponded closely to 
the elevated levels of the later period, many of which are also 
noticeably higher (as shown in Table 3) if a single deviation is 
taken into consideration in the calculation. The numbers 
presented in Table 3 are so uniform and so high that they 
threaten to elicit William McNeill's objection that some 
things are 'too tidy to be believed by anyone but a political 
scientist'. Admittedly, these figures look a bit too tidy, but 
some reassurance can be derived from the fact that the 1 764 
and 1768 contests must be interpreted carefully in light of 
local circumstances before they can be understood not to 
disturb such a troublingly clear pattern. U nmistakable 
partisanship dominated Maidstone's local elections from the 



Municipal Politics in Maidstone 201 

very beginning of the reign of George III. lt preceded clear-
cut partisanship at parliamentary elections by at least a 
decade and it proved far stronger than partisanship at 
parliamentary elections throughout the period. 

In fact, this strikingly polarized behaviour seems to have 
preceded the accession of George III. The only surviving 
evidence of the earlier period is provided by a municipal 
pollbook of 1747.28 Maidstone's new Charter pleased very few 
people, but it was brought into town in 1747 with all its faults 
and provided the basis for the first election since the heated 
and expensive disputes over it had begun. Seven Common 
Council seats had fallen vacant, and two slates, each clearly 
delineated on the manuscript pollbook, were proposed to fill 
them. U nlike later municipal elections, the 174 7 slates were 
not evenly matched. Only four 'Opposition' candidates stood 
against the füll seven 'Corporation' candidates. Despite these 
lopsided slates, virtually the entire electorate recognized and 
responded to the party division; only 15 men (6 per cent) of 
more than 250 split their votes in any fashion whatsover. 
Those supporting the 'Opposition' candidates willingly dis-
carded three votes, something the participants at parliament-
ary elections were particularly loath to do, even in the highly 
politically charged atmosphere of Maidstone later in the 
century. 

This partisan behaviour had predictable consequences; 
slate voting led to sweeping party victories. Neither party 
managed to sustain an overwhelming advantage, but one 
party or the other usually came close to sweeping the field. 
The election of 1764 that netted the Corporation a loss of four 
of the five open seats was followed by a great Corporation 
victory, all seven seats, in 1768. The 1774 election split the 
two seats between the parties, but in 1 786 the 'sweep' pattern 
returned. To the great consternation of the Corporation, the 
Opposition seized eight of the nine seats, only to lose all three 
two years later. The Corporation maintained their advantage 

28 Following a great deal ofbickering and several quo warranto procecdings between 
1 738 and 1 742, Maidstone formally applied for a new charter in 1 743. The resulting 
Charter of 21 George IT made neither sidc happy. The controlling party secms to 
have dcsired cven then to climinate the widc franchise, KRO, MD/ AEb2/ 1. Parties 
includcd supporters of Aylcsford, but thc Opposition party seems to have ignored thc 
local patron. 
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by winning all seven seats in 179 I, but lost the initiative along 
with all six seats filled in 1793. Only one seat was filled in 
1 795, by a Corporation candidate, and the Corporation 
continued its recovery, winning three of the four seats 
contested in 1801. 

Corporation/Opposition fortunes corresponded roughly to 
the ebb and flow of Government/Opposition struggles at 
general elections. As long as Clement Taylor stood for 
Parliament as a Whig candidate, the Opposition stood an 
equally good chance of winning a seat in Parliament and on 
the Common Council. With Taylor's withdrawal from the 
political fray in 1 796, however, Maidstone's Radicals and 
Whigs were left temporarily without a viable candidate at 
parliamentary elections, and their local fortunes declined as 
well. Nevertheless, the capture of one Council seat by the 
Opposition in 1801 and the recovery of their parliamentary 
seat in 1802 evinced their continuing political potency. 

Examining the nineteenth century, John Vincent has 
argued that instcad of the 'alleged torpor' of England's small 
boroughs, 'more was going on in Woodstock, in Calne, in 
Richmond, even in Midhurst, as the century progresses, than 
simply registering deference. Each of these places was, or was 
becoming, a miniature political system, responding to the 
national political tides and a place did not have to be at all 
large before it could be split into warring camps ... ' 29 Politics 
in Maidstone suggest that a somewhat similar statement 
would not be entirely inappropriate for the eighteenth 
century. Certainly the list of towns would not be nearly as 
long for the century prior to reform, but Leicester, Norwich, 
Colchester, and quite a few others could be added to the list of 
places outside London in which fairly sophisticated political 
systems existed or were in the process of being formed. 30 How 

29 John Vinccnt and M. Stcnton (cds.), McCalmont'.r Parliamentary Poil Book 
(Brighton, 1971 ), pp. xi-xii. 

:m Norwieh is onc of the fcw placcs pcrmitting a dircet eomparison. A surviving 
printed pollbook for thc aldcrmanic clcetion of 1781 rcvcals a similarly partisan split in 
loeal clcctions in Norwich: Proceedin,l!,S and the Contested Electionfor a Citii:,en to Serve the 
Office of Sheriff of Norwich (Norwieh 1781). Also sec C. B. Jcwson, Jacobin Ciry 
(Glasgow, 1975); J. Bohstcdt, Riots and Communiry Politic.r in England and Wales, 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1983); R. W. Grcavcs, The Corporation of Leicester, (Lciccstcr, 
1970); M. E. Spcight, 'Politics in thc Borough ofColchcstcr', Ph.D. thcsis (London, 
1969). 
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much of a 'transformation' this process entailed is a difficult 
question with a great variety of answers, but by the latter half 
of the eighteenth century, if not before, a good many of 
England's inhabitants resided in places to which the term 
ancien régime is simply inapplicable. 
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In this brief and therefore unavoidably rather simplified 
discussion of associations and politics in Germany, we must 
begin by making a general observation. In most parts of 
Germany-that is, in the monarchical absolutist principal-
ities-'politics' in the sense of activity openly directed towards 
influencing or participating in the running of the state was 
possible only by indirect means during the eighteenth century. 
We must therefore take the term 'politics' in a wider sense to 
mean political awareness and social effectiveness in the public 
sphere, in our particular case, the act of coming together in an 
association. 1 

Politics in the narrow sense was not the main interest of the 
many associations that were set up in the eighteenth century; 
rather, scientific and scholarly, literary and economic issues 
dominated. As far as I know, only the short-lived Société des 
Citoyens, founded by Swiss citizens in 1 762, had an explicitly 
political programme. lt was devoted expressly and exclusively 
to questions relating to the 'Wissenschaft der Gesetze' 
(science of the law).2 The members of this political academy 
included one of the leading philosophers of the German 
Enlightenment, Moses Mendelssohn from Berlin. In this 
Translatcd by Angela Davics. 

1 For morc rcccnt rcscarch on associations sec: U. Im Hof, Das gesellige Jahrhundert: 
Gesellschaft und Gesellschaften im Zeitalter der Aufklärung (Munich, 1982); 0. Dann (cd.), 
Lesegesellschaften und bürgerliche Emanzipation: Ein europäischer Vergleich (Munich, 1981 ); 
R. van Dülmen, Die Gesellschaft der Aufklärer: Zur bürgerlichen Emanzipation und 
aufklärerischen Kultur in Deutschland (Frankfurt-on-Main, 1986). 

2 U. Im Hof and F. de Capitani, Die Helvetische Gesellschaft, Spätaefklärung und 
Vorrevolution in der Schweiz (Frauenfeld, 1983), i. 34-8. 
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forum, he commented on the general character of political 
discourse in contemporary Germany: 

Philosophy is at home in Germany; foreigners are gradually 
beginning to understand this. Nor do we Jack systems of political 
science that are built on philosophical foundations. I t is just that our 
political philosophy still retains an element oftimidity, which it will 
naturally only lay aside in a free state. I ts true fatherland is there 
where it does not have to shrink from openly opposing arbitrary 
violence and hypocrisy. Under a restrictive government, however, 
Minerva herself often has to press her helmet down over her eyes so 
that her penetrating gaze does not see further than it is permitted to. 
Perhaps this is why political writing in Germany and France is more 
concerned with the external perfection of human society than with 
its internal perfection. The former is the only subject on which the 
citizen is allowed to be wise; he therefore devotes himself fully to it, 
and leaves the investigation of the latter to free republicans.3 

For Mendelssohn, Switzerland was the 'free state' par 
excellence.4 To be sure, its political journalism stimulated 
similar reflections in the German states. Those were the years 
in which republican models such as that developed by 
Rousseau, for example, were the subject of general debate. 
The German Enlightenment gradually became interested in 
these issues. And indeed, why should a solution to these 
questions not have been brought closer by the activities of 
associations? 

One of the issues discussed by the German Enlightenment 
was how the Holy Roman Empire was to be renewed by 
means of the Association movement. In his treatise Von dem 
deutschen Nationalgeist ( 1 765), Friedrich Carl von Moser, a 
champion of the idea of the Reich, discussed the particularly 
vexed question of the Reich's disunity and how it could be 
overcome by German patriots working more closely together. 

" M. Mendelssohn, 'Briefe die neueste Literatur betreffend' (letter no. 138, 1761), 
in: id., Gesammelte Schrifien, iv: 2 (Leipzig, 1844), 214. 

4 Ibid., 'We must ~dmit, in all fairness, that several Swiss writers were among the 
first Germans to begin looking at peoplc in the context of a wider political society 
from a truly philosophical viewpoint.' Mendelssohn was thinking here of Isaak Iselin 
and Johann Georg Zimmermann. Johann Georg Sulzer and Georg Ludwig Schmid 
von Auenstein, as weil asjean-Jacques Burlamaqui, Emer de Vatel, and, of course, 
Jean Jacques Rousseau might also have been considcred, although they wrote in 
French. 
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He believed that founding a German national association 
would offer a great opportunity: 
Of course, such an association cannot be set up in the same way that 
a Creysconvent (regional assembly) or an Academy for the arts and 
sciences would be called together. The German heart must come to it 
as the result ofa free, gentle, and spontaneous impulse; opportunities 
cannot be forced, or even sought, but only found and grasped; the hour 
of the patriots must have struck. 5 

In Moser's view, the Helvetische Gesellschaft founded in 
1761 in Bad Schinznach was a good example ofan association 
with a membership of private citizens and a non-official 
leadership that had successfully taken as its aim the unity of 
the fatherland. lt had started to work on overcoming the 
antagonism between the cantons and the confessions in 
Switzerland by means of political discourse. 6 Moser believed 
that this Swiss model could be of use in the German Reich as 
weil: 'Who knows whether a destiny as great as that of the 
Swiss Schinznach is in store for Carlsbad or Schlangenbad, 
Schwalbach or some other corner of German soil!' 7 

Needless to say, Moser's idea of a Schwalbach Germanic 
Association remained a utopian dream. But he was not the 
only person to suggest that Germany could be unified by 
means of a supra-regional organization. For example, in 1786 
the Hamburg pedagogue Joachim Heinrich Campe proposed 
that 'the German Reich's learned societies devoted to economic 
improvements should combine to increase their efficiency'. 
This proposed national association was intended to 'enlighten 
and ennoble humanity, starting within the borders of the 
fatherland.' 8 At the same time, Karl Friedrich Bahrdt 
suggested setting up a Deutsche Union (1786-90).9 This was 
to be a radical enlightened umbrella organization which 
would correspond with all German reading societies. Closer to 
Moser's idea was that launched by Herder in 1 788 for the first 
patriotic institute for the German spirit-a national academy 

5 F. C. von Moser, Von dem deutschen Nationalgeist (n.p., 1765), 86. 
6 Sec Im Hof and de Capitani, Die Helvetische Gesellschaft. 
7 Moser, Von dem deutschen Nationa(tteist, 87. 
8 Sec in particular van Dülmen, Gesellschaft der Aufklärer, 77-g. Campc's idca was 

cchocd in 1794 by Rudolf Zacharias Becker. 
" Sec G. Mühlpfort, 'Radikale Aufldärung und nationale Leseorganisation: Die 

Deutsche Union von Karl Friedrich Bahrdt', in Dann (cd.), Lesegesellschaften. 
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as a meeting-point covering several provinces for the cultiva-
tion of intellect and morals in theory and practice. Here the 
echoes of Campe's idea of something cosmopolitan are no 
longer heard. lnstead, a specifically 'national' element is 
already apparent: 'Everything that lives in Germany can and 
should work and think for Germany.' 10 

This remained a plan, a utopia, like Moser's suggestion. 
Political activities had to be approached by a different path. 
Here the local or regional association seemed an obvious 
choice. Perhaps something could be achieved within its 
modest framework. But it should be made quite clear that an 
association devoted to purely political problems was an 
impossibility in eighteenth-century Germany. All the same, 
under certain circumstances an association could offer training 
in political work and behaviour. This was less possible in the 
academies than in associations devoted to promoting the 
common good (gemeinnützig-oekonomische Gesellschaften) and in 
reading societies. 11 There can be no doubt that they had 
important political and democratic functions. 12 The close 
contact between the members of reading circles called for the 
precise regulation of social life, creating a 'political relation-
ship', as an announcement by the Lesegellschaft in Koblenz in 
1 783 called it. The statutes of the various societies differed 
only in inessential points. The fundamental idea behind them 
all was that members had equal rights and that everyone 
could participate in making decisions on the society's con-
cerns, according to a democratic or republican principle that 
did not yet exist in political reality. This was valued very 
highly. An episode from the history of the Lesegesellschaft 
in Aschaffenburg is informative in this respect. Members 
strongly rejected the idea of calling the society's elected 
representatives Kommissäre ( commissioners), suggesting instead 

"' On Hcrdcr sec 0. Dann, 'Hcrdcr und die deutsche Bewegung', in G. Sander 
(cd.),johann Gottfried Herder (Hamburg, 1987), 313-44. In this contcxt it should also 
bc mcntioncd that Europc-widc attcmpts wcrc madc to co-ordinatc acadcmic co-
opcration across national bordcrs. Sec J. Voss, 'Die Socictc Patriotiquc de Hcssc-
Hombourg (1775-1782)', in R. Vierhaus (cd.), Deutsche patriotische und gemeinnützige 
Gesellschaften (Wolfcnbüttlcr Forschungen, 9; Munich, 1980), 195-221. 

11 Im Hof, Geselliges Jahrhundert, 2 16 f. 
12 Thc following rcmarks arc bascd on M. Prüscncr, 'Lcscgcscllschaftcn im 18. 

Jahrhundert: Ein Beitrag zur Lesegeschichte', Archivfar Geschichte des Buchwesens, xiii: 
1-2 (Frankfurt-on-Main, 1972), 405--6. 
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that, 'at most, they should be called Direktoren (directors) or 
Vorsteher (chairmen)', 'because certain commissioners would 
be appointed solely by the higher authorities when they 
wanted to bring such institutions, which should be filled only 
by the spirit of a republican constitution, under their own 
control'. 

What has been said here about the democratic, republican 
spirit ofthe reading societies applies equally to the gemeinnützig-
oekonomische Gesellschaften. Their offices, committees, commis-
sions, general assemblies, Statutes, and minutes-all members 
participating in decision-making according to the principle of 
majority rule-provide a faithful model of a republican 
administrative system. This was something new in monarch-
ical Germany. New, too, was the well-known fact that these 
associations broke down social barriers. They had noble as 
well as non-noble members: officials, officers, magistrates, and 
landowners mixed with merchants, clergy, and scholars. 

Germari associations did not develop in isolation; they were 
influenced by similar institutions in western Europe. Britain 
early provided a model for associations devoted to economic 
improvement and promoting the common good. 13 lt may be 
instructive, therefore, to look at the situation in Britain. The 
first known association of this type, the Society of Improvers 
in the Knowledge of Agriculture, was founded in Edinburgh 
in I 723. This was followed by the Dublin Society for 
lmproving Husbandry, Manufactures, and other Useful Arts, 
established in 1731. 14 I ts general character and its inte.rest in 
promoting the common good in the widest sense, from 
agriculture to industry, technology to society, made it a model 
for the whole Association movement, which was political in 
the sense of having 'so pure a love of the public interest'. The 
Dublin society was followed by the Society for the Encour-
agement of Arts, Manufactures and Commcrce, founded in 

" 1 H. Utz, '"Eine aufgeklärte und für die Vorthcilc des Landbaues bemühte 
Nation": Zu den Beziehungen zwischen den "Ockonomischcn Gesellschaften" von 
Dublin, London und Bern', Gesell.rchaft und Gesellschaften, Festschrift zum 6,5. Geburtstag 
von Ulrich im Hof (Bern, 1982), 244-70. 

14 Sccj. Mccnan and D. Clark (cds.), The Royal Dublin Sociely (Dublin, 1981); D. 
Hudson and K. W. Luckhurst, The Royal Society of Arts (London, 1966); R. E 
Schoficld, The /,unar Sociery of Birmin/:ham: A Social Hi<tory of Provincial Science and 
lndustry in Eighteenth-Century England (Oxford, 1963). 
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London in 1754. And as we know, more societies were set up 
later. One of the most prominent was the original Lunar 
Society of Birmingham. Dating from 1775, it promoted 
technological innovations and encouraged industry, being 
concerned with the infrastructure of a new city. lt, too, was 
political in the widest sense of the term. In the 1790s, that is, 
relatively late, the agrarian wave swept over the whole of 
England and Scotland and many regional societies were 
founded. The Society for the Encouragement of Agriculture 
set up in 1 777 in Bath was an early forerunner of this type of 
association. German developments must be seen against this 
background. 

In Germany the first societies devoted to economic im-
provement and promoting the common good were created 
after 1762. Apart from Dublin and London, the most 
important models were the Société d'agriculture, de commerce 
et des arts, établie par les Etats de Bretagne, founded in 1757 
in Rennes, and the Oekonomische Gesellschaft, established in 
Be'rne in 1759. The Patriotische Gesellschaft, set up in 1765 in 
Hamburg, was especially important in this context. 15 Within 
its Hanseatic setting, it enjoyed immediate success in ad-
dressing many social, economic, and technological questions 
relating to the city's infrastructure. In only the second year of 
the society's existence, the Senate conferred upon it the 
'approval and protection of the city fathers'. 1 t is true, 
however, that the society's later activities, which opposed the 
city's monopolistic thinking and mercantilist isolationism and 
supported the abolition of compulsory guild membership, 
aroused opposition in the city and especially in the surrounding 
princely territories. On the whole, the potential for innovation 
deriving from co-operation between the authorities and 
societies of this sort should not be overestimated, as Franklin 
Kopitzsch has shown: 
Many reforms and attempted reforms that stemmed from the state 
and from society as represented in associations set up to promote the 
common good were reactions to shortcomings and defects in the 
existing order which, how1:ver, was never called into question or 

"' F. Kopitzsch, 'Die Hamburgischc Gesellschaft zur Beförderung der Künste und 
nützlichen Gewerbe im Zeitalter der Aufklärung', in Vierhaus (cd.), Patriotische und 
gemeinnützi,i:e Gesell.rchaften, 7 1-1 18. 
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attacked as a whole. At most, individual citizens met in small circles 
and thought about new political forms and a more efficient 
administration going beyond the traditional constitution. 16 

This also applied to Lübeck, where a Gesellschaft zur 
Beförderung gemeinnütziger Tätigkeit (society to promote activities 
for the common good) was set up in 1 789. In republics such as 
Hamburg and Lübeck, political conditions were favourable 
for such developments from the start. We know of similar 
societies only in Nuremberg (1792) and-ifit can be included 
here-Strasbourg in Alsace (Société philanthropique, 1 776). 
But this takes us to the borders of the French and Swiss area, 
where the philanthropic movement was especially strong. The 
other large cities of the Reich had only literary associations, 
reading circles, or Freemasons' lodges. 

The many Landwirtschafts- und Ackerbaugesellschaften ( agricul-
tural societies) in the Reich-we know of more than twenty-
five by 1 789, of which about ten were in the Habsburg area-
were less politically relevant. This was largely a result of the 
circumstance that, especially in southern Germany and 
Austria, societies for agricultural and economic improvement 
were set up by the central government. 17 For them at least it 
has been established that from the start, their whole structure 
suffered from the fact that in the absence of a proto-bourgeois 
membership, the leadership of the societies had to be left to 
the local landed aristocracy. Thus no learning process took 
place, and those to whom economic reforms were addressed 
and those who carried them out were, to a large extent, 
necessarily one and the same. In this way the aristocratic 
landowners kept under their control resources that enabled 
them to counteract or even undermine what the central 
monarchy intended the associations to achieve ( the weakening 
of patrjotic, corporate regionalism, or even a change in the 
agrarian structure). Such sceptical assessments apply to the 
Catholic areas of the Reich in particular, where the reform 

16 F. Kopitzsch, 'Grundzüge und Probleme der lübcckischcn Geschichte im 18./ 
19. Jahrhundert', in A. Grassmann (cd.), Neue Forschungen zur Geschichte der Hansestadt 
Lübeck (Lübeck, 1985), 71. 

17 N. Schindler and W. Bonss, 'Praktische Aulklärung-Ockonomischc Sozietäten 
in Süddeutschland und Ocstcrrcich', in Vierhaus (cd.), Patriotische und gemeinnützige 
Gesellschaften, 2 55-353. 
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movement had a harder time than in the Protestant regions. 
There developments seem to have been more positive. The 
success of the Hanoverian Landwirtschaftsgesellschaft (agricul-
tural society) in Celle ( 1764) is one example. 

On the whole, however, associations in Germany were able 
to develop freely to begin with. In fact, they often had the 
support of enlightened ministries. Only the Freemasons were 
banned in certain Catholic states, but as a rule, these 
prohibitions were not maintained for long. Unfortunately, the 
banning of associations has not yet been systematically 
investigated. In the beginning, bans seem to have been 
relatively rare. The fate of the Gelehrte Gesellschaft in 
Ludwigsburg, residence of the Duke of Württemberg, how-
ever, is striking. In 1769, this society, halfreading society, half 
literary society, made a promising start with almost seventy 
members. But within a year, Duke Karl Eugen refused to 
grant it official recognition, which amounted to a ban. 18 

The case of Ludwigsburg seems to have been an isolated 
one. But in general, it is true to say that real political 
discussion was not always easy in Germany. Many Germans 
therefore sought it out abroad, if they could not find it in 
Frederick II's Berlin. Among others, there was the German-
language Helvetische Gesellschaft in republican Switzerland. 
lt counted a dozen people of German origin among its 
members, including Prince Ludwig of Württemberg, the 
hereditary prince Ludwig ofHesse-Darmstadt, Franz Michael 
Leuchsenring, a man of letters, Johann Georg Schlosser, the 
political and legal writer, and Gottlieb Konrad Pfetfel, 
pedagogue from Colmar in Alsace. Many Germans attended 
meetings of the Helvetische Gesellschaft as guests: ninety-six 
Germans from the Reich, twenty-one Alsatians, and ten from 
the Baltic states. 19 These German visitors wanted to experience 
republican life in Switzerland. Many enthusiastic reports have 
come down to us, mostly written in ignorance of the fact that 
Swiss freedom was only a relative thing. 

In Germany, the more or less explicitly political society was 

1" B. M. Milstcin, Eighteenth-Century Reading Societies (Bcrnc and Frankfurt-on-
Main, 1972), 1g-42. 

rn Thc mcctings wcrc also attcndcd by 19 Britons: Tm Hof and de Capitani, 
Helvetische Gesellschafl, 2. 34 f., and 5of. 



German Associations and Politics 

a late development. Perhaps it first appeared in the guise of 
youth organizations or leagues, for example, the Bund der 
Freundschaft that a group of young poets founded under holy 
oak trees near Göttingen. As the Göttinger Hainbund, it has 
gone down in history as part of the German Sturm und Drang. 
God, the fatherland, virtue, freedom, innocence, and true 
sentiment were all invoked in the name of friendship. Twenty 
years later the Gesellschaft der freien Männer assembled in 
Jena (1794-9) with the aim of being a league for 'all that is 
good and true'. The league was a form of more or less secret 
society popular among youthful enthusiasts. lt bore no 
relationship to practical matters, but had a certain political, 
ideological con ten t. 20 

Y outh leagues were also involved in the reform of the 
university students' associations by the students' Orden 
(orders), which were a phenomenon of the universities of 
central Germany in particular (for example,Jena). These élite 
'orders' tried to reform the morals of student life. During the 
eighteenth century, morals and politics were closely related. 
In addition, the call for freedom for students was a political 
demand. These 'orders' can be seen as forerunners of the 
highly poli tical Deutsche Burschenschaften ( Student fraterni ties). 21 

Germany's increasingly political climate is illustrated by 
the fate of the Illuminati (founded in 1776).22 This subtly 
organized secret society, based in Bavaria, aimed even more 
clearly than the Freemasons to work for enlightenment and 
morality. lt soon spread through the Catholic areas, and then 
swept through the Protestant territories of the German Reich. 
The Illuminati recruited their members-by the end number-
ing almost 700--from among officials, scholars, the clergy, 
and the aristocracy. This society had been in existence for less 
than ten years when its clerical opponents managed to have it 
banned. The prohibition, extending also to all Bavarian 
reading societies, was followed by general and relatively harsh 

20 Van Dülmen, Gesellschaft der Aujklärer, 90 f. 
21 W. Hardtwig, 'Studentenorden und Aufklärung: Landsmannschaften und 

Studentenorden in Deutschland im ·18. Jahrhundert', in Sociabiliti et sociiti bourgeoise en 
France, en Allemagne et an Suissse (1750-1850) (Travaux et Memoires de la Mission 
historiquc cn Allcmagnc, Editi~ns Recherche sur lcs Civilisations; Paris, 1986), 23g-
60. 22 Van Dülmen, Gesellschaft der Aujklärer, 100 f. Sec n. 23. 
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persecution in the whole of Germany. In this climate, even 
Joseph II feit it necessary to subject the Freemasons to state 
supervision, and the enlightened prince-bishops of Mainz and 
Cologne subsequently banned all societies which were thought 
to be infected by the ideas of the Illuminati. This campaign 
fits in with the generally reactionary mood of those years, 
which continued in the form of resistance to the spirit of the 
French Revolution. This was rejected not only by govern-
ments, but also by anti-Enlightenment organizations such as 
the Rosicrucians,23 ex-Jesuit secret societies, and, in Protestant 
areas, to a certain extent also by the Christentumsgesellschaft. 24 

Even before the escalation of events in France, conservative 
authorities drove the-still moderate-reformers into opposi-
tion. Thus they took refuge in secrecy, as did the Mittwochs-
gesellschaft in Berlin for example. From r 783 on, it dissemin-
ated enlightened ideas among its members in more or Iess 
political discussions, more carefully even than the Illuminati. 
The Mittwochsgesellschaft's discourse included topics that 
were politically and socially explosive. I ts discussions ranged 
from the freedom of the press to the constitution, from 
problems of the social order to the Iegitimacy of aristocratic 
privileges. Thanks to the high-ranking positions of its mem-
bers, the society's discussions retained a close link with 
political reality.25 

In other countries, 'modern' forms of political organization 
had already been perfected-that is, political organizations 
with a clearly deüned political programme and a mass 
following. This had happened early in Britain, where the 
Association movement had been working for the reform of 
Parliamen t since the late 1760s. 26 The 'patriotic parties' of the 
N etherlands were organized along similar Iines. Between 178 1

2:i M. W. Fischer, Die Aufklärung und ihr Gegenteil: Die Rolle der Geheimbünde in 
Wissenschaft und Politik (Berlin, 1982), 213 f.; M. Agethcn, Geheimbund und Utopie, 
Illuminaten, Freimaurer und deutsche Spätaufklärung (M unich, 1984); Mühlpfort, 'Radikale 
Aufklärung'. 

24 M. Brecht (ed.), Die Basler Christentumsgesellschaft, Pietismus und Neuzeit, vii 
(Göttingen, 1982). 

25 Van Dülmen, Gesellschaft der A,efklärer, 95--6. B. Nehrcn, 'Selbstdenken und 
gesunde Vernunft: Uebcr eine wicderaufgcfundene Quelle zur Berliner Mittwochs-
gesellschaft', Aufklärung 1 (1986), 87-102 (with extensive bibliography). 

26 E. C. Black, The Association: British extra-parliamentary political organisation 1765r 
1793 (Cambridge, Mass., 1963). 
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and 1 787 they pursued national bourgeois policies. Then 
members of the French societies began to switch their 
allegiance to the new revolutionary political clubs, eventually 
to be dominated by the J acobins. 

This example set a precedent for the whole of Europe. In 
Germany,27 the revolutionary clubs of the Rhineland, Mainz, 
Landau, and Cologne in particular, learnt from it. These were 
democratic mass organizations with between 200 and 300 
members. Although most of their members were intellectuals, 
clergy, and merchants, artisans and peasants were also 
admitted. Depending on the political situation, these clubs 
were allowed to develop freely, or were banned. 

Reading societies, too, were often banned if they were 
suspected of disseminating too much revolutionary material. 
In this context, the dispute about the founding of a reading 
society in Würzburg is informative. Fearing that it would 
become a state within a state and escape his control, the 
prince-bishop refused permission for a private society to be set 
up in 1795. He would tolerate only a learned society affiliated 
with the university. A defence of this reading society 
emphasized the fundamental principles of 'complete equality 
and the greatest freedom ... to disagree and even to resign'; 
at the same time, the moderate character of the proposed 
society was emphasized. There was nothing to be feared here, 
it was argued, because 

the reading· society is a purely private institution set up by its 
members among themselves and financed by voluntary subscription. 
lt does not want to appear as a body within the state, nor does it 
want to enjoy any privileges as such. Nor is it a learned society. Its 
only purpose is to give its members the benefit and enjoyment of 
reading the books, newspapers, and journals that it collects. The 
propagation of general enlightenment, while a distant hope and 
indirect consequence of its activities, could not be part of its 
programme as a definite, short-term goal ... and if anything 
untoward should creep in, then the antidote is already there. lt 
consists of sensible, friendly conversation with the Society's upright 
members.28 

27 Van Dülmen, Gesellschaft der Aufklärer, 112 f. 
28 Prüscncr, 'Lesegesellschaften', 533 f.; cf. Im Hof, Geselliges Jahrhundert, 209 f. 
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Here the ambivalent character of these societies is clearly 
visible. Political tendencies coexisted with apolitical ones. The 
problem continued to exist in Germany at least until the 1848 
revolution. 



9 

Enlightened Societies in the Metropolis 
The Case of Berlin 

HORST MÖLLER 

For Berlin, the eighteenth century was a period of remarkable 
prosperity and growth. Once a run-of-the-mill seat of govern-
ment and administration, it rase to become Germany's second 
city after Vienna and the capital of Prussia, itself established 
as Germany's second most important state by the end of the 
Seven Years War in 1763. Berlin's population grew from some 
113,000 in 1750 to 145,000 on the eve of the French 
Revolution. By that time, an impressive garrison had been 
built up, 33,000 strong if the families of the military personnel 
are included. A notable feature of the city was the presence of 
sizeable numbers of first and successive generation immig-
rants: in 1784, the French community numbered 5,168 
persons, the Jewish 3,373. 1 These two groups gave great 
impetus to both the cultural and economic development of 
Berlin.2 The nobility, privy councillors, and others in the 
service of the sovereign enjoyed special legal status as 
Eximierte, or 'exempts', falling outside the jurisdiction of the 
municipal magistracy and courts. 

Along with Halle, Königsberg, Breslau, and Frankfurt an 
der Oder, Berlin was one of the leading centres of Prussian 
Enlightenment.3 Unlike these places, however, it did not have 

Translatcd by Stuart McKinnon-Evans (Material Word). 
1 F. Nicolai, Beschreibung der königlichen Residenzstädte Berlin und Potsdam, aller daselbst 

befindlicher Merkwürdigkeiten, und der umliegenden Gegend (2 vols.; Berlin, 1786), i. 241 ff. 
Sec also W. Ribbc (cd.), Geschichte Berlins, i: Von der Frühgeschichte bis zur 
Industrialisierung (Munich, 1987), particularly thc contributions by F. Escher (343 ff.) 
and I. Micck (407 ff.). 

2 S. Jcrsch-Wcnzcl, Juden und 'Fra~osen' in der Wirtschaft des Raumes Berlin-
Brandenburg (Berlin, 1978). 

:t H. Möller, Aufklärung in Preiylen: Der Verleger, Publizist und Geschichtsschreiber 
Friedrich Nicolai (Berlin, 1974). 
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a university before 1810, with the result that the communica-
tion structure of Enlightenment in Berlin was less dominated 
than it was elsewhere by professional scholars. lt is no 
coincidence, for example, that in 1795 the Berlin Mittwochs-
gesellschaft, one of the associations we shall discuss in more 
detail below, debated whether universities should be reformed 
or abolished.4 

The special nature of Berlin's intellectual life derived above 
all from the influence of Frederick the Great. The Royal 
Academy of Sciences, which had been created in 1700, had 
suffered as a result of his father's indifference to the world of 
learning, and declined into insignificance. Soon after he came 
to the throne in 1740, however, Frederick reformed the 
Academy, and by appointing a number of significant figures 
built it up into a centre of research comparable with any in 
Europe.5 By virtue of its learned pursuits-which were fully in 
tune with the interests of most contemporary bodies of that 
kind-the Berlin Academy flourished right up until the 1760s. 
In most cases, academies in the capitals of Germany's states 
were established to satisfy the local ruler's need to demonstrate 
his power and magnificence; his personal involvement was 
rarely without problems for the men of letters. 6 In the case of 
Berlin the King's influence over appointments was so great 
that for a period French thinkers dominated the Academy, 
while Aufklärer such as Kant, Mendelssohn, and Geliert were 
ignored during (and in some cases, even after) Frederick's 
reign. lnevitably, Academy life was also affected when the 
enthusiasm and energy the King had once invested in cultural 
life began to wane in later years. 7 

Y et despite Frederick the Great's philosophical leanings, 
the Enlightenment in Berlin followed its own path; until 1786 
it developed largely independently of him and, indeed, in 

4 Sec A. Stölzcl, 'Die Berliner Mittwochsgesellschaft über Aufhebung oder Reform 
der Universitäten ( 1795)', Forschungen zur Brandenburgischen und Preußischen Geschichte, 2 
(1889), 201-22. 

5 Sec A. Harnack, Geschichte der Königlich Preußischen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu · 
Berlin (Berlin, 1900). 

6 Sec L. Hammcrmaycr, 'Akademiebewegung und Wissenschaftsorganisation 
während der zweiten Hälfte des 18. Jahrhunderts', in E. Amburgcr (cd.), 
Wissenschaflspolitik in Mittel- und Osteuropa (Berlin, 1976), 1-84. 

7 H. Möller, 'Friedrich der Große und der Geist seiner Zeit', Zeitschrifljür historische 
Forschung, Supplement no. 4 (1987), 55-74. 
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competition with his Academy. Berlin's Enlightenment societ-
ies remained largely distinct from the Academy until the 
King's death in 1786, when his former Minister, Count 
Hertzberg, reorganized the Academy, appointing a number of 
prominent Aufklärer. Friedrich Nicolai, for instance, became 
an Extraordinary Member of the Academy in 1 799 and an 
Ordinary Member in 1 804. Before 1 786, leading figures of the 
Berlin Enlightenment were rarely Members of the Academy; 
Sulzer had been one such exception. Two networks emerged 
within this enlightened milieu that had developed largely 
independently of the Academy. They remained generally 
separate from each other, although in part they drew upon the 
same membership.8 The first was a particular type of 
association whose members met to discuss and advance the 
Aufklärung: examples are the Mittwochsgesellschaft and the 
Montagsclub. The second was a set of prominent journals 
which nourished the Enlightenment, not only in Berlin and 
Prussia, but throughout Germariy-the Berlinische Monatsschrift, 
published by Biester and Gedike from 1 783, and the Allgemeine 
Deutsche Bibliothek, launched by Nicolai in 1765, were especially 
significant. The editors of those two journals all belonged to 
the two associations mentioned. (Below, we shall examine in 
more detail the connections between the Mittwochsgesellschaft 
and the Berlinische Monatsschrift.) 

In order to arrive at a richer picture of Enlightenment 
society in Berlin, it is necessary to examine the extent to which 
these two networks intersected with the Masonic lodges that 
existed at the time. For a number of individuals membership 
of all three has been established, or seems likely.9 But we must 

8 Sec P. C. Ludz (cd.), Geheime Gesellschaften (Heidelberg, 1979); H. Rcinaltcr 
(ed.), Freimaurer und Geheimbünde im 18. Jahrhundert in Mitteleuropa (Frankfurt-an-Main, 
1983); U. Im Hof, Das gesellige Jahrhundert: Gesellschaft und Gesellschaften im Zeitalter der 
Aufklärung (Munich, 1982); R. van Dülmen, Die Gesellschaft der Aufklärer: Zur 
bürgerlichen Emanzipation und aufklärerischen Kultur in Deutschland (Frankfurt-an-Main, 
1986); H. Möller, Vernunft und Kritik: Deutsche Aufklärung im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert 
(Frankfurt-an-Main, 1986), 213 ff.; M. Agcthcn, Geheimbund und Utopie (Munich, 
1984). 

9 Such an analysis of provincial acadcmics in Francc has bccn conductcd by D. 
Rochc, Le Siede des lumieres enprovince, 1680-1789 (2 vols.; Paris, 1978); sec also R. van 
Dülmen, Der Geheimbund der Illuminaten (Stuttgart, 1977); H. Graßl, Aufbruch ;:,ur 
Romantik: Bayerns Beitrag ;:,urdeutschen Geistesgeschichte 1765 bis 1785 (Munich, 1968); L. 
Hammcrmaycr, 'Illuminaten in Bayern', in H. Glaser (cd.), Wittelsbach und Bayern, iii: 
1: Krone und Verfassung: König Max /.Joseph und der neue Staat (Munich, 1980), 146-73. 
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bear in mind that the situation changed over time: some 
members appear to have left lodges because of the irrational 
systems of hierarchy within the lodges, others because secret 
societies in general feil into ill repute after the outlawing in 
Bavaria of the Order of Illuminati (Illuminatenorden), a secret 
Enlightenment society founded in 1 776. 10 

lt will be useful to remember, furthermore, that towards the 
end of the eighteenth century other forms of association 
emerged in the Prussian capital which, to a certain extent, 
competed with the Enlightenment societies. These were 
firstly, the Gold- und Rosenkreuzer, a secret society that 
under Frederick William II enjoyed considerable, albeit 
ephemeral, influence after 1786; and secondly, a number of 
Romantic salons, founded in the 1 790s. By 1800 they had 
largely superseded the Enlightenment associations. A brief 
description of these bodies will provide a helpful point of 
departure for a closer examination of Berlin's Enlightenment 
societies proper. 1 1 

1 

The Gold- und Rosenkreuzer 12 had essentially anti-Enlight-
enment leanings, but this society is relevant here not least 
because it evolved from a type of society that was characteristic 
of the Age of Enlightenment: the Freemasons' lodge. In the 
years between the crowning of Frederick the Great in 1740 
and the Wilhelmsbad convent in 1781, forty-three lodges were 
founded in Berlin, of which thirteen still existed in 1786. 13 

Berlin's Gold- und Rosenkreuzer can be counted among the 
politically most influential bodies in the late 1780s and early 
1790s. In the context of Germany as a whole, this society 
figured as the main counter-type to Adam Weishaupt's Order 
ofllluminati, an organization similar in structure but different 
in political and ideological bias. Ministers of State Wöllner 
and Bischoffwerder created the Gold- und Rosenkreuzer as an 
overtly political vehicle with which to gain power within the 

10 On thc dcmisc ofFrccmasonry systcms ofhicrarchy, sec L. Hammcrmaycr, Der 
Wilhelmsbader Freimaurer-Konvent von 1782 (Heidelberg, 1980). 

11 Möller, Aufklärung in Preußen, 233 ff. 
12 Sec H. Möller, 'Die Bruderschaft der Gold- und Rosenkreuzer', in Rcinaltcr 

(cd.), Geheimbünde, 19g-239. 
13 Nicolai, Beschreibung der königlichen Residen{.Städte, ii. 957-8. 
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Prussian monarchy. Frederick William II had joined the 
society on 8 August 1781 (in other words, before he came to 
the throne)-a notable analogy to the entry of Frederick, 
Crown Prince of Prussia, into the Freemasons in 1738. 

The creation of an artificial 'hierarchy of knowledge'; the 
policy of secrecy as a principle of rule; a self-definition that 
was unmistakably elitist and increasingly esoteric; an aggress-
ive ideology that intended to make a clear impact on culture 
and society; and a recruitment policy tailor-made to attract 
those who were wanted as members: all these were more than 
simply the expression of a crisis that periodically shook the 
Enlightenment from the early 1770s onwards (whose first 
expression was the Sturm und Drang); they also made it possible 
for the Gold- und Rosenkreuzer to exploit this crisis for their 
own purposes when circumstances proved politically favour-
able. 

The world of the salon was, of course, totally different from 
that of the Gold- und Rosenkreuzer. Against the background 
of social and cultural change inaugurated by the new literary 
and intellectual generation of the 1 790s, the salons represented 
a new type of social organization. lt was, however, by no 
means unique to Berlin. Salons had forerunners in France 
dating right back to the seventeenth century, and there were 
also famous examples in Vienna-salons run by Fanny 
Arnstein and Karoline Pichler, for example. Examining the 
period from 1780 to 1806, and concentrating particularly on 
the years after 1790, Deborah Hertz has identified fourteen 
Berlin salons which were regularly attended by approximately 
one hundred people. 14 They were characterized by the 
following general features: the salon was held in a woman's 
hause; it was held regularly, and formal invitations were not 
necessary; discussion ranged over literature, art, and ideas; 
the guests belonged to various social strata. 

The shape the salon took was highly flexible. Though it is 
therefore difficult to arrive at an exact definition, in formal 
terms the salon was very similar to the kind of 'open hause' 
run for a time by Berlin Enlightenment figures such as Nicolai 

14 D. Hertz, 'Intermarriagc in thc Berlin Salons', Central European History, 16 
( 1983), 303-346. 
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and Moses Mendelssohn. Although inspired by the courtly 
salon culture of France, this form of bourgeois social life was 
less concerned with ostentatious display, and attendance was 
much smaller. 

II 

By contrast with the salons, Enlightenment societies as well as 
Masonic lodges and the Gold- und Rosenkreuzer were strictly 
organized. Membership was limited, and secrecy could be 
prescribed. In the Mittwochsgesellschaft, for example, subjects 
for discussion were agreed upon beforehand and treated 
according to an established procedure. Philosophical and 
learned themes were included, but often the themes discussed 
were directly germane to Prussian politics, or to areas 
considered to be socially relevant. Any tendency to wax 
philosophical or to dwell upon abstract literary subjects had 
to give way to pertinent discussion of topics that might serve 
the common good. 

The social stratum from which Enlightenment societies 
drew their members was significantly different from that 
found in the salons. A generation gap also existed, as the 
example of the Mendelssohn family clearly illustrates. 15 

Moses Mendelssohn 16 was an Enlightenment man, but his 
daughter Dorothea Veit belonged to the Romantic salons. 
While the former was, as a Jew, an exception in the 
enlightened societies, the proverbially witty, educated, and 
beautiful Jewesses were welcome guests in salons. In some 
cases, for example, those of Rahel Varnhagen and Henriette 
Herz, they were famous hostesses. 17 

Members of the nobility were few and far between in 
Berlin's Enlightenment societies, whose members were drawn 

15 A rich sourcc from among carlicr litcraturc is S. Hcnscl, Die Familie Mendelssohn 
1729-184715 (2 vol.; Berlin, 1911). 

16 Sec csp. A. Altmann, Moses Mendelssohn: A Biographical Study (London, 1973). 
17 Thc best sourccs for thcir contribution to thc salon culturc arc Rahcl 

Varnhagcn, Gesammelte Werke, cd. K. Fcilchcnfcldt, U. Schwcikcrt, and R. E. Stcincr 
(IO vols.; Munich, 1983); Henriette Herz: Ihr Leben und ihre Zeit, cd. H. Landsberg 
(Weimar, 1913); Henriette Herz in Erinnerungen, Briefen und Zeugnissen, cd. R. Schmitz 
(Frankfurt-on-Main, 1984); H. Arcndt's biography, Rakel Varnhagen: The Life of a 
Jewish Woman (New York, 1974), is also informative. A morc dctailcd account of 
Romantic salons around 1800 appcars in my book Fürstenstaat oder Bürgernation: 
Deutschland 1763 bis 1815 (Berlin, 1989). 
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mainly from the educated middle dass; but salons and 
Masonic lodges and the order of the Gold- und Rosenkreuzer 
counted many nobles, some indeed from the high-ranking 
aristocracy, among their members. In this respect, all three 
types of social forum represented an extra-societal territory 
where social status, religion, nationality, and gender had but 
secondary significance. Without doubt, enlightened ideas 
about social hierarchies continued to carry some weight in the 
salons, for among the literary and artistic avant-garde who 
gathered there, education transcended corporative barriers 
defined by birth to become the new criterion of social 
differentiation, whose requirements could be satisfied by both 
warnen and Jews, groups not at all or at best only marginally 
represented in the Montagsclub and the Mittwochsgesellschaft. 

A variety of middle-class, Enlightenment societies existed. 
Three examples can serve to illustrate the specific forms they 
took in Berlin. The first, the Montagsclub, founded in 1749 by 
Pastor Schultheß, was the least politicized. lts membership 
was restricted to twenty-four, and comprised an élite of public 
servants and members of the educational establishment who 
subscribed to Enlightenment ideals. lt was a community of 
kindred spirits whose purpose was to nurture 'free and lively 
conversation'. Members were allowed to bring friends with 
them, so men ofletters from outside the Club were constantly 
present. lt provided a forum for debate and the exchange of 
information, but was not identified with particular political 
aspirations. This was reflected in the fact that most of its 
members also joined the Mittwochsgesellschaft, which was 
created at a later date, and which offered them the opportunity 
of political discourse the Montagsclub denied them. 

The Feßlersche Lesegesellschaft provides an example of a 
second, more open type of Enlightenment society, one that 
represents a transitional form between the Mittwochsgesell-
schaft and the salon. The Feßlersche 'reading society' held 
two kinds of event: formal ones, which focused on the reading 
and discussion ofworks ofphilosophy, aesthetics, history, and 
so forth; and informal ones, which followed a more impromptu 
pattern-evenings for the reading or performance of plays, 
poetry, or music. Gatherings took place on set days, but not at 
set times. Non-members were welcome, but applications for 
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membership had to be formally accepted by vote, with four 
votes against being sufficient to veto any application. 

The Mittwochsgesellschaft18 set its membership at a 
maximum of twenty-four. lt was not until long after the 
society was dissolved that its membership became known. Its 
members came exclusively from the intellectual and politically 
influential Prussian élite; apart from four aristocrats, their 
background was middle dass; and most were born between 
1 730 and 1 745. Most prominent among them were Struensee 
(Minister of State), Diterich and Teller (senior members of 
the Consistorial Council), the grammar school head Gedike 
and the Royal Librarian Biester ( the two editors of the 
Berlinische Monatsschrift), Christian Wilhelm von Dohm (diplo-
mat and champion of the emancipation of the Jews), Carl 
Gottlieb Svarez and Ernst Ferdinand Klein (chiefarchitects of 
the Allgemeines Landrecht für die Preußischen Staaten, the Prussian 
General Code of 1794), Johann Jakob Engel and Moses 
Mendelssohn (eminent philosophers), and Friedrich Nicolai 
(publisher and author). 

Like other Enlightenment societies, the Mittwochsgesell-
schaft debated learned and philosophical issues, but here they 
were frequently given a distinctly political flavour. Svarez's 
contributions, for example, grew out of the wider context of 
deliberations on the Prussian Legal Code. He broached the 
fundamental question of the role of legislation in an absolutist 
state. Debates were conducted according to a strict procedure. 
A lecture was circulated among the membership in a locked 
container; each member possessed a key and was thus able to 
mark comments on the paper in the container. The society felt 
that keeping its existence a secret was not enough to guarantee 
open discussion of controversial topics; extra precautions were 
also necessary. 

18 Sec Möller, Aufklärung in Preußen, 229-38. E. Hcllmuth, 'Aufklärung und 
Pressefreiheit: Zur Debatte der Berliner Mittwochsgesellschaft während der Jahre 
1783 und 1784', Zeitschriflfar historische Forschung, 9 (1982), 315-45. Sec G. Birtsch, 
'Die Berliner Mittwochsgesellschaft (1783-1798)', in H.-E. Bödckcr and U. 
Herrmann (cds.), Über den Prozeß der Aufklärung in Deutschland im rB. Jahrhundert 
(Göttingen, 1987), 94-112. A sclcction of texts with a highly uscful introduction is 
givcn in N. Hinskc, Was ist Aufklärung? (Darmstadt, 1973). For somc time now, H. 
Hümpcl has bccn prcparing a volumc on thc minutcs ofthc Berlin Mittwochsgesell-
schaft which arc locatcd in the Statc Library in East Berlin. lt is hopcd that thcsc 
important documcnts will soon bccomc widcly availablc. 
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What is particularly interesting about the Mittwochsgesell-
schaft is the paradox that though the notion of public 
discussion lay at the very heart of Enlightenment ideals, the 
society's members-most of them incumbents of senior offices 
of state-had to carry on their debates in secrecy. Only by 
avoiding the limelight could the group, via its individual 
members, hope to exercise any influence over politics in the 
absolute state. In this sense, it resembled the Gold- und 
Rosenkreuzer, though the goals of this society were diametric-
ally opposed to its own. Both societies anticipated later 
political organizations, but the secretive methods they used 
corresponded to those of the authoritarian governments of the 
day. The advocates of reform and of promoting the common 
weal in a constitution founded upon the principles of 
Enlightenment and natural law, in practice adopted a method 
of secrecy which they rejected in principle; yet had they not 
clone so, they would not have been able to influence the 
sovereign's decisions. 

The effectiveness of the Enlightenment élite presupposed 
their integration into the state. Their reformist endeavours 
would have foundered entirely had they been a movement of 
detached intellectuals opposed as a matter of principle to any 
collaboration with government. Learned and literary discus-
sion of issues by an increasingly politicized public would have 
enjoyed equally little success. 

We must bear a further point in mind. Secrecy was neither 
simply a reaction to absolutism, nor merely a passing fad; it 
was nothing short of a necessity in the decade of the Prussian 
Gold- und Rosenkreuzer, if Enlightenment figures were to 
maintain their influence and further the cause of state reform. 
lt is quite reasonable to conclude that the Mittwochsgesell-
schaft was created as a counterweight to the Gold- und 
Rosenkreuzer, whose coming political dominance was foresee-
able even before the change of government. 

III 

Let us now return to the way in which the two forums for 
discussion mentioned above-journals and Enlightenment 
societies-overlapped in terms of individuals and subject-
matter. In the case of the Mittwochsgesellschaft and the 
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Berlinische Monatsschrift a perhaps unique situation obtained, 
in which the journal became in effect the official organ of the 
secret society, publishing papers that had been delivered 
behind closed doors. The following !ist provides some 
examples of such papers, whose titles give an insight into the 
kinds of issues that concerned the Mittwochsgesellschaft: 
Johann Friedrich Zöllner, 'Ist es rathsam, das Ehebündnis 
nicht ferner durch die Religion zu sanciren?' (Would it 
henceforth be Expedient not to Sanction Marriage by 
Religion?); Moses Mendelssohn, 'U eher die Frage: was heißt 
aufklären?' (Concerning the Nature ofEnlightenment); Chris-
tian Gottlieb Selle, 'Versuch eines Beweises, daß es keine 
reine von der Erfahrung unabhängige Vernunftbegriffe gebe' 
(An Attempt to Prove that Concepts of Pure Reason cannot 
Exist without Experience); Carl Gottlieb Svarez, 'Inwiefern 
können und müssen Gesetze kurz sein' ('To what Extent can 
and must Laws be Succinct?'); Moses Mendelssohn, 'Soll man 
der einreißenden Schwärmerei durch Satyre oder durch 
äußerliche Verbindung entgegenarbeiten?' (Should the lnfec-
tious Habit of Zealotry be Countered with Satire or through 
External Con tacts). 19 

Even more importantly, the themes that were central to 
public debate corresponded to, or grew out of, the topics 
discussed by the Mittwochsgesellschaft. A clear example is the 
question as to the nature of Enlightenment, which was posed 
not only publicly in 1783 by Johann Friedrich Zöllner in the 
Berlinische Monatsschrift,20 but also in the Society by Karl 
Wilhelm Möhsen. On 1 7 December 1 783 he gave a short talk 
entitled 'A Proposal to Prompt Discussion of the Question: 
What is Enlightenment?' Afterwards, a circular passed among 
the members until February 1784 in which they reacted to 
Möhsen's remarks. In addition, Zöllner, Mendelssohn, and 
Selle gave lectures on the subject, while others in the Society 
offered detailed appraisals. Interna! discussion was mirrored 
in the public position adopted by Mendelssohn and Kant in 
the Berlinische Monatsschhrift. Thus it was on two levels-the 

19 These papers wcrc publishcd rcspectivcly in thc following issues ofthcjournal: 2 

(Sept. 1783) 508-17; 4 (Dcc. 1784) 481---g4; 4 (Dec. 1784) 565-75; 12 (Aug. 1788) gg---
112; 5 (Feb. 1785) 133-7. 

20 Zöllner's text can bc found in Berlinische Monatsschrift, 2 (1783), 516. 
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secret and the public-that the figures of the Berlin Enlighten-
ment consolidated their consciousness of the historical stance 
they had adopted. But these two levels were closely inter-
connected. 

This dualism was also manifested in internal and public 
debate over the most crucial piece of reform legislation that 
Prussian enlightened absolutism produced, the Allgemeines 
Landrecht für die Preußischen Staaten, or the Prussian General 
Code. Following the advice of his Chancellor, von Carmer, 
Frederick the Great decided to present sections of the draft 
law for public discussion, a step that was nothing short of 
revolutionary for an absolute ruler. 21 Though Carmer himself 
neither belonged to the Mittwochsgesellschaft nor wrote for 
the Berlinische Monatsschrift, his leading associates, Svarez and 
Klein, did. I t was characteristic that discussion was encour-
aged, not in the public sphere generally, but only among 
learned men. The approach is reminiscent of the treatment of 
prize questions in the Academy, and (if one is hold enough to 
transcend temporal barriers) of present-day enquiries by 
committees of experts. The sovereign's encouragement of 
public debate only in a carefully delineated stratum of society 
followed from the Kantian differentiation between the public 
and the private application of reason, the former being the 
prerogative of scholars.22 But, as Eckhart Hellmuth has 
shown in his subtle analysis,23 it is relevant too that members 
of the Mittwochsgesellschaft commonly restricted their demand 
for freedom of the press to specific corporate groups. I agree 
that the self-image of the enlightened strata was élitist,24 but 
would maintain that different conclusions can be drawn from 
this circumstance. 

If one were to examine the discourse of the Mittwochs-
gesellschaft about Enlightenment and the freedom ofthe press 
in the context of the ancien régime, then its primary concern 

21 Sec H. Möller, 'Wie aufgeklärt war Preußen?', in H.-J. Puhle and H.-U. Wchlcr 
(cds.), Preußen im Rückblick, Special Supplement to no. 6 of Geschichte und Gesellschaft 
(Göttingen, 1980), 195 ff. 

22 On this sec Hinskc's Introduction to Was ist Aufklärung?, pp. xvlvi ff. 
23 Sec abovc n. 18, and for a gcncral trcatmcnt of thc assumptions of natural law, 

E. Hcllmuth, Naturrechtsphilosophie und bürokratischer Werthorizont: Studien zur preußischen 
Geistes- und Sozialgeschichte des 18. Jahrhunderts (Göttingen, 1985), 217 ff. 

24 See Möller, Aufklärung in Preußen, 223 ff., 246 ff., 533 ff. 
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would seem to have been less a desire to restrict enlightened 
ideas to a particular sector of society than to disseminate them 
more widely throughout society. Above all, I would question 
whether the elitist character of Enlightenment ideals can 
really be termed 'corporate', because the social constitution 
and social and political ambitions of the Mittwochsgesellschaft, 
and indeed of other Enlightenment bodies, represented a de 
facto challenge to the traditional corporate structures of a 
feudal-type society. 

This educated dass, most members of which were Civil 
Servants, aspired tobe a 'universal dass' (as Hegel and others 
were to put it) and consequently had greater aflinity with the 
reformist-absolutist state than with the corporate, feudal 
order. Élitist Enlightenment goals went beyond both the 
feudal order and the absolute ruler's monopoly of power. We 
see this from the fact that it was impossible to defend the 
restriction of Enlightenment demands to specific strata in 
principle; instead;  restrictions of this kind were presented as 
temporary measures, for the Enlighteners intended to serve as 
the 'spokesmen for the rabble' 25 only until the masses were 
themselves enlightened and the Enlightenment was generally 
accepted. This kind of elitist self-image had its own inherent 
problematic and dialectic, which need not be discussed in 
detail here. More important in terms of its immediate impact 
was the fact that the act of entering the public sphere acquired 
an impetus of its own, which in the langer term could not be 
restricted. This is illustrated by the example mentioned 
above, the public discussion of the Prussian General Code, 
which we shall now examine in greater detail. 

Public discussion of the draft General Code had its 
counterpart in the Mittwochsgesellschaft which debated 
general problems of reform legislation as weil as freedom of 
the press and publishing law. The most striking examples are 
lectures given by Svarez, 26 such as 'Proposals on Censorship 
Laws' on 5 May 1784, 'On the lnfluence of Legislation on 

" Sec c.g. C. M. Wieland, 'Gespräche unter vier Augen ( 1798)', in Christoph 
Martin Wielandr Werke, ed. H. Düntzer (Berlin, n.d.), xxxiii. 416 ff; F. Nicolai, 
Beschreibung einer Reise durch Deutschland und die Schwei<- im Jahre 178 r: Nebst Bemerkungen 
über Gelehrsamkeil, lnduslrie, Rel(~ion und Sitten, ii (Berlin, 1796), Preface, p. xxii. 

26 C. G. Svarez, Vorträ,~e über Recht und Staat, ed. H. Conrad and G. Kleinheyer 
(Cologne and Opladen, 1960). 
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Enlightenment' on r April r 789, or 'On the Purpose of the 
State' on 19 January 1791. Svarez's talks, some of which he 
also gave before the Crown Prince, dealt not. only with the 
restriction of the individual sphere, but also-and most 
importantly-with its anchoring in fundamental law. This 
applies to his reasoning about the liberty of the press, as well 
as on other topics. Svarez's suggestions concerning the 
rational definition of regal power and its affinity with the 
purpose of the state, for example, point in this direction. 
Despite the various objections that have been made, I still 
regard the general character of these ideas as evidence of early 
cons ti tu tional thinking. 27 

This interpretation is supported by an essay published in 
r 785 in the Berlinische Monatsschrift as part of the wider public 
discussion of the General Code. (Further research needs to be 
conducted into the parallels between discussions in the 
journal andin the Mittwochsgesellschaft.) The piece, entitled 
'A New Path to Princely lmmortality' (Neuer Weg zur 
Unsterblichkeit der Fürsten), included the following comment: 

If a prince seeks to give his laws ... stability he must equip the state 
with a constitution that will prevent his successors from arbitrarily 
altering the laws he has passed. He must ensure that, thenceforth, 
no laws can be made except with the consent of the whole state; in 
short, he must transform the state into a republic in which the head 
of the sovereign family merely presides over proceedings. 28 

By making a public statement of this kind, Svarez could 
drive harne the point that if his advice were followed, 
Frederick the Great's unloved successor, Frederick William 
II, would be bound to the enlightened rule oflaw. In this way 
Frederick the Great would be able to ensure that his policies 
continued in force beyond his own lifetime. 

ls it merely a coincidence that the following passage 

27 Dissenting voices are to be found in G. Birtsch, 'Zum konstitutionellen 
Charakter des Preußischen Allgemeinen Landrechts von 1794', in K. Kluxen and 
W.J. Mommscn (cds.), Politi.<che Ideologien und Nationalstaatliche Ordnung: Studien zur 
Geschichte des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts: Festschrift far Theodor Schieder zu seinem 60. 
Geburt.rta,tt, (Munich and Vicnna, 1968), 97-115; Hcllmuth, Naturrechtsphilo.rophie, 
pa.rsim. Sec also H. Möller, 'Wie aufgeklärt war Preußen?', 193-4, 198 ff. 

28 Berlinische Monatsschrift, 5 ( 1 785), 241. 
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occurred in Svarez's lecture to the Mittwochsgesellschaft of 1 
April I 789, just before the outbreak of the French Revolution? 

General legislation, whose purpose it is to establish stable, guaran-
teed, and enduring principles of right and wrong; which, in a state 
without a constitution, assumes the place of that constitution; which 
hence also contains rules obtaining for the legislator himself which 
he must not contravene even in merely transient laws; which may 
proudly claim to promote the welfare not only of the present 
generations but of future generations too: this general legislation, 
though it may pay all heed to such considerations, cannot and must 
not be founded upon merely temporal requirements and circum-
stances. In spirit and substance, it must be a stronghold in which 
freedom, under pressure from transient laws, may seek refuge; from 
there to return, strengthened, under more favourable circumstances, 
to regain its offended rights. 29 

And yet, notwithstanding these progressive volleys, we are 
dealing here with a pre-revolutionary type of enlightened élite 
whose attitude to revolutionary changes is documented in 
Klein's 'conversations' on 'Freedom of Property' in 1790. His 
consideration of constitutional matters in the wake of the 
Revolution may be fictional in character, and not a literal 
report of a Mittwochsgesellschaft debate; but even in its coded 
and dialogic form, it is a most informative work30 and 
demonstrates the ambivalent attitude of the enlightened 
Prussian. élite. Like the Gold- und Rosenkreuzer and the 
Illuminati, the proceedings of the Mittwochsgesellschaft 
provide evidence of the specific structure of political activity 
between the ages of Absolutism and constitutionalism. These 
organizations also illustrate the limited social basis of political 
recruitment. 

IV 

To conclude: the Berlin Enlightenment was characterized by 
the emergence of a variety of forums of debate which partially 

29 From C. G. Svarcz, Vorträge über Recht und Staat, 635-60; for a morc qualificd 
interprctation, sec Birtsch, 'Zum konstitutionellen Charakter', 100. 

:io E. F. Klein, Freyheit und Eigenthum: Ab,l!,ehandelt in acht Gesprächen über die Beschlüsse 
der fram:.ösischen Nationalversammlung (Berlin and Stettin, 1790). On this sec G. Birtsch, 
'Freiheit und Eigentum: Zun Erörterung von Verfassungsfragen in der deutschen 
Publizistik im Zeichen der Französischen Revolution', in R. Vierhaus (ed.), Eigentum 
und Ve,jassung: Zur Eigentumsdiskussion im ausgehenden 18. Jahrhundert (Göttingen, 1972), 
179-92; Möller, Aufklärung in Preußen, 557 ff. 
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overlapped in terms of activity and personnel. The secret 
Mittwochsgesellschaft seems to have been the heart of this 
network, serving as the Enlightenment counterpart to the 
equally secret Gold- und Rosenkreuzer. In practice, though 
not by explicit design, the Mittwochsgesellschaft had its own 
journal, in which the Enlightenment élite was able to give its 
discussion a public dimension. Both private and public 
communication were intended to serve a concrete purpose: to 
turn the fruits of rational discussion into practical policies. 
They thus involved more than mere intellectual reasoning. 
The combination of theorizing and publicity was intended to 
strengthen the role of this élite in state-level decision-making 
processes. Themen ofthe elitist Mittwochsgesellschaft notonly 
prefigured the reformist bureaucracy of the early nineteenth 
century; the influence they wielded in their own day was also 
revealed in the resistance they offered to policies influenced by 
the Rosenkreuzer during the reign of Frederick William II. 
This anti-Enlightenment trend proved to be no more than a 
short intermezzo, in part because of such opposition. While 
failing to achieve their declared goal of uncoupling the 
fortunes of state policy from the inadequacy of individual 
rulers, the Mittwochsgesellschaft's members managed, through 
their Society, to combine the theory and practice of Enlighten-
ment politics much more successfully than Masonic lodges 
ever did. Yet while it represented a latent reformist force, the 
social composition and intellectual and jurisprudential lean-
ings of the Mittwochsgesellschaft associated it closely with the 
concept of a strong state defined by the categories of natural 
law; its ambitions and practical impact embodied  late-
Frederickian enlightened absolutism to no less a degree than 
did the ageing King himself. After his death the enlightened 
civil élite we have been examining attempted to salvage what 
they regarded as his legacy: enlightened reforms within and 
through the state, whose purpose was, and continued to be, to 
advance the common good. 



10 

Freemasonry and the Fabric of 
Loyalism in Hanoverian England 

JOHN MONEY 

I 
Not so lang ago it looked as if the chaotic historiography of 
Hanoverian England was at last beginning to yield to the 
control of a small number of strong and mutually consistent 
concepts. A process of oligarchic political stabilization, 
operating through four main factors-single party govern-
ment, the domination of the legislature by the executive, the 
subjugation of the electorate, and the forging of a sense of 
common identity among the wielders of power-led from the 
party strife of the Augustan age to the structured, but issueless 
politics of the 1750s. The turmoil of George III's first decade, 
however, announced the start of something completely differ-
ent: nothing less than a reconfiguration of the basic nature of 
politics, centred not at Westminster, or within the existing 
representative system (though it necessarily affected accepted 
political practice), but in the wider world of popular political 
culture outside it. Henceforward, therefore, the main themes 
would be those associated with the steady advance of a new 
'alternative structure of politics' as it encroached inexorably 
on the old in time to the accelerating drumbeat of social and 
economic change. If leading factors were to be named as the 
counterparts of those operating in the previous period, they 
would include the growth of popular radicalism; the increasing 
importance of opinion and opinion management in an 
urbanizing consumer society; the rising significance of extra-
parliamentary argument and organization, and the recognition 
of representative reform, in response to the emergent realities 
of a class-society, as the central issue in politics. 1 

1 Thc most cffcctivc and far-rcaching dcploymcnt ofthis framcwork isJ. Brcwcr's 
account of its pivotal point, thc 1760s: Pari), ldeology and Popular Politics at the Accession 
of George III (Cambridge, 1976). 
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Within this secular framework, society and politics in early 
Hanoverian and in early Victorian England could be linked 
by a continuum linear enough to satisfy the staunchest 
adherent of the old Whig interpretation, yet at the same time 
sufficiently dialectic to absorb the sophistication of more 
recent analysis. Even the rediscovery of the Hanoverian Tory 
party, which might have been expected to weaken seriously 
the necessary conditions of political stabilization, seems to 
have been assimilated relatively easily, since it proves-at 
least in one version of the story2-to have entailed not 
absolute opposition to the Whig supremacy, but rather a 
straiegic retreat, conducted in the context of the abatement of 
party, by a group which owed its survival as much to its own 
participation in the social and economic conditions of 
oligarchy as to its defiance of them. Hanoverian Tories may 
have espoused popular causes in opposition to Whig rule, 
thereby giving some comfort to the oppressed voter in the 
more open constituencies and sowing the seeds which future 
urban radicals would raise; but by the time that happened, 
Tory electoral populism had lang since served its turn. In the 
words of one commentator, 'theirs was a narrow liberty, not 
incompatible with oligarchy'.3 Thus the way remained clear 
for 'The Making of the English Ruling Class', to quote one 
textbook's appropriation of a famous stereotype,4 to be 
followed in due time by that of its plebeian counterpart, 
ushered into consciousness by the economic transformations 
initiated and nurtured by its landed capitalist rulers. 

Like the rediscovery of the Tory party, it may seem that the 
rehabilitation of the unreformed electorate can be fitted into 
this framework without too much difficulty, first as the context 
of Tory constituency appeal during the party's opposition 
years, and later as the archimedean point in the emergence of 
the 'alternative structure of politics' associated with the 

1 I.. Collcy, In Defiance ofOl(f?archy, The Tory Party 1714-60 (Cambridge, 1982). The 
othcr vcrsion, in which thc Torics do opposc thc Whig suprcmacy absolutcly, though 
on dynastic rathcr than populist grounds, is that of E. Cruickshanks, Political 
Untouchable.r: The Torie.< and the 45 (London, 1979).J. C. D. Clark's claboration ofthis 
is considcred bclow. 

" N. Rogers, 'Party Politics During thc Whig Asccndacy', Canadian Journal of 
Hütory, 18 (1983), 253-60. 

4 W. A. Speck, Stability and Strife, England 1714-1760 (London, 1977) pointcdly 
borrows the titlc of his ccntral chapter from E. P. Thompson. 
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reconfigurations of George III's reign. In this case, however, 
it is not so easy to match the paradigm, and Hanoverian 
historiography is therefore now returning to its wonted flux. 
The hitherto unsuspected electoral resilience of eighteenth-
century England is certainly impressive. Instead of the servile 
and corrupted voters caricatured by Hogarth and posited as 
one of the pre-conditions of stability, current studies of the 
unreformed electorate reveal a body which retained consider-
able freedom of choice, which it exercised, with at least as 
much intelligence as its modern counterpart, in a world where 
influence and deference were anything but automatic recip-
rocals.5 If such activities as canvassing and petitioning are 
taken into account, as weil as the whole multifarious world of 
municipal politics, the picture which emerges is of a voting 
population much more like its reformed counterpart in its 
social composition, in its levels of political participation, and 
in some respects even in its behaviour,6 than that previously 
accepted. Certainly such rediscovered vitality supports the 
reality and effectiveness of outdoors politics and political 
culture. However, rehabilitation of the unreformed electorate 
on this scale not only suggests that English political develop-
ment after 1715 was a continuous and incremental process, 
not a series of clear-cut phases leading inevitably to 1832. lt 
also suggests that there is no necessary reason to assume that 
the growth of articulate popular political culture was bound to 
be 'radical' in its implications, in any simple categorical sense; 

5 Cf J. Phillips, Electoral Behaviour in Unre_formed En,[?land: Plumpers, Splitters and 
Straights (Princcton, 1982); id., 'Thc Structurc of thc Unrcformcd Elcctoratc', Journal 
of British Studies, 19 (1979), 493-508, and id., 'Popular Politics in Unrcformcd 
England', Journal of Modern History, 52 (1980), 599--62.1; F. O'Gorman, 'Elcctoral 
Dcfcrcncc in "Unrcformcd" England: r 760--1832',Journal of Modern History, 56 ( 1984), 
391-429, and id., 'Thc Unrcformcd Elcctoratc of Hanovcrian England: Thc Mid-
Eightccnth Ccntury to thc Reform Act of 1832', Social History, 11 (1986), 33-52. 

" Opinions on this vary. Notwithstanding thc high lcvcls of partisanship found by 
John Phillips in particular constitucncics at thc turn of thc ccntury, thc dominant 
vicw is that rcccntly invokcd by J. C. D. Clark to attack 'thc pscphological argumcnt' 
and to discount outdoors political culturc in ancien rigime England: that thc 
consolidation of party bchaviour in thc clcctoratc only camc alter r 832, as thc rcsult 
of thc clarification of party diffcrcnccs in ccntral politics, and thc institution of 
compctitivc votcr-rcgistration. This vicw has now bccn qucstioncd by F. O'Gorman, 
'Party Politics in thc .Early Ninctccnth Ccntury', En,[?lish Historical Review, 102 ( 1987), 
63-88, which though mainly conccrncd with ccntral politics, also finds considcrablc 
cvidcncc of consistcnt political organization in thc constitucncics, cvcn if thc familiar 
party namcs wcrc not commonly attachcd to it. 
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nor, therefore, to conclude that Representative Reform was 
bound to be the one relentlessly burning issue which 
dominated politics for the whole half-century before 1832, 
despite the attempts of Old Corruption to suppress it from 
1 790 onwards. 

Current studies of late Hanoverian political culture are, 
therefore, concerned less with its presumptive radicalism in 
some ultimate sense, than with its more immediate conser-
vatism: for what is striking about this 'rethinking of the 
political'7 is less its undoubted novelty than its adhesion to 
existing forms, and the inventiveness with which so many of 
those involved contrived to incorporate sectional differences 
within a framework of 'traditional' institutions and values.8 

There is, however, a world of difference between conservatism 
in this pragmatic sense, which accommodates change and 
therefore entails revision, but not absolute rejection, of 
existing historiography, and conservatism of a kind which 
seeks to alter the whole conceptualization of change so much 
that it almost denies its very reality. Before the conservative 
element in late Hanoverian political culture can be further 
considered, attention must therefore turn to another inter-
pretation, one which wishes to break altogether with the 
existing set of historiographic assumptions. 

For we have now been told that almost nothing so far 
mentioned here is true: that the state of the representative 
system and outdoors political culture in general were not only 
unimportant most of the time, but beside the point anyway, 
because the salient feature of eighteenth-century electoral 
history is not fluctuation in the number of voters, or in the 
number of constituencies that went to the poll, but the 
consistently !arger number that didn't; and that this indicates, 
not a would-be democracy struggling to free itself from 
oligarchic chains, but a body politic living according to 
different lights altogether. In short, eighteenth-century Eng-
land was not an emergent capitalist society whose open 

7 Cf. G. Elcy, 'Rcthinking thc Political: Social History and Political Culturc in 
18th and 19th Ccntury Britain', Archivfar So;:_ialgeschichte, 21 (1981), 427-51. 

8 L. Collcy, 'Thc Apothcosis of George III: Loyalty, Royalty and thc British 
Nation, 1760--1820', Past & Present, 102 (1984), 94-129, and cad., 'Whosc Nation? 
Class and National Consciousncss in Britain, 1750--1830', Pas/ & Present, 113 (1986), 
97-11 7· 
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structure allowed free play to bourgeois enterprise and 
emulation, and which was consequently preoccupied with 
questions of individualist political participation and secular 
response to early industrializati,on. lt was an ancien régime 
society still basically undisturbed by change, ruled by a 
'confessional state' whose élite was as closed as any in Europe, 
in which the dynastic and religious issues which remained 
central in politics were still debated in terms of political 
theology, not representative theory.9 

In this version, Toryism not only survived after 171 5 as a 
political organization; it also continued to offer a dynastic 
alternative until the victories of 1759 finally removed the last 
marginal chance that a successful invasion might reverse the 
results. of 1745. For most of this period, differences between 
Tories and opposition Whigs were therefore clear and 
profound, so that the central dynamic of politics remained 
that of party in the old, 'high' sense. During the 1750s, as the 
possibility of a Stuart restoration dwindled and divine right 
ideology was transformed from its Stuart to its Hanoverian 
version, generational change and political circumstance com-
bined to produce a transition in the pattern of party politics 
whose aftermath was responsible for the ministerial instability 
of the 1 760s. In this story, electoral populism in the more open 
constituencies played some tactical part. 'The evanescent 
phenomenon ofJohn Wilkes' notwithstanding, however, it did 
little to impede the consolidation of the aristocratic social and 
political order in Church and State expounded in the 
language of Burke and Paley, which endured from the 1770s 
until its unpredicted, and unpredictable, collapse in the 
political crisis of 1827-32. Only at this point did the issue of 
Representative Reform take the centre of the political stage as 
a Deus ex machina, put together in peculiar circumstances and 
provided with a specious history culled from the exploits of an 
unrepresentative minority of secular radicals, in order to 
justify the continued existence of a particular aristocratic 
clique now severed from its real moorings as a result of its own 
part in the demise of Britain's ancien régime. 

Because it breaks so deliberately with accepted assumptions, 
9 J. C. D. Clark, English Society 1688-1832: ldeology, Social Structure and Political 

Practice During the Ancien Regime (Cambridge, 1985), csp. 15-41, 393-420. 
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this scheme for a history of the 'reactionary' majority, which 
so often serves merely as the negative pole of the 'progressive' 
argument, raises important issues. Yet it cannot pursue them 
properly because it is itself open to serious objection. There 
can be no quarrel with its intention to reassert the importance 
ofpolitics in any serious social history. As the means by which 
past societies have changed themselves by the conscious 
exercise of power, the actions of politicians must be properly 
studied in their own right, both in the terms in which they 
were taken, and in those in which they were perceived and 
judged by contemporaries. Contingent though they may be, 
they cannot be treated merely as the patterned epiphenomena 
of progressively evolving social and economic realities. Yet 
though this chronicle of England's ancien régime therefore 
seems in one sense better attuned to the continuous flux of 
events, it rests on an underlying view of reality which is not 
only curiously unchanging, but also positively manichaean in 
the rift which it implies between the 'orthodox' within the 
regular bounds of 'English Society' and the 'heterodox' 
beyond the walls. lt is as if the significance of the contingent 
and changeable has been readmitted to one field of human 
activity, only to be denied in the others: for this attempt to 
'give more weight to the behaviour and beliefs of the ordinary, 
the normal, the established' 10 begs some !arge questions about 
precisely those things. 

M uch of the case rests on the uncatastrophic nature of early 
industrialization. Since the general structure of society and 
economy remained as yet largely undisturbed and the first 
profits of growth went predominantly to the landed interest, 
the argument is that patriarchalism not only survived, but 
also became stronger by permeating many aspects of the 
newer manufacturing communities. 11 The usual negative 
explanation of the survival of Old Corruption as the consol-
idation of a reactionary Toryism in response to the French 
Revolution, aided by government repression and the displace-
ment effects of evangelical religion, can thus be matched by a 
positive version which stresses factors of social cohesion and 
support, 'the intellectual repulse of revolution', the genuinely 
constructive role of the churches, and the compatibility of 

10 lbid. 6. 11 lbid. 64 ff. 
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government policy with existing liberties and the rule oflaw. 12 

Even the most die-hard revisionist, however, would be hard 
put to it to maintain that nothing important was happening to 
disturb the even tenor of George III's England. As in the case 
ofthe electorate and its behaviour, so in that ofthe less formal 
politics of community action and riot, recent research reveals 
a reality more complex than it seems. From whatever 
perspective patriarchalism is viewed, whether from that of the 
progressive who sees in it only the shadow of a bygone 'moral 
economy' to be invoked by social protests in need of 
legitimation, or from that of the revisionist who asserts its 
continuing reality and efficacy, it was not simply part of the 
order of things. Patriarchalism may well have retained its 
virtue; but if its associated codes and conventions did 
permeate the newer manufacturing areas, they did so, not as 
survivors from a traditional or 'pre-industrial' past, or simply 
as perpetuators of the ancien rigime, but because they were 
themselves already essentially urban, both in their setting and 
in their sophisticated awareness of market forces-and as 
such, always conditional. 13 This means that if eighteenth-
century England was ruled by a 'confessional state', this did 
not 'naturally' command assent just because it seemed 
ordinary, normal, and established. On the contrary, it was, 
like 'English Society' itself, an artificial creation which needed 
constant and deliberate maintenance: for however sublimely 
secure it may have looked from the battlements of Alnwick or 
Arundel, from the Cathedral Close, or from Oxford's spires, 
the view was surely different, even from the streets of 
Middlemarch, patriarchal permeation notwithstanding, let 
alone from those of Brassing. 14 

Whatever the credentials of England's ancien régime may be 

12 Cf I. R. Christie, Stress and Stability in Laie E(f?hleenth-Century Britain: Rejlections on 
the British Avoidance of Revolution (Oxford, 1984); C. Emsley, 'Repression, "terror" and 
the Rulc of Law in England during the Deeade of the French Revolution', Engli.rh 
Historical Review, IOO (1985), 801-25; T. P. Schoficld, 'Conservative Political Thought 
in Britain in Response to the French Revolution', Hi.rtoricaljournal, 29 ( 1986), 601-22. 

1" J. Bohsted t, Riots and Community Politics in England and Wales 1790-I810 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1983); D. Williams, 'Morals, Markcts and the English Crowd in 
1766', Past & Present, I04 ( 1984), 57-73. • 

14 C( J. Cannon, Aristocratic Century: The Peerage of Eighteenth-Century England 
(Cambridge, 1984), 173-4. 
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as political theology, 15 this returns the substantive discussion 
to the element of practical conservatism in late Hanoverian 
political culture. For unless large parts of the country are tobe 
excluded from 'English Society', as existing beyond its pale 
and harbouring there the forces which eventually eroded its 
ordinary, established normality from without, 16 the actual 
expedients by which the aristocratic order contrived to keep 
their allegiance need tobe examined-and examined with an 
eye not just to politics as such, but also to the political 
significance of the non-political: to the many other forms of 
behaviour and association which bridged differences and 
sustained cohesion. Such wide-ranging investigation, embra-
cing new urban interests and élites as well as old, 17 and 
seeking to bring together what is too frequently discounted 
and put asunder, may go against the usual historiographical 
grain. The result, however, may be a better understanding of 
popular political culture in Georgian England than seeing it 
as either the precursor of a new order advancing like a tide on 
the outworks of the old, or, alternatively, as an 'evanescent' 
aberration from the equally inexorable fact that 'the great 
majority of the English people formed their impressions not 

"' In view of Jonathan Clark's fondness for quoting Hurrcll Froude, with whose 
'Farewcll to Toryism' he ends English Society, and John Henry Newman, whose 
'Eighteen Theses on Liberalism' he appends to its sequcl, Revolution and Rebellion: State 
and Society in England in the .reventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Cambridge, 1986), it is 
perhaps worth remembering that the Oxford Movement's stand against 'national 
apostasy' was inspired by its conviction that the Church's consenting partnership 
with secular authority since 1688 had betrayed its theologieal mission; and that 
Newman eventually returned to Rome because he was incluetably forced to the 
conclusion that .mb specie aetemitatis, the Anglican Church had never been an 
authentieally separate entity, and therefore could not have had such a mission to start 
with. Quitc what was meant by 'the confcssional statc' seems to have been as 
uncertain then as it is now. 

'" Cf. Clark, English Society, 409. M ueh depends on where one stands, geographically 
as weil as ideologieally, ofcourse; but Clark's own version requires even him to admit, 
tacitly, that after 1815, an increasing portion of England, if not of 'English Society', 
was on the outside rather than the inside. Cf. his account of 'Democracy, 
Demography, Dissent', 366 ff. 

17 C[ R.J. Morris, 'The Middlc Class and British Towns and Cities of the 
Industrial Revolution, 1780--1870', in D. Fraser and A. Sutcliffe {eds.), The Pur.ruit of 
Urban History (London, 1983), 286-306; J. Seed, 'Gentlemen Dissenters: The Social 
and Political Meanings ofRational Dissent in the 1770s and 1780s', Historicaljoumal, 
28 ( 1985), 299-325, and id., 'Theologies of Power, Unitarianism and the Soeial 
Relations of Rcligious Discourse', in R.J. Morris, Class, Power and Social Structure in 
British Nineteenth Century Towm (Leicester, 1986), rn8-56. 
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from books, but from events and circumstances, which 
reinforced the notion of aristocratic preeminence, benevolence 
and inevitability'. 18 

lnJohn Cannon's words, the crucial factor in 'the paradox 
of a developing capitalism within the framework of a non-
capitalist order' is the 'strange submissiveness' of the middling 
orders, who, in the confidence of their own rising prosperity, 
might have been expected to be more assertive.1. lf it is true 
that the English élite was as closed as any in Europe and 
getting more so, where did the illusion of its openness come 
from and how was it created? Since the non-elite is as unlikely 
to have created such a myth unaided as it is to have 
subscribed spontaneously to it for the sake of its own 
edification, why did it catch on so quickly and completely, so 
that the end result of the transformation of poli tical cul ture in 
Georgian England was not sectional disintegration, but the 
consolidation of national cohesion articulated by existing 
institutions? One approach to these questions is through the 
development of loyalism. 

As an overt movement in reaction to the French Revolution, 
this looks simple enough to explain. The after-effects of the 
Dissenting campaign against the Test and Corporation Acts, 
and the evaporation of early support for the French Revolution 
as it began to diverge from the ideals of 1688, account readily 
for the response to the royal proclamation of 21 May 1792 
against seditious writings, the activities of John Reeves and 
Francis Freeling, and the formation of the Association for the 
Preservation ofLiberty and Property (APLP) .20 Yet as Robert 
Dozier, their most recent historian, has recognized, the 
loyalists were able to adapt to their own purposes of patriotic 
nationalism and veneration of the constitution, not only 
established modes of address to the Crown, but also existing 
forms of language, as weil as modes of organization, which 
had hitherto been developed mainly in opposition to authority, 

18 Cannon, Aristocratic Century, 169. l!l I bid., p. ix. 
'° Cf. A. Mitchcll, 'The Association Movcment, 1792-3', Historical Journal, 4 

( 1961) 56--77; E. C. Black, The Association. British Extraparliamentary Political Organization 
176fr1793 (Cambridge, Mass., 1963), eh. vn; D. E. Ginter, 'The Loyalist Assoeiation 
Movement of 1792-3 and British Publie Opinion', Historicaljoumal, 9 (1966), 179--go; 
J. R. Western, 'The Volunteer Movement as an Anti-Revolutionary Force, 1793-
1801', English Historical Review, 71 (1956), 603-14. 
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not in support of it. If Professor Dozier is right to contend that 
the loyalists 'were not just the privileged classes in England, 
but hundreds of thousands of Englishmen in all ranks of life, 
who not only outnumbered the radicals but also were 
impressed with a new view of the relationship between the 
individual and his society which had implications as revolu-
tionary as any doctrines synthesized by the radicals',21 the 
existing fabric which loyalism was able to use, and the 
connections between that and the context of patriotism earlier 
in the century are as important as the course of the movement 
itself. The remainder of this essay attempts to reconstruct that 
fabric and its antecedents in one part of the country, and 
makes some preliminary suggestions about one of the agencies 
which were already drawing such local developments together 
when the loyalist movement began. 

As Wriothesley Digby of Meriden was well aware when he 
discussed North Warwickshire's participation in the Reeves 
Association movement with Sir Roger Newdigate of Arley in 
December 1792, the most important task facing the gentry 
leaders of loyalism was to secure the adhesion of ordinary 
people to the movement. Like Lord Aylesford, Sir Robert 
Lawley, and others to whom he had been talking, Digby 
thought this would be better achieved if each Hundred, or 
even smaller district, took its own steps than by calling a 
general meeting of the county. That way, 'the Middle and 
Lower Ranks of people will be more likely to come in and sign 
their name, and can act more connectedly and in concert than 
in a large circle where the vital parts know little of each 
other'. 22 As Digby realized, the key to popular participation 
lay in orchestrating it from below, by rooting it in accepted 
patterns, and by fitting it to the shape and nature of existing 
communities. Thus, loyalism was in effect synthesized out of 
older components. In this process, three ingredients were of 
general significance: the use of a wide variety of existing forms 
of association, non-political as well as political; the exploitation 
of local tradition, or in its default, its creation out of current 

21 R. W. Dozicr, For King, Constitution and Country:_ The En.i:lish Loyalists and the French 
Revolution (Lcxington, Ky., 1983) csp. pp. x, 175--6. 

22 Warwickshirc County Rccord 011icc, Ncwdigatc MSS, CR 136/b 1632: Digby to 
Ncwdigatc, 5 0cc. 1792. 
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usage,23 and the role of wider agencies, among which 
Freemasonry was prominent, to bring the potentially divergent 
results of local synthesis together in common attachment to 
King and Constitution. 

In the case of Warwickshire and its neighbouring counties, 
probably the most directly influential and effective agent in the 
recruitment of loyalism was the society of which Wriothesley 
Digby was steward when he wrote to Sir Roger Newdigate. As 
a bridge between the gentry of the Midlands counties and 
early industrial enterprise, and as a clearing-house in the co-
ordination of Tory constituency politics in the region in the 
middle decades of the century, the Birmingham Bean Club 
had lang been an influential force. 24 Its survival and 
aggrandizement long after the political circumstances of its 
formative period had passed away was not achieved without 
some cost to its original principles, especially in the early 
1 770s, when the electoral populism previously implied by its 
oppositionist stance was brought into conflict with the 
underlying predilections of its predominantly gentry member-
ship. When Wilkite sympathies, which had struck a strong 
and extensive resonance throughout the West Midlands 
during the previous six years, carried Warwickshire against 
the accepted candidates in the 1 774 election, the Bean Club 
was caught wrong-footed. Similar confusion continued to 
affect it during the first two years ofthe American war, when its 
minutes shows signs of internal dissension and its normal 
pattern of meetings was disrupted. More important in the 
long run, however, was the speed with which the club put 
these troubles behind it. By the late 1770s, it had come to 
terms with the altered disposition of voting power in 
Warwickshire politics revealed in 1774, and was seeking to 
turn it to Birmingham's permanent advantage as the basis for 
pre-emptive nomination of at least one of the county 
members. During the 1780s, the Bean Club, together with the 
newly formed Birmingham Commercial Committee, became a 
corner-stone of the Birmingham Interest's powerful lobby at 

2" E. Hobsbawm and T. Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge, 1983). 
24 Cf. Collcy, In Defiance of Oligarchy, 138, 144; J. Moncy, Experience and ldentity: 

Birmin,i:ham and the West Midlands, 1760-1800 (Manchester and Montreal, 1977), 
passim. 
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Westminster. Thus it not only retained its influence in 
municipal and regional politics; it did so with its public 
principles substantially unimpaired and its image as a 
resolute defender of independence and commercial liberty 
enhanced, even though it was no langer an arm of opposition, 
but part of an interest dedicated to the private exploitation of 
connections with those in power. 

The Bean Club, which by this time was recruiting from as 
far away as Herefordshire to the south-west and Derbyshire to 
the north-east, was not the only example of its kind. In the 
Bristol area, with which the West Midlands had close 
business and cultural ties, its general role, development, and 
stature was closely paralleled by that of the Bristol Steadfast-
or more latterly White Lion-Society.25 In Coventry, where 
the political position of the independent freemen underwent a 
transition in the 1770s and early 1 780s comparable to that 
which affected the Bean Club,26 an active and elaborate 
network of freemen's provident clubs, based on the city's inns 
and orchestrated by the Craven interest through the White 
Bear Society, the Independent Society at the Bull, and the 
True, Loyal, Free and Independent Society of True Blues at 
The Ram, not only kept alive the freemen's time-honoured 
feud with Coventry's Dissenting Corporation, but was also 
available as a ready-made basis for loyalist action in support 
of the royal proclamation and the APLP in 1 792. 27 Elsewhere 
in the West Midlands, other associations, like the Friendly 
Society of Worcestershire Gentlemen, based on Droitwich, 
Bromsgrove, Stourbridge, and Kidderminster, or the fox-

2'' C[ Collcy, In Defiance of O/igarchy, 138-40, 166-7, 280; N. Rogers, 'The Urban 
Opposition to thc Whig Oligarchy, 1720-60', in M. andj. Jacob (cds.), The Origins of 
Anglo-American Radicali.fm (London, 1984). 

26 C[ Money, Experience and ldentity, 62-73. Anti-oligarchic populism among the 
Coventry freemen, which initially had pronounced Wilkite ovcrtoncs, was uscd in 
1768 to brcak thc Corporation's eontrol of thc eity's reprcsentation. In Coventry, 
however, it was in faet the Corporation, eomposed largcly of Dissenters, which was 
closer to ehe polities of opposition. I ts defcat was thcreforc followed not, as might have 
been expeeted, by an upsurge of 'urban popular radicalism ', but by the rcturn of pro-
ministerial membcrs to Westminster and the asecndaney in thc eity of quasi-
Saehevercllitc anti-Amcrieanism, skilfully orchcstratcd through thc local press and 
the dominant political clubs among thc freemen. 

27 For these soeicties, and othcrs at thc Rose and Crown, thc Half Moon, thc 
Golden Cross, and ehe King's Hcad, sccjopson's Coventry Mercury, 1771-g3, passim, and 
T. W. Whitley, The Parliamentary Representation ofthe City ofCoventry (Coventry, 1894). 
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hunting Shropshire Fraternity of the True Blue, which dined 
in style at the Raven in Shrewsbury before the first meet of 
each season, kept the traditions of mid-century Toryism 
alive.28 In the latter case, certainly, connections with early 
industrialism were less evident than the perpetuation of 'Old 
English' virtues. The frequent celebration of those virtues in 
popular song29 suggests, however, that hunting was already 
acquiring something of its later reputation in mid-nineteenth-
century convention as the most truly equal of sports and best 
breeder of British spirit. 30 The historian should therefore be 
no more blinded to the political potential of such activity than 
the APLP was when it realized that where they existed, hunts 
and hunt supporters were one of the most effective ways of 
getting the loyalist message across to the local community. 31 

Between them, these examples suggest that the roots of 
loyalism as it was synthesized in the r 790s, are to be found in 
the active survival into the closing years of the century of 
much of the 'Fabric of the Tory Appeal' 32 during its middle 
decades, with the one crucial difference that the populist 
proto-radical 'patriotism' of the earlier period had by then 
been transformed into its more familiar jingoistic variant: in 
short, that the phenomenon of Wilkes was not 'evanescent', 
but that in the provinces at least, it was more important for its 
ultimately conservative, than for its radical, implications. So 
far as the West Midlands were concerned, this metamorphosis 
had three main features. 

The first was a shift in the traditional language of patriotic 
independence towards a sense of duty to the constitution as it 
existed. This was produced by the Gordon Riots, the London 
conventions of the County Association movement, and revul-
sion from the Fox-North Coalition. By r 780, Birmingham's 

28 Worcestershire Gentlcmer{: Aris'.r Birmingham Gazette, 30 Aug. 1762, 21 Aug. 
1775, 26 Aug. 1776, 22 Sept. 1777, 20 Sept. 1779; Shropshire True Blue: Aris 4 Oct. 
1762, 22 Sept. 1770, when Sir Watkin Williams-Wynn was named as steward, 16 Oct. 
1775, 21 Oct. 1 776, 29 Sept. 1 783, when the meeting was describcd as 'Shrcwsbury 
Hunt'. 29 c.g. in many of thosc of John Frccth, who is discusscd bclow. 

:io Cf. D. I tzkowitz, Peculiar Privilege: A Social History of English Foxhuntin,1;, 1 753-
1885 (Hassocks, 1977). 

:ll Cf. BL, Add. MSS 16919: APLP papcrs, vol. i, fos. 1'-3'': suggestion to usc thc 
Pytchlcy and Mcyncll Hunts to disscminatc countcr-propaganda to check widcsprcad 
disalfcction in thc manufacturing villagcs and towns ofLeiccstcrshirc and Northamp-
tonshire. :iz Cf. <Jollcy, In Dejiance of Oligarchy, Ch. 6. 



JOHN MONEY 

earlier differences over America had been pushed into the 
background by anti-gallican patriotism, and this reunion was 
cemented by the first attempts at organized industrial 
lobbying, as well as such purely local developments as the 
establishment of the General Hospital and its attendant 
Oratorio Festivals. When crowds gathered and local Catholics 
were threatened inJune 1780, Birmingham's authorities acted 
quickly to forestall trouble. They had to do so again three 
months later, when the early dissolution of Parliament and the 
unexpected resignation of the sitting Members left both 
Warwickshire seats vacant. During the search for suitable 
successors, led by members of the Bean Club, prospective 
candidates made the protestations offreedom from aristocratic 
influence or court dependency which the Country tradition 
demanded, but great stress was also laid on the importance of 
maintaining 'the laws and liberties of this country upon the 
solid principles of our most excellent constitution, by prevent-
ing ... so admirable a frame of government from every inroad 
to innovation and abuse which designing or visionary men 
propose, and ... by promoting the commercial interests of 
this extended Empire, in which this County claims so 
considerable a share.' Similar concerns prevailed during the 
lndia Bill crisis three years later, when the Birmingham 
Commercial Committee took the lead in addressing the 
Crown and forestalled the possibility of an unwanted contest 
by endorsing the conduct of the sitting Members. Though 
local attitudes probably did not differ much in the final 
analysis from those of the County Association movement's 
mainly conservative supporters elsewhere, it is thus not really 
surprising that Birmingham remained conspicuously aloof 
from Christopher Wyvill's Parliamentary Reform Bill of 
1785.33 

The second feature was the successful propaganda exploita-
tion of the memory of the 1774 Warwickshire contest, now 
accepted and safely in the past, as a resounding vindication of 

:i:i Cf. Money, Experience and ldentity, 2og--12. There are indications that one of the 
1780 resignations was causcd by political disagrecment. Thomas Skipwith, a 
Rockingham Whig whosc assumption ofthe late William Bromley's Old Tory mantlc 
as Warwickshire Membcr had been gcncrally acclaimed in 1769, told the Duke of 
Portland that hc could not stand again in 1780 after the treatment hc had received. 
He found a lcss precarious scat at Stcyning. 
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English Liberty, and at the same time, the adroit avoidance of 
any possibility that the county and the town would have to 
run the risks of popular political participation in the future. 34 

Warwickshire was not contested again before 1832, but the 
overthrow of 'Lordly Power' in I 774 continued to reverberate 
in the folk history of Midlands politics, part of a tradition 
which stretched back to the Duke of Bedford's discomfiture on 
Lichfield racecourse in 174 7 and before that to the politics of 
pre-radical Westminster, and which was still very much alive 
at the turn of the century.35 None of this had much to do with 

=14 Cf. 'Job Nott, Bucklemakcr', homcspun paradigm of virtuc, contrasting thc 
disordcr ofthc Pricstlcy Riots, which hc attributed to a fcw hardcncd criminals, with 
thc ordcrly bchaviour of 1774: 'A many ycars ago, whcn wc chosc to shcw thc 
Country Gentlemen thc odds on't, and brought in Sir Charles Holte bccausc wc 
would bring him in, thcrc was twcnty thousand pcople asscmblcd, and yct not a shin 
brokc or a toc trod upon as yc may say', Lift and Adventures of Job Nott, Bucklemaker, ef 
Birmingham (1793), 17. 

35 Cf. 'Political Changcs', Lichficld by-clcction, 1799. Sir Nigcl Grcsley, Inde-
pendent, dcfcatcd Sir John Wrottcslcy, locum tcncns for thc dominant Lcvcson-
Gowcrs, aftcr a violent and expensive contcst. Thc Lcvcson-Gowcrs won thc scat 
back in 1802, bccausc Grcslcy could not afford to run again. Thc othcr mcmbcr 
throughout was Thomas Anson. 

Till thc oldcst Man living in Lichficld is rotten, 
Thc ycar Forty scvcn will not bc forgottcn; 
How bluc did his Grace look whcn stout Oakcn Towcls, 
His Dukcship and othcrs madc sorc in thcir bowcls; 
For thcn all thc cry was 'No Gowcr, no Gowcr'; 
'No Staffordshirc Turn Coat, no tool of Statc-powcr.' 
Oncc at Warwick Sir Charles and his worthy Attcndants, 
Thrcw thc Lords on their Backs, and thcir servile Dcpendcnts; 
Thcir Dictatcs of using thcy proudly insistcd, 
A morc noble Contest thcrc ncvcr cxistcd, 
'Tis truc--and thcir trcatmcnt tho' somc may dccm scurvy, 
Thc world sincc that pcriod is turn'd TOPSY-TURVY 

Thc Houscs ofTrcntham and Shugbrough uniting, 
Is no ncw affair, nor can fcar bc cxciting, 
Indcpcndcncy, claim lays to genuine mcrit, 
The word oncc was prizcd, and our Fathcrs had Spirit, 
Rouzc at Libcrty's call-nor disdainfully trcat her, 
Thc morc is thc Dangcr, thc honour thc grcatcr. 
Stafford County Rccord Office, Dyott Collcction, D 661/19/2. 

R. G. Thornc (cd.), The History of Parliament: The House of Commons, 1790-18!20 (4 
vols., London, 1986), ii. 358--60; A. Kettle, 'Lichficld Raccs', Transactions Lich.field and 
S. Stajfs Archaeological Sociery, 6 (1964-5), 39-44, and 'Thc Strugglc for thc Lichficld 
Intcrcst', Essays in Sta.ffordshire History (1970), 115-35; N. Rogers, 'Aristocratic 
Clicntagc, Tradc and Indcpcndcncy: Popular Politics in Prcradical Westminster', 
Past & Present, 61 (1973), 70-106. 
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radicalism in the nineteenth-century sense, but thus were the 
traditions of mid-century 'Tory' populism and patriotism kept 
alive in a changing world. 

This leaves the third feature, which was the widening, 
socially as well as geographically, of the Bean Club's 
membership in the 1780s. The club's country members were 
still predominantly drawn from the aristocracy and gentry, 
but the number of clergy elected increased noticeably from the 
start of the decade, and these were followed by numerous 
army and militia officers from c. 1787 onwards. Besides this, 
the town membership now included a larger cross-section of 
tradesmen, and by the 1790s, the leading members of the 
Birmingham and London stage were also joining the gentry 
and clergy, the merchants, the attorneys, the business people, 
and the soldiers on the club's books.36 As recently as the 
1770s, when licensing of the New Street Theatre had been 
strenuously opposed by evangelical clergy, respectable laity, 
and Old Tories' alike,37 this would have been unthinkable. 
Now, as Matthew Boulton had previously argued during the 
licensing debate, it acknowledged the stage's value in Bir-
mingham, both as a business asset and as a powerful influence 
on popular attitudes and values. The Bean Club's new 
catholicity thus reflected Birmingham's increasing social and 
commercial diversity, and this broadened the common ground 
which it shared with the multitude of other societies in which 
the area abounded, such as the several associations of Old 
Boys of West Midlands Schools which held regular reunions 
in and around Birmingham, 38 community gatherings like the 

"6 Sec W. K. R. Bcdford, 'Notcs from thc Minute book of thc Birmingham Bcan 
Club, 1754-1836', andJ. B. Stone, 'Annals ofthe Bean Club, 1749-96', Birmingham 
Rcfcrcncc Library, Local Collcction. 1 

37 Sec Moncy, Experience and ldentity, 87-g1. Whcn thc Birmingham Playhouse Bill 
was debatcd in 1777, onc of its lcading parliamcntary opponcnts was Sir William 
Bagot, MP for Stalfordshirc, whosc parliamcntary rcputation othcrwisc rcstcd largely 
on his defcncc ofthc Church in 1773 against Sir Henry Houghton's Dissenters' Relief 
Bill: on which occasion his ncighbour, Sir Roger Ncwdigatc of Arlcy, Mcmbcr for the 
Univcrsity of Oxford, had dcscribcd Charles I as 'thc only canonized saint of the 
Church ofEngland'. R. B. Barlow, Citizenship and Conscience (Philadelphia, 1962), 177. 

:,a Rcpton, Hartlcbury, Lichficld, King Edward VI Birmingham, and Rugby 
schools rcgularly advcrtiscd old boys' reunions in Aris. In addition, an 'Oxford 
Annivcrsary' in Birmingham's Vauxhall Gardens was advcrtised on 18July 1783, to 
whieh all prescnt and past mcmbers of thc Univcrsity wcre invitcd. I havc discusscd 
West Midlands schools, particularly private oncs, in dctail in 'Thc Schoolmastcrs of 
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Coleshill Civil Society or the Knowle Venison Feast, or 
convivial clubs like the St Martiri's Society at the Shakespeare 
Tavern and the Rose Inn Society of Edgbaston.39 

Like the Anacreontic Society at the Eagle and Ball Tavern, 
a mercantile,journalistic, and thespian equivalent of the Bean 
Club, which made a point of admitting national heroes like 
Admiral Duncan and Lord Nelson to honorary membership,40 

most of these associations met 'for social enjoyment'. They 
were mainly commemorative, fraternal, and convivial, not 
political. If anything, however, this increased rather than 
diminished their usefulness, since the aim of the loyalists was 
not to change existing political arrangements and values, but 
to align the social virtues behind them. As the mythologizing 
of the Warwickshire contest of 1774 suggests, the key to this 
lay in the creation and maintenance of a sense of continuity 
with past virtues and achievements. In Birmingham and the 
Black Country, the invention of tradition may not have been 
able to draw on the same wealth of obvious resources as it 
could tap elsewhere.41 lts purely literary or cultural results 
may not therefore have been so conspicuous. However, the 
fact that it was forced to rely, in the absence of any 
authentically distinct and ancient past, on an amalgam of 
more recent events and personalities may have made it 
politically more effective. There is no sign in the West 
Midlands, as there was in Wales, for example, of association 
between past tradition and Jacobin ideas.42 On the other 

Birmingham and the \Vest Midlands, 175o-go: Private edueation and eultural 
change in the English Provinces during the early lndustrial Revolution', Social History 
(Ottawa), 10 (1976), 12g-53. 

39 Aris, 18July 1782, 4 Aug. 1787, 8 Oct. 1787, 21 Dec. 1789. 
40 B. Walker, 'The Anacreontic Socicty', Transactions ofthe Birmingham Archaeological 

Society, 63 (193g-40), 76--80. Besides many from other Midlands towns, the 
Anaereontie's membership also included scveral Londoners, Mancunians, and 
Liverpudlians, as weil as others from Seotland and Ircland and at least three 
foreigners: a Pole, a German, and a Frenchman. In this casc at least the 'flag-saluting, 
foreigner-hating, peer-respecting sidc ofthc plebeian mind' (cf. Colley, 'Apotheosis of 
George III', 97) was modcrated, probably as a result of Birmingham's trading 
contacts. 

41 Cf. P. Jcnkins, The Making of a Ruling Class, the Glamorgan Gentry, 1640-1790 
(Cambridge, 1983), esp. pt. m and its conclusion, pp. 272-3: 'Conspieuous 
Antiquity', and P. Morgan, 'From a Death to a View: The hunt for the Wclsh past in 
the Romantic period', in Hobsbawm and Ranger (eds.), Invention ofTradition, 43-rno. 

42 Ibid. 96. 
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band, the commercialization and implicit loyalization of the 
area's one incontestable historic asset, William Shakespeare, 
had proceeded apace from the time of David Garrick's 
Stratford J ubilee in 1 769 onwards. Shakespeare's Garland, the 
collection of J ubilee songs to music by Thomas Arne, William 
Boyce, Charles Dibdin, and others, sold weil, and two of 
Dibdin's contributions, 'The Warwickshire Lad' and 'Sweet 
Willy-O' were also published as broadside ballads. Extensively 
pirated and anthologized, these quickly found local imitators, 
most notably John Freeth, the Wilkite publican who in 1767 
had described his occupation as 'poet' in Birmingham's first 
trades directory. Freeth used them as models for several of the 
election and/ or drinking songs which were to make him the 
Black Country's own doggerel laureate during the 1770s and 
1780s. Both songs were spiced with sly allusions to the Bard's 
sexual prowess and poaching skill, as weil as to his dramatic 
powers, and 'The Warwickshire Lad', in particular, succeeded 
in bringing to the burgeoning cult of the Swan of Avon much of 
the nose-thumbing, but inherently traditional local bumptious-
ness which responded so readily to that of Wilkes and Liberty: 

Ye Warwickshire Lads and ye Lasses, 
See what at our Jubilee Passes, 
Come revel away, rejoice and be glad; 
For the Lad of all Lads was a Warwickshire Lad. 
W arwickshire Lad, 
All be glad, 
For the Lad of all Lads was a Warwickshire Lad .... 
Our Shakespeare compar'd is to no Man, 
Nor Frenchman nor Grecian nor Roman; 
Their Swans are all Geese to the Avon's sweet Swan, 
And the Man of all Men was a W arwickshire Man, 
Avon's Swan, 
A Warwickshire Man, 
For the Man of all Men was a Warwickshire Man. 
Old Ben, Thomas Otway, John Dryden, 
And half a score more W e take Pride in; 
Of famous Will Congreve we Boast too the Skill, 
But the Will of all Wills was a Warwickshire Will, 
W arwickshire Will, 
Matchless still, 
But the Will of all Wills was a Warwickshire Will. 
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There never was sure such a Creature, 
Of All She was worth He robb'd Nature, 
He took all her Smiles and he took all her Greit; 
And the Thief of all Thieves was a Warwickshire Thief, 
A W arwickshire Thief, 
He's the Chief, 
F or the Thief of all Thieves was a W arwickshire Thief. 43 

:.=53 

There was indeed plenty of local material, outside politics 
as weil as in, which could be marshalled in support of 'King, 
Constitution and Moderate Men', the slogan coined by Freeth 
in the aftermath of the Priestley Riots, and repeated with 
variations ad nauseam from then on by the egregious Job Nott 
and his various fictional relatives. 44 There were, however, two 
particular bits of local news, elaborately reported during July 
and early August 1791-a busy time for Birmingham-which 
will convey the range of activity entailed in this ad hoc 
invention and celebration of tradition. The first ties up one of 
the loose ends in the history of the Priestley Riots: the 
whereabouts of the rest of the county gentry while the 
infamous John Brooke and Joseph Carles were losing control 
of the situation and Birmingham was burning. They were not 

4:i C. Dibdin et a/., Shakespeare'.r Garland, or the Warwickshire jubilee (London, 1769). 
For information on thc publication and pcrformancc of Dibdin's ballads, I am 
indcbtcd to thc Shakespeare Music Projcct at thc Univcrsity of Vietoria, which is 
asscmbling eomprchcnsivc data on all musieal scttings of Shakespeare and 
Shakcspcariana. Aeeording to onc sourec, thc ballads wcrc first pcrformcd at 
brcakfast on thc cvc ofthcjubilcc by thc fifcs and drums ofthc Warwickshirc Militia. 
Sec also C. Dcclman, The Great Shakespeare Jubilee (London, 1964), M. W. England, 
Garrick's Folly (Ohio, 1964), and J. M. Stockholm, Garrick's Folly (London, 1964). 
This of coursc was also thc occasion whcn James Boswcll did his bit for Libcrty by 
tricking himsclf out as a traditional Corsiean ehicf. 

44 For Frccth, sec Moncy, Experience and ldentity, passim, and photostats -in Birm. 
Rcf. Lib. of his rhyming dinncr invitations to thc Birmingham Book Club, a 
prcdominantly Disscnting body closcly conncctcd in thc carly 1790s with thc 
Birmingham Socicty for Constitutional Information. On 5 Dce. 1 792, his invitation 
rcad: 

Good Order to kccp and cnjoy Frcc Dcbatc 
Is thc pridc of a Briton-Confusion T hatc! 
Ofwrongs may wc soon havc a pcaecful Reform, 
But lct us havc no Rcvolutional storm. 
For Britain, Grcat Britain, in Commcrec I trust, 
Of all othcr Kingdoms will long stand thc first. 
Thcn plcdgc thc toast frccly again and again: 
Thc KING, CONSTITUTION and MODERATE MEN. 

'Poet Frcc's' lincs wcrc quotcd back at him in Job Nott'.r Humble Advice'' ( 1793), 7-8. 
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in fact fiddling; for they had lately taken up a more fitting 
amusement for the heirs of Robin Hood, and most of them 
were at Rugeley in Staffordshire, where they spend the critical 
days of 13, 14 and 15July watching the Woodmen of Arden, a 
company of archers founded in 1785 and led by the Earl of 
Aylesford, their hereditary warden, represent Warwickshire in 
their annual grand match agains_t the bowmen of Lancashire. 
The ladies, who 'made a beautiful appearance', shot till 
luncheon each day; the gentlemen continued until nine in the 
evening, but the riots, like the Armada on a previous sporting 
occasion, had to wait. 45 The second was the grand holiday 
celebration held at Soho on 8 August to mark the coming of 
age of Matthew Robinson Boulton, and to reward the Soho 
workmen and their families for not joining in the previous 
month's fun. From the opening procession, led by a hundred 
white-clad, blue-ribboned maidens, a corps of fifty engineers 
led by Perrins, a local prize fighter, in the character ofVulcan, 
and six troops of buttonneers; to the banquet at which over 
seven hundred sat down to dine and drink loyal and patriotic 
toasts; to the final firework display, at which Matthew 
Boulton confidently distributed a hogshead of ale to the 
crowds of uninvited onlookers, the detailed report of these 
proceedings was clearly designed to stand as a counter-
example of orderly, sociable, traditional, and loyal behaviour 
to erase the memories of what had happened in Birmingham 
only three weeks before. 46 

To judge by the West Midlands at any rate, the loyalist 
movement of the 1790s was thus synthesized from a broadly 
based and socially inclusive amalgam of local experience and 
commercially packaged traditionalism, some real, some in-
vented, purveyed through existing institutions and social 
networks in which ex-Wilkites were prominent. Politically, the 
loyalists were 'moderate men', concerned for achieved liber-

45 Aris, 18 July 1791, where the lcngth and detail of the report dwarfed Lord 
Aylcsford's adjaeent appeal for ealm to the Birmingham supporters of Church and 
King. The Woodmen, formed from various groups of arehers in thc area of the 
ancient forest, were still holding their annual Great Wardmote at Meriden, the 
reputed centre ofEngland, in the age ofthe Beatles. Cf: A. Howard, Endless Cavalcade, 
a Diary of British Festivalsand Customs (London, 1964), 174-5. For thc Pricstlcy Riots in 
gc~,::ral, sec R. B. Rose, 'Thc Pricstlcy Riots of1791', Past & Present, 18 (196o), 68--88. 

Aris, 15Aug. 1791. 
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ties, whose patriotism owed more to its erstwhile oppositionist 
inheritance from the mid-century than to recently inspired 
Church and King alarmism or the activities of John Reeves. 
They proclaimed their attachment to the Crown not simply in 
abstract deference to the wishes of their governors, but as the 
symbol and defender of a constitution whose real worth 
seemed validated by their perception of their own past and its 
meaning. lt is entirely fitting that in the provinces at least, the 
inspiration for the great Royal Jubilee which celebrated the 
apotheosis of George IIl's monarchy in 1809 seems to have 
come precisely from such sources.47 Nevertheless, some 
distance remains between that occasion for national self-
congratulation with the King as its cynosure, and the eclectic 
collection oflocal traditions, ceremonies, and commemorations 
from which loyalism was formed in its early stages.48 How, 
therefore, were the varied potential elements ofloyalism at the 
grass roots drawn together into a single chorus of national 
devotion to the Crown? Despite the strictures of Professor 
Robison and the Abbé Barruel (or possibly because of the 
need to prove them false), one major agent, both in this 
process and in the transformation of mid-century patriotism 
which preceded it, was Freemasonry. 

II 

In broad outline, Masonic development in eighteenth-century 
England followed a predictable pattern. For the first three 
decades after the foundation of Grand Lodge in 171 7, the 
capital predominated. However, the number of London 
lodges, which had grown very quickly during the early 1 720s 
and the 1 730s, feil sharply during the following ten years. 
Provincial growth also began early, but though it slowed in 
the 1740s, it did not decline absolutely, and by the second half 
of the century, when the overall numerical balance swung 

47 Cf. Collcy, 'Apothcosis', , , , , , 25, which notices the prominencc of middlc-class 
women in such royal cclebration. 

4" Onc might qucstion Peter Borsay's contention, whieh Linda Collcy adopts, that 
locally inspired cercmonial was on the wane. As formal urban thcatrc, of a kind more 
familiar in carlicr ccnturics, perhaps so; but thc West Midlands experienee, as weil as 
thc inercasing attcntion paid to Masonic fcstivitics (sec bclow), suggest that surrogate 
forms-with new purposes-were being activcly inventcd. Cf. Colley, 'Apotheosis', 
99. 



JOHN MONEY 

permanently in favour of the provinces, there were few towns 
of any significance in the country which did not contain at 
least one lodge of Freemasons. The peak period of growth 
during the century came in the 1 760s, in the provinces during 
the first five years; in London between 1 765 and 1 770. After 
this, however, the London total feil, while once again 
provincial growth continued unchecked into the following 
century.49 Not surprisingly, the development of Freemasonry 
thus reflected the general growth of commerce, commun-
ication, and urban culture during the century. More interest-
ing, therefore, is a closer consideration of the craft's political 
connotations and of the regional variations which existed 
within its overall development. 

As formulated by the Newtonian founders of the Grand 
Lodge of England and promulgated by James Anderson, the 
Presbyterian Scot who wrote its first constitutions, 'modern' 
Masonry was latitudinarian in theology, deist in metaphysics, 
and Whig in politics.50 In practice, however, the role of Grand 
Lodge in early Freemasonry was not one of metropolitan 
control over an accepted orthodoxy. lt was more like that of 
John Wesley in relation to the complex roots of the Methodist 
revival, for though much still remains obscure, it is clear that 
there was great variation in the way the old operative lodges 
in different places made the change to the speculative 
Masonry of Anderson and his brethren.51 Despite the counter-
action of Grand Lodge, Freemasonry therefore retained 
radical and even J acobite associations which almost from the 
Start drew it into the orbit of opposition politics. The result, as 
Philip Jenkins has noticed,5' was a close correspondence 

.,,. This account ofthe growth and regional distribution of 18th-ccnt. Frcemasonry 
is bascd on my count of nct totals (ncw rcgistrations minus dclctions) at five-ycar 
intervals between 1717 and 1815 from J. Lanc, Masonic Records' (Torquay, 1895). 
These are given in thc Appendix to this ehapter. Cf. S. Pope, 'Thc devclopment of 
Freemasonry in England and Wales, as dcpicted by graphs from particulars in Lane's 
Masonic Records, second cdition', Ars Qualuor Coronalorum, 68-70 ( 1956-8), 12g-31. 

50 J. R. Clarke, 'The Change from Christianity to Deism in Freemasonry', Ar.r 
Qualuor Coronalorum, 78 ( 1965), 49-73, and 'The Royal Society and Early Grand 
Lodge Frecmasonry', An Qualuor Coronalorum, 80 (1967), 110-19; also, M. C. Jacob, 
The Radical Enli,1;htenmenl: Pantheists, Freemason.r and Republicans (London, 1981). 

'' 1 D. Knoop and G. P. Jones, The Genesis of Freema.wnry (Manchester, 1947); A. S. 
Frcre (ed.), Grand l,odge, 1717-1967 (Oxford, 1967), eh. 1. 

''2 P. Jenkins, 'Jacobitcs and Frccmasons in Eightccnth Ccntury Wales', Welsh 
Historical Revue, 9 ( 1979), 391-406. 
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between masonic expansion and the chronology of Country 
ideology and the defiance of oligarchy. 

This correspondence had many aspects. If the renegade 
mastership of the Duke of Wharton, 1 772-3, and the extensive 
J acobite associations of the early W elsh lodges explored by 
PhilipJenkins seem to indicate in some places an attachment 
to the Stuart cause strong enough to warrant the infiltration of 
the craft by agents of Walpolean counter-intelligence,53 

Freemasonry's prohibition of overt political discussion and its 
espousal of natural religion and rational tolerance among 
good men of all persuasions made it an ideal vehicle for 
diffusing the non-partisan patriotism of Country ideology 
among the emerging professional and entrepreneurial elements 
of provincial society. lt therefore seems likely that Masonry 
played a major part in 'continuing and developing the 
tradition of Country opposition which had been subsumed in 
Tory and Jacobite ideology'.54 Certainly this seems to have 
been the case in the North-East, where the craft in the 1720s 
and I 730s was associated with opposition to the Whig 
domination of Northumberland politics, and where the 
dominant figure in Newcastle Masonry for much of the 
century was the city's Lord Mayor and long-standing Tory 
MP, Sir Walter Blackett.55 Though the sources are unhelpful 
before the 1 760s, they indicate similar connections in the West 
Midlands. In Bristol and Bath, the Masonic activities of the 
Duke of Beaufort and Sir Edward Mansell and the involve-
ment of members of the Steadfast Society in local lodges 
suggest that there also the same was true.56 

''" P. Fritz, The English Ministers andjacobitism between the Rebellions of 1715 and 1745 
(Toronto, 1975); Jacob, Radical Enlightenment. 

54 Jcnkins, 'Jacobitcs and Frccmasons', 402. 
55 W. Waplcs, 'Thc Statc of Masonry in Ncwcastlc-upon-Tync, 1725-1814', Ars 

Quatuor Coronatorum, 72 ( 1959), 12-26, 73 ( 1960), 14-35. Thc Master of thc Ncwcastlc 
lodgc in 1732 was John Fcnwick, who stood as Tory candidatc for Northumberland in 
1734. He was clcctcd for thc county in 1741 and again in 1747, but dicd soon 
aftcrwards: R. Scdgwick (cd.), Historyof Parliament: TheHouseofCommons, 1715-54 (2 
vols., 1970), i. 295, and, for Fcnwick's Jacobitc conncctions, ii. 28-g. For Blackctt, 
who bccamc Master for thc first of scvcral timcs in 1 734 and also hcld thc mortgagc 
on thc propcrty on which Ncwcastlc's first Masonic hall was built, sec ibid. i. 464, and 
Collcy, Defiance oj O/igarchy, passim. · 

56 For thc West Midlands, sec bclow; for Bristol and Bath, sec A. C. Powcll, 
'Frccmasonry in Bristol', Ars Quatuor Coronatorum, 49 (1936), 156--78; P. R. James, 
'Thc Bcar Lodgc at Bath, 1732-85', Ars Quatuor Coronatorum, 59 (1946), 57-83; 
Stcadfast Socicty Rccords in posscssion ofthc Bristol Socicty ofMcrchant Vcnturcrs. 
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This view ofFreemasonry's political role, which is graphic-
ally supported by its dramatic metropolitan and provincial 
growth between 1755 and 1770, invites a radical gloss on the 
ability of Masonry's 'secular, progressive and moderately 
democratic ideology' to bring together men of different 
religious persuasion now that the Church apparently no longer 
played such a central role in Tory politics.57 Other aspects of 
mid-century Masonry suggest, however, that this is too 
simple. The Mortmain Act of 1 736, which threatened the 
existing corporate basis of much High Anglican philanthropy, 
may weil have caused churchmen to interest themselves more 
actively in the craft, if only from cupboard love, because 
Masonic charity, being unincorporated, was not affected.58 lt 
is also easy to exaggerate the extent of deism and to ignore the 
retention of historic Christian orthodoxy in actual Masonic 
practice.59 The !ist of purported Grand Masters of English 
Masonry in the second edition of Anderson's Constitutions of 
1738, for example, began with St Augustine ofCanterbury, St 
Swithin, Alfred the Great, St Dunstan, and Edward the 
Confessor, and only fully assimilated the Norman Conquest 
with Henry I, the confirmer of Anglo-Saxon laws and 
liberties.60 This was not only an opportune piece of invented 
tradition from the point of view of Country ideology; it also 
bespoke a desire not to move too far away from the Christian 
past. The naming of 'Alfred Lodge' in the University of 
Oxford testifies to the same concerns,61 and one of the reasons 
for the establishment of a second order of 'ancient' Masons 
wi th i ts own Grand Lodge in 175 1 was the wish of a grou p of 

57 Jcnkins, 'Jacobitcs and Frccmasons'. 
58 S. Taylor, 'Sir Robert Walpolc, thc Church ofEngland and thc Quakcrs' Tithc 

Bill of 1736', Historicaljoumal, 28 ( 1985), 51-77. A proposal of 1763 to incorporatc thc 
Masons mct with scrious rcsistancc and eventually failcd in 1772: Frere, Grand l.odge, 
108--13. 

''9 Cf. discussion printed with Clarkc, 'The Change from Christianity to Deism', 
4g--73. 

60 The revised Constitutions are reprinted in W. J. Songhurst (ed.), Quatuor 
Coronatorum Ant(t:rapha: Masonic Reprints ofthe Quatuor Corrmati /,od.t:e, No 2076 (London, 
1913). 

61 Lane, Masonic Records. The lodge, warranted and named in 1769, but listcd from 
1 755, was activc until c. 1 783 and was officially erased in 1 790. It was one of two 
Modem lodges active in Oxford in thc 1 770s and 1 780s, the other bcing thc 
'Constitution Lodge', which met from 1 770 to , 789. There wcrc also two Ancicnt 
lodges for bricf pcriods. 
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tradesmen of rather lower social origin than the free-thinking 
members of the existing Modem lodges to return to a form of 
Masonry closer to the religious traditions of the old operative 
lodges.62 

During the watershed years of the 1750s and early 1760s, 
Freemasonry was thus as capable of supporting the Warbur-
tonian alliance between Church and State as it was of 
nurturing the urbanization of Country politics and the seeds 
of secular radicalism. The spirit of candour may have enabled 
the craft to reconcile religious divisions, as Philip Jenkins 
suggests, but this was balanced by the increasing formal and 
public involvement of Church and clergy in Masonic activity. 
Typical of such occasions, for example, was the procession of 
the Newcastle Freemasons to St John's church on 30 June 
1 764 where they heard the Revd Mr Barwise preach on 'how 
good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in 
unity' before dispersing to their lodges. Six months later the 
brethren again heard Mr Barwise, who was much in demand 
as a Masonic cleric, this time at the laying of the foundation-
stone of the new church of St John the Evangelist in 
Sunderland. Perhaps the culminating occasion in north-
eastern Masonry came in 1777, however, when four hundred 
Masons who had assembled in Newcastle for the dedication of 
St John's Hall, dined at the New Assembly Rooms after 
hearing the Durham cathedral choir, 'a pathetic exhortation' 
from the Revd Mr Huntley, and 'an eloquent oration 
displaying the antiquities, progress and excellence of the 
order' by the Revd Dr Scott of Simonburn.63 

Such examples could be multiplied so many times from the 
provincial press that their significance may escape attention. 
However, Masonic church parades and the clergy's reciprocal 
participation in Masonic pomp and ceremony, lodge sponsor-
ship of important urban initiatives like the Birmingham 
General Hospital, and exemplary participation in such 
national necessities as subscription to augment the forces of 

62 Frcrc, Grand l.odge, 92---g; D. Wright (cd.), Gould's History of Freemasonry (London, 
1932-5), vol. iii, eh. 1. 

6 :, Waplcs, 'Masonry in Ncweastlc'. Givcn Sir Walter Blaekctt's eonspieuous 
Anglieanism, it is not surprising that Ncweastlc Masonry was closcly affiliated with 
thc Chureh from thc start. 
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the Crown in times of danger,64 not only signified the craft's 
progress towards municipal respectability. They also amounted 
to a new form of corporate civic Christianity which offered 
surrogate forms of ritual well suited to a commercial society, 
and even perhaps the prospect, among the middle classes at 
least, of something like the ideal of a national comprehension 
in religion which had been effectively abandoned at the 
Restoration. Thus, the age of Wilkes and Liberty, the period 
of Masonry's most rapid overall expansion, was also that 
which saw, in the writings of Laurence Dermott, the founder 
of the Ancients, Thomas Dunkerley, Wellins Calcott, William 
Preston, and William Hutchinson,65 the culmination of the 
effort ofMasonic moralists to define the content of the craft as 
a synthesis of natural religion and Christian revelation. 
Another indication of the same tendency in Masonry is the 
rapid spread of the Royal Arch degree, the offspring of the 
oecumenical Christianity of the Chevalier Ramsay and 
Ancient Masonry of Laurence Dermott,66 which served as a 
bridge between Freemasonry's two main orders and played an 
important part in maintaining its momentum in the prov-
inces.67 

None of this necessarily falsifies or contradicts the role 
attributed to Freemasonry in the urbanization of Country 
politics and their continuation into the last third of the 
century. lt does suggest, however, that the ultimate implica-
tions of that role were as likely to be conservative and at least 
formally Christian as they were to be secular and radical. This 
is corroborated by two other characteristics: first, the over-
whelming predominance of the Ancients in the spread of 

64 Aris, 12 July 1779; 'Early Rccords of St. Paul's Lodgc', pamphlct, n.d. in Birm. 
Rcf. Lib. 

65 F. R. Worts, 'Thc Dcvclopmcnt of thc Contcnt of Frccmasonry during thc 
Eightccnth Ccntury', Ars Quatuor Coronatorum, 78 ( 1965), 1-15. 

66 For Ramsay and thc Royal Arch dcgrcc, sec Jacob, Radical Enlightenment, passim; 
D. P. Walker, The Ancient Theology (London, 1972); Frcrc, Grand Lodge, 102-4; Gould's 
History of Freemasonry, vol. iv. chs. 1, 5, 14. 

67 A conspicuous cxamplc of thc influcncc of thc Ancicnts and thc Royal Arch on 
carly provincial Masonry is Shcfficld. Masonry was introduccd hcrc by thc Ancicnts 
in 1761 and thc Royal Arch dcgrcc was prominent from thc start. Thc strongly artisan 
mcmbcrship of thc carly lodgcs, and thcir local rcgulations, which rccall thosc of 
working mcn's providcnt socictics, also suggcst that carly Shcfficld Masonry was not 
far rcmovcd from operative traditions. Sec D. Flathcr, 'Frccmasonry in Shcfficld in 
thc Eightcenth Ccntury', Ars Quatuor Coronatorum, 44 (1931), 133-70. 
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Freemasonry to the militia, the army, and the navy, which 
began during the Seven Y ears War, expanded steadily during 
the 1770s, and reached its climax in the Napoleonic period;68 

and, second, that at least at the level of their respective Grand 
Lodges, both the Ancients and the Moderns sought to 
distance themselves from the popular radicalism of the 1 760s. 
The former's Grand Master from 1 760-5 was a Scot, the sixth 
Earl of Kellie: hardly the most likely figure-head in the 
London of Lord Bute. Similarly, the Moderns were led 
hetween 1 767 and 1771 by the fifth Duke of Beaufort, a High 
Anglican who, whatever the anomalies of his politics in 
Wales,69 played a major part in consolidating the craft's place 
in the panoply of Royalty and Nationality by presiding over 
the admission of the Dukes ofYork, Gloucester, and Cumber-
land as Past Grand Masters, and by initiating the building 
fund for the original Freemasons' Hall in London, opened in 
1777.70 

The history of Freemasonry in the third quarter of the 
century, when it gained its nation-wide foothold, was thus 
characterized, not by a single broadly accepted Country/ 
radical synthesis, but by a more complex balance between 
ultimately conflicting tendencies which temporarily coincided. 
Two other features also reflect this situation: the short life-
span of many of the lodges founded at this time, and the 
notable variation which developed, within the overall distri-
bution of provincial Freemasonry, between the pattern and 
timing of growth in different regions. 

Even after allowing for the rise in turnover which was 
bound to accompany increased activity, and for the many 
undiscoverable accidents which could have affected the 
fortunes of individual lodges, the attrition rate, especially 
among the lodges of the 1 760s, was high. In London, Modern 
foundations between 1750 and 1770 outnumbered closures by 
a hundred and seven to twenty-four. In the following fifteen 
years, however, the equivalent numbers were thirty and 
seventy-two, and losses continued to outnumber foundations 
until at least 1815. Among the Ancients, the figures, though 

68 Sec Appendix to this chaptcr. 
69 Cf. Jcnkins, 'Jacobitcs and Frccmasons'. 
7° Frcrc, Grand Lodge, 108-16, 120, 272. 
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smaller, tel1 a similar story: sixty-nine to forty-one up to 1770, 
and seventeen to twenty up to 1785-though in this case the 
fall was then reversed and foundations thereafter comfortably 
outnumbered lasses by thirty-eight to six. 71 In the provinces, 
the contrasts were not so marked, but nevertheless, the 
turnover increased. In Bristol, eleven Modem and five 
Ancient lodges were founded between 1756 and 1775, but 
seven and four ended. In Liverpool in the same period, eight 
Ancient lodges were founded, but at the end of it only four 
remained on the register. In Birmingham too, some of the 
increased activity of the 1760s was too short-lived to make a 
last_ing change to the recorded numbers. In sum, though some 
of the provincial lodges founded at this time survived into the 
n'ineteenth century and though, as in London, there was an 
increase in Ancient foundations during the late 1780s and 
1 790s, comparatively few lodges of the third quarter of the 
century were active for more than between ten and fifteen 
years, and many existed for much less than that. Moreover, 
many of those which did reach the 1 790s were then replaced 
by others with conspicuously patriotic and virtuous titles, 
such as 'Constitutional', 'Loyal', 'True British', 'Fortitude', 
'Perseverance', 'Prudence', which stand in contrast to the 
stress on brotherhood, freedom, and sincerity in many of the 
earlier names. 

The changing nature of provincial Freemasonry is also 
evident in its changing distribution, especially the difference 
between the profile exhibited by the places where most of the 
craft's eighteenth-century growth occurred and that of those 
in which new and different patterns were superimposed from 
the 1780s onwards. In the South and South-West, 7 andin the 
traditional provincial capitals of Bristol, Norwich, and New-
castle, lodges were established early, expansion began in the 
1730s and was fastest between 1755 and 1775. After this, 

71 Sec Appendix to this chaptcr. 
72 Mid-ccntury growth was most clcarly markcd in thc South-Wcst, whcrc it was 

probably stimulatcd by thc scvcral military lodgcs which wcrc activc in Exctcr, 
Plymouth, and Dcvonport from thc Scvcn Ycars War onwards, and in thc coastal 
countics from Kent to Dorsct, whcrc it was intcnscly conccntratcd bctwccn 1760 and 
1 765, feil slightly during thc ncxt dccadc, and thcn rcsumcd a stcady upward 
progrcss. Hcrc again thc main influcncc sccms to havc bccn thc prcscncc of numcrous 
military and militia lodgcs. 
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however, there was little further development. Only three of 
Bristol's twenty-three eighteenth-century lodges were consti-
tuted after 1 780, all of them short-lived and all before 1 790. 
In all, in fact, only four of the city's eighteenth-century lodges 
continued to meet beyond 1800. The experience of Norwich 
was similar. Of the city's twenty-two eighteenth-century 
lodges, all but three, established in the 1 790s, were founded 
before 1770. The survival rate into the post-Napoleonic 
period-nine in all-was considerably better in Norwich than 
it was in Bristol, but in both cities there were almost no 
further foundations in the first quarter of the nineteenth 
century. Despite new foundations in their surrounding regions, 
Freemasonry therefore remained essentially an eighteenth-
century phenomenon in both places. Much the same was true 
of the North-East, where the early history of the craft was 
closely linked to its operative roots until the 1 730s. Both in 
Newcastle and in County Durham, there was strong expan-
sion between 1 760 and 1 780, but thereafter there was little 
significant change, though most of the lodges then founded 
were still in existence in 1815 and a small number of Ancient 
foundations was added after 1 800. 

In the new industrial areas, however, especially northern 
Cheshire, the West Riding of Y orkshire, Lancashire, and the 
West Midlands, this 'eighteenth-century' pattern of provincial 
expansion was drastically altered. In Cheshire, where the 
craft had old operative roots from which it developed 
precociously early in Chester itself, 73 what is striking is 
both its continuity and its increasing presence during the 
Revolutionary and Napoleonic periods. Stockport's first lodge, 
for example, was founded in 1759, and though it was erased in 
1 793, it was replaced by five others during the 1 790s. All told, 
some thirty-seven lodges met in eighteenth-century Cheshire, 
many of them late foundations, and, as the Stockport example 
indicates, concentrated in the part of the county most adjacent 
to Manchester and southern Lancashire. In Y orkshire, a 
similar transitional pattern can be seen. For much of the 
century, development was centred in the East Riding at Hull 
and Beverley, in the market towns of the Vale ofYork, andin 

n S. L. Coulthurst, 'The Lodgc of Randlc Holme at Chester', Ars Quatuor 
Coronatorum, 45 ( 1932), 68-89. 
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York itself, where an independent Grand Lodge, claiming 
descent from 'time immemorial', met between 1720 and 1740 
and again from 1761 to 1 792. As elsewhere, marked growth 
began in the early 1760s, but the major expansion in 
Yorkshire Freemasonry began in the 1 770s and continued 
unbroken from then on. Whether, and if so, in what ways, this 
was connected with the county's political history, especially 
between 1778 and 1785, is not clear at this stage. 74 What it 
certainly did reflect, however, was the growth of the West 
Riding, for by the 1 790s the overall pattern of Yorkshire 
Freemasonry had completely changed. By then, West Riding 
lodges, nearly all of them permanent, clearly outnumbered 
those in the rest of the county and continued to do so during 
the opening decades of the nineteenth century. 

lt was on the other side of the Pennines, however, that the 
new pattern was most marked. Not that Lancashire had been 
absent from the register earlier in the century: Manchester, 
Bolton, Bury, and Liverpool all had lodges constituted before 
1740 which survived the century. More followed, especially in 
Liverpool during the early part of the Seven Years War. 
Activity in Lancashire continued at a respectable level in the 
1 760s and 1 770s, with further permanent foundations at 
Colne, Burnley, Warrington, Leigh, and Stretford, as well as 
in Manchester and Liverpool. All this, however, was com-
pletely surpassed by what happened between 1 785 and 1 799, 
when a further thirty-seven lodges, more than in the rest of the 
century put together, nearly all of them permanent, and 
nearly all in the manufacturing area of the county, were 
established. The overall pattern of growth in Lancashire thus 
differed greatly from that elsewhere, even in the other 
industrial counties, though some parts of these showed similar 
characteristics. lt was marked throughout by a much higher 
degree of permanent survival and its peak period, unlike that 
elsewhere, came late. Further surges of growth, of comparable 

74 For Yorkshirc Masonry, sec G. Y. Johnson, 'Thc Division of thc Masonic 
Provincc of Yorkshirc', Ars Quatuor Coronalorum, 76 (1963), g-21, and id., 'Thc 
Subordinate Lodgcs Constitutcd by thc York Grand Lodgc', Ar.r Quatuor Coronatorum, 
52, 53 ( 1939, 1940), 225-68, 195-297. Joanna Inncs's rcmarks on thc promincncc of 
cx-Wyvillitcs in thc Yorkshirc movcmcnt for thc rcformation of manncrs oller 
intcrcsting grounds for spcculation in vicw ofthc growth ofYorkshirc Frccmasonry in 
thc 1780s. 
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permanence, in 1 802-5 and 1810-1 5, confirm the difference. 
A number of general conclusions may be suggested. While 

the conventional account of British Freemasonry as a loosely 
Christian embodiment of Newtonian metaphysics and bour-
geois values remains valid, the ways in which it became so, 
and the times and places involved, were not just a matter of a 
vaguely secular and reformist 'rise of the middle dass'. In the 
absence of a close and cumulative examination of the 
changing social, economic, and political affiliations of actual 
lodge memberships over time, any inference from the scattered 
and largely circumstantial evidence at present available must 
remain speculative. Nevertheless, if the unitarian, Painite 
sympathies of industrial lodges in South Wales studied by 
Philip .Jenkins suggest a paradoxical continuity between 
.Jacobite and.Jacobin, the opinion ofGoronwy Owen, chaplain 
to a Liverpool lodge in the 1750s, that 'our form of 
prayer ... is such as no Christian would refuse to join in'75 is 
more ambiguous. lt is probably true that Freemasonry did 
contribute significantly in the country at !arge to the extension 
of the mid-century association between Country politics and 
early urban radicalism which culminated in the age ofWilkes, 
Liberty, and the early phases of the American Revolution. 
The attitude of the Grand Lodges, the concerted effort of the 
Masonic writers of the period to assert the continuing 
centrality oftraditional beliefand observance in Freemasonry, 
and the increasing role of the Church in its public posture and 
ritual all suggest, however, that the underlying direction ofthe 
craft was already set in different paths. Those paths were 
made plain by the turnover of lodges and by the changing 
pattern of Masonic expansion in the 1 780s, when the craft 
directed its main energies towards the areas of the country 
most affected by the early industrial revolution. The mid-
century aura of patriotism and virtuous fraternity persisted, 
but from the 1770s onwards, it carried different associations: 
pride in civic aspiration and achievement, in which Masonic 
initiative was becoming increasingly prominent; a growing 
veneration of tradition, which was nurtured by the craft's 
sense of its own past, real and invented; and a reverence for 
national institutions, especially for that sublime creation of 

75 Cit., Clarkc, 'Thc Change from Christianity to Dcism', 55. 
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the Grand Architect of the U niverse, Our Glorious Constitu-
tion in Church and State, and for the King as it symbol, head, 
and chief protector. 

This tour must end where it began. As in Cheshire and 
Y orkshire, the original Masonic geography of the West 
Midlands was transitional. lt was altered by new develop-
ments after r 785 in the Black Country and, after r 800, in the 
Potteries and the towns of the Severn valley. Coming on top of 
the craft's earlier establishment, since the r 730s, in Birming-
ham, Wolverhampton, and Stourbridge, this produced on a 
lesser scale the same pattern of growth into the early 
nineteenth century which developed further north. Birming-
ham's original lodge, named St Paul's in r 764, was founded in 
r 733. Little is known about its early members, but it is 
perhaps significant that it met in the same place as the Bean 
Club, the Swan in Great Brook Street, and that Sir Robert 
Lawley, who as MP for Warwickshire in the r 780s led the 
Birmingham lobby at Westminster, had himselfbeen a Mason 
since that time. 76 As elsewhere, activity increased in the 
r 760s, especially among the Ancients, and though much of it 
was short-lived, St Paul's and St Alban's, the two main 
lodges, remained conspicuous in local life. In this case, 
Freemasonry's role in the association of Country politics and 
urban proto-radicalism is epitomized in the activities of James 
Sketchley, the Wilkite journalist and small business promoter, 
who became the first Master of St Paul's lodge after its 
naming, 77 and by the campaigns waged by his lodge brother 
John Freeth on behalf of Sir Watkin Lewes, the Masonic 
South Wales industrialist and member of the Society of 
Supporters of the Bill ofRights, who fought a prolonged battle 
for a parliamentary seat at Worcester between 1773 and 
1780. 78 The later Masonic activities of these same men tel1 a 
somewhat different story, however. Freeth's slogan of 1791 for 
King, Constitution, and Moderate Men has already been 

76 W. G. Fishcr, 'A Cavalcadc of Masons in 1731, as rccordcd in thc Gentleman'.< 
Ma,l!,a,,ine', Ar.r Quatuor Coronatorum, 74 (1961), 32-49. 

77 For Skctchlcy, sec Moncy, Experience and ldentity, pa.r.rim; S. J. Fcnton, 'James 
Sketchley ofBirmingham, Auctioncer, Printer, Publisher and Frcemason', Ar.< Quatuor 
Coronatorum, 50 (1937), 94-126; Benjamin Walker, 'Birmingham Directories', 
Transaction.< of the Birmingham Archaeolo.i:ical Society, 58 ( 1934), 1-36. 

78 Jenkins, 'Jacobites and Frecmasons'; Moncy, Experience and ldentity, 104-g. 
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noticed, and it was the Masons who, the previous autumn, 
had sponsored the presentation at the New Street Theatr.e of 
'A Squeeze to St. Paul's', a stage version of the procession to 
the thanksgiving service for the King's recovery on 23 April 
1 789. 79 By this time, indeed, the Birmingham lodges were 
closely woven into the local fabric of incipient loyalism, and 
their organization and symbolism gave them unique means to 
elicit and orchestrate the varied components from which the 
movement was formed. Sketchley, in particular, whose 
business interests as an auctioneer, registry office keeper, and 
publisher embraced Bristol, Bath, and Liverpool as well as 
Birmingham, had become a well-known figure. Besides trades 
directories and a variety of educational material, he and his 
partner Orion Adams, a well-known figure in the theatrical 
demi-monde, had published several tracts on Freemasonry and he 
had risen high in the craft as an adept of the Royal Arch 
degree and Provincial Grand Secretary for Warwickshire. 
During the 1 790s, Sketchley and his brethren were busy 
founding new lodges in a variety of places in Warwickshire 
and south Staffordshire. Among these was the Shakespeare 
Lodge at Stratford-upon-Avon, dedicated on 4June 1793 with 
great pomp and addresses from the Revd Mr Lawrence, 
Lecturer of St Philip's, Birmingham, and Brother Joseph 
Green, Rector of Stratford and Master of the Grammar 
School.80 The opening ceremonies and the ball which followed 
capture weil the combination of local and national pride, 
expressed in invented pageantry, which typified England's 
new middle-class patriotism. 

Never since the Celebration of the Jubilee has there been such a 
numerous and elegant assemblage ofpeople, the Ladies in particular 
seeming to vie with each other, who should best express their respect 
on the occasion. On the next night a Free Ball was given which for 
Beauty and Brilliance far surpassed anything of the kind ever 
remembered at Stratford. Every Brother appeared in his Apron, and 
the Grand Provincial Officers and the Masters and Officers of the 
different Lodges wore their Sashes and J ewels. One Brother wore a 
suit of Buttons with Masonic Emblems & c., elegantly set, which 

1" Aris, 6 Sept. 1 790. 
" 0 Aris, 13 May 1793; T. M. Cartcr, 'St. John's Lodgc, Hcnlcy-in-Ardcn, 1791-

1811', Ars Quatuor Coronatorum, 39 ( 1926), 4-60. 
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cost upwards of Ten Guineas, and many wore Aprons worth from 
Five to Ten Pounds each. 

After this, the last ward should go to James Bissett of St 
Alban's Lodge, Birmingham, the Scottish miniature painter, 
toyseller, debating society president, and stalwart of the 
Anacreontic Society, who was John Freeth's heir apparent as 
local rhymester. 81 Bissett, who had been deputy chairman of 
the Warwickshire Society for Constitutional Information's ill-
fated Bastille dinner in 1791, was also among the first to offer 
testimonial gifts to the officers whose troops had saved 
Birmingham that July.82 Now, in verse only slightly better 
than that of a later North British poetaster, Willie McGonagall, 
he hymned 'The Warwickshire Lad' as a compatriot and a 
brother: 

The corner stone this day we have 
By solemn dedication 
Of Stratford Lodge most firmly laid 
On our most grand foundation. 
Great Shakspere's name the Pile shall 
boast, 
A name so much renowned Sir, 
With flowing bumper !et this toast 
Then cheerfully go round Sir. 
May this new Lodge for ever stand, 
To grace Masonic story, 
The wonder of this happy land, 
And raise old Shakspere's glory. 
Great honours have been paid before, 
But Shakespere's name to blazon 
Or give him fame-none can do more 
Than say-HE WAS A MASON!83 

81 Bissctt camc to Birmingham from Pcrth in 1776 as an apprcnticc japanncr. He 
ran a drawing school and artists' lcnding library; bccamc a familiar figurc in local 
convivial and rhyming circlcs; prcsidcd ovcr a dcbating club as weil as thc local St 
Andrcw's Socicty; boostcd local busincsscs with his copiously illustratcd, rhyming 
'Magnificcnt Directory'; prospcrcd as proprictor of thc Modem Museum in New 
Strcct, whcrc 'a continual succcssion of original dcsigns and somc thousands offancy 
articlcs' wcrc 'always on salc'; rosc as a Mason to bccomc Provincial Grand Master 
for Warwickshirc, and appropriatcly rctircd to thc ncw gcntccl afTiucncc of 
Lcamington Spa. Sec T. B. Dudlcy (cd.), Memoir of James Bi.<sett, Written by Himseif 
(Birmingham, 1904), and MS volumc of Bissctt songs and misccllanca, 1796----1805, 
Birmingham Rcfcrcncc Library, Local Collcction. 81 Aris, 19 Aug. 1791. 

8" Cf: Cartcr, 'St. John's Lodgc' and A. Sharp, 'Masonic Songsand Songbooks of 
thc latc Eightccnth Ccntury', Ar.< Quatuor Coronatorum, 65 (1952), 84---g5, 



Freemasonry and Loyalism in England 269 

APPENDIX: FREEMASONRY IN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY 
ENG LAND AND WALES 

These summaries are abstracted from the detailed information on 
lodge foundations, registrations, and movements in John Lane, 
Masonic Records (second edition, Torquay, 1895). Figures are net 
totals (new registrations minus deletions) at five-year intervals 
between 171 7 and 181 5. They therefore do not retlect all short-term 
changes or activity. For the sake ofsimplicity, only aggregate totals 
(Ancient plus Modem) are shown. The Modem component of the 
totals is more accurate than that ofthe Ancients, whose records were 
less systematic and who listed lodges in their handbooks lang after 
they had ceased to meet. However, because Lane took account of 
this by discounting all later handbook references to Ancient lodges 
unless they could be otherwise authenticated, he probably under-
estimated the real extent of Ancient activity, especially during the 
third quarter of the century. 

Besides London (1) and the Provinces as a whole (II), only regions 
directly or implicitly mentioned in the text have been listed. They 
are: Mid-West: Glos., Wilts., Som. (m); South-West: Devon, Corn. 
(1v); South Coast: Kent, Sussex, Hants, Dorset (v); East Anglia: 
Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex, Cambs. (v1); West Midlands: War., Worcs., 
Staffs., Salop, Hereford (vn); North Midlands: Notts., Lincs., 
Derby. (vm); Ches. (1x); Lanc. (x); Yorks. (x1); Northumb. and Dur. 
(xn); Wales (xm). Apart from the North-West (Cumberland and 
Westmorland), where some seven or eight lodges were consistently 
activc from the late 1 760s onwards, these wcrc the main areas of 
Masonic activity. Though lodges were established early in Reading 
and Oxford, and continued to meet more or lcss regularly from the 
1 730s onwards, therc was littlc other development in the Thames 
valley (Oxon., Berks.). After the 1760s, a few lodges met in the 
Horne Counties (Middx., Herts., Surrey), but the total only reached 
seven, brietly, in the 1780s. There was very little interest in the craft 
in the south and east Midlands. Beds., Bucks., Northants, Leics., 
and Rutland never supported more than four lodges between them, 
and that only after the turn of the century. 



Increase in the Number of Freemason's Lodges by Region 

Date II III IV V VI VII VIII IX X XI XII XIII 

Pre-1717 2 2 
1717-20 4 2 
1721-5 37 12 2 2 3 I 

1726---30 55 21 2 4 2 3 2 
1731-5 91 43 6 2 4 6 4 5 4 4 2 
1736---40 114 60 8 2 6 9 7 7 4 6 2 3 
1741-5 83 64 9 2 6 9 9 7 4 6 2 3 2 
I 746---50 73 71 9 5 6 13 9 7 4 6 2 3 2 
,75 1-5 116 88 12 8 5 16 7 7 3 13 2 4 5 
1756--60 129 114 14 12 7 20 9 7 5 15 4 9 5 
1761-5 142 185 18 19 27 33 15 8 7 15 13 14 7 
1766---70 184 200 18 28 25 32 13 8 9 18 1 1 14 10 
1771-5 167 216 20 29 25 35 12 7 10 21 19 17 6 
1776---80 151 229 21 27 31 35 II 6 10 24 20 21 6 
1781-5 137 242 22 32 30 32 14 7 II 22 21 21 7 
1786---go 151 270 25 29 37 29 18 I 1 16 33 24 19 8 
179,-5 147 307 29 30 37 31 23 15 20 41 30 20 8 
1796---1800 136 321 31 29 44 36 23 13 18 48 33 17 9 
1801-5 130 352 32 35 49 45 27 12 16 53 33 19 9 
1806---IO 132 360 33 38 53 47 26 13 14 52 35 20 10 
1811-15 134 387 32 43 60 50 25 14 12 56 37 23 13 

Military Lodges (A = Ancient; M = Modem) 

Date Navy Cavalry Artillery Foot Marines Militia 
A M A M A M AM A M A M 

175 1-5 2 
1756---60 7 
1761-5 2 2 9 1 1 
1766---70 2 3 9 4 
1771-5 5 1 1 9 
1776---80 3 5 11 10 2 
1781-5 2 5 8 12 2 
1786---90 2 5 10 1 1 1 2 
1791-5 2 3 5 10 10 1 3 
1796---1800 3 3 6 12 10 4 4 
1801-5 2 3 8 21 10 8 4 
1806---IO 5 2 10 25 11 2 12 5 
1811-15 4 2 14 27 11 3 15 6 
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IV 
POLITICS AND RELIGION 



I I 

The English Clergy and the American 
Revolution 

PAUL LANGFORD 

The support which the Established Church gave to the war 
against the thirteen colonies is one of the clearer aspects of the 
British response to the American Revolution. From the 
beginning of armed conflict it was expressed in unequivocal 
terms. The Proclamation of Rebellion issued by the Crown in 
August r 775 found the clergy markedly more united in their 
loyalty than had seemingly been the case at the time of the last 
such crisis, in r 745. The universities of Oxford and Cambridge 
vied with each other in urging the King to firm action against 
the colonies. At Oxford, the opposition was negligible. 1 At 
Cambridge some difficulties were raised, but Lord Rockingham 
was compelled to rely on the hope that 'the Whig University 
of Cambridge being called upon to play the second fiddle to 
the Tory University of Oxford, will ever alarm that sort of 
pride, which is sometimes not an useless guardian to virtue', 
and the outcome was the same. 2 In the domestic war of 
conciliatory petitions and coercive addresses which accom-
panied the outbreak ofwar across the Atlantic, there was little 
doubt on which side the Church was enlisting. Clerical 
signatures on the petitions pleading for conciliation were 
disproportionately few. 3 In one of the addresses which 
particularly encouraged the government, coming as it did 
from the great commercial city of Bristol, the clergy displayed 
a remarkably united front: twenty-nine of them, led by the 
resident Canons of the cathedral, pledged their support.4 One 

1 L. S. Suthcrland and L. G. Mitchcll (cds.), TIIL History of thL Univmity of Oxford v. 
The Eighteenth Century (Oxford, 1986), 178. 

2 R. Watson, Anecdotes of the Li.fe of Richard Watson, Bishop of l.landaff (London, 
1817), 55. 

" J. E. Bradlcy, Popular Politics and the American Revolution in England: Petitions, the 
Crown, and Public Opinion (Macon, Ga., 1986), 180. 

4 l.ondon Gazette, 7 Oct. 1775. 
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or two clergymen even had the temerity to take a public lead 
in the debates which preceded the adoption of the addresses; 
at the county meeting for Hampshire, for example, it was John 
Butler, Archdeacon of Surrey and Prebendary of Winchester, 
who devised the formula adopted by the addressers. 5 

To the extent that the clergy had a vote in Parliament, it 
was cast overwhelmingly against the colonies. Only three 
bishops opposed the policy of coercion. John Hinchcliffe, 
Bishop of Peterborough, owed his office to the Duke of 
Grafton and was credited with a decisive influence in 
Grafton's eventual mutiny against North's American policy. 
Frederick Keppel, Bishop of Exeter, is said to have thanked 
God on his death-bed in 1777 that he had never given his vote 
for the shedding of American blood; as Dean of Windsor, his 
position was peculiarly difficult, and he seems not to have 
gone out of his way to parade his views in public, though 
the American Samuel Curwen was impressed by his 
'candour and judgment' when he heard him preach on the 
subject in Exeter cathedral, and Horace Walpole gives an 
account of his delivering one controversial sermon before the 
King. 6 Jonathan Shipley, Bishop of St Asaph, a friend ofLord 
Shelburne and Benjamin Franklin, was the most vociferous 
champion of unlikely episcopal causes. Shipley was the only 
bishop, and the only prominent cleric, who could be said to 
have gone out of his way to publicize the cause of conciliation 
before the war. His sermon before the Society for the 
Propagation of the Gospel in 1773, which preceded the Tea 
Act, was a passionate plea for liberal government in the 
colonies; the following year, he published a severe attack on 
the Coercive Acts, hailing 'North America as the only great 
nursery of freemen left upon the face of the earth'. 7 

s Onslow MSS, Surrcy Rccord Oflicc (Guildford), Butler Corrcspondcncc, Butler 
to Onslow, 5 Nov. 1 775. 
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himsclf in Amcrican affairs'; P.O. Hutchinson, The Diary and l,etters of HiJ Excellency 
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Scattered through the hierarchy there were a number of 
reluctant imperialists. Each university had a few such, the 
most prominent ofthem Cambridge's Richard Watson, whose 
contributions to the debate about civil liberty both in America 
and at home shocked his more conventional brethren. In the 
published preface to his controversial sermon preached on 29 
May 1776, The Principle of the Revolution vindicated, Watson 
admitted that his arguments 'have of late become generally 
unfashionable, and exposed the Author of it to some little 
misrepresentations even in this place' .8 In places where the 
parliamentary opposition had strong electoral support, for 
example Yorkshire, a smattering of dignified clergy could be 
relied upon to express their doubts about the war and there 
were always some of the parochial clergy ready to share them. 
But clerical 'friends of America' were never more than a 
beleaguered minority. The fact that some of them were tainted 
with the anti-Trinitarianism fashionable in the 1 770s confirmed 
the impression that sound churchmanship and political 
orthodoxy went hand in hand. Theophilus Lindsey and John 
Jebb both abandoned their career within the Church after the 
failure of the campaign to secure relief from the requirement of 
subscription to the Thirty-Nine Articles in 1772, both were 
good friends of the Rational Dissenters, iricluding Priestley 
and Price, and both supported the colonial cause.9 

Turning the prevailing temper of the Church to political 
advantage was something to which the government ofGeorge 
III evidently gave thought. Perhaps no eighteenth-century 
minister practised the art of propaganda to better effect than 
Lord North, though his skill in it is often forgotten. As 
Chancellor ofOxford University he enjoyed a special relation-
ship with the leaders of clerical opinion; as Prime Minister, he 
was weil aware of the political power of the pulpit. The Fast 
Sermons offered an obvious opportunity to exploit the former 
and display the latter. General Fasts, prodaimed by the 
Crown to mark the nation's obeisance before the God of all 
victories, were a feature of every war of the period. Like the 30 
January sermons marking the 'martyrdom' of Charles I, they 

8 (Cambridge, 1776), pp. i-ii. 
9 C. Bonwick, English Radicals and the American Revolution (Chapcl Hili, 1977), 67, 77, 

79, 80, 91, 102. 



PAUL LANGFORD 

were often viewed as somewhat theatrical State occasions-
one young Oxonian referred in 1777 to the 'truly farcial 
solemnity of the General Fast'. 10 In this respect they 
inevitably stimulated doubts about the propriety of treating 
political subjects in a devotional context. Bribing one's maker 
with a fast, as a critic expressed it, was open to obvious 
objections. 11 So was clerical incitement to the use of force. An 
Opposition MP, James Martin, found himself at a loss to 
'imagine in what part of the New Testament many of our 
learned prelates have found out that it is recommended to 
carry fire, sword, and devastation amongst our fellow crea-
tures, even supposing we had every pretence of right on our 
side'. 12 This argument was not new but it was especially 
telling in the context of a war in which the enemy was neither 
papist nor pretender but fellow Protestant and fellow-subject. 

Dissenting clergy who used the pulpit for a purpose quite 
contrary to the intentions of government heightened this 
dilemma by stressing the horrors of civil war and the 
inhumanity which it brought in its train. 13 The Opposition 
professed to be deeply shocked that the Crown should resort 
to the use· of General Fasts. Edmund Burke had surprised 
some observers by joining with Lord North and the Tory 
country gentlemen to defend the Thirty-Nine Articles in 1772, 
and, unlike some of his colleagues in the Rockingham party, 
showed no desire to join the fashionable but heterodox 
congregation led by Theophilus Lindsey in Essex Street. He 
was accordingly in a strong moral position to take exception to 
the Fast proclaimed for December 1776: 

Shocking to say, are we called upon by another proclamation to go 
to the altar of the Almighty, with war and vengeance in our hearts, 
instead of the peace of our blessed Saviour;-he said, 'My peace I 
give you;'-but we are on this fast, to have war only in our hearts 

10 [A. H. Shorc], A Letter to the Rev. Dr. Cooper, on the Or(ttin of Civil Government 
(London, 1777), r. 

11 [Robert Baylis Dcaltry ], A New Plan to Save the State Addre.ued lo the l.adie.r 
(London, 1779), 16. Thc attribution to Dcaltry is madc on thc copy in thc Huntington 
Library. 12 Parliamentary Register, xi. 229. 
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and mouths; war against our brethren,-Till our churches are 
purified from this abominable service, I shall consider them, not as 
the temples of the Almighty, but the synagogues of Satan. 14 

On the other hand, from the standpoint of government, not to 
have proclaimed the Fasts would have suggested a doubt ofits 
own rectitude; and not to have encouraged their use for what 
could be construed as political purposes would have been 
taken as a sign of weakness. Even in 1775 one pamphleteer 
thought it extraordinary that no fast day had been appointed 
to mark the clash of arms in the colonies. 15 The deficiency was 
remedied. The Fast ofDecember 1 776 followed the Declaration 
of Independence and recognition that a full-scale war was 
unavoidable. North, fearful that the Opposition would pro-
pose Richard Watson to preach on the occasion before the 
House ofCommons, summoned the Archbishop of Canterbury 
to 'call forth some Divine above a Subaltern', and the clerical 
war of words began in earnest. 16 John Butler, who found 
himself enlisted in this cause, received the conventional 
thanks of the House of Commons on the occasion via Lord 
North himself, and another minister, Charles Townshend. 

Clergy who lacked the advantage of a direct line to Lord 
North, were none the less left in no doubt that their duty to the 
Church and their duty to the government of George III were 
inseparable. The authorized Form of Prayer looked forward to 
'defeating the unjust attempt of their rebellious fellow-subjects 
against the right of our Sovereign, and the lawful authority of 
the legislature of these kingdoms'. I t went on to request the 
Deity to 'bless the arms of our gracious Sovereign, in the 
maintenance of His government and lawful rights, and 
prosper His endeavours to restore tranquillity among His 
unhappy deluded Subjects in America, now in open rebellion 
against His Crown, in defiance of all subordination and legal 
government'. This formula was not altered until February 
1 779, when the first prayer was prudently amended in favour 
of 'opposing' rather than 'defeating' the rebels, and the second 
revised so as to omit all reference to the King's · rights, the 
open rebellion, and subordination and legal government. In 

14 Parliamentary Register, vi. 62. 
15 The Voice ofGod {London, 1775), 20. 
16 Onslow MSS, Butler to Onslow, 5 Nov. r 776. 
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1 780 and 1781, as the prospect of retammg American 
allegiance slipped from sight, the second prayer was dropped 
altogether. Curiously, in 1782, a new form of prayer was 
issued which included some of the more provocative expres-
sions abandoned in earlier years. This reversion to an earlier 
bellicosity is difficult to interpret, unless it was drafted in mid-
i 781, when military developments in the colonies were giving 
renewed cause for optimism. 17 

The clergy themselves seem not to have been embarrassed 
by their instructions, though even the more belligerent 
defenders of imperial authority were usually at pains to 
emphasize that more than loyalty was called for on what was 
meant to be a day of penance. Burke's criticism was 
indignantly repudiated. 18 Scepticism about the efficacy of 
prayer on such a subject was countered by recollections of 
divine intervention in the form of storms which scattered 
invasion fleets in 1 744 and 1759. 19 But most clergy probably 
needed no special justification for what seemed a time-
honoured, not to say biblically defensible rite. In the early 
years of war, too, they may have been impelled by outrage at 
the sufferings of their brethren in America. The bishops took 
the lead in drawing attention to the plight of Episcopalian 
clergy in a country which was nominally under royal rule but 
which lacked even the formal evidence of establishment, 
bishops and tithes, to succour it in time of triai. 2° Clerical 
opinion was genuinely affected by reports of what was 
happening in the colonies, most of them conveyed through 
correspondents of the Society for the Propagation of the 
Gospel. 'We had such histories ofpersecution from the Clergy 
in America as are dreadful', the Bishop of Bangor, John 
Moore, reported after an SPG meeting in November 1775.21 

More than £5,000 was collected by subscription to relieve the 
American clergy; lay critics were not wanting to question the 

17 Each Form of Prayer was publishcd in advancc of thc appropriatc Fast Day. I t is 
not clcar who draftcd it in practicc; thc royal proclamations chargcd thc archbishops 
and bishops as a body with thc task. 

18 F. Humphrcys, Sermon ... 13 Dec. 1776, 3-4. 
19 P. Skclton, Discourse ... 13 Dec. 1776 (Dublin, 1777), '7· 
20 W. Markham, Sermon . .. 21 Febr. 1777. 
21 Blcnhcim MSS, British Library, Add. MS, 61670, Moore to Duchcss of 

Marlborough, 17 Nov. [1775]. 
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justification for such largess, and incidentally to connect it 
with the fervent loyalty of some colonial clergy who were 
present in Britain.22 

Since the vast majority of Fast Sermons were unpublished, 
there is no means of knowing how far they fulfilled the 
intentions of the authorities in promoting them. 23 About the 
published sermons greater certainty is possible. Most offered 
no challenge to the war, and many specifically endorsed it. 
This is not to say that the prevailing tone was always 
intemperate. lt is notable that the most extreme performances 
of either side appeared without their author's names; these 
were polemical tracts masquerading as sermons. Sermons 
published under the author's name were thereby subject to a 
discipline which did not normally apply to controversial 
literature. Though printed nominally at the desire of con-
gregations, many were an ordinary part of a careerist 
clergyman's campaign for preferment. The political require-
ments of war offered unusual opportunities for self-publicity, 
but also held out the <langer of excessive controversy and 
unwise commitments. Many a sermonizer contented himself 
with a general appeal to the importance of allegiance and 
loyalty without resorting to the specifics of the American 
Rebellion, and not a few sought safety in the prior claims of 
devotion over dialectic. Even so, the loyalism of the sermons 
remains striking. I t is confirmed by contemporary assessments. 
The two principal reviewing magazines, the Critical Review 
and the Monthly Review, quickly developed their own contrast-
ing but complementary codes for summarizing the politics of 
the sermons which poured from the press after each successive 
Fast. What the Monthly, with its Whiggish bias, approved, was 
almost invariably despised by the Critical, with its ministerial 
flavour. The code was devised to make plain editorial 
preferences without stooping to the polemics of the newspaper 
press, and without alienating the impartial reader whose 
patronage both magazines sought. Thus the sermon delivered 
after the taking of New York by Lord Howe's chaplain was 

22 Last Journals of Horace Walpole, ii. 583. 
2" On thc Fast Sermons in gcncral, including thosc of Dissenters, and 'Evangcl-
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described as 'loyal and zealous' by the Monthly, 'seasonable 
and pathetic' by the Critical.24 The peroration which William 
Vyse, Rector of Lambeth, pronounced before a House of 
Commons shaken by the deteriorating war situation after 
Saratoga, in February 1778, was 'loyal' in the Monthly, 'just 
and seasonable' in the Critical. 25 

So few sermons were published in vindication of the 
Americans that the Monthly had little opportunity to offer 
praise. lt was reduced to taking comfort from those clergy who 
professed caution or even neutrality. Thomas Penrose, who 
was connected with two prominent Opposition peers, Lord 
Craven and Lord Abingdon, published a sermon which, it 
noted with delight, might have safely been delivered at 
Philadelphia. But Penrose was so circumspect that the Critical 
feit able to compliment him on his 'benevolence' .26 The effort 
of the humble curate of Mitcham in 1778 was pronounced 
'pious, and loyal' by the Monthly, merely 'suitable to a day of 
devotion' by the Critical. 27 Occasionally, opportunities for a 
more positive approach were offered. George Stinton's elo-
quent equivocation before the House of Commons, in 1779, 
confused the Critical by simultaneously asserting the sover-
eign's divine right to obedience and the subject's divine right 
to protection, and denying the relevance of religious precepts 
to political controversies; in the Monthly this was described as 
'candid, judicious'. 28 These were favourite terms, but they 
generally had tobe employed by the Monthly to describe what 
was missing from the sermons. Peter Petit, a country 
clergyman, who referred in 1779 to the 'treachery, ingratitude, 
and wanton cruelty of the rebellious Americans', was described 
somewhat mildly as wanting candour and moderation. 29 A 
rare encomium was awarded predictably to Richard Watson, 
whose Fast Sermon of 1 780 explicitly compared the conduct of 
Parliament with that ofCharles I. 'He hath not sunk religion 
into politics: he hath founded politics on religion.' What was 

24 Monthly Review, 61. 80; Critical Review, 42. 471. The ehaplain was Thomas Lewis 
O'Beirne, who went on to become an aecomplished controversialist, and, later, 
Bishop, successively, of Ossory and Meath. 

2'' 58. 324; 45. 319. Vyse was honoured by the transmission ofthe formal thanks of 
the Commons through the Prime Minister himsclf. 26 56. 74; 43. 75. 

27 58. 246; 45· 319. 28 47. 316; 60. 245. 
29 60. 328. 
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'political' was, of course, a matter of dispute, since the term 
itself was virtually one of abuse in a religious context. The 
Critical expressed a doubt as to whether Watson's sermon 
should be reviewed among its political or its theological 
articles. 30 The Monthly criticized High Churchmen for launch-
ing into politics but granted more latitude to their opponents. 
Most of the Fast Sermons which it did endorse were the work 
of Dissenters or those liberal churchmen firmly identified with 
the Whig Opposition, for instance the lrish antiquarian 
Thomas Leland, whose remarks it found 'seasonable and 
important' .31 

lf contemporaries clearly saw the drift of derical politics at 
this time, some were quick to condemn it. Particularly in the 
early stages of the war, when extra-parliamentary opinion was 
much canvassed and its bearing on North's coercive policies 
anxiously debated, the political profile of the Church was 
scrutinized and criticized. In essence two charges were made. 
Firstly, the clergy were encouraging the revival of old, divine-
right doctrines, reverting to the High Churchmanship of the 
Stuart era and renouncing the Whig inheritance of the 
Hanoverian Church. Secondly, by recklessly committing the 
Church to the cause of war, they significantly contributed to 
the hardening of opinion against America and materially 
assisted in bringing about a disastrous war. In short, as 
Horace Walpole summarized it, the Fast Sermons 'let loose all 
the zeal of the clergy, and contrived to raise the infatuation of 
England against America'. 32 

Since High Churchmanship had never died, it is not 
surprising that it was alive and well in I 775. Assessing its 
dimensions and significance, none the less, requires more 
balance than its opponents displayed at the time. High 
Churchmen certainly made no attempt to conceal their dislike 
of the colonial rebellion. The Hutchinsonians, who freely 
acknowledged their debt to the non-jurors of the early 
eighteenth century, eagerly supported Lord North, not merely 
as Chancellor of a university where they were well represented, 
but as the authentic Church minister of his day. One of the 

:m 62. 329; 42. 151. 
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most vitriolic anti-American effusions of 1 776 came from the 
pen of one of their number, William Jones of Nayland. He 
roundly condemned the rebellion as a 'Republican Revolution' 
against kingly government, and confidently identified its 
sectarian and historical roots. 'This has been a Presbyterian 
war from the beginning as certainly as that in 1641.'33 Jones's 
view of the American Revolution, as developed in his later 
writings, remains one of the most consistent and coherent on 
offer. lt included the belief that the writings of Thomas 
Gordon had 'contributed not a little to the revolt of America, 
by rendering the Americans more disaff ected to the religion of 
the mother country'.34 lt also presented a severe judgement 
on the Whig governments of George I and George II, not 
indeed for ministerial neglect, salutary or otherwise, but rather 
for the irresponsibility of latitudinarian bishops who had 
declined to support the Episcopal Church in America.35 This 
view owed a good deal to the influence of American clergy 
who had been seeking the establishment of an episcopate in 
the colonies. 36 They were also vocal in their own cause. M yles 
Cooper, President ofKing's College, New York, and Fellow of 
The Queen's College, Oxford, had been sent to England by 
American Episcopalians in 1771 'as a missionary from us, in 
order to convert the guardians of the church from the errors of 
their ways'; he delivered one of the most CQntroversial of all 
the Fast Sermons at Oxford in December 1776, bitterly 
denouncing the republican principles and hereditary dis-
affection of the colonists, and insisting that civil power derived 
not from the people or from contract but from God him-
self.37 

Jones and Cooper, however, were hardly representative of 
the clergy as a dass. Most of the non-resistance theory 
rehearsed in 1775 and 1776 smacks rather of Hob bes filtered 

:i:i The Theological, Philosophical and Miscellaneous Works of the Rev. William Jones ( 12 
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through Blackstone and Johnson than of Filmer revived. The 
ordinary layman, of course, could afford to ignore the 
complications of political theory. Country gentlemen, espe-
cially, were prone to relish the language of royalism and non-
resistance, because of its historical associations. Patri-
archalism, in a sentimental sense, had great appeal. But it did 
not imply much affection for the royal prerogative divorced 
from parliamentary supremacy, as the storm over Lord 
North's attempt to send Hanoverian troops to Minorca and 
Gibraltar without consulting Parliament in r 775 revealed. 
The same men who applauded extravagant statements of 
loyalty to the Crown against the colonial rebels, hastened to 
the defence of the Act ofSettlement against a hint of resurgent 
royal authority. For the clergy, charged necessarily with a 
logical and coherent defence of the government's position, 
such inconsistencies were more troubling. Most took refuge in 
George III's uncompromising stand on parliamentary sover-
eignty. The doctrine which they developed was authoritarian 
in the same way that much early utilitarianism was, relying on 
the essential proposition that in every society there is 
ultimately one sovereign authority which necessarily com-
mands the submission of its subjects. Americans were 
condemned not for opposing Jones's kingly power, but for 
denying the supremacy of law and legislature. 

Here was a bridge to conventional Whig theory which 
renders most of the contemporary Whig horror at clerical 
argument unconvincing. Many Whig clergy joined in the 
assault on colonial insubordination. After Jones, one of the 
most splenetic onslaughts was that delivered by Edward 
Lewis, Rector of Waterstock in Oxfordshire. Lewis had an 
impeccably Whig pedigree. His patrons, the Ashurst family, 
had made it a condition of the two advowsons which they 
owned that incumbents assent to the 'serious godliness' of the 
'old Calvinistical articles', and none other than Edmund 
Calamy had been one ofthose originally appointed to the trust 
which enforced it. 38 Lewis himselfwas a doughty defender of 
the Hanoverian Succession; a series offurious, heavily biblical 
orations in the r 740s testified to his hatred ofHigh Churchmen 

:iH Victaria Caunry Histary af Oxfardshire, vii. 226. 
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andjacobites.39 There was a large element ofanti-Catholicism 
in his make-up. His portrayal (published in I 769) of Henry 
VIII as the true patriot king was a lengthy diatribe against 
Rome; it earned its author the admiration of latter-day 
republicans.40 The copy in the British Library was donated by 
Thomas Hollis, that tireless promoter of Real Whig propa-
ganda. Yet, for all this, Lewis was a bitter opponent of the 
claims of America and the arguments of some of its English 
supporters. Natural and inalienable rights to resist the 
demands of government and legislature he dismissed out of 
hand. He also delivered himself of a disagreeable assault on 
Richard Price, author of the Observations on Civil Liberty and 
recipient of the freedom of London for his defence of colonial 
rights, when he referred to 'Dr Price, with his liberty book, 
lying calculator, and city cap dangling at his backside in 
readiness to receive the last discharge of nature in her last 
efforts'. 41 

Attempts to prove the patriarchal basis of clerical polemics 
against America were not very convincing. Their most 
distinguished victim was Archbishop Markham, who received 
a weil co-ordinated roasting from the self-appointed champions 
of the Whig heritage, the Dukes of Grafton, Manchester, and 
Richmond, and the Earls of Chatharn and Shelburne. The 
cause was a sermon which Markham delivered before the 
Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in 1 777. 42 In i t he 
adopted a more explicitly anti-American position than any 
which the episcopal bench had so far ventured. The con-
sequence was a stormy debate in the House of Lords. Much 
ducal indignation was vented on Markham's betrayal of 
Revolution principles. Grafton advised the Archbishop to 
read Hoadly and Burnet. Shelburne chided him for 'using the 
pulpit as a medium for conveying party or factious doctrines', 
rather than putting his arguments in the Lords, 'in the face of 
the whole nation'. Chatharn, seemingly without having read 
the sermon in question, accused him of expressing the 

39 Peace to Britain, or No Popish Pretender (London, 1745); Sermon . . . 7 Jan. 1747; 
Private Vice the Occasion of Publick Calamities (London, 1747). 

40 The Patriot King Displayed: In the Life and Reign of Henry VIII (London, 1 769). 
41 Monthly Review, 56. 238. 4' Sermon ... 21 Feb. 1777. 
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'doctrines of Atterbury and Sacheverell'.43 Markham was not 
only unrepentant but unrepentantly Whiggish. In reply to 
Grafton's lecture, he declared, 'The noble Duke is a Whig, but 
I say he knows not what Whiggism is.' His own principles, he 
insisted, were those of 1 688, even those of Sidney, Locke, and 
Hoadly. The net effect of admitting the claims of the thirteen 
colonies would be immensely to strengthen the royal prerog-
ative both in America and in Britain. If this was a debating 
point, it was a telling one.44 Lord Abingdon, a former pupil of 
Markham's at Westminster School, went out of his way to 
answer it in his popular Thoughts of 1777: 'for the Americans to 
acknowledge the authority ofthe king, is no surrender oftheir 
property to the king'. 45 

There is nothing in Markham's published pronouncements, 
before, during, or after the contentious sermon, to impugn his 
sincerity, and much to confirm it. In 1774 he had used the 
occasion of the 30 January sermon before the upper house to 
denounce those doctrines which he was later to be accused of 
maintaining. 

The Gospel therefore must be strangely perverted to give Support to 
such Doctrines, as indefeasible Right, and unlimited Obedience. 
And it is as wonderful how such silly Opinions could venture to 
obtrude themselves on rational Society. lt was a Prostitution ofholy 
Things to press the Word of God into such Service.46 

In the unsolicited testimony of Peter Peckard, Master of 
Magdalene College, Cambridge, there is also support for 
Markham's good faith. Peckard himself employed the pulpit 
in defence of Locke and civil liberty. 47 None the less, he 
refused to believe the stories told of Markham's treachery, 
however much he was dismayed by his pronouncements. He 

43 Parliamentary Register, vii. 105, 125; ix. 76. In his mcmoirs, Grafton takcs thc 
crcdit for unlcashing Chatharn, but his account ofthc two dcbatcs involvcd, 30 May 
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Augustus Henry Third Duke of Grafton {London, 1898), 272). 
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recalled how, as Dean of Christ Church, Markham had 
rescued many Oxonians from their tainted principles. 

He found me, though his senior in the University, an ignorant, 
unfledged urchin in a nest ofjacobites ... He showed me the folly of 
my situation, taught me the principles of Whiggism, and made me a 
real Whig upon principle, in which principles I have lived ever 
since, and am determined (ifGod be graciously pleased to continue 
mein sound mind), resolutely determined to die. My old friend, they 
teil me, has deserted his principles; I cannot believe it.48 

None the less, Markham became identifiable as the outstand-
ing advocate of repression in a way Cornwallis as Archbishop 
of Canterbury did not, for all his loyalty to the Court. Satirists 
relished caricaturing his views, for example as 'Lawn militant; 
or the American Crusade', and placed him firmly in the 
traditions of Stuart despotism: 

See York! another Sibthorp, dare maintain, 
To please the Vassals of a venal Reign, 
The cursed Doctrine, now exploded long, 

The Right divine ofKings to govern wrong.49 

At the time of the Y orkshire Association he was unfavourably 
compared with his predecessor Archbishop Herring, who had 
galvanized the north into opposing the Forty-Five.50 If 
Mansfield was George III's Strafford, Markham was plainly 
his Laud. The fact that Mansfield had had him appointed 
Preceptor to the King's eldest son was long remcmbered; the 
fact that in 1 776 he had virtually been dismissed from the post 
after a quarrel between the governors of the Prince of Wales, 
was forgotten. Contemporary critics of government needed 
identifiable villains, and Markham was an obvious candidate. 
His political convictions and inherited traditions could be 
remodelled to suit this requirement. 

Markham was not alone either in condemning America 
with the full weight of his episcopal authority or in grounding 
his condemnation on firmly Whig principles. The burden of 

48 M. A. De Morgan, Threescore Years and Ten: Reminiscences of the late Sophia Eli,:,abeth 
De Morgan (London, 1895), p. xxiii. 

49 R. Tiekell, An English Green Box (London, 1779), 86; An Apology for the Times 
(London, 1778), 7. 

50 M. D. George, English Political Caricature: A Study of Opinion and Propaganda to 
1792 (Oxford, 1959), Plate 55. 
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state sermonizing lay on bishops who aspired to promotion, 
on newly promoted bishops, and on senior clergy who aspired 
to a bishopric. Markham himself delivered his rebuke to the 
colonies soon after his elevation to the archbishopric of York. 
Several others in a similar position were called upon to 
demonstrate their loyalty in the first years of the war. James 
Yorke, son of the famous Whig Lord Chancellor, Lord 
Hardwicke, was appointed to the see of St Davids in I 774; he 
found himself delivering the 30 January sermon before the 
Lords in I 776. This was the first parliamentary occasion of i ts 
kind since the Proclamation of Rebellion, and preceded the 
first General Fast ofthe war. Yorke was not a strenuous public 
preacher. Over a long career as bishop, he published only 
three sermons, that before the Lords, another which he gave, 
as every bishop was expected to, before the SPG, and a third 
before the London Welsh, doubtless as a favour for his cousin 
Philip Yorke ofErddig. Before his peers, he did not hesitate to 
condemn America. But he did resist the temptation to appeal 
to the memory of the royal martyr against the rebels. Instead 
he described that 'fair system of temperate and mixed 
authority, _which had emerged from the struggle of Crown 
and people in the seventeenth century in terms which would 
have been entirely acceptable to his father. 51 His colleague 
Richard Hurd, who succeeded Markham in the Prince of 
Wales' household and who was a particular favourite of the 
King, addressed the Lords on Fast Day in December I 776. 
Like Yorke he avoided extravagant language and abuse, while 
urging the repression of a rebellion which, in moderate terms, 
he considered offensive to the 'just rights of the nation'. 52 

Perhaps the most adroit of all this company was Beilby 
Porteus. Porteus was himself son of an American, and but for 
the war would have numbered among his duties the supervision 
of a young Virginian cousin's education in England. For the 
cousin, Henry Lee, the consequences were momentous. He 
fought in the war and eventually became a general in 
Nathaniel Greene's army.53 Porteus proved a most skilful 
interpreter of his times. His Fast Sermon of I 776 was firm, 

''' pp. 8--g. ''2 Sermon ... IJ Dec. r776, 15. 
5" Sec R. E. Lee (cd.), Henry Lee: Memoirs ofthe War in the Southern Department ofthe 
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even belligerent.54 lt was said to have placed him ahead of his 
rivals in the queue for a bishopric, which he duly obtained in 
the following year. His Fast Sermon before the Lords in 1 779, 
coming at a time ofworsening war news, caught the prevailing 
mood ofself-pity. 'We wanted humbling, and have been most 
severely humbled.'55 Later still he abandoned politics alto-
gether and sought the saving of his country in moral 
reformation. In none of his sermons was there any hint of the 
spirit of Sacheverell. 

Nor was there in the less courtly performances of John 
Butler, after Markham the most enthusiastic episcopal cru-
sader against colonial infidelity. Butler was a tireless seeker of 
preferment, but, having been granted his opportunity in 
December 1776 before the House of Commons, he failed to 
make the best use of it. Though he condemned America's 
conduct, his tone was compassionate rather than recrimin-
ating. lt was thought that by this slip he had ruined his 
chances of preferment.56 Both the Critical Review and Monthly 
Review noted the surprising, and for Butler quite uncharacter-
istic, lack of invective.57 None the less he was finally promoted 
to the bishopric of Oxford in May 1 777 and made up for his 
premature magnanimity. Introduced to the upper house by 
Markham, his first sermon before the Lords on the 1778 Fast 
Day was ferociously anti-American.58 'How unlike is all this, 
to Dr. Butler's excellent sermon on the Fast in 1 776', observed 
the Monthly Review.59 If his 1778 sermon does not clarify his 
position for posterity, his private correspondence certainly 
will. In the first year of the war he remarked of the colonial 
rebels that if 'they were all put to the sword, I would not 
condemn the severity'. He strongly approved the sending of 
the Hessian troops to America: 'Their Code Militaire is not 
very reconcileable indeed to our Statute and Common Law, 
but it tends to Subjugation, which is the thing devoutly to be 
wished in the present case.' When New York feil he rejoiced at 
the slaughter of the King's enemies. 'Mankind cannot sufTer 
by the extirpation of them'. 60 Yet Butler was nothing if not a 

' 4 Lastjournals of Horace Walpole, i. 103, 594. " Sennon ... 10 Feb. 1779, 12. 
' 6 Sennon ... 13 Dec. 1776; Lastjournal of Horace Walpole, i. 103 and 594· 
S7 43- 73-4; 66. 78. SR Sennon ... 27 Feb. 1778. '.,9 58. 245. 
60 Onslow MSS, Butler to Onslow, 17 Dcc. 1775, 13 Oct. 1776, 5 Nov. 1776. 
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Whig. He served in the retinue of the Onslows, a long-
standing Whig family, and his career as a controversialist 
included some bitter satires against the Tory party's conduct 
at the beginning of George III's reign. One of these, A 
Consultation On the Subject of a Standing Army, had held up Tory 
reliance on Filmer's patriarchalism for public scorn.61 The 
truth was, of course, that for laymen and clergy alike, the 
issues at stake in America provided an ideal opportunity for 
Whig and Tory collaboration. This was why, in the short run 
at least, the war was a source of political strength for the King 
and Lord North, and why opposition politicians found it so 
difficult to campaign against it. 

As further evidence of the bias of the Church itself against 
the colonial cause, the sermons are conclusive. Whether they 
did a great deal to influence the listeners and readers to whom 
they were addressed is more problematic. In the negative 
sense that a deeply divided Church establishment would have 
been a considerable embarrassment and handicap to govern-
ment, as if had been under George II, the argument may 
have some force. But in a more positive sense, that which 
Horace Wal pole had intended, some scepticism seems justified. 
Such was the patriotic enthusiasm generated for the war in 
1775 and 1776 that the clerical sanction which it earned may 
not have made very much difference. The galvanizing effect of 
Lexington and Concord is often remembered in an American 
context; in a British context it is sometimes forgotten. The 
young William Frend, who went up to Cambridge at this 
time, later in life recalled the extraordinary atmosphere which 
prevailed in 1775.62 So did the Scottish historian of his own 
times, Thomas Somerville, who remembered nearly forty 
years after the event how 'the voice of the people at large 
called for a vindication of the honour, the rights, and the 
authority of the British empire'. As he remarked, one of the 
consequences of failure in the war was to promote a certain 
collective amnesia, which made it easy to forget that at its 
outset it was as popular as any war ever fought. 63 The 

61 (London, 1763), 8. 
62 M. A. De Morgan, Three Score Years and Ten, p. xviii. 
6" My Own Lift and Times 1741-1814 (Edinburgh, 1861), 186. 
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Proclamation ofRebellion, the wave of petitions and addresses 
to the Crown, the first great armaments followed each other in 
rapid succession. lt was, of course, in this period that Wesley 
turned from urging caution to advocating coercion. But his 
Calm Address to the American People was notoriously a plagiar-
ization of Dr Johnson's celebrated tract, Taxation No Tyranny, 
and was brutally revealed as such in painful detail by 
Augustus Toplady.64 Moreover, Wesley was hardly regarded 
by the broad mass of clergy as a suitable mouthpiece for the 
Church, however much his political sentiments coincided with 
theirs. At this stage the acknowledged place of the clergy in 
the public debate about America was a rather limited one. 
Clerical propaganda in a broader sense developed into a fully 
fledged campaign only in the winter of r 776--7 and remained 
an important part ofthe government's public image thereafter. 
But by this time the war was weil under way, and developing 
an impetus independent of the battle for public opinion at 
home. 

lt seems likely that the main impact of clerical interference 
in politics came not in the early stages of the war but later, 
during the years which followed Saratoga and the news of the 
French alliance. Much of it was devoted to an essentially 
negative purpose, that of diverting the attention of an 
increasingly disappointed public from the failings of govern-
ment. No doubt the orgy of self-flagellation in which clergy 
intent on the reformation of manners indulged was piously 
meant. This was, after all, the first war of the age in which the 
Church could plausibly sustain a campaign based on the 
assertion that the Lord had a controversy with his chosen 
people of modern Israel. The two previous wars had been 
sufficiently successful to make the contention a difficult one for 
an increasingly complacent audience to accept. The American 
war proved unpleasantly novel in this respect. Though 
individual campaigns produced encouraging news, for instance 
the advance through the South in r 780 and the remarkable 
successes in the West lndies and Europe in r 782-3, an 
atmosphere of crisis prevailed from r 778 until the Peace, and 
for that matter after it. 'The hand of Heaven is visibly upon 

64 An Old Fox Ta"'d and Feathered (London [ 1 775] ). 
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us', it was observed in 1783.65 On this at least, virtually 
everyone could agree, whatever their attitude towards the 
question of American independence. 

Fast Days, proclaimed in a spirit ofimperial condescension, 
if not positive arrogance, during the first stages of the war, 
truly became feasts of self-humiliation during the years 
separating the surrender at Saratoga from the Peace of 
Versailles. As the value of government stock feil, so shares in 
the national sense of sin rose. None the less, in identifying the 
sins of the nation, the ministers of the Established Church 
were markedly reluctant to notice those ofLord North and his 
colleagues. A standard line of argument asserted that the 
downfall of British arms and prestige was directly connected 
with the political licentiousness of the age. The Bishop of 
Bristol, once a protégé of William Pulteney at the time of his 
campaign against the evils of Robinocracy, was a furious critic 
of his successors in opposition under Lord North. He related 
the levelling spirit of 1 780 to the fatal turn which popular 
politics had taken in the early years of George III's reign. 
'Wilkes and liberty, or in plain English, the devil and 
licentiousness, began the work.'66 His vision of the horrors of 
association at this time verged on the paranoid, but his 
perception was shared by many of his brethren. Thomas 
Bedford had penned an influential explanation of those same 
'present discontents' which Burke had analysed in 1 770, but 
one which linked political turbulence to the spread of 
luxury.67 He developed this view in 1778, arguing that failure 
in the war was the result of the factiousness of Englishmen, 
and more especially their unhealthy propensity to scrutinize 
the doings of government: 'We are become a nation of 
politicians.'68 I t was widely believed that the faults of 
government were themselves part of the moral and political 
failure of the nation in its sternest test. But clerical defenders 
of the government were apt to argue that the failings were 
exclusively those ofthe nation. In the words of a hostile reviewer, 
they 'often give broad hints ofthe people's unworthiness to live 

fö T. Ball, Sermon ... 28 Apr. 1783, 13. 
66 The Works of the Right Reverend Thomas Newton (3 vols.; London, 1 782), i. 124. 
67 The Origin ofour Grievances (London, 1770). 
68 Sermon ... 27 Feb. 1 778, 5· 
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under so righteous an administration as that with which 
they are undeservedly blessed; for the powers that be are also 
immaculate'. 69 

The tone of court life under George III stood him in good 
stead in what was as much as anything a crisis of public 
morality. Philip Le Brocq thought it appropriate to mix 
invective against America with praise for the personal life of 
the King and Queen. The contrast between the decorum of 
the sovereign and the degeneracy of the subject was a 
politically fruitful one. 70 The freedom with which both 
monarch and ministers were often treated in the r 770s was a 
reliable topic. Criticism of government, already marked in the 
1760s, and by r 780 virtually uncontrollable, was a common 
target. James lllingworth, holder of a City lectureship, in his 
Signs of the Times, selected 'reviling, judging, and condemning 
administration' as the 'crying sin' of the nation. 'Lawn-sleeves 
for Dr. lllingworth', commented the Monthly Review. 71 Yet it 
would be imprudent to treat this as the prejudice of a few 
reactionary divines in search of promotion. The young Samuel 
Parr, whose Discourse on the Late Fast of r 782 is arguably the 
most intellectually impressive contribution to the literature of 
the public Fasts, admitting 'I am now treading upon slippery 
ground', confessed to a belief that the war had brought 
forward a regrettable tendency to exaggerate every mistake of 
government. 72 Parr was never accused of seeking lawn-sleeves 
at the court of George III. 

During the last years of the war, the senior clergy placed 
increasing emphasis on the dangers of rebellion at home 
rather than overseas. George Horne, the acknowledged leader 
of the Hutchinsonians, President of Magdalen College, 
Oxford, and Vice-Chancellor of the University from r 776 to 
r 780, had greeted the news of Saratoga with the remark that 
at least Burgoyne's troops were now released to deal with 
domestic sedition; he celebrated the end of his tenure as Vice-
Chancellor with two Fast Sermons in successive years, one 
before the Commons, one in his own university, which bitterly 

G'> 58. 245. 70 Monthly Review, 56. 165. 71 65. 475. 
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critized the irresponsibility of opposition to the Crown. 73 He 
was made Dean ofCanterbury in 1781, and doubtless, but for 
North's fall, would soon have been made a bishop. As it was, 
he had to wait until 1791. Men who were already bishops 
preached to similar effect. Thomas Thurlow, Bishop of 
Lincoln and brother of the Lord Chancellor, stressed that 
'The duty of submission to authority is one of the plainest 
doctrines taught in holy writ'. 74 John Warren, recruited to the 
bench as Bishop of St Davids at a time of military crisis and 
patriotic hysteria in 1779, proved a doughty warrior; in his 
Fast Sermon of February 1780 and his 30 January sermon of 
1781 he denounced those who could not see that Britain's 
happy constitution was superior even to a utopian republic 
governed by men ofvirtue, attacking the libels on government 
which turned liberty to licence and threatened to seduce the 
masses from their allegiance, and insisting that 'Secrets of 
Government cannot, in point of prudence, be imparted to 
many'. Like Markham before him, he defended the Whig 
basis of his creed, and claimed Locke in his support. 'The 
works of the best and greatest writer on the subject wrested 
and tortured in order to make them speak the language of 
faction and sedition; one bad effect whereof already is, that the 
respect due to Majesty, and which constitutes no small part of 
the duty of Loyalty, has of late been too much neglected.' 75 

The Gordon Riots played into the hands of men like 
Warren, and made it all the easier for them to go on the 
offensive, not merely defending the established order, but 
attacking those who sought to reform it. At Cambridge, 
William Cooke, Fellow of King's, and son of the Provost, 
preached and published a remarkable series of sermons in 
1780 and 1781, abusing the proponents of contract theory, 
defining liberty as the submission of reasonable beings to the 
restraints of government, and lumping the reformers with the 
men of the 1640s: 'new tables erected-new covenants 
made-tribunitial assemblies, selfconstituted, passing arbit-
rary censures on the acts of the legislature, in contempt oflaw, 
in defiance of authority,-with an inhumanity dishonourable 

7" The History of the University of Oxford, v. The Eighteenth Century, 1 78---g; Jones, Works 
of Horne, ii: discourscs xxxv and xxxvi. 
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to a civilised nation-and with that wantonness of impunity, 
which takes even from sedition the miserable merit of plot and 
artifice'. 76 A similar line was taken by the Oxford divine 
George Croft, who raided Josiah Tucker's controversial 
treatise against the Lockian contract, to reinforce prescriptive 
authority. Croft was a young man of humble birth who had 
been sent to Oxford by the subscription of his neighbours at 
home in Y orkshire. At U niversity College he thoroughly 
imbibed the churchmanship of the Hutchinsonians and the 
politics ofLord North's colleague, Charlesjenkinson. He was 
to become an articulate opponent of the reformers and 
Rational Dissenters, and a staunch defender of the Test Acts 
in the 1 790s. 77 

The anger of many clergy at the political developments of 
the early I 780s seems to have been deeply feit. Few of them 
joined actively in the movement of petitioning and associating 
which developed in the winter of I 77g-80. At Cambridge, 
despite the fact that it was a university town, only three, 
including Richard Watson, gave their support to the Dukes 
and Dissenters who figured so prominently in the local reform 
movement. In Surrey there were no clergy on the petitioning 
committee. In Wiltshire there were five among fifty. In West 
Sussex there were nine: but they were outnumbered four to 
one by those who formally protested at the activities of the 
reformers in 1780. 78 The campaign of resistance to reform at 
this time is largely forgotten in accounts of the Association 
movement, but it was a notable feature of political activity in 
the provinces, and in it the clergy played a prominent part. In 
Sussex, for example, the protesters were declaring war on the 
local magnate, the Duke ofRichmond. That this was a matter 
of principle rather than local politics is strongly suggested by 
the fact that there was no electoral correlation between those 
who had voted in the preceding county election and those who 
took a stance against reform in I 779 and I 780. The election of 
I 774 had been closely contested but in it virtually all the 
clergy voted, like Richmond's personal following, for the 

76 Sermon ... 9 Apr. 1780; Sermon ... 30 Jan. 1781, p. 1 1. 
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preferred West Sussex candidate against his East Sussex rival. 
The crisis of 1779-80 isolated the majority of the clergy, both 
in the Chichester Chapter and among the parochial incum-
bents, from many of their lay friends. 79 A similar situation 
arose at Hereford. There, nineteen of the sixty-one signatures 
to the Protest belonged to clergy, led by the Bishop and a body 
of cathedral dignitaries. The wording of the Protest went 
naturally with the sermonizing. 'Friends to private as weil as 
to public economy, to moral as weil as to political reformation, 
we cannot in conscience charge those distresses which have 
resulted from domestic dissipation to the account of Minis-
terial pref erences. '80 

If there was a partial exception to the rule it was in 
Yorkshire itself. James Scott, called in to preach the Fast 
Sermon of February 1781 at York minster, was confronting 
the vanguard of the Association in a county where property 
and respectability were weil represented among the Associ-
ators, and where some clergy were also to be found among 
their ranks, including the leader himself, Christopher Wyvill, 
and three prominent local figures, John Fountayne, the Dean 
of York, William Mason, the poet, and Precentor of York 
Minster, and Henry Zouch, weil known for his connection 
with Lord Rockingham and for his activities as a JP. 
Markham was deeply embarrassed by the prominence of his 
clergy in the reform movement, and caused much local 
controversy by publicly denouncing them. Same were provoked 
to issue a public statement reminding their superior that they 
had not forfeited their civil rights when they took orders. 81 

Scott, a redoubtable clerical brusier, had been author, in the 
1760s, ofthe highly effective Anti-Sejanus letters, in defence of 
the Stamp Act and in denunciation of the Rockingham 
ministry. In 1781 he did not trouble himself much about the 

7'' This statement is based on a detailcd examination of thc clcrgy of the 
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contemporary cant of moral decline. lnstead he denounced 
Wyvill asjudas the Gaulonite, 'a pestilent fellow, and a mover 
of sedition, who, under the specious pretence of reforming 
Grievances, endeavoured to inflame the people to civil 
insurrection'. By his inflammatory harangues on the subject of 
natural rights and liberties, 'he associated a motley crew-a 
happy mixture ofKnaves and Fools-the turbulent Leveller-
the Man of desperate hopes, and desperate fortune-the 
ambitious, the disappointed, the revengeful-the real Rebel, 
who wished to overturn the Government, and the needy 
Patriot, who sought only his own private lnterest and 
Advantage' .82 The solution was not the reform of manners, 
but the abolition of faction, faction which had kindled the 
American Rebellion, and faction which now explained the 
want of reverence among the lower classes. Scott's attack, 
from a Yorkshireman by birth, was sufficiently resented to 
provoke a satirical reply in which it was incidentally alleged 
that he had found himself shunned by York society.83 

Precisely how far clerical hostility affected the fortunes of 
the reform movement it is impossible to estimate. But it is 
difficult to believe that it was a minor consideration in what, 
after all, was a more equally divided battle and a more nicely 
poised debate than that witnessed at the onset of the war itself. 
I t was, and is, easy to be cynical about the political views of 
churchmen. Most of the beneficed clergy owed their initial 
establishment to lay patrons, but for further promotion, 
especially to the highly desirable canonries and deaneries, let 
alone to the ultimate prize of a bishopric, they depended on 
the Crown or on bishops and ministers themselves appointed 
by the Crown. North's highly successful patronage system and 
the political stability which the King's support for him 
generated, left little room for doubt about where prudent 
clerical politics lay. The alliance of Church and State was 
necessarily an alliance of Church and King, quite apart from 
the theological orthodoxies and intellectual traditions which 

" 1 Sermon ... 2 r Fehruary I 781, 7-8. 
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made it a natural combination. As Richard Watson regretfully 
admitted, education and interest tended to produce a similar 
result. 'Surely the clergy have a professional bias to support 
the powers that are, be what they may.' 84 

There was also the connection perceived between the 
economical reform movement and uncomfortable initiatives in 
the Church. The presence of a few traitors within reinforced 
the perceived need to rally the forces of the Establishment 
against the enemy without. Richard Watson was not only a 
supporter of the American Rebellion, and a champion of civil 
liberty, but also a promoter of legislation to equalize episcopal 
incomes and redistribute capitular revenues. 85 Christopher 
Wyvill himself drafted a scheme to accelerate the supersession 
of Queen Anne's Bounty.86 Jonathan Shipley and his son 
William, respectively Bishop and Dean of St Asaph, did not 
hesitate to hoist the banner of reform. lt was William who, by 
publishing a version ofWilliamJones's Dialogue, a tract issued 
by the Society for Constitutional Information, was to be 
prosecuted for seditious libel in a case which remains a classic 
in the history of the freedom of the press. Thanks, no doubt, to 
his influence, the Flintshire petition in favour of economical 
and parliamentary reform in I 780, also hinted at the 
uselessness of Deans and Chapters and sought an end to the 
practice of episcopal translation, which supposedly made 
every new bishop a slave of government.87 Directed to the 
relief of poor benefices and the inferior clergy such reforms 
might have gained widespread support. But the most influen-
tial and vocal clergy were those who enjoyed or expected to 
enjoy the advantages ofa highly inequitable Church economy. 
Nor, in fairness to the motives of those involved, was it clear 
that reform of Church revenues would redound to the benefit 
of the Church. The dangers of change in a propertied society 
dominated by laymen well aware of the wealth vested in 

84 R. Watson, Anecdotes, 57. "'' lbid. 96--7. 
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ecclesiastical corporations were obvious. Agitation, in 1772, 
for a statute which would prevent tithe-owners reviving old or 
dormant claims, and recurrent rumours of legislation to 
regulate tithes, notably in 1782, created an understandable 
sense of anxiety about the security of clerical property.88 

Quieta non movere was doubtless the motto of cynical pluralists; 
it might also reflect the legitimate fears of pious churchmen. 

Despite the steadiness of their support for King and 
Constitution, the clergy as a dass gained no notable reward or 
recognition. Nor, more remarkably, did they appear to seek 
them. The extent of their slavishness to the requirements of 
government and the depth of their immersion in the values of 
the propertied classes, are striking. There is no sense, for 
instance, of that aggressive clericalism which had marked 
another period when the clergy as a whole were relatively 
united in a political cause, in the early eighteenth century. At 
the very least it might have been expected that their leaders 
would have secured clear undertakings on behalf of the 
Episcopalian Church in the colonies, particularly given 
widespread clerical concern at news of its persecution during 
the war. The 'political ineptitude of a politically minded 
clergy' who ignorantly sought the establishment of their 
Church in a country of which they had no knowledge has 
been condemned in forceful terms.89 Yet there is little 
evidence of a vigorous campaign in favour of a colonial 
establishment. Apart from Markham's hints in 1777, the 
bishops' annual sermons before the SPG were actually less 
vocal in favour of an American episcopacy than they had been 
in the years preceding the war.9 At harne, moreover, the war 
brought about the most significant encroachments on the 
prerogatives of the Church since the Mortmain Act of 1 736. 

"" A Church Nullum Tempus Bill, cxtcnding thc principlc which limitcd claims by 
thc Crown to thosc of thc Church, was proposcd in thc Commons in Feb. 1 772 but 
dcfcatcd; Considerations on the Tithe-Bill for the Commutation of Tithes, now Dependin.f? in 
Parliament (London, 1782). 

89 C. Bridcnbaugh, Miter and Sceptre, 337. 
'"' Robert Lowth, Sermon ... 15 Feb. 1771, I 7-18, and Charles Moss, Sermon ... 21 

Feb. 1772, pp. xxvi-xxix, madc much ofthc nccd for an Amcrican cpiscopacy; during 
thc war, thrcc court bis hops, Shutc Barrington, Bishop of Llandaff (Sermon ... 17 Feb. 
1775), James Yorkc, Bishop of St Davids (Sermon . .. 19 Febr. 1779), and Richard 
Hurd, Bishop ofLichficld and Coventry (Sermon ... 16 Febr. 1781), notably failcd to 
do so. 
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The government of Lord North, for all its orthodoxy, was 
open to the charge of having effectively promoted the 
establishment of popery in Canada in 1774. Apart fromJames 
Ibbetson's vaunted but vain attempt to raise the matter in 
Convocation on the grounds that the royal supremacy was not 
compatible with the concessions granted in the Quebec Act, 
there was little suggestion that the clergy were outraged by 
it. 91 In 1778 North collaborated with the parliamentary 
opposition to carry through the Roman Catholic Relief Act. 
There was almost no resistance to the Act on the part of the 
Church, and only a minor flurry of pamphleteering intercst in 
it before the Gordon Riots stimulated a different view of its 
importance. 

Nor was there much opposition to the Dissenters Toleration 
Act of 1779, despite thc bitterness aroused by the debate over 
subscription and toleration, earlier, in 1772-3. The Act, by 
relieving Dissenting ministers and teachers of the technical 
requirement to subscribe to the doctrinal portions of the 
Thirty-Nine Articles, removed the last sanction which the 
Church could employ against the competition of Dissent. 
Oxford University predictably stood out against it, but with 
no expressed object beyond compelling those thus benefited to 
swear to their belief in Christianity and Protestantism. North 
genially presided over this farce, presenting his university's 
petition to the Commons, and supporting the bill on the 
grounds that it finally included provision for Dissenting 
pastors and pedagogues to testify to their adherence to 
Christian revelation. Only one of the bishops, John Green of 
Lincoln, since dead, had voted for either of the Toleration 
Bills carried by the Commons but defeated by the Lords in 
1772 and 1773. Y et none could be found to oppose the third 
bill in 1779. The most recently elevated oftheir number,John 
Ross, Bishop of Exeter, was given the embarrassing task of 
justifying their stance when he preached to the Lords early in 
the session of 1779. The pains and penalties of the state were 
not necessary to ensure sound religion, he assured his 
auditors; the Toleration Act was one of the excellences of the 
British constitution and the season to complete its work was 

91 A Speech in the Lower House of Convocation [ 1 776]. 
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approaching.92 Butler, who had attacked the Dissenters in 
print in I 772, was dismayed by the craven attitude of his 
brethren, yet even he did not venture to offer public 
opposition.93 One of his senior colleagues, Newton of Bristol, 
had strongly opposed the bill of 1772, but, as a 'moderate 
man' in 1779, was content to warn of the republican dangers 
represented by the extreme wing ofthe Dissenters.94 Reassur-
ing statements were issued on behalf of the Church. The 
Archdeacon ofRochester,John Law, published a charge to his 
clergy which staunchly defended both the Catholic Relief Act 
and the Dissenters Toleration Act. In doing so, he seems to 
have attracted only one hostile notice, and that on account of 
his alleged defence of popery.95 

John Sturges, Prebendary of Winchester and a royal 
chaplain, offered a more wide-ranging but equally complacent 
account of the state of the Church, in which all was plainly for 
the best in the best of all possible ecclesiastical worlds: bishops 
needed no reliance on divine right, there was nothing to fear 
from Dissenters who were granted toleration so extensive that 
it amounted to a form of 'establishment', and ecclesiastical 
law had achieved a happy balance between the requirements 
of clerical discipline and the need to avoid encroaching on the 
laity. Even his defence of the Test and Corporation Acts was 
expressed in circumspect terms. 'I profess, 1 do not understand 
any general indefinite claim of all men indiscriminately to the 
Civil offices of their country.'96 For Sturges, significantly, the 
ne plus ultra was the tithe. In a century when knowledge and 
arts flourished, he remarked, it was crucial for the clergy to 
keep pace with contemporary developments. With a guaran-
teed access to property the ministers of the Established 
Church had the wherewithal to safeguard the lower classes 
against scepticism and immorality, to take their place in a 

92 Sermon ... 30 Jan. 1779. 
9:l Onslow MSS, Butler to Onslow, 22 Nov. 1778, IOjunc 1779. 
94 Works of Thomas Newton, I, app. ii (not paginatcd}. 
95 A Charge delivered to the Clergy of the Archdeaconry of Rochester, in the Year I 779 

appcarcd in a 2nd cdn. in 1780; in thc prcfacc Law attributcd thc rapid salc ofthc 1st 
cdn. to thc publicity gcncratcd by his critic, who dcscribcd himsclf as a Kcntish 
curatc. Thc criticism in qucstion was madc in A Letter to the Revd. Mr. Archdeacon Law, 
on his Defence of Popery (London, 1 780). 

96 Considerations on the Present State of the Church Establishment, in a Letter to the R(i:ht 
Reverend the Lord Bishop of London (London, 1779), 45. 
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healthily diverse and unequal society, and not least to play a 
growing part in the everyday government of provincial 
England on the Commission of Peace. 

The ostentatious refusal of so many clergy to engage in 
sectarian politics seems remarkable when placed against the 
heady background of the war fever in r 77 5-6. Then, the 
puritan inheritance of New England and the political hetero-
doxy of Dissent in Old England had been linked to inspire 
atavistic High Church prejudices. John Shebbeare, once a 
notorious 'Jacobite' pamphleteer, now the authorized voice of 
Lord North, had specifically associated the two as examples of 
the 'old fanatic canting' in r 776.97 But in the later stages of the 
war, andin its immediate aftermath, the emphasis was on co-
operation and consolidation. Lord North himself enjoyed 
good relations with many Dissenters; at one stage he even 
sought to nominate a ministerial supporter to the committee 
which administered the regium donum, a somewhat startling 
state of affairs for the Chancellor of Oxford U niversity and the 
patron of George Horne.98 Moderate Dissenters like Job 
Orton strongly supported the American war and cheerfully 0 

endorsed the most belligerent Fast Sermons.99 Such men had 
more in common with the clergy of the Establishment than 
with vociferous Rational Dissenters. Their joint concern was 
the manifest moral failings of contemporary society not the 
deficiencies of the parliamentary system. Significantly, when 
the bishops did use their legislative muscle, it was to support 
causes which were of equal concern to many laymen. Hence 
the Bishop of Llandaff's Divorce Regulation Bill, and the 
Bishop of Chester's Sunday Observance Bil!. 100 Only the 
Bishop of London's judicial campaign to limit the use of 
resignation bonds and thereby protect the inferior clergy from 
patronal demands which compelled them to commit perjury, 

97 J. Shebbeare, An Essay on the Origin, Progress and Establishment of National Society 
(London, 1776), 185. 

98 T. Rees, A Sketch ofthe History ofthe Regium Donum (London, 1834), 65. 
99 Letters to a Young Clergyman, from the late Reverend Mr Job Orton2 ( 2 vols.; 

Shrewsbury, 1800), i. 218-19. 
wo The Divorce Bill seems to have been initiated by the Bishop of Bangor, John 

Moore (later Archbishop ofCanterbury), but Moore gracefully conceded the lcad to 
Llandaff (Blcnheim MSS, Add. MS 61670, Moore to Duchcss ofMarlborough, n.d., 
probably Mar. 1 779); unlikc the Sabbatarian Bill, it was rejectcd. 
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could plausibly be portrayed as diminishing the rights of the 
laity. lt was finally brought to a successful conclusion in the 
House of Lords by the narrowest of margins after an unusual 
display of episcopal unity .101 

Clerical politics must be seen as much in their wider social 
context as in their immediate parliamentary context. The 
middle decades of the century brought important changes to 
the make-up and function of the clergy as a body. Whatever 
the spiritual implications, this was less a matter of complacency, 
cynicism, and corruption, the besetting sins of the Georgian 
Church in Victorian eyes, than of social function and political 
utility in an ecclesiastical polity which made the Church 
heavily dependent on the State. Later generations doubtless 
exaggerated the pastoral negligence and spiritual torpor of 
their Georgian predecessors, but the secular tone of clerical 
life in the mid-eighteenth century is difficult to deny. This was 
the time when Cunningham's Velvet Cushion was occupied 
by the second son ofa noble family 'whose want oftalents had 
early designated him, willing or unwilling, to spend the tithes 
of a considerable living'. I t is an image which indubitably 
catches something of the genteel flavour of the Hanoverian 
Church. 102 The proportion ofbeneficed clergy who came from 
clerical families, having risen markedly in the early eighteenth 
century, levelled and fell away in the late eighteenth century as 
lay fathers and landed families invested in the Church as a 
profession. 103 The clergy, denied a role in national politics, 
except through the bishops, came to play a very full part in the 
myriad concerns of local administration and improvement, as 

w, Cobbett's Parliamentary History, xxiii. 876. 
10~ J. W. Cunningham, The Velvet Cushion (London, 1814), 135. 
' 0 ·' This was thc casc in thrcc archdcaconrics whosc parochial clcrgy during this 

pcriod I havc cxamincd: Chichcstcr, Dorsct, and Glouccstcr. In somc arcas thc 
proportion of clcrgy with clcrical fathcrs rcachcd 40% in thc third quartcr of thc 
ccntury. Thc prccisc pattcrn varics from dcancry to dcancry within cach of thcsc 
archdcaconrics, and it is lcss markcd in Glouccstcr than in thc othcr two. Glouccstcr 
had a high proportion of poor livings and stipcndiary curacics among its 
incumbcncics, and it is possiblc that thcrc is a corrclation bctwccn clcrical 
background and thc eure of an inadcquatcly cndowcd parish. Gcntccl familics plainly 
had no intcrcst in dirccting thcir sons to a poor living. I t is also worth noting that thc 
proportion of clcrgy with clcrical fathcrs sccms to havc riscn again in thc carly 19th 
ccnt., though not to thc lcvcls bricfly achicvcd in thc middlc of thc 18th ccnt. Thc 
trcnd towards a body of clcrgy whosc background and upbringing wcrc in csscncc 
thosc of laymcn, sccms to havc bccn pcculiarly a latc 18th-ccnt. onc. 
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magistrates, land-tax commissioners, turnpike trustees, im-
provement commissioners, and so on. Not surprisingly, there 
was a lively debate in the 1 770s and 1 780s about the dangers 
of clerical involvement in unclerical pursuits. These were said 
to include morally indefensible, as weil as pastorally damaging 
diversions, such as gambling, sexual dalliance, sensational 
journalism, and duelling. The macaroni clergyman was a 
stock figure of the 1770s. 

For their part, laymen were increasingly important to the 
clergy. The ordinary lawcourts proved eager defenders of the 
clerical movement to maintain and even increase the value of 
tithes. A series of important cases were determined in favour 
of tithe-owners at a time when rising agricultural rents made 
fixed compositions and moduses controversial, and the ability 
of the clergy to share in the benefits of 'improvement' crucial 
to their fortunes. Some of the most sensational determinations, 
including the much reported cases of Bree v. Chaplin, and 
Bosworth v. Limbrick, were reached during the period of the 
American war. 104 These tithe disputes tended tobe portrayed 
as pitting the parson against his flock, and doubtless helped to 
stimulate popular anticlericalism. 105 But many laymen owned 
or benefited by tithes. Moreover, from the vantage-point of 
the clergy, the outcome assisted their integration into pro-
pertied society, giving them interests and preoccupations 
similar to those of landowning laymen. Defeat on tithe-
questions might have made the parochial incumbents as a 
dass less objectionable to ordinary farmers and their em-
ployees; it would also have bred a strong sense of resentment 
among the clergy themselves and separated their interests 
from those of other landowners. 

In an urban setting, where tithes were often negligible and 
the Established Church relatively weak, lay congregations 
often dictated the choice and regulated the conduct of polite 
preachers, supported by that most characteristic and flexible 
of eighteenth-century institutions, the subscription. Clerical 
charities like the Three Choirs and the Sons of the Clergy 

104 Thcy arc convcnicntly listcd and dcscribcd inj. Rayncr, Gases at /,a~l!,e concemin,I!, 
Tithes (3 vol., L0ndon, 1783). 

105 Sec E. J. Evans, 'Somc Rcasons for thc Growth of English Rural Anti-
Clcricalism, c.1750--c.1830', Pas/ & Present, 66 (1975), 85--g4. 
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increasingly accepted the patronage and leadership oflaymen. 
In the case ofthe Three Choirs a conscious decision was taken 
in I 754 to abandon the practice of relying on local clergy and 
members of the choirs to organize the annual meetings, in 
favour of appointing at least one layman. The lay steward, 
thereafter, was drawn invariably from a prominent family 
with property in one of the three counties, and, not infrequently, 
was a peer of the realm. 106 In the period of the American war 
it is also notable that aristocratic names invariably appeared 
among the stewards of the Sons of the Clergy; most of them 
belonged to supporters of Lord North. The roll-call of court 
magnates began with North himself in I 774 and continued 
without interruption thereafter; opposition peers were occa-
sionally employed, but only when safely escorted by a known 
friend of ministry. 107 lt is hardly surprising that the clergy 
were reluctant in these circumstances to see themselves as 
their forebears sometimes had, as a profession, even a caste, 
charged with unique responsibilities and peculiar privileges. 
Bishops continued to urge on their parochial clergy a proper 
sense of their apartness and a degree of corporate spirit, not to 
say suitably distinctive Standards of conduct. Bishop Porteus's 
exhortations dealt not only with the predictable concerns of 
those in authority, residence, scholarship, piety, and pastoral 
commitment, but also apparently minor matters bearing on 
clerical morale, such as the advisability of appearing only in 
the prescribed dress, 'as a badge of that lang and honourable 
calling to which we have been admitted'. 108 None the less, the 
clergy tended to view themselves as part of a propertied 
hierarchy rather than as a separate Estate. lt was their duty to 

106 Sec C. L. Williams and H. G. Chance, Origin and Progress of the Meeting of the 
Three Choirs (Gloucester, 1895). 

107 The annual report ofthe Sons ofClcrgy included a list ofall stewards appointed 
from 1 721; thc relevant namcs after North arc as follows: 1775, Earl of Suffolk; , 776, 
Duke of Bedford; 1 777, Marquis of Granby; 1 778, Earl Bathurst; 1779, Lord 
Thurlow; 1780, Duke of Montagu; 1781, Earl of Hillsborough; 1782, Viscount 
Stormont; 1 783, Earl of Salisbury; among Opposition pccrs, Lord Cravcn was a 
Steward in 1775, the Earl ofRadnor in 1777, the Marquis ofCarnarvon in 1781. 

10" A Charl!;e Delivered to the C/e~zy of the Diocese of Chester at the Primary Visitation of the 
Diocese in the Year 1 778 (Chester, 1779), 21. Porteus's campaign hclpcd stimulatc a 
considerablc dcbate in thc early I 780s; sec Free and Apposite Observations on One Very 
Evident and lndecent Cause of the Present Rapid Decline of the Clerical Credit and Character 
{London, 1782). 
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complement and correspond with lay society; they had no 
interest in rejecting it, and rarely aspired to rule it. In this 
sense the politics of the clergy, conformist, conservative, 
conventional, are all of pattern with its place in late 
eighteenth-century society. 



12 

The Christian as Subject 
The Worldly Mind of Prussian Protestant Theologians in the 

Late Enlightenment Period 

GÜNTER BIRTSCH 

Modern historical research has emphasized the contradictory 
nature of Prussia, which was always characterized by 'a 
mixture of conservative and reactionary forces on the one 
hand, and reformist, progressive forces on the other'. 1 This 
ambivalence must be the starting-point of any historical 
examination which focuses on religion and the Church in 
Prussia in the Age of Enlightenment. The picture is further 
complicated by the fact that Protestantism can be seen both to 
have supported and promoted the Enlightenment, and, in its 
predominant Lutheran form, to have taught absolute subjuga-
tion to authority.2 Moreover, while the co-ordination of state 
and ecclesiastical administration, and of secular and religious 
matters, helped open up the Church to the spirit of the 
Enlightenment, it also encouraged its incorporation into the 
service of the authoritarian state.3 Historical research on the 
Translated by Stuart McKinnon-Evans (Material Word). 

1 0. Büsch, 'Aspekte des Prcußenbildes und ihre Rezeption', in id. (ed.), Das 
Preußenbild in der Geschichte (Berlin, 1981), 3-26, csp. 8. The large exhibition hcld in 
Berlin in 1981, Preußen-Versuch einer Bilanz (Prussia-An Assessment), gcnerated 
numerous publications to add to critical appraisal of the Prussian historical tradition. 
Furthcr examplcs are a collcction of essays on Prussia's imagc abroad, and an 
anthology rcprcscntativc ofhistorical rcscarch on Prussia: 0. Büsch (cd.), Preußen und 
das Ausland (Berlin, 1982); id. and W. Ncugcbauer (cds.), Modeme preußische Geschichte 
1648--1947: Eine Anthologie (Berlin, 1981). 

2 Sec E. Wolf, 'Zum Verhältnis der politischen und moralischen Motive in der 
deutschen Widerstandsbewegung', in H. Gram], H. Mommscn, et al. (cds.), Der 
deutsche Widerstand l:egen Hitler (Colognc, 1966), 215-55, csp. 222; Wolf suggcsts that 
thc Catholic Church also cncouragcd unqucstioning obcdicncc of authority. For a 
positive vicw of thc contribution of Protestant thcology to thc Enlightcnmcnt sec thc 
articlcs by E. Trocltsch (1897) and K. Scholdcr (1968) in F. Kopitzsch (cd.), 
Aufklärung, Absolutismus und Bürgertum in Deutschland (Munich, 1976). 

" On Church-Statc rclations in Prussia sec R. von Thaddcn, Fragen an Preußen: Zur 
Geschichte eines aufgehobenen Staates (Munich, 1981), eh. 6, csp. 112. 
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interaction of religion and politics has shown that the 
peculiarly Prussian dovetailing of Protestant belief with state 
reality created a 'combination of forces powerful enough to 
shape history'. 4 The particular energies that this constellation 
of spiritual and worldly powers possessed to mould people's 
whole way of thinking has yet tobe adequately investigated by 
modern social history.5 

The following case-study can make but a modest contribu-
tion to such an investigation. I t examines the enlightened 
attitudes of the governing body of the Lutheran (evangelisch-
lutherisch) Church, the Prussian Oberkonsistorium or Upper 
Consistory, in the last three decades of the eighteenth century, 
and looks at the social and political aspects of the ecclesiastical 
doctrine to which the Consistory gave voice. The first section 
of this essay offers a broad outline of the constitution of the 
Prussian Church and hence provides the background to the 
activities and composition of the Upper Consistory, as well as 
to the functions assigned to the theologians belonging to it-
who, like all Prussian Public Servants, owed 'the head of state 
special loyal ty and obedience'. 6 The second section considers 
the attitudes and self-conception of the clergy, the goals of 
their enlightened search for truth, and the relationship 
between them, society, and the state. The concluding section 
is devoted to the doctrines of virtue and duty preached by 
these theologians, and thus examines the piace of the ecclesiast-
ical bureaucracy in Prussia's system of reformist absolutism. 

Throughout the Age of Enlightenment Prussia remained an 
absolutist state headed by an all-powerful monarch, whose 
sovereign position entailed, among other things, the supervi-
sion of 'all societies and public institutions within the state', 

4 F. Fischer, 'Der deutsche Protestantismus und c!ic Politik im 19. Jahrhundert', 
Historische Zeitschrift, 171 (1951), 473-517, csp. 476. 

-' H. U. Wchlcr, Deutsche Gesellschaftsgeschichte, i: Vom Feudalismus des Alten Reiches bis 
zur defensiven Modernisierung der Reformära 1700 bis 1815 (Munich, 1987), providcs a 
pertinent socio-historical synopsis and includcs many referenccs (csp. 270 ff.). On thc 
rclationship between popular rcligious fccling and mass culture sec thc rcccnt 
contributions to social history in W. Schicdcr (ed.), Volksreligiosität in der modernen 
So;::ialgeschichte (Göttingen, 1986). 

6 Sec t~e most recent edition of the Prussian General Code (Allgemeines Landrecht) of 
1 794: H. Hattenhauer ( ed.), Al/gemeines Landrecht für die preußischen Staaten von r 794 
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including religious organizations. 7 At the beginning of the 
nineteenth century the Prussian statistician Leopold Krug 
stressed that, 'on the matter of the control of religion, the 
sovereign's rights are absolute'.8 In the Prussian General 
Code of 1 794 (Allgemeines Landrecht), a legislative document 
which was frequently regarded as a basic or substitute 
constitution for Prussia,9 the section dealing with the Church 
and the law made it the duty of 'every religious denomination 
(Kirchengesellschaft) to instil in its members divine reverence, 
respect for the law, loyalty to the state, and a moral attitude 
towards their fellow citizens' ( § 13). Religious principles 
which were out of keeping with this requirement were 
'forbidden to be taught' and were to be 'disseminated neither 
in speech, nor in popular writings' (§ 14). Theprivate or public 
religious practice of 'any religious denomination' was 'subject 
to the supervision of the state'. The monarch's legal position 
vis-à-vis the Church was made all the more acceptable in the 
eyes of the enlightened public by the fact that the General 
Code granted each inhabitant of Prussia 'complete freedom of 
belief and conscience' (§ 2). Krug, with apparent pride, was 
thus able clearly and concisely to emphasize as a positive 
characteristic of Prussian religious policy, 'the government's 
tolerance, in the broadest sense; its desire for friendly relations 
between all religious denominations; the protection and 
observation of the rights of individual denominations and 
members, of church property etc.; the restriction of proselyt-
ization, combined with total freedom of movement between 
denominations'. 10 

(with an introduction; Frankfurt-an-Main, 1970), pt. ii, eh. 11, § 2. Hercaftcr cited as 
ALR. On thc status of thc Church according to thc ALR sec H.-W. Strätz, 'Das 
staatskirchcnrcchtlichc System des preußischen J\llgcmcincn Landrechts', Civitas: 
Jahrbuchfar Sozialwissenschaflen, 11 ( 1972), 151Hl3. 

7 A/.R,pt.ii.ch. 13,§ 13. 
8 L. Krug, Abriß der neuesten Statistik des preußischen Staats2 (Halle, 1805), 159. 
9 Sec G. Birtsch, 'Zum konstitutionellen Charakter des Preußischen Allgemeinen 

Landrechts von 1794', in K. Kluxcn and W. Mommscn {cds.), Politische Ideologien und 
nationalstaatliche Ordnung: Studien zur Geschichte des ,9. und 20. Jahrhunderts. Festschriflfar 
Theodor Schieder zum 60. Geburtstag {Munich and Vienna, 1968), 97-116; H. Conrad, 
Das allgemeine Landrecht von I 794 als Grundgesetz des friderizianischen Staates (Berlin, 
1965); R. Koscllcck, Preeflen zwischen Reform und Revolution: Allgemeines Landrecht, 
Verwaltung und so,;iale Bewegung von I 79 I bis I 848 (Stuttgart, 1 967). 

'° Krug, Abriß, 159. 
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Prussia was a country with a predominantly Protestant 
population. In 1740, 90 per cent of the 2.3 million inhabitants 
professed themselves Lutherans, while a mere 3 per cent were 
members of the Reformed Church (amongst them the royal 
family, who had converted to Calvinism in 1613); about 7 per 
cent were Catholics. Since the Silesian wars of the 1740s, this 
ratio had altered significantly with each Prussian conquest-
Frederick's acquisitions alone led to an eightfold increase in 
the number of Catholics. So, at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century ( 1804), about half the subjects of Prussia 
(approximately 4.8 of 9. 7 million) declared themselves 
Lutheran Protestants. This was essentially the population of the 
heartlands: Brandenburg, East Prussia, and Pomerania. 11 

The authority ofthe Upper Consistory, established in 1750, 
extended to all the lands under the Crown with the exception 
of Silesia and Geldern. In the department of the Prussian 
bureaucracy which was responsible for ecclesiastical affairs, it 
was the central 'Lutheran' authority which was responsible 
for the supervision of the Church; and this stood alongside a 
Reformed Church Directory. The duties of the 'Lutheran 
Upper Consistory' included the appointment of preachers; the 
supervision of clergymen, their doctrine, and their way oflife; 
the supervision of theology students and their exams; the 
appointment of schoolmasters in the Kurmark, where the 
Upper Consistory was also the Provincial Consistory; the 
supervision ofthe pia corpora, the religious establishments; and 
last but not least, involvement in assessing the suitability of 
candidates for theology professorships at the Lutheran faculties 
of the universities of Halle and Königsberg. 12 The over-
whelming majority of members of the Upper Consistory, 

11 lbid. 160, and W. Hubats~h, Friedrich der Große und die preußische Verwaltung 
(Colognc and Berlin, 1973), 190 ff. 

12 Thc dccrcc proclaiming thc cstablishmcnt of thc Uppcr Consistory is rcprintcd 
in Acta Borussica, Denkmäler der preußischen Staatsverwaltun,t; im 18. Jahrhundert (Berlin, 
1907), vol. ix, no. 14, pp. 45 ff. On thc statc of thc ccclcsiastical dcpartmcnt in 1740 
sec 0. Hintzc, 'Einleitende Darstellung der Behördenorganisation und allgemeinen 
Verwaltung in Preußen beim Regierungsantritt Friedrichs II.', in Acta Borussica 
(Berlin, 1901), vol. vi, no. 1, pp. 134 ff.Fora short account ofthc history ofthc Uppcr 
Consistory sec K. Themcl, 'Die Mitglieder und die Leitung des Berliner 
Konsistoriums vom Regierungsantritt des Kurfürsten Johann Sigismunds 1608 bis 
zur Aufhebung des königlichen preussischen Oberkonsistoriums 1809', Jahrbuch fiir 
Berlin-Brandenburgische Kirchengeschichte, 41 ( 1966), 52-111. 
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which was made up of a first and second president and seven 
Upper Consistorial councillors, supported the Enlightenment. 
At the time of the death ofFrederick the Great, only one ofthe 
six ecclesiastical members of the governing body of the 
Church remained opposed to rationalist, enlightened theology: 
Johann J esaias Silberschlag ( 1716-9 1). Silberschlag occupied 
a special place in the Upper Consistory as 'the only rock of 
orthodoxy'. His appointment throws a good deal of light on 
the way the Church was run under Frederick the Great. He 
had become known less for his theological achievements than 
for his knowledge of science and his practical skills. In 1760 he 
was made a member of the Royal Academy for his study of 
ancient catapults, and in 1769 became a councillor of the 
Upper Consistory; indeed by 770 he had been appointed to 
the department of public works and entrusted with the 
hydraulic engineering and machinery projects. As his bio-
grapher certifies, he did not have the time to keep up to date 
with or continue his education in learned aspects of theology. 13 

The Prussian Enlightenment, and with it the tenor and 
composition of the Upper Consistory, were greatly shaped by 
the reformist absolutism of Frederick the Great, who was 
himself one of the most prominent advocates of the Enlighten-
ment.14 But Frederick's Enlightenment policy, in particular 
his attitude towards freedom of conscience, was not merely a 
product of his personal adoption of enlightened doctrines; it 
was a result of the historical and political circumstances of the 
Prussian polity. These included the country's denominational 
structure and ecclesiastical constitution. Denominational 
heterogeneity, increased -by the admission of the French 
H uguenots und er the Great Elector, had made a policy of 
tolerance expedient. 15 This was continued under Frederick 
the Great's father, the 'soldier kin:g' Frederick William 1. 

13 P. Tschackert, 'Johannjesaias Silberschlag', Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie, xxxiv 
(1982), 314-16. 

14 See G. Birtsch, 'Friedrich der Große und die Aufklärung', in 0. Hauser (ed.), 
Friedrich.der Große in seiner Zeit (Cologne and Vienna, 1987), 31-46; G. Birtsch, 'Der 
Idealtyp des aufgeklärten Herrschers', Aufklärung: lnterdis;r.iplinäre Halbjahresschrift ;r.ur 
Erforschung des 18.Jahrhunderts und seiner Wirkungsgeschichte, 2 (1987), g-47; T. Schieder, 
Friedrich der Große: Ein Königtum der Widersprüche (Frankfurt-on-Main, 1983). 

15 M. Lackner, Die Kirchenpolitik des Großen Kur.fürsten (Witten, 1973); G. Heinrich, 
'Toleranz als Staatsräson', in W. Treue (ed.), Geschichte als Aufgabe, Festschriftfiir Otto 
Büsch ;r.u seinem 6o. Geburtstag (Berlin, 1988), 30 ff. 
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Although the intellectual world of the Enlightenment remained 
closed to Frederick William, the spirit of active pietism 
emerging in Halle was beginning to combine with the values 
of rationalism and Enlightenment even during his reign, and 
one can see the first signs of a growing indifference towards 
questions of dogma and a striving for interdenominational 
harmony. Frederick William's profession of a practical Chris-
tianity, and of a doctrine of salvation rooted in worldly deeds 
and reason, was a step towards the rational theology of the 
Enlightenment.16 lt was during his reign that one of the 
precursors of Enlightenment theology became very influential: 
the provost Johann Gustav Reinbeck (1683-1741), who 
sought a compromise between Lutheran orthodoxy and the 
new doctrine. 7 Reinbeck was a pupil of the Enlightenment 
philosopher Christian Wolff (1679-1754), whom Frederick 
William had banished, and he pushed, in vain, for Wolff's 
recall to Halle. He himself endeavoured to prove the 
statements of the scriptures as 'rational' in terms of Christian 
Wolff's rationalist philosophy. 18 In the end Frederick William 
himself was recommending Wolff's logic to theology students 
and, on the advice of Reinbeck, summoned the Reformed 
preacher and Consistorial councillor from Magdeburg, August 
Friedrich Wilhelm Sack ( 1 703-86), to Berlin as preacher at 
the Court and cathedral. Sack had studied Reformed theology 
in Frankfurt an der Oder and, while teaching in Holland, had 
come into contact with Jean Barbeyrac (1674-1729), the 
adapter and translater of Pufendorf' s doctrine of duty, who at 
that time was teaching in Groeningen. 19 Sack placed the 

16 G. Birtsch, 'Friedrich Wilhelm I und die Anfänge der Aufklärung in 
Brandenburg-Preußen', in 0. Hauser (cd.), Preußen, Europa und das Reich (Colognc and 
Vicnna, 1987), 87-rn2. For a morc gcncral account of thc Enlightcnmcnt and 
Protcstantism in Gcrmany sec F.-W. Kantzcnbach, 'Protestantisches Christentum im 
Zeitalter der Aufklärung', in Evangelische Enzyklopädie, v/vi (Gütersloh, 1965). 

17 Sec W. Wendland, 'Die praktische Wirksamkeit Berliner Geistlicher im 
Zeitalter der Aufklärung, 1740-1806',Jahrbuchfor Brandenburgische Kirchengeschichte, 9/ 
10 (1913), 320-76, 11/12 (1914), 233-302, sec csp. 329. 

18 For an account of thc impact that was madc on thc uppcr cchclons of thc 
Prussian burcaucracy by Woltrs rationalist philosophy, which carricd on thc 
Luthcran tradition, and for rcfcrcnccs to more dctailcd litcraturc, sec E. Hcllmuth, 
Naturrechtsphilosophie und bürokratischer Werthorn;ont: Studien zur preußischen Geistes- und 
Sozialgeschichte des 18. Jahrhunderts (Göttingen, 1985). 

19 See Wendland, 'Die praktische Wirksamkeit Berliner Geistlicher', 322, who 
suggests that Sack was influcnccd by Tillotson. Sec also A. F. W. Sack, Lebens-
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importance of ethical teachings above that of the truth of 
salvation. Virtue and Christianity became for him a means of 
attaining a state of bliss. Although he belonged to the 
Reformed Church, he was appointed clerical member in the 
Lutheran Upper Consistory in 1750, at which time the first 
president and two other secular councillors were also members 
of the Reformed Church. This personnel policy is a further 
indication of the monarchy's indifference to dogma and its 
efforts to establish interdenominational harmony. Sack, more-
over, persuaded the most important Prussian theologian ofthe 
Enlightenment, Johann Joachim Spalding (1714-1804), who 
had been provost and senior preacher at St Nicholas's Church 
since 1764, to come to Berlin.2° For Spalding, who had turned 
his back on Lutheran orthodoxy at an early stage, the 
enlightened duty of improving and perfecting mankind was 
the focal point of theology. Together with Johann Samuel 
Diterich ( 1721-97), whosupported both theologicalrationalism 
and Wolff's doctrine of natural rights, and was appointed to 
the Upper Consistory in 1770, he brought to Berlin Wilhelm 
Abraham Teller ( 1734-1804), who had come into conflict 
with Lutheran orthodoxy as Professor of Theology in Helm-
stedt. Teller was the staunchest rationalist of all the ecclesiast-
ical members of the Upper Consistory.21 Consequently, most 
of the leading positions in the Prussian Protestant Church were 
eventually occupied by men who subscribed to rationalism. 

Enlightenment figures found it relatively easy to enter the 
leadership because of the way in which the administration of 
the Church was organized to combine secular and religious 
duties. On the whole, the Church administration, despite 
various attempts at reform, appeared fragmented with respect 
to both policy and personnel.2 The ecclesiastical department 
may have been nominally separate from the judicial depart-
ment in Frederick the Great's bureaucracy, but there was still 

beschreibung nebst einigen von ihm hinterlassenen Briefen und Schriften, cd. by his son F. S. G. 
Sack, (2 vols., Berlin, 1789), i. 10 ff. In addition sec J. Schollmcicr, Johann Joachim 
Spalding, ein Beitrag ;:,ur Theologie der Aufklärung (Gütersloh, 1967). 

20 Sec Schollmcicr, Spalding, on Spalding and Enlightcnmcnt writings, and on thc 
influcncc on Spalding of Shaftcsbury and Hutchcson. 

21 Sec thc cssay by M. Bollachcr, 'Wilhelm Abraham Teller', in H. E. Bödckcr and 
U. Herrmann (cds.), Über den Pro;:,eß der Aufklärung in Deutschland (Göttingen, 1987), 
3g-52. 22 Sec Hubatsch, Friedrich der Große, 197. 
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an overlap in the actual people involved in the administration 
of justice and the Church. This became evident in the new 
division of responsibility that emerged after the Seven Y ears 
War: in 1764 two presidents holding the rank of Minister were 
appointed to the ecclesiastical department. The first was the 
Minister of Justice and former President of the Brandenburg-
Prussian Chamber of Justice (Kammergericht), E. F. Freiherr 
von Münchhausen (1724-84), who was now responsible for 
the affairs of the Lutheran churches, schools, seminaries, and 
monasteries. But, as the President of the Lutheran Upper 
Consistory, he also retained responsibility for, amongst other 
things, 'all criminal affairs of all the royal provinces'. 23 The 
second, J. L. von Dorville, the ecclesiastical department 
Minister responsible for Reformed churches and schools, and 
President of the Reformed Church Directory, took over the 
first presidency ofthe Chamber ofJustice from Münchhausen. 
Münchhausen's other eminent successor, K. A. Freiherr von 
Zedlitz ( 1 731-93), an advocate not only of an enlightened 
education policy in both schools and universities, but also a 
courageous champion of the independent administration of 
justice, bad just as many offices. 2 The confusing picture of 
the division ofresponsibility and accumulation ofoffices within 
the Church bureaucracy reflected religious differences in 
Prussian territories, which even the creation of a purely 
ecclesiastical ministerial department in 1 788, after Frederick 
the Great's death, failed to eliminate. 

Frederick the Great's reformist absolutism simplified ad-
ministration as little as it contributed to the standardization of 
Church affairs in Prussia's territories. The King was far 
from insisting that the whole of Protestant Prussia should 
use the same hymn-book.25 The Protestant Churches were 
united only in the leadership of Frederick the Great, who 
mocked himself for being both the Lutheran Pope and the 

23 Acta Borussica, vol. xiii, no. 194, pp. 417 ff. 
24 Sec thc recently published study of Zedlitz by P. Baumgart, 'Karl Abraham 

Freiherr von Zcdlitz', in W. Treue und K. Gründer (eds.), Berlinische Lebensbilder: 
Wissenschaftspolitik in Berlin. Minister, Beamte, Ratgeber (Berlin, 1987), 33-46. 

25 Although Frcderick thc Grcat welcomed the enlightcned Gesangbuch zum 
gottesdienstlichen Gebrauch in den königlich-preußischen landen, hc left it to individual 
parishcs to dccidc whcther they would use it or not (cf. Wendland, 'Die praktische 
Wirksamkeit Berliner Geistlicher', 282 ff.). 
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head of the Reformed Church. 26 As far as the King was 
concerned, raison d'état and pragmatism in religious matters 
were the factors which would decide Prussia's policy towards 
the Church. The peculiarities ofrituals meant nothing to him; 
indeed, he was indifferent to them. Consequently the Church 
was subject to no more than mild control. Frederick abolished 
penance in the Reformed Church, and allowed the Lutheran 
clergy to wear cassocks and chasubles again. He declared 
himself neutral towards both Rome and Geneva and wished 
for tolerance. Of his subordinates he expected not that they 
read the Holy Scriptures, but that they fulfilled their duties as 
citizens of the state. But he did regard religion as a necessity: 
The common people, he thought, would not be able to attain 
virtue without religion. 27 In this Frederick was at one with his 
Upper Consistorial councillors, whose rationalist theology 
was essentially a doctrine of virtue. 

II 

In German historiography it is sometimes suggested that 
preachers were 'the clerical police force for the implementation 
ofthe sovereign's orders'.28 This is true to only a very limited 
extent. In fact, Frederick did make use of Church bodies to 
publicize his decrees, as was normal at the time, but the 
Church was not used to impress the ruler's orders on people 
for the purpose of political stabilization; it was not used for 
political effect. Even the Upper Consistorial councillors who 
supported the Enlightenment specifically declined to broach 
either political or economic issues in their sermons.29 But 
although the enlightened theologians themselves pretended to 

26 Sec thc rcccnt cdition of his Political Testament of 1752 in Richard Dietrich 
(cd.), Die Politischen Testamente der Hohen<:ollem (Colognc and Vicnna, 1986), 314. 

27 G. Birtsch, 'Religions- und Gewissensfreiheit in Preußen', Zeitschriftfar historische 
Forschung, 11 (1984), 177-204, csp. 184. 

28 G. Ritter, Friedrich der Große: Ein historisches Pro.fi{3 ( 1954; rcpr. Düsseldorf, 1978), 
204. For a well-balanccd account of the Church's rolc in administration sec F. 
Schnabel, Deutsche Geschichte im 19. Jahrhundert, iv (Freiburg, 1937), 291. See also G. 
Heinrich, 'Amtsträger und Geistlichkeit: Zur Problematik der sekundären Führungs-
schichten in Brandenburg-Preußen 1450-1786', in G. Franz, Beamten/um und 
Pfarrerstand 1400-1800 (Lüneburg, 1974), 17g-238. 

29 Sec Wendland, 'Die praktische Wirksamkeit Berliner Geistlicher', 360. For a 
general account of thc evangelical sermon in the late Enlightenmcnt pcriod in 
Germany sec R. Krause, Die Predigt der deutschen Aufklärung, 1770--1805 (Stuttgart, 
1965). 
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be apolitical, and their sermons did not aim, essentially, to 
impart a Christian doctrine of salvation, they did set out to 
elaborate a sound moral code. Spalding had shown the way as 
early as 1748 with his reflections on 'the vocation of man' (die 
Bestimmung des Menschen). 30 His ultimate goals were truth and 
justice, the quest for truth through serious reflection and the 
free use of reason, and the application of notions of justice in 
the appraisal of religion, whose aim, in the end, was 'to make 
man good and contented'.31 Spalding held that moral doctrine 
should come before exegesis: to preach the word of Christ 
meant to instruct people in how to attain spiritual and eternal 
happiness, which he had brought to the world through his 
extraordinarily divine mission, and 'to reflect on what ought 
tobe achieved on earth through these ideas' .32 All this was, in 
essence, a call for the moral improvement of mankind. The 
basis of Spalding's sermons was a hypothesis, derived from 
the doctrine of natural law and which had been taught since 
Grotius, according to which God himself was necessarily 
bound to the moral order. Spalding's sermons were meant to 
teach people goodness and right-mindedness, so that they 
could come tobe 'happy and at peace'. 

Spalding's goal-a peaceful and happy life--coincided with 
the contemporary Prussian doctrine of the raison d'itat. We 
find Frederick the Great and Carl Gottlieb Svarez, the chief 
architect of the Prussian General Code, saying things very 
similar to Spalding. 33 The ostensibly apolitical sermon was em-
bedded, in other words, in a set of values which bound it to the 
political reality of the day. 'We must be able to say to 
ourselves truthfully', preached Spalding, 'that the purpose for 
which we labour has some meaning in the world. ' 34 

Proving one's worth on earth therefore became the crucial 
criterion ofthe gospel. For Spalding the real goal seemed tobe 

30 J.J. Spalding, Die Bestimmung des Menschen3 (Leipzig, 1774). 
31 Ibid. 74. 
32 Sec Wendland, 'Die praktische Wirksamkeit Berliner Geistlicher', 359, whcrc hc 

quotcs Spalding, Neue Festpredigt (1792), 135. 
3:i Cf. Frcdcric lc Grand, 'Essai sur lcs formcs de gouvcrncmcnt et sur lcs dcvoirs 

des souvcrains' (1777), in fEuvres de Frederic le Grand {Berlin, 1848), ix. 223-39, csp. 
225; H. Conrad and G. Klcinhcycr (cds.), Gar/ Gottlieb Svam:., Vorträge über Recht und 
Staat (1791-92) (Colognc and Opladcn, 1960), csp. 453 ff. 

34 J.J. Spalding, Über die Nut~barkeit des Predigtamtes2 {Berlin, 1773), 3. 
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'instructing and making mankind better so that it may attain 
bliss'; the clergy were to 'teach the virtues that are fitting and 
requisite for the civil constitution'. lt was as though, having 
passed the rigorous test of reason, Christian beliefs as a 
doctrine were being presented as a body ofideas that would be 
useful to society; there was no need for them to be adapted 
before society could make use of them.35 For Spalding, the 
preacher could justify his place in society by applying the 
teachings of the Bible in a practical manner. This also gave a 
purpose to those who spread those teachings. Spalding could 
not envisage a religious doctrine independent of'improvement 
and virtue'. Knowledge and virtue became his ubiquitous 
guiding principles, and he expected sermons and lessons for 
the common people to pay due attention to them. According 
to Spalding, the hymn-book, too, was to serve rationalistic 
and worldly ideals of devotion, for hymns had a clear impact 
on the people, on their ideas and their whole way of thinking; 
the verses, almost like a creed or law, were imprinted on 
people's minds.36 

The synthesis between faith and enlightened thinking 
marks the concept of the 'enlightened devotions'. The plea to 
God for rational knowledge, truth, and self-knowledge was 
introduced into the 1 780 edition of the Protestant hymn-book. 
The combination of enlightenment, truth, happiness, and the 
common good was one of the clergy's basic convictions, as the 
discourse of the Mittwochsgesellschaft illustrates. This was a 
society for the 'Friends of the Enlightenment', in which 
Spalding, Teller, and Diterich played an important role. lt 
was clear to these ecclesiastical figures of the Enlightenment 
that enlightenment and truth could only be realized through a 
process in which not everyone could take an active part. The 
crucial factor in deciding what was 'the truth' was the 
question ofwhat actually constituted the 'common good', and 
the fact that Prussian society was characterized by reformist 
absolutism and a hierarchy of estates was decisive in this 
respect. Spalding may have liked to believe that anything 
which caused more harm than good was probably not the 

35 lbid. 49 ff. and 81 ff. Wilhelm Abraham Teller applauded the use of reason in 
religion in his Die Religion der Vollkommenen2 (Berlin, 1793), 49. 

36 Spalding, Über die Nut;:.barkeit des Predigtamtes, 195. 
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truth; but the majority of the clergy, and members of the 
Mittwochsgesellschaft, tended to favour an Enlightenment 
strategy that was marked by compromise; it gave equal status 
to claims to truth, on the one hand, and the 'common good', 
howsoever defined, on the other. They guided the Enlighten-
ment process along a path which fitted in with the existing 
order.37 

The enthusiasm for knowledge which the men of the 
Prussian Enlightenment displayed was mixed with an element 
of doubt as to how their enlightened ideals could ever 
successfully be put into practice. The well-known co-editor of 
the Berlinische Monatsschrift, the U pper Consistorial councillor 
Friedrich Gedike (1754-1803), for example, saw the middle 
classes as the bearers of Enlightenment. Gedike, who was to 
become very influential in Prussian education-the introduc-
tion of the grammar school leaving examination (Reifeprüfung) 
and proposals for the establishment of a training college for 
prospective secondary school teachers can be traced back to 
him38-was a secular member of the Upper Consistory, but 
by education he too was a theologian. In 1790 he dedared in 
his speech to mark his acceptance into the Royal Academy of 
Sciences, 'The middle classes as the core of the nation are the 
real source of the Enlightenment; from there, the rays of the 
Enlightenment will gradually spread to the two extremes, the 
upper and lower classes.'39 Gedike shared the assumption of 
most members of the Upper Consistory that the upper and 
lower classes would be receptive to the Enlightenment only up 
to a point. Spalding, meanwhile, in his 1748 work on the 
vocation of man, talked of 'the royal path of truth and justice' 
as the only one to be taken;40 but given Prussia's social 

37 On thc composition ofthc Mittwochsgesellschaft and its conccption ofstatc and 
socicty sec G. Birtsch, 'Die Berliner Mittwochsgesellschaft', in Bödckcr and 
Herrmann (cds.), Über den Pro;:,efJ der Aufklärung, 94-112, and E. Hcllmuth, 
'Aufklärung und Pressefreiheit: Zur Debatte der Berliner Mittwochsgesellschaft 
während der Jahre 1783 und 84', Zeitschrift für historische Forschung, 9 (1982), 315-45. 

38 Cf. Birtsch, 'Berliner Mittwochsgesellschaft', rno-7. On thc Prussian grammar 
school (Gymnasium) sec K.-E. Jcismann, Das preußische Gymnasium in Staat und 
Gesellschaft: Die Entstehung des Gymnasiums als Schule des Staates und der Gebildeten, 1787-
1817 (Stuttgart, 1974). 

:i9 F. Gcdikc, 'Rede bei der Aufnahme in die Königliche Akademie der 
Wissenschaften (4. Februar 1790)', Berlinische Monatsschrift, 15 (1790), 21g-30, csp. 
228. 40 Spalding, Bestimmung des Menschen, 48. 
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system, the course of this path of truth was signposted by .the 
feudal structure. For bis part, Friedrich Samuel Gottfried 
Sack (1738-1817), who was called to Berlin as Court 
preacher, and who, after the death of bis father, also became 
an Upper Consistorial councillor, bad supported a concept of 
restricted education in bis proposals on improving the rural 
school system. (His plans were fully in keeping with the 
educational ideas of Frederick the Great.) 'This whole book 
business', said Sack, was unsuitable for the 'venerable dass 
which is solely concerned with the practical affairs of life'. 41 

Sack, who vigorously campaigned for improvements in the 
financial position of schoolteachers, wanted the appointments 
system to be reorganized so that when new positions arose, the 
preacher would, if possible, perform the duties of the teacher. 
Combining the cleric and the teacher in one person would be 
the best way of ensuring that religious beliefs and the doctrine 
of duty would overlap. 2 

III 

The doctrine of virtue and duty was a recurring theme in 
sermons, hymn-books and proposals for reform. The members 
of the Upper Consistory maintained that the gospel bound 
Christians to make their lives a continual worship of God.43 

At the individual level this duty demanded that we should be 
'contented with being what our dass and vocation expect'.44 

According to Teller, 'if we love our duty, if we are happy to 
concern ourselves with that which is incumbent upon us, then 
our battle is already half won' .45 The Enlightenment doctrine 
of virtue was, as a doctrine of duty, directed at all classes. lt 
addressed rulers and ruled alike, even if the message, 
especially that of the hymn-book, was meant primarily for the 
subjects. In a number of hymns in the 1780 hymn-books, the 

41 F. S. G. Sack, Über die Verbesserung des Landschulwesens vornehmlich in der Kurmark 
Brandenburg (Berlin, 1799), 58. 

42 Ibid. 13. 
43 Cf. Spalding's sennon on thc continual worship of God in E. Bauer, Al/gemeine 

Predigtsammlung aus den Werken der vorzüglichsten Kan<:,elredner (Leipzig, 1841 ), i. 666--76. 
44 Spalding, Nutzbarkeit des Predigtamtes, 145. 
45 W. A. Teller, Predigten an allen Sonn- und Festtagen des ganzen Jahres (Berlin, 1785), 

i. 31. On enlightened Protestant theologians and their synthesis of ethics and 
Christian belief see Krause, Predigt der deutschen Aufklärung, 101 ff. 
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concept of cluty became a leitmotiv,46 ancl not simply in a 
general sense: failure to fulfil one's cluty woulcl invite clivine 
juclgement (hymn no. 375). The hymn-book aclclressecl cluties 
concerning one's conscience, dass, ancl profession. lt tolcl the 
parishioners that legal obligations were also obligations of 
conscience ancl it acloptecl Matthew 7: 12: 'Do unto others as 
you woulcl have clone unto you' in its moclifiecl proverb form, 
which the Prussian teacherofnatural law, Christian Thomasius 
( 1655-1728), hacl proposecl as the maxim oflegal obligation.47 

So, as they sang, the parishioners woulcl commit to memory: 
'Do not unto others clo, what you woulcl not have clone to you' 
(Was du nicht willst, daß dir geschieht, das tu du auch an andern nicht). 
The writer ofhymn no. 353 in the book did not leave it at that; 
threatening clivine juclgement, he even impressecl on the 
parishioners the obligation ofliability for injury inflictecl upon 
others-'Whosoever causes injury to another, ancl may make 
it goocl, yet cloes not, shoulcl not hope for the mercy of Gocl's 
juclgement' (Wer anderen Schaden hat getan und irgend ihn erstatten 
kann, doch des sich weigert,findet nicht vor Dir Erbarmen im Gericht). 
In aclclition to one's general cluty to keep a dear conscience 
ancl respect the law, there were further obligations with 
respect to one's dass ancl profession: 'Relieve me of the 
burclen ofmy labour; may I do as You commancl ancl as befits 
my station' (Erleichtere mir der Arbeit Last, laß mich wie Du 
befohlen hast, das tun was meines Standes ist). The hymn-book 
besought Gocl to will that time shoulcl not be spent on trivial 
matters far removecl from one's Christian cluties (hymn no. 
374). Finally, the ethos of usefulness ancl service was turnecl 
into a cluty, while the purpose of rest was to prepare for yet 
further labours. In exactly the same vein as the Prussian ethos 
ofwork ancl cluty, the text ran, 'Your will, 0 Gocl, clestines us 
for inclustry on earth; Y our wish is that we all benefit our 
fellows ... I may take rest only when I am exhaustecl ancl 
may gather my strength for work' (Nach Deinem Rat O Gott, sind 
wir bestimmt zum Fleiß auf Erden, Du willst es, daß wir alle hier 

46 Gesangbuch zum gottesdienstlichen Gebrauch in den königlich-pre14Jischen Landen (Berlin, 
1780). 

47 Thomasius believed that legality was grounded in the command, 'Quod tibi non 
vis fieri, alteri ne fcceris.' Christian Thomasius, Fundamenta juris naturae et gentium ex 
sensu communi deducta ... (Halle, 1705), vol. i, eh. 6, § 42. Fora summary ofThomasius 
see E. Wolf, Große Rechtsdenker-1 (Tübingen, 1963), 371-423. 
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einander nützlich werden ... erholen darf ich mich nur dann, wenn ich 
von Kraft erschöpft mich kann zur Arbeit stärken). 

Spalding's reflections on the role of the hymn-book suggest 
that the writers of hymns sought first and foremost to 
influence the way the common people thought. The verses 
were meant to become imprinted on the masses' memories 
and become their laws, much in the manner of a creed.48 

While mention of all social classes also included rulers (hymn 
no. 444), they, the rulers, were intended tobe more the objects 
of a parish's prayers than anything else. The entreaties 
contained in hymns related not only to the general needs of 
the state, welfare, and security, but also to the stability of the 
existing order. lt was not only a case of: 'Grant, O Lord, well-
being to those to whom you have entrusted us, and give us the 
knowledge that they will rule over us' (Erhalt uns Herr die 
Obrigkeit, die Du uns gabst mit Wohlstand und mit Sicherheit durch sie 
regiert zu werden); the parishioners, who were called upon to 
accept life under the ruling powers without complaint, were 
also reminded of their duty as subjects: 'Be faithful, hard-
working and devoted to those who are above you. May you all 
be anxious to observe your duties' ( Gib denen Eifer, Fleiß und 
Treue, die ihr sind untergeben, daß jedermann beflissen sei, nach seiner 
Pflicht zu leben) (hymn no. 444). 

The more practically orientated, rationalist theologians 
aired this doctrine widely. Diterich's 'lnstruction on attaining 
bliss through Christ's teachings' ( Unterweisung zur Glückseligkeit 
nach der Lehre Jesu) of 1782 read in large parts like a list of 
duties for citizens within the feudal structure of an authoritar-
ian state. In the section 'Special love of thy neighbour' the 
Prussian Christians were taught that they were bound by 
obligations deriving from divinely ordained social arrange-
ments such as 'classes, the parish, the guild'. They had to fulfil 
these duties, not only for the common good ofsociety, but also 
out of a love of their neighbours. 49 In other words, the notion 
oflove of one's neighbour was used literally to tie the Prussian 
subject into the feudal structure of the absolutist monarchist 
system. The penultimate section ofthis part of Diterich's work 

48 Spalding, Nutzbarkeit des Predigtamtes, 195. 
49 J. S. Ditcrich, UnttTWeisung zur Glückseligkeit nach der Lehre Jesu (Berlin, 17811), 

97 ff. 
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obliged rulers to ensure the best for the common good, to 
protect their subjects, and to rule as fathers would. The 
subjects were obliged to respect their rulers, to obey their 
laws, and loyally to pay the required taxes; to be useful to the 
commonwealth in every way, but especially through faithfully 
performing their temporal vocation; and willingly to instruct 
fellow citizens as to their role and place in life. 0 

In appraising the members of the Upper Consistory, we 
should be conscious of the fact that they cited relevant 
passages from the Bible to put forward a balanced doctrine of 
duties relating to civic and social life, and addressed all social 
classes, including the rulers themselves. In so doing, they gave 
the prevailing system of rule a place in religious doctrine, 
thereby clearly revealing their dependence· on the existing 
social structure and its political order and with it their 
subjugation to their world around them. In his sermons on 
piety in the home for example, Teller constantly reminded 
masters of their Christian duty to guarantee the welfare of 
their domestic servants, of principled treatment of servants, of 
their duty to provide for the sick, and so forth. At the same 
time, however, he followed tradition by declaring masters to 
be the repository of ultimate domestic power; masters, he 
declared, were 'the highest body of authority and jurisdiction' 
vis-a-vis the servants. 'Were they not to fear the watchful eye of 
their superiors and the severity of the law ... the commons 
would become unruly'; and ofthe 'smaller domestic commun-
ities' one could say, 'if laws were not laid down in the house, 
then the servant would be unruly'. 51 

The enlightened theologians' support for the existing world 
order was at its staunchest where the political constitution 
permeated their sermons: when they not only reiterated the 
reverence that was owed to the monarchy, but when also the 
hereditary monarchy, in the form of the absolutist state 
constitution, was lauded as 'clearly the most favourable' 
arrangement. In a sermon to celebrate the centenary of the 
coronation of the first Prussian king, the Upper Consistorial 

50 Ibid. 100. On the social conccpt of thc Gcrman cnlightcncd Lutheran 
theologians sec A. Schlingensiepe-Pogge, Das So,:,ialethos der lutherischen Aufklärungs-
theologie am Vorabend der industriellen Revolution ( Göttingen, 1967). 

51 W. A. Teller, Predigten von der häuslichen Frömmigkeit und dem gottesdienstlichen Gesang 
(Berlin, 1773), 191. 
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councillor Johann Friedrich Zöllner ( 1753-1 804), for example, 
not only praised the majesty of the throne as 'holy' by citing a 
passage from Peter's first letter-'Fear God. Honour the 
Emperor' (1 Peter, 2: 17); he also described the activities of 
the Crown in the language of the Prussian General Code. 52 

The Code spoke of the 'supreme duty of the sovereign of the 
state to maintain peace and security within and without', 53 
and Zöllner preached 'security, within and without' as the 
'vocation of the sovereign'.54 The Code obliged the monarch 
'to make provision for establishments which grant the people 
the means and opportunities to develop their capabilities and 
strengths, and to employ these in a manner which increases 
their prosperity'.55 Correspondingly, Zöllner described the 
work of the sovereign as the maintenance of'public institutions 
and establishments ... which enable us to develop our 
capabilities, to exercise our strengths and to make beneficial 
our activities'. 56 Zöllner's monarch drafted 'plans for the 
promotion of prosperity', he created 'institutions', which 
enhanced the 'happiness in the lives [of his subjects]'. In the 
last century 'one could scarcely find another country ... 
where more had been done for the public good' than in 
Prussia. Here, the celebratory sermon turned into a self-
portrait of abse,lute monarchy, whose blossoming might 
Zöllner legitimated. J udging by the manner in which the 
General Code was almost a libretto for the official sermon, 
ZöHner's words cannot be regarded as merely an isolated 
case.57 

All in all, the openness of leading Prussian theologians to 
the secular political order was a result of the historical 
experience of reformist absolutism under Frederick the Great. 
The members of the Upper Consistory saw themselves, and 
played their roles, as public servants in the bureaucracy of 
reformist absolutism. Set-backs during the period of anti-
enlightenment reaction under Frederick William II, such as 
the Woellner edict and the edict on censorship in 1788, could 
do no more than temporarily upset their optimism and faith in 

52 J. F. Zöllner, Predigt zur Jubelfeier des Kroenungstages am rB'r." Januar 18o1 (Berlin, 
1801), 5 ff. 5:1 ALR, pt. ii, eh. 13 § 2. 

54 Zöllner, Predigt zur Jubelfeier, g. 5"' ALR, pt. ii, eh. 13 § 3. 
56 Zöllner, Predigt zur Jubelfeier, IO. 
57 Ibid. 11, and Seholder (above, n. 2), 312 ff., in lieu offurther examples. 
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cc,nstitutional rule. 58 The advantage they enjoyed with regard 
· to freedom of thought and participation in the rationality of 

state affairs encouraged a positive commitment to Prussia's 
absolutist constitution, and ensured, therefore, that the 
political and social order was given theological backing. By 
examining the role of the ecclesiastical members of the 
Prussian bureaucracy, we gain a vivid human illustration of 
the ambivalence inherent in the structure of the Prussian 
state. 

58 On Wocllncr cf. Birtsch, 'Religions- und Gewissensfreiheit', 186 ff.; F. Valjavcc, 
'Das Wocllncrschc Religionsedikt und seine geschichtliche Bedeutung', Historisches 
Jahrbuch, 72 (1953), 386--400; for an carlicr, morc critical analysis cf. P. Schwartz, Der 
erste Kulturkampf in Preußen in Kirche und Schule 1788-1798 (Berlin, 1925); sec also K. 
Epstcin, The Genesis of German Conservatism (Princcton, 1966), 142 ff. 



Pietistic Millenarianism in Late 
Eighteenth-Century Germany 

HARTMUT LEHMANN 

In the spring of 1801 a group of about thirty men and women 
from Württemberg asked the authorities in Vienna for 
passports so that they could travel south-east along the 
Danube. They called themselves pilgrims; they wore long 
rohes, carried long walking-sticks decorated with ribbons in 
many colours; their destination was Turkish-occupied Pales-
tine. For reasons unknown, their request was not granted and 
they had to return home. lt was the Württemberg ambassador 
in Vienna who informed his government in Stuttgart of this 
incident; the Stuttgart authorities quickly ordered a thorough 
investigation of the case, and it was this investigation which 
led them to a young Protestant minister, Johann Jakob 
Friederich. 1 

In 1800 Friederich had published a book entitled Glaubens-
und Hoffnungs-Blick des Volks Gottes in der antichristischen Zeit aus 
den göttlichen Weissagungen gezogen: Im Jahr Christi 1800 gewidmet 
dem der auf das Reich Gottes wartet (A glimpse of the faith and 
hope of God's people in anti-Christian times drawn from 
biblical prophecies and dedicated to those who wait for God's 
Kingdom in the year of Christ 1800). The Württemberg 
pilgrims turned back in Vienna claimed that Friederich's 
book had given them the idea of emigrating to Palestine. 
Therefore, let us first have a look at Friederich's book, which 
came out in a second edition in 1801.2 

1 For morc information about thc social and political background of this incidcnt 
sec H. Lehmann, Pietismus und weltliche Ordnung in Württemberg vom 17. bis zum 20. 
Jahrhundert (Stuttgart, 1969), 135-87, and F. Fritz, 'Johann Jakob Fricdcrich (1759-
1827): Ein Kapitel vom Glauben an einen Bergungsort und an das Tausendjährige 
Reich', Blätter für württembergische Kirchengeschichte, 41 (1937), 14o-g4. 

2 Thc following rcmarks arc bascd on thc 2nd cdn., printcd in Mar. 1801, no placc 
givcn. A copy of thc 1st cdn. could not bc obtaincd through intcr-library loan. 
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In his introduction Friederich argued that according to the 
patriarch of Württemberg pietists, Johann Albrecht Bengel, 
the decades following 1800 would be the most important ones 
in the history ofhumankind for, in this short period, ending in 
1836, the great things foretold in the Book ofRevelation would 
take place. Specifically, the decades between 1800 and 1836 
would bring the fulfilment of chapters 10-20 in the Revelation 
of John, and never could humankind gain so much or lose so 
much as in this short period of time. In Friederich's view, the 
most dramatic part of this great revolution, as he called it, 
would take place in Palestine, with the people of Israel, in the 
city of Jerusalem, and on Mount Zion, for it would be there 
that Christ's reign of a thousand years would commence. 

In his book Friederich explained these themes in detail. 
God's people had a place of refuge in Palestine, he told his 
readers. Mostly Jews would gather there, but pious Christians 
from all nations would also be assembled. Before long, he 
predicted, European governments would grant the Jews 
permission to return to their homeland, and pious Christians 
would be allowed to follow them. As Friederich went on to 
explain, Palestine was ideally suited for this purpose: it 
possessed mountains which were easy to defend, large deserts 
where people could hide, and huge caves which would shelter 
some thousand people. In Friederich's view, there was no 
doubt that God had planned the final act in the history of 
salvation in Palestine: nowhere but there would God's people 
be safe from the raging of the Antichrist. While earthquakes 
destroyed the cities and fortresses elsewhere, Mount Zion 
would stand forever. All persons persecuted, and all those 
living in misery, hoping to get help, should not look to the 
capitals of the European nations, therefore, but rather to the 
Orient, to the land of Canaan, and to Mount Zion. lt was 
there, Friederich added, that Christ would reappear in 
person, together with the heavenly host, to save his people. 
While humankind would tremble on this day, in fear of the 
LastJudgement, God's children on Mount Zion would rejoice 
and praise the Lord. 

Only the smaller part of Friederich's account can be 
recapitulated in this context. Mount Zion would also be the 
capital of Christ's kingdom, he wrote; all nations and all 
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peoples would have to serve him and the resurrected people of 
God. The laws made in Jerusalem would destroy the influence 
of the Antichrist everywhere so that in all towns and villages 
only pious people would govern, no worldly authority would 
use force any more, justice would reside in town halls, and 
even in the most dangerous regions one could travel without 
fear of being assaulted. A new temple would be built on 
Mount Zion, Friederich continued, more beautiful than any 
temple ever before. This temple would contain a fountain with 
two special qualities: the water of this fountain would heal all 
illnesses; moreover, the water would flow into the Dead Sea, 
transforming the salt water there into drinking-water which 
could then be used to irrigate the fields. 

All people living on Mount Zion would live for hundreds of 
years. From Jerusalem missionaries would be sent out to 
preach the gospel to all humankind.,,All kinds of festivals 
would be celebrated on Mount Zion, and from everywhere 
people would travel to Jerusalem to participate in the 
festivities. In fact, millions ofjews and Christians would unite 
there in praising the majesty ofGod. There would be plenty of 
food and the best of wines for all the visitors, for all of 
Palestine would yield a rich harvest and would resemble 
paradise. Academies and seminaries would be established on 
Mount Zion in which the best of the young people would 
study; marriages would be blessed with many children, and 
no wife or child would die during childbirth; there would be 
neither scarcity nor famine, even for the poorest; the climate 
would be moderate and healthy; if enemies dared to come 
near, God would destroy them with thunder and fire. In short: 
Mount Zion would be the most pleasant site and the most 
blissful place in Christ's future kingdom. 

As Friederich stressed several times, those who actually 
lived there in the near future would have two immeasurable 
advantages: they would be safe during the transition when the 
Antichrist made his last attack, and they would be the first-
born in the new 'Christian-lsraelite economy of God', as he 
called it, thus being the first to enjoy the blessings of the 
millennium. But how were the people to get there in time? In 
Friederich's view, God had, like a shepherd, made provisions 
that the sheep of his flock would be able to assemble 



HARTMUT LEHMANN 

unharmed, adding that there was ample proof that the 
journey should be made soon, since God expected the nucleus 
ofhis most faithful people to start building the new temple. No 
one should be afraid that the journey would be too long, too 
strenuous, or too hazardous. Long ago God bad planned the 
route, and nothing could undo bis promise. There would be 
enough bread and water along the route, Friederich remarked, 
and the pilgrims would not be troubled by illnesses, by 
dangerous animals, or by the heat of the sun; they would be 
able to climb high mountains and cross streams and the high 
seas. Even the blind and the lame would not have to stay 
behind, nor the very old and the very young; not even 
pregnant women or women who hadjust given birth would be 
left. Quite the contrary, Friederich argued in conclusion: 
those oppressed and living in misery would be travelling to 
Jerusalem elevated and in honour. 

lt can be mentioned here only in passing that much ofwhat 
Friederich wrote seems like a direct, perhaps wishful, com-
pensation for social, economic, political, and religious hard-
ships in the Württemberg of bis time where there was not 
enough land for all those who wished to be farmers, where 
good harvests were rare, where social relations were füll of 
tensions, and where political repression was omnipresent. No 
doubt, the contrast between the reality in late eighteenth-
century Württemberg and the promised land Friederich 
described could not have been greater.3 

This is also not the place to present in detail the works and 
views of those eighteenth-century theologians such as Johann 
Albrecht Bengel, Friedrich Christoph Oetinger, and Magnus 
Friedrich Roos from whom Friederich borrowed most of his 
arguments as well as a great many of the details he presented. 
Suffice it to say that Friederich was an obedient disciple of 
these eighteenth-century pietist theologians, all of whom 
argued that in the near future salvation-history would 
progress swiftly and come to the final termination with the 
return of Christ and the commencement of the millennium.4 

:, This is also truc for Friedrich Christoph Octingcr's Die güldene Zeit, publishcd in 
1759. As far as onc can teil, Fricdcrich rclicd vcry hcavily on Octingcr's account ofthc 
millcnnium. 

4 Sec F. Groth, Die 'Wiederbringung aller Dinge' im württembergischen Pietismus 
(Göttingen, 1g84), passim (who docs not mcntionJohannJakob Fricdcrich, howcvcr). 
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In what follows, other, more difficult questions will be 
discussed. First, how strong was millenarian thought, and 
how influential was the millenarian movement in late eight-
eenth and early nineteenth-century Germany? Second, what 
were the characteristics ofthis movement, and on what kind of 
proof was millenarianism based? Third, what were the long-
term effects of late eighteenth-century millenarianism? 

At the present time we are far from having answers to these 
questions, especially when we look beyond Württemberg, 
which I have examined in some of my research. Part of the 
difficulty in finding answers is that in the late eighteenth-
century, in an era in which enlightened thought triumphed 
and in which theologians who claimed to be enlightened 
governed the churches, millenarianism was a topic put under 
taboo, well hidden from the eyes of those who wrote the 
Church records, discussed only in circles of like-minded 
friends, and, with few exceptions, formulated in some obscure 
pamphlets. 

Keeping this in mind, 1 will attempt some preliminary 
answers to the questions I have posed. Judging from the 
material I have seen, it would seem to me that in the late 
eighteenth-century about a quarter of middle-class Protest-
ants, and about the same number of ordinary working people, 
adhered to some variant of millenarianism. As mentioned 
above, within a year Friederich's book had to be published 
in a second edition. In 1798 Johann Heinrich Jung-Stilling 
published his Siegesgeschichte der christlichen Religion in einer 
gemein-nützigen Erklärung der Offenbarung Johannis. Jung-Stilling 
was the author of the famous novel Heimweh, first published in 
1793/4. Much like John Bunyan in his Pilgrim's Progress, he 
described in this novel how true Christians were homesick on 
their journey to God's coming kingdom, hoping to arrive soon. 
In his Victorious story (or is it 'triumphant progress?') of the 
Christian religion in a usejul explanation of the Revelation to John 
Jung-Stilling repeatedly quoted Bengel as an authority. Much 
like Friederich, he argued that the events of his time could-
and should-be correlated to what had been revealed to John, 
Sec also H. Lehmann, 'Vergangenheit, Gegenwart und Zukunft im Denken des 
württembergischen Pietismus', in H. Löwe (cd.), Geschichte und Zukunft (Berlin, 1978), 
51-73, and Lehmann, Pietismus und weltliche Ordnung, 66--134. 
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concluding that Christ's return was imminent.5 Within a year, 
J ung-Stilling's book also had to be printed in a second edition. 
Most ofjung-Stilling's readers probably belonged to the ranks 
of Protestant Civil Servants in Baden, but also included some 
merchants and artisans, while most of Friederich's readers 
probably were to be found among lower-middle-class artisans 
and peasants in Württemberg. 

One of the characteristics oflate eighteenth-century adher-
ents of millenarian thought was their readiness to take action. 
For Bengel and his friends millenarianism had been a sweet 
secret, entrusted to them by God, and demanding strict 
observance ofChristian ethics on a personal level. For Bengel, 
therefore, belief in the millennium could be combined with 
social conservatism and political quietism. In contrast, late 
eighteenth-century disciples of Bengel were convinced that 
God expected Christians to be resolute and determined in the 
last days, and they were also more active because, unlike 
Bengel, they were living in the decades immediately preceding 
the return of Christ, at a time when, in their view, pious 
Christians had to be especially alert. The strength of late 
eighteenth-century millenarianism, therefore, can be deduced 
from the actions of those who subscribed to millenarian 
thought. 

Three groups should be distinguished:6 first, those pious 
Protestants who took Friederich's advice literally; second, 
those who considered themselves to belong to God's people 
but who were more cautious; third, those who embarked on 
actions other than immediate emigration. 

Where the first group is concerned, very few pious 
-' M. Geiger, Aufklärung und Erweckung: Beiträge <:ur Eiforschungjohann Heinrichjung-

Stillings und der Erweckungstheolo,ifie (Zürich, 1963), 251-82, an~ G.-A. Bcnrath,}ohann 
Heinrich Jung-Stilling: Lebensgeschichte (Darmstadt, 1976), 514, 517. Jung-Stilling's 
Siegesgeschichte is also printed in his Sämtliche Schriften, iii (Stuttgart, 1835). 

6 Similar diffcrcnccs within millcnarianism can also bc found in 18th and 19th-
ccnt. England and America. Sec, among othcrs, J. W. Davidson, The l..ogic of 
Millennial Thought: Eighteenth-Century New England (Yalc and London, 1977); R. H. 
Bloch, Visionary Republic: Millennial Themes in American Thought, 1756-1800 (Cambridge 
and New York, 1985); W. H. Oliver, Prophets and Millennialists: The Uses of Biblical 
Prophecy in Englandfrom the 1790s lo lne 1840s (Auckland and Oxford, 1978); W. R. 
Rutgcrs, Premillennialism in America (Gocs, 1930); E. R. Sandcen, The Roots of 
Fundamentalism: British and American Millennarianism 1800--1930 (Chicago and London, 
1970); M. Scul t, Millennial Expectations andjewish Liberties: A Study of the F.Jfort to Convert 
thejews in Britain, up to the Mid-Nineteenth Century (Leiden, 1978). 
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Protestants did make an attempt to emigrate directly to 
Palestine to meet the returning Christ on Mount Zion. In 
Württemberg and elsewhere there were large numbers of 
Protestants, however, who separated from the State Church 
which, they believed, had become a tool of the Antichrist. 
Some refused to use the new hymn-books issued by enlightened 
consistories; 7 others went a step further and refused to take 
part in baptisms performed according to the new liturgies 
formulated along enlightened lines which had been introduced 
in many churches. Furthermore, from the late 1790s the most 
determined of these pious men- and women refused to attend 
official church services altogether. When force was used to 
have their children baptized in church, or to have them attend 
Sunday services, they protested. When some of them were 
punished by imprisonment or fines, this was proof to all of 
them that the Antichrist had successfully made his way into 
the churches. 

What became of these separatist groups is known only in 
part. The Rappites, for example, and some others emigrated 
to North America.8 They hoped to find a place ofrefuge in the 
land of William Penn during the stormy decades until the 
return ofChrist.9 Others virtually disappear from any record. 
Some seem to have been intimidated and gone back to church 
on Sundays. Many of the separatists joined the large-scale 
emigration from south-west Germany to southern Russia in 
1816 and 1817. Of the approximately 25,000 emigrants of 
these years about ten per cent were separatists holding 
millenarian views. lt was this minority of separatists, however, 
which organized the treks, and it was this separatist minority 

7 H. Lehmann, 'Der politische Widersta_nd gegen die Einführung des neuen 
Gesangbuchs von 1791 in Württemberg', Blätter for württembergische Kirchengeschichte 
66/7 (1966/7), 247-63. Therc was also rcsistancc against thc ncw cnlightcncd hymn-
books at many othcr placcs. 

8 On Rapp sec K.J. R. Arndt, George Rapp's Harmony Sociery, 1785-1847 (Ruthcr-
ford, NJ, 1972), and id., George Rapp's Separatists: The German Prelude to Rapp's American 
Harmony Sociery, 1700-1803 (Worccstcr, Mass., 1980). 

9 Somc pictists considcrcd it wrong to scck a placc of rcfugc in Amcrica, among 
thcmJung-Stilling and thc popular Johann Michael Hahn. In thcir vicw, duc to its 
material wcalth, Amcrica was a dangcrous placc for pious pcoplc striving to lcad a 
pure lifc. Sec Geiger, Aufklärung und Erweckung, 576, and H. Lehmann, 'Endzeiter-
wartung und Auswanderung: Der württembergische Pietist Johann Michael Hahn 
und Amerika', in Geschichte und Gegenwart: Festschriftfor Karl Dietrich Erdmann zum 70. 
Geburtstag (Neumünster, 1980), 177-94. 
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which determined the direction the treks took: south-east. As 
Palestine was still closed to any kind ofimmigration, southern 
Russia was believed to be the next-best place to go. Southern 
Russia was more than half-way to Palestine; Czar Alexander 
offered favourable conditions for new settlers; this was 
considered to be a sign from heaven. Once the course of 
salvation had progressed a bit further, they believed, they 
would be able to travel the rest of the way to Palestine. None 
of them expected that they would remain in Russian provinces 
near Odessa for the rest of their lives. 

The members of the second group, the cautious ones, as I 
have labelled them, are even harder to detect. Pastor 
Friederich was one of them. On the one hand, they carefully 
avoided any open clash with the Established Church; on the 
other hand, they met secretly in private houses, and they were 
convinced that they were among the elect while the members 
of the State Church were doomed. When !arge numbers of 
people began to emigrate from Württemberg in 1816, the 
government in Stuttgart issued a proclamation in which it 
asked for good advice on how the mass-emigration could be 
stopped. One of the answers came from the Mayor of 
Leonberg, Gottlieb Wilhelm Hoffmann, who was a close 
friend of Pastor Friederich. Hoffmann argued that the best 
way to stop emigration was to allow those pious Protestants 
who feit that they were oppressed by the State Church to 
.build their own independent communities. I t took the 
Stuttgart consistory some time to agree to this early nine-
teenth-century congregationalism. By r8rg, however, a priv-
ilege was granted to Hoffmann and his friends, who went 
ahead without any delay and founded a religious community 
of their own at Korntal. A few years later they were given 
permission to found a second congregation independent from 
the Established Church. I t goes almost without saying 
that Hoffmann chose Friederich to serve as Korntal's first 
pastor. 10 

Perhaps in cultural and social terms the third group 
mentioned above was more influential than the other two. The 

' 0 On thc foundation of Korntal sec Lehmann, Pietismus und weltliche Ordnung, 1 73-
87. 
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members of this third group were pious Protestants ready to 
· fight enlightenment in general and neology in particular. 
From the foundation of the Christentumsgesellschafl in 1 780, they 
had possessed an organization of their own. 11 From the 1 790s, 
the centres of their actions were Stuttgart and Basel. While at 
Tübingen, Hölderlin, Hegel, and Schelling were enthusiastic 
about the events in France, middle-class grandchildren of 
Bengel were alarmed that the last days would commence as 
predicted by their master. Among these were Karl Friedrich 
Adolf Steinkopf, Christian Friedrich Spittler, and Christian 
Gottlob Blumhardt, the most active of a new generation of 
pietists. In 1804 these pietists established a Bible and Tract 
Society in Basel, with Steinkopf helping them from London 
whereto he had moved in 1801 . In 1815 they founded the 
Basel Missionary Society. At Stuttgart pietists founded a 
society for giving relief to the poor in 1805, and they united to 
establish the Stuttgart Bible Society in 1812. They were also 
given good advice and money from Steinkopf in London. 

What, you may ask, do these institutions have to do with 
millenarianism? The answer to this question is to be found in 
the kind of proof on which late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth-century pietists who were conv_inced of millenari-
anism based their beliefs. Just as seventeenth-century theolo-
gians of millenarianism had interpreted biblical prophecy 
with the help of what they called 'signs of the times', so also 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century Protestants who 
believed in the coming millennium observed their own times 
in the hope of finding the signs sent by God so they would be 
able to decipher the mysteries of the progress of salvation-
history. Friederich, for example, remarked in the preface to 
his book that he considered himself to be a watchman whose 
task it was to note down the signs of the times. 12 In his view, 
the rise ofthe Antichrist was such a sign, signalled by the false 
and deceiving light, as he called the Enlightenment, which led 
Christian people into temptation, that is, into superstition and 

11 On thc Christcntumsgcscllschaft sec Pietismus und Neuzeit, vii. Die Basler 
Christentumsgesellschafl (Göttingen, 1981 ), and E. Stachclin, Die Christentumsgesellschafl 
in der Zeit ckr Aufklärung und der beginnenden Erweckung (Basel, 1970). 

12 Fricdcrich, Glaubens- und Hoffnungs-Blick des Volks Gottes, cd. G. Ade (Stuttgart, 
1857), p. v. 



HARTMUT LEHMANN 

disbelief. According to Friederich, the wish of Jews to return 
to their homeland was another sign of the approaching last 
days, as were the persecution of pious children of God, 
political upheaval, widespread defection from true belief, and 
sinful luxury. Since the seventeenth century, moreover, 
pious Protestants had believed that preaching the gospel to all 
humankind was another prerequisite for Christ's return. 

No doubt, late eighteenth-century political as weil as 
cultural developments gave ample ammunition to those who 
wanted to interpret their own times in terms of eschatology: 
Enlightenment triumphant could be seen as the false teaching 
ofthe Antichrist; enlightened Church policy as the persecution 
of God's faithful children in the last days; political repression 
as the last raging of the devil; the French Revolution and the 
revolutionary wars as part of the breakdown of order before 
Christ's return. 

While devout' adherents of millenarianism could do very 
little, or nothing, to influence political and military events, or 
even Church policies, some of them feit called to battle against 
disbelief and to preach the gospel around the globe, thus 
helping to fulfil at least part of the pre-conditions, or 
prerequisites, for Christ's return. In my view, the foundation 
of the Missionary Society at Basel is therefore just as much an 
indication for strong, though not openly propagated, millen-
arian views, as is the foundation of the Stuttgart Bible Society. 
Both enterprises were supported by significant segments ofthe 
pious Protestant middle dass. 

Evaluating the long-term effects of late eighteenth-century 
pietistic millenarianism is difficult. With regard to social and 
cultural history, the work clone by the missionary societies 
and the Bible societies at Basel, Stuttgart, and some other 
places should not be underestimated. What these institutions 
achieved, within a generation or two, was the formation of an 
anti-liberal Christian party, conservative in political and 
theological matters, yet ready for a certain measure of social 
reform. 13 What is striking, in retrospect, is the international 

i:i Sec H. Lehmann, 'Friedrich von Bodelschwingh und das Scdanfcst: Ein Beitrag 
zum nationalen Denken der politisch aktiven Richtung des deutschen Pietismus im 
19. Jahrhundert', Historische Zeitschrift, 202 (1966), 542-73, and id., 'Pictism and 
Nationalism: Thc Rclationship of Protestant Rcvivalism and National Rencwal in 
Ninctccnth-Ccntury Gcrmany', Church History, 51 (1982), 3g--53. 
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character of their work. Certainly, part of the energies of these 
entrepreneurs in piety was spent in furthering the national 
cause in their respective countries of origin, especially in the 
latter part of the nineteenth century; almost right from the 
start, however, that is from the first decade of the nineteenth 
century, what could be called the 'Pious International' 
seemed to function, and throughout the nineteenth century 
the 'Pious International' seems to have functioned better than 
its counterpart, the Socialist International. Nineteenth-century 
revivalism was as international as the kingdom of God for 
which those reborn were longing. There was a constant 
exchange ofbooks and ideas, ofmen and material, concerning 
missions at home and abroad; there were international 
gatherings like that of the Evangelical Alliance, and there was 
a tremendous effort to Christianize the peoples of Africa and 
Asia until the guns of August 1914 irreversibly brought this 
period to an end. 14 

An epilogue to Friederich's proposals took place in the 
186os. From the early 1840s one of the sons of the founder of 
Korntal, Christoph Hoffmann, had been dissatisfied with the 
Christian activism of those involved in domestic and foreign 
missions. After a brief tenure as a delegate at the Paulskirche 
he withdrew to an estate near Stuttgart where he began to 
assemble men and women ready to emigrate to Palestine in 
order to establish the new temple, thus paving the way for 
Christ's return. In 1857 Gottlieb Ade, a friend of Christoph 
Hoffmann's, arranged a new edition of Friederich's Glaubens-
und Hoffnungs-Blick des Volks Gottes in der antichristischen Zeit, 
updating the proof concerning Christ's imminent coming, as 
he mentioned in the preface. 15 Finally, in the 1860s, Christoph 
Hoffmann and his followers did in fact emigrate to Palestine. 
While Germans of all walks of life rejoiced at the victories of 
the German army over France and at the proclamation of the 
Second German Empire in 1870-1, Christoph Hoffmann's 
people were colonizing land which they had bought near 
Haifa. An Israeli historian, Alex Carmel, has described their 
contribution to the history of modern Palestine. There is one 

14 Thc history of thc 'Pious International' t'cmains to bc writtcn. 
15 Fricdcrich, Glaubens- und Hoffnungs-Blick des Volks Gottes, ncw cd. 1857. 
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matter which he forgot to mention: that Christoph Hoffmann 
was attempting to carry out what he had read in Johann 
Jakob Friederich's book. 16 

16 Die Siedlungen der württembergischen Templer in Palästina 1868-1918 (Stuttgart, 
1973). Sec also A. Carmel, Christen als Pioniere im Heiligen Land (Basel, 1981), and 
id., 'Christian Friedrich Spittlcrs Beitrag zum Wiederaufbau Palästinas im 19. 
Jahrhundert', in Pietismus und Neuzeit, vii. 147-79. In thcsc studics Carmel dcscribcs 
thc activitics of Christian Friedrich Spittlcr, thc long-timc sccrctary of thc Basel 
Missionary Socicty, a fricnd of Christoph Hoffmann's fathcr, and foundcr of thc 
Missionary Socicty ofSt Chrischona which conccntratcd on doing missionary work in 
Palcstinc. Spittlcr's lifc rcvcals thc closc relationship as weil as thc personal and 
organizational conncctions which cxistcd bctwccn thc various fields of action of 19th-
ccnt. pictists. Spittlcr was involvcd in scnding missionarics abroad, in printing and 
distributing biblcs, in founding hostels and sheltcrs for thc poor and nccdy, in 
convcrtingjcws, andin cstablishing Christian communitics in Palcstinc. Somc ofthc 
mission fcstivals which hc helpcd to organizc in Basel vcry much rcscmblc thc 
fcstivitics which Fricdcrich had dcscribcd as taking placc in thc futurc on Mount 
Zion. Spittlcr's belief in thc Sccond Coming was strong and hc conccivcd all of his 
activitics as crcating thc prc-conditions, and paving thc way, for thc coming ofGod's 
Kingdom. 
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England 

MARTIN FITZPATRICK 

The association of heresy and radicalism is almost as old as 
the Christian Church. When dissent emerged in the eleventh 
century it did so in conjunction with heresy. Heretics 
invariably disputed the power of the Church to intercede 
between God and man, and proclaimed both the responsibility 
of individuals for their own salvation and that their guiding 
light was gospel Christianity. 1 The Reformation strengthened 
the tradition of obedience to individual conscience and of 
appealing to primitive Christianity for inspiration. lt also 
made respectable the millenarian tradition. The millennium 
was placed in the not-so-distant future and a sense of 
expectation for a world transformed added a new dimension 
to dissenting primitivism. Heterodox Dissent exemplified the 
Reformation emphasis on individual conscience and scriptural 
sufficiency, and the preoccupation with unlocking the myster-
ies of revelation. The uncompromising nature of such a 
religious stance challenged orthodox ecclesiastical and secular 
authority whether Protestant or Roman Catholic. When 
Richard Price suggested, in his Discourse on the Love of Our 
Country ( 1789), that the British constitution in Church and 
State needed to be purged of its imperfections, he was acting 
in the time-honoured way of the heretic who claims for himself 
the authority of reason and true tradition, who claims in fact 
not to be a heretic at all. In such cases, the equally time-
honoured response of constituted authority was to use all the 

1 R. I. Moore, The Origins of European Dissent (London, 1977), 273, 278, 280-2; sec 
also n. 12. 
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powers of persuasion and intimidation to bring the heretic 
back to the ways of orthodoxy.2 In England in the eighteenth 
century, the emphasis was upon confutation rather than 
repression.3 Yet, the Establishment, which regarded hetero-
doxy as a challenge to its authority, increasingly came to view 
it as subversive, and in the 1790s turned to repression to deal 
with the threat. This paper will not attempt to evaluate that 
threat in any quantitative sense, nor does it aim to enter into 
the controversy upon the extent of Dissenting involvement 
with the politics of reform.4 Rather it will examine the nature 
of heterodox religion in the hope that this will illuminate the 
relationship between radical religious ideas and the growing 

2 Ibid. 278. 
3 Tcchnically, hcrcsy was bcyond thc law throughout thc 18th ccnt. as was Disscnt 

itsclfuntil 1767. In that ycar, Lord Chicfjusticc Mansficld rulcd in thc casc of Allen 
Evans that thc notion that mcrc nonconformity was a crimc was quitc crroncous. Thc 
Dissenters, howcvcr, continucd to bc wary of thc law, partly bccausc many legal 
tcxtbooks continucd to dcscribc Disscnt as such as a crimc. P. Furncaux, Letters to the 
Hon. Mr. Justice Blackstone (London, 1771), 272. Fora discussion of thc position of 
Disscnt undcr thc law and of Disscnting attitudcs towards thcir legal situation sec 
R. B. Barlow, Citi:e:,enship and Conscience: A Study in the Theory and Practice of Toleration in 
England during the Eighteenth Century (Philadelphia, 1962), passim; C. F. Mullctt, 'Thc 
Legal Position ofEnglish Protestant Dissenters, 1689-1767', Virginia Law Review, 22 
(1936), 397-8, and M. Fitzpatrick, 'Rational Disscnt in thc Latc Eightccnth Ccntury 
with Particular Rcfcrcncc to thc Growth of Tolcration', Ph.D. thcsis (Univcrsity 
College ofWalcs, Abcrystwyth, 1982), csp. 5-8, 14-15, 383-5, 644-5. 

4 On that controvcrsy sec, R. E. Richcy, 'Thc Origins ofßritish Radicalism: Thc 
Changing Rationale for Disscnt', Eighteenth-Century Studies, 7 (1973-4), 179-92; in 
contrast, J. E. Bradlcy, 'Whigs and Noncomformists; "Slumbcring Radicalism" in 
English Politics, 1739-1789', Eighteenth-Century Studies, 9 (1975-6), 1-27, and J. 
Stcphcns, 'Thc London Ministers and Subscription, 1772-1779', Enlightenment and 
Dissent, 1 (1982), 43-71, cmphasizc thc cautious conscrvativc nature ofDisscnting 
politics, a vicw rcinforccd by J. Sainsbury in Disaffected Patriots: London Supporters of 
Revolutionary America (Kingston, Montreal, Glouccstcr, 1986), csp. 80--2. Powcrful 
countcr-cvidcncc has bccn put forward by G. M. Ditchficld in his cssay on 'Rcpcal, 
Abolition and Reform: A Study in thc Intcraction of Rcforming Movcmcnts in 
Parliamcnt of 1790-6', in C. Bolt and S. Drescher (cds.), Anti-Slavery, Religion and 
Reform: Essays in Memory of Roger Anst,ry, (Folkcstonc, 1980), 101-18, whilcJ. Phillips 
has providcd cvidcncc of thc importancc of Disscnt at thc grassroots lcvcl in his 
Electoral Behavior in Unreformed England: Plumpers, Splitters and Straights, (Guildford, 
1982), as hasJ. E. Bradlcy in his Popular Politics and the American Revolution in England: 
Petitions, the Crown and Public Opinion (Macon, Ga., 1986);J. C.D. Clark, EngliskSociety 
1688-1832: ldeology, Social Structure and Political Practice During the Ancien Regime 
(Cambridge, 1985), csp. 199-348, cmphasizcs thc ccntrality ofDisscnt to radicalism 
and providcs much cvidcncc of Anglican fcars. A morc balanccd trcatmcnt may bc 
found in H. T. Dickinson, Liberty and Property: Political ldeology in Eighteenth-Century 
Britain (London, 1977), csp. 195-231. Thc best discussion of thc qucstion spccifically 
in rclation to Rational Disscnt is M. Philp, 'Rational Religion and Political 
Radicalism', Enlightenment and Dissent, 4 (1985), 35-46, to which I am much indcbtcd. 
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critique of the political status quo in late eighteenth-century 
England, and incidentally cast some light on the growing 
Anglican paranoia about heterodoxy. 

The 'Rational Dissent' of the second half of the eighteenth 
century constitutes a special phase in the history of heterodox 
Dissent. lt emerged out of the breakup of Old Dissent and as 
movement it was comparatively short-lived, being superseded 
by a more self-conscious Unitarian movement at the end of 
the century and the beginning of the next. As with Old 
Dissent, it left important legacies but, as a movement, it 
enjoyed but a briefheyday. Yet during that time it represented 
an appealing combination of the Old Dissenting and hetero-
dox traditions, and of the very latest ideas. These components 
of Rational Dissent, Dissenting Protestantism, heterodoxy, 
and enlightenment, were closely interrelated. In discussing 
them it will not be possible to separate them clinically, but I 
shall proceed with those loose categories in mind. 

The appeal to the individual conscience was from its 
inception a crucial feature of Protestantism, but it was rather 
easier to keep in mind if one was a Dissenter as well as a 
Protestant. Critics of eighteenth-century Dissent regarded it 
as exemplifying the worst features of a conscientious stance: it 
was both repressive and radical in its opposition to all 
cönstituted authority except its own.5 The heterodox, in 
particular, were regarded as republicans and levellers, seeking 
freedom only for their own consciences.6 Rational Dissenters 
certainly adhered to the notion that revelation contained 
absolute truth but since they believed that the Reformation 
was far from complete and since they were to varying degrees 
sceptical about the extent to which one could know the truth,. 
they were not anxious to exercise dominion over the con-
sciences of others. They especially distrusted the enthusiasm 
of the Methodists. In contrast to the Methodist claims of 
divine intuition, convictions of interior grace, and assurance of 

5 Sec c.g. thc discussion of Dcan Tuckcr's attitudc to Disscnt in J. G. A. Pocock, 
Virtue, Commerce anti History (Cambridge, 1985), 164-7, and for Anglican attitudcs 
gcncrally, Clark, English Sociery, 19g--276. 

6 W. Blackstonc, Commentaries on the Laws of England, (Oxford, 1769), iv. 102-3., 
Furncaux, Letters to Blackstone, 203-5; J. Tuckcr, A Series of Answers to Certain Popular 
Objections against Separatingfrom the Rebellious Colonies (1776), 69n., cit. Pocock, Virtue, 
Commerce anti History; 165 n. 41; Clark, English Sociery, 19g--34B. 
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perfection, they adhered to Richard Price's notion that the 
conscience could be fallible. Price modified the traditional 
Protestant view expressed by Bishop Butler, that the right 
course of action would be seif-evident to anyone who 
examined his conscience. He argued that 'Moral agents are 
apt to mistake the circumstances they are in, and, con-
sequently, to form erroneous judgments concerning their own 
obligations.' To guard against error, he argued that it was 
part of one's conscientious duty to 'inform [our consciences] 
in the best manner we can'. 7 Yet that could not eliminate the 
possibility of fallibility. Rational Dissenting religion thus 
constituted an endless search for truth and understanding. lt 
was distrustful of dogma and received opinion, and it 
encouraged its adherents to seek enlightenment by free 
enquiry. This concern for the unfettered pursuit of truth, and 
willingness to pursue truth into the wilderness of heterodoxy 
was most marked amongst the English Presbyterians. They 
imposed no creed on their ministers and only required that 
they accepted Scripture as the perfect and only rule of faith. 8 

In fact, it was the state which required ministers to declare 
their orthodoxy by subscribing to the doctrines of the Thirty-
Nine Articles, although this was probably observed mainly in 
the breach. The Presbyterians had not, however, been notably 
radical in the reigns of the first two Georges. Presbyterianism 
had at this time been irenic in spirit (except in relation to the 
Catholics) and latitudinarian in outlook, reducing religion to 
essentials and refusing to quarrel about the rest. Its Baxterian 
attitude had helped to create a considerable degree of 
consensus within Dissent and had smoothed the edge of 
hostility towards the Church.9 The death of Philip Doddridge 
in 1751 marks an important point in the breakdown of this 
general consensus, for there was no minister of comparable 
authority who could seek, as Doddridge had sought, to keep 
the catholic tradition central to Dissenting thought and 

7 R. Pricc, A Review ofthe Principal Questions in Morals, cd. D. D. Raphael (Oxford, 
1974), 177--g; for a discussion of thc attitudc of Pricc towards conscicncc sec D. 0. 
Thomas, The Honest Mind: The Thought and Work of Richard Price (Oxford, 1977), 87-
111. 

8 C. G. 13olam, J. Goring, H. L. Short, R. Thomas, The English Presbyterians: From 
El~zabe!han Puritanism to Modem Unitarianism (London, 1968), 158--61. 

· Ib1d. 208--11. • 
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behaviour. Yet had there been such a minister, he would have 
been confronted with a well-nigh impossible task. Not only 
were the lndependents becoming increasingly Calvinistic and 
influenced by the evangelical. revival, but the Presbyterians 
were losing their cohesion, partly as a result of the atrophy of 
their ecclesiastical organization. 10 

There were positive reasons, too, why the Baxterian 
tradition went into decline (although it was never entirely 
eclipsed). In mid-century the situation was ripe for the 
emergence of a more self-conscious heterodoxy. The Deist 
challenge had been checked and would not be a serious factor 
in theological debate until the reinvigoration ofDeist argument 
by Thomas Paine in his Age of Reason. Furthermore, the 
cautious attitude towards truth which was a major feature of 
the tradition was challenged by David Hartley's Observations on 
Man published in 1749, a widely influential work, especially 
amongst liberal Dissenters. Hartley combined a millenarian 
faith with his doctrine of association whereby one could root 
out one's own sins through enlightenment, thus making it 
possible to grow daily in the knowledge of truth. He offered a 
particularly potent combination of reason and revelation 
which once understood could be communicated eventually to 
the whole of mankind: 

The persons who believe can see no reasons for their own belief, but 
what must extend to all mankind by degrees, as the diffusion of 
knowledge to all ranks and orders of men, to all nations, kindred, 
tongues, and peoples, cannot now be stopped, but proceeds ever 
with an accelerated velocity. And agreeably to this, it appears that 
the number of those who are able to give a reason for their faith 
increases every day. 11 

One is witnessing here an English variant, in Protestant 
heterodox Dissenting form, of that sense of growing enlighten-
ment, of the possibility of moral regeneration, which is 
detectable in the European Enlightenment. At the same time 

10 Ibid. 208; M. R. Watts, The Dissenters from the Reformation to the French Revolution 
(Oxford, 1978), 382-5. For thc sense of bcwildcrmcnt which thc dcvclopmcnt of 
cvangclicalism and hcterodoxy causcd sec, H. McLachlan, 'Thc Diary of a Lecds 
Layman', Transactions of the Unitarian Historical Society, 4 ( 1930), 262-7. 

11 D. Hartlcy, Observations on Man, His Frame, His Duty and His Expectations 
(London, 1810), 388--g. 
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the nature of heterodoxy was changing. Arianism had been 
the prevalent heresy earlier in the century through the 
influence of Samuel Clarke and had been relatively safe; the 
more radical heresy, Socinianism, now emerged to challenge 
and provide a lively counterpoise to it. Y et it is indicative of 
the measure of caution which the old generation of heterodox 
Dissenters feit they had to exercise, that their most influential 
Socinian writer, Nathaniel Lardner, wrote his Letter . .. Con-
cerning ... the Logos, in I 730 and did not publish it until I 759, 
and only then anonymously. 12 The emergence ofSocinianism, 
was, however, important, for it represented a more rationalist 
tradition of theology impatient of the nonsenses and supersti-
tions which it believed tobe incorporated in trinitarian views. 
Another aspect of the growing confidence amongst the 
heretics was their beliefs that reason and revelation had been 
proved to be consonant by the very latest scientific ideas. 
Hartley's psychological and physiological ideas provided one 
example. More fundamentally, they believed the whole 
Newtonian tradition was in their favour, for they knew that 
Newton had been heterodox in his ideas. For Rational 
Dissenters, scientific truths belonged to the same category as 
theological ones, both could be understood through the 
application of reason; revelation merely provided extra 
assistance. As John Jebb put it, 'reason is analogous to the 
naked eye; revelation to the sight, assisted by the tele-
scope' .13 

Rational Dissenters sometimes talked of religion as ifit were 
a science, and certainly believed that its truths could be stated 
with the same sort of clarity and simplicity which had 

12 Nathaniel I.ardner wrotc, 'I think, I havc above shewn from Scripture, that 
Jesus Christ was a man likc unto us, or having a human soul, as wcll as a human 
body. Nor havc you any reason upon that account to suspcct mc of hctcrodoxy. I 
think myself thcrein both a catholic, and a scriptural Christian. lt has becn thc 
general belief of the Church of Christ in all ages, and the glory of cvangclical 
dispcnsation depends upon it.' His work was issucd with attribution posthumously in 
1788 by the Society for Promoting Knowledgc of the Scripturcs. A Letter Written in the 
Year 1730 Concerning the Question Whether the Logos Supplied the Place of an Human Soul in the 
Person of Christ. To which are now Added Two Postscripts (Socicty for Promoting 
Knowledge of the Scriptures, 1788), 60--1. For much of his lifetime, Lardncr 'stood 
almost alone' in dcfcnding Socinianism. E. Harwood, Ofthe Socinian Scheme (London, 
1786), 21. I am grateful to Mr John Stcphcns for drawing my attcntion to this tract. 

13 J. Disney (ed.), The Works, Theological, Medical; Political and Miscellaneous of John 
jebb (3 vols.; London, 1787), ii. 137. 
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characterized Newton's discoveries. The study of nature had 
not merely provided conclusive evidence of the existence of a 
designer but of God's wonderful beneficence. Although the 
metaphysics of Arians and Socinians would tend to differ (as 
for example between Price's dualism and Priestley's monism), 
they were agreed in the belief that God exercised his 
continuous superintendence over his creation. He was not a 
distant first cause, impenetrable in his ways, which might lead 
to Jansenist despair or philosophe exasperation. 14 Both science 
and revelation provided evidence of his beneficence, even 
though it was clearly inappropriate for man· to have anything 
like perfect understanding. When the millennium arrived, 
then man's knowledge of God's ways would undoubtedly 
become more extensive, and so too would Christ's knowledge. 
In a very Unitarian perception of what would happen when 
Christ returned at his Second Coming, Theophilus Lindsey 
suggested that the discoveries ofBoyle, Newton, and Linnaeus 
would 'furnish him Uesus] with new and unceasing songs of 
praise and adoration'. 15 The fact that the Rational Dissenting 
community contained such distinguished scientists as Richard 
Price and Joseph Priestley, who believed profoundly in the 
religious significance of scientific knowledge, instilled confid-
ence in the Rational Dissenting synthesis of religion and 
science and their quest for enlightenment. 16 That quest could 
not be effectively pursued unless ideas concerning truth were 
subject to the scrupulous and candid examination of others, 
since both conscience and empirical evidence alone could not 
guarantee the truth. Richard Price expressed fears of this 
latter sort in his Additional Observations on the Nature and Value of 
Civil Liberty and the War with America. He had clone his 
conscientious best to found his argument upon empirical 
evidence on such things as the growth of the national debt, on 
trends in trade, on taxation and the strength of French 
finances, but he acknowledged that he might have fallen into 
error and so he invited candid criticism of his conclusions. lt 
was typical of Price that he acknowledged those critics of his 

14 On this point, see the illuminating article by G. Bremner, 'Jansenism and the 
Enlightenment', Enlightenment and Dissent, 3 (1984), 3-14. 

15 T. Lindsey, Vindiciae Priestlieanae {London, 1788), 64-5. 
16 See M. Fitzpatrick, 'Toleration and Truth', Enlightenment and Dissent, 1 (1982), 

12-13. 
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Observations on Civil Liberty, who had replied 'without abuse or 
rancour'. 17 Later, in his Observations on the lmportance of the 
American Revolution, he would pay tribute to Hume for having 
led him to examine carefully 'the ground' upon which he 
stood. 18 

The free discussion of contrary opinions was a feature of the 
education provided in the liberal Dissenting Academies. In 
George II's reign, Philip Doddridge's academy at Northamp-
ton was the foremost. Yet Doddridge's doctrine of candour 
was undoubtedly more diffident than Price's. The difference is 
one of emphasis, for the doctrine of candour involved mutual 
charity, and forbearance as well as the frank expression of 
opinion. Doddridge's emphasis was on candour as a means of 
healing divisions rather than as a means ofChristian progress 
towards the truth. 19 This dimension of the doctrine of candour 
was never completely lost in the more vigorous notions of 
candour which characterized Rational Dissent. Generally, 
however, the Rational Dissenters stressed its value in encour-
aging the development of civilized debate and in its ability to 
facilitate the process through which truth emerged.20 Whereas 
Doddridge worried about the ability of individuals and 
communities to discuss their differences candidly, the Rational 
Dissenters saw more positive virtues in being candid. Their 
doctrine, in effect, presupposed the existence of a rational 
community of individuals capable of putting candour into 
practice. As the century · wore on, they grew increasingly 
confident that that community was growing, and indeed saw 

17 R. Pricc, Additional Observations on the American Revolution, in B. Pcach (ed.), 
Richard Price and the Ethical Foundations of the American Revolution (Durham, NC, 1979), 
133. Subsequent rcfcrenccs to thc edns of Pricc's pamphlcts (cd. by B. Pcach) will 
givc thc titlc ofthe pamphlet followcd by 'Pcach (cd.)' 

18 Observations on the lmportance ofthe American Revolution, Pcach (cd.), 205-6. Humc 
acknowlcdgcd Price's candour in a letter of 18 Mar. 1767. D. 0. Thomas, W. B. 
Peach (cds)., The Co"espondence of Richard Price, i.july 1748-March 1778 (Durham, NC 
and Cardiff, 1983), 45-6„ 

19 In his cxposition of Paul's Epistlc to thc Romans 14: 1-12, Doddridgc 
commentcd, 'Now in this divcrsity of opinion and practicc, cxcrcisc candor and 
forebearancc to cach othcr, and all will be weil': The Family F..xpositor (London, 1750), 
iv. 169; sec also his Christian Candour and Unanimiry Stated, lllustrated and Urged 
(Taunton, 1786). Doddridge's daughter notcd of her fathcr, 'The orthodoxy [hc] 
taught his childrcn was charity': A. Gordon, Addresses Biographical and Historical 
(London, 1922), 227. 

2° For a dctailed discussion of Rational Disscnting attitudcs towards candour and 
truth Fitzpatrick, 'Toleration and Truth', 3-31. 
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themselves as involved in 'a course of candid and honest 
conversation with mankind'. 21 The sort of confidence in the 
powers of man and the progress of truth which this implies, 
developed by degrees. As D. 0. Thomas has noted, the 
doctrine of candour enhances the worth of individual truth-
seeking while at the same time engendering a collective sense 
of purpose.22 Such positive benefits of the doctrine were not 
lost on the Rational Dissenters. 

As I have suggested, Old Dissent in mid-century was in a 
state of crisis and it looked as if liberal Dissent were going to 
suffer a prolonged euthanasia. Richard Price, when providing 
Benjamin Franklin with a list of ministers in London who 
preached 'Christianity on the rational plan', commented, 'the 
cangregations of many of them are very thin, partly for this 
reason'. 23 Rational Dissenters continued to be worried about 
the future oftheir cause, but they determined that it would not 
die without a fight. In the second half of the eighteenth 
century, they produced some able publicists, including 
Andrew Kippis, Sa_muel Heywood, George Walker, Philip 
Furneaux, Joseph Towers, and William Wood. More impor-
tantly, they counted amongst their number two figures of 
great philosophical and scientific eminence, Richard Price 
andJoseph Priestley. Of the two, it was Priestley who issued a 
clarion call to his fellow Rational Dissenters to unite as a 
community which should not be afraid of avowing heterodox 
opinions and openly debating them. Indeed, he believed that 
'something of the spirit of controversy seems necessary to keep 
men's attention to religion in general, as weil as to other 
things'.24 He proved tobe an intrepid and at times foolhardy 
controversialist. Y et, if he sometimes overstepped the mark, 

21 J. Fawcctt, Sermons Delivered at the Sunday Evening Lecture,for the Winter Season, at the 
Old Jewry (2 vols., London, 1795), i. 122. Fawcctt envisagcs an upright Christian 
preparing for death with a silent soliloquy, 'I havcjust finished my coursc, a coursc of 
candid and honest convcrsation with mankind; a coursc ofjust and gcnerous conduct; 
hcnccforth thcrc is laid up for mc a crown of glory that fadcth not away.' Such wcrc 
the rewards of candour! 22 Thomas, Honest Mind, 101. 

23 Thomas, Peach (eds.), Corre;pondence of Price, i. 140-2, Price to Franklin, 30 Sept. 
1772. 

24 Essay on the First Principles of Government (London, 1771), 211. Ncarly a ccntury 
ago Alexander Gordon notcd thc cnlivcning cffect on thc Disscnting community of 
Pricstlcy and his fricnds, in his Heads of English Unitarian History with Appended Lectures 
on Baxter and Priestley (London, 1895), 119. 
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he was always candid enough to avow his mistakes, and, 
although other Rational Dissenters thought him at times 
impetuous, they realized that he breathed a new spirit into 
Dissent. Both Price and Kippis encouraged him to write A 
Free Address to Protestant Dissenters as Such, by a Dissenter ( 1769) 
in which he urged the Dissenters to stand forth and to show 
through their conduct the virtues of being independent-
minded. 25 This was emphatically not a call to be sectarian 
even though he recommended the sterling virtues of their 
Puritan forebears; rather it was a call for them to stand forth 
as enlighteners of their countrymen. 26 

Priestley, himself, could not have been accused of back-
sliding, for in the six years between the publication ofhis Essay 
on the First Principles of Govemment, the work which first brought 
him to the attention of the British public, and the election of 
1774 he wrote no less than twelve works which were addressed 
to, or concerned, Rational Dissent.27 In part, these works 
were eni:;ouragements to the Rational Dissenters to proselytize 
their principles; in part, they were defences of Dissent. Until 
the Mansfield verdict of 1767, mere nonconformity was a 
crime in English law and Dissenters elected to civic offices 
could be prosecuted either for accepting them or for refusing 
on conscientious grounds. Mansfield declared such practices 
tobe 'contrary to natural religion, revealed religion and sound 
policy'. 28 Y et when Blackstone published the fourth volume of 
his Commentaries on the Laws of England he included Dissent, 
orthodox as well as heterodox, in an unsavoury litany of 
criminal offences, such as common cursing, witchcraft, 
sorcery, open and notorious lewdness, and blasphemy. The 
Toleration Act was merely a declaration of indulgence of a 
practice which was potentially corrosive of all 'those ties and 

25 J. Priestley, The Theological and Miscellaneous Works, ed. J. T. Rutt (25 vols., 
London, 1817-31), vol. i, pt. i, p. 74. 

26 A Free Address, in ibid. xxiii. 249-50. 
27 For a )ist of works which Priestley addressed to thc Rational Dissenters, sec 

R. E. Richey, 'Joseph Priestley: Worship and Theology (Part I)', Transactions of the 
Unitarian Historical Sociery, 15 (1972), 52, n. 2. The following may be added to Richcy's 
Jist: Remarks on Some Paragraphs in the Fourth Volume of Dr. Blackstone's Commentaries on the 
Lawsof England (1769), An Answer to Dr. Blackstone's Reply (1769), A View of the Principles 
and Conduct of the Protestant Dissenters ( 1 7 70); and Letters to the Author of Remarks on Several 
Late Publications (1770). The total does not include Priestley's theological works. 

28 Seen. 3. 
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obligations by which all society is kept together' and 
challenging to the sovereign authority of state.29 Priestley 
eagerly picked up the gauntlet. By the time Philip Furneaux 
produced his scholarly and impressive refutation of Black-
stone, Priestley had already written three tracts on the 
question.30 On the issue oftoleration, he did indeed succeed in 
blazing a trail for other Dissenters: at least 1 38 works were 
published on the subject between 1772 and 1790. 31 The vigour 
of Dissenting self-publicizing, and especially that of Rational 
Dissent helps to explain the reaction against it in the late 
1 780s and early 1 790s. By then, Dissenters ranked amongst 
the foremost writers on political, religious, philosophical, and 
scientific issues. They had their own biographers and encyclo-
paedists, notably Kippis and Abraham Rees. They were a 
dominant force, too, in publishing circles and their writers 
could always find outlets for their talents. 32 Andrew Kippis, in 
particular, was something of a fixer for them. lt was he who 
helped William Godwin to become a professional writer. Yet 
this was not a literary underground of the sort which Robert 
Darnton has exposed in France. lt was very much above 
ground, being both respectable and critical, and resented for 
such reasons. 

I have already noted that the Rational Dissenting aspira-
tions were not sectarian, and in that sense their political 
radicalism did not develop in the ways usually associated with 
Dissent, that is from isolation and exclusion.33 None the less, 
Rational Dissent would never have come into being if there 
had not developed a common sense of purpose and idealism in 

29 Mullett, 'The Legal Position of English Protestant Dissenters', 397-g8, 
summarizcs Blackstone's vicws. 

30 Thcy werc, in short-titlc form, Remarks on Blackstone's Commentaries (1769); An 
Answer to Dr. Blackstone's Reply ( 1769); A View of the Principles of the Dissenters ( 1770). 

31 0- Disney], An Arranged Catalogue of the Several Publications Which Have Appeared, 
Relating to the Enlargement of the Toleration of Protestant Dissenting Ministers, and the Repeat 
of the Test and Corporation Acts (London, 1790), 1-31. 

32 Sec G. P. Tyson,Josephjohnson: A Liberal Publisher (Iowa City, 1979), esp. 57-
133.; D. Roper, Reviewing before the 'Edinburgh', 1788-1802 (London, 1978), 182-3; M. 
Fitzpatrick, 'William Godwin and the Rational Dissenters', the Price-Priestley 
Newsletter, 3 (1979), 14. 

33 On this general point sec, E. R. Norman, Roman Catholicism in Englandfrom the 
Elii::.abethan Settlement to the Second Vatican Council (Oxford, 1985), 1; and for illuminating 
parallcls between the English Catholics and thc Unitarians, J. Bossy, The English 
Catholic Communiry 1570-1850 (London, 1975), 391-401. 
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George IIl's reign. In cultivating this, they built on the 
existing ideals within liberal Dissent, the habits of independ-
ence and the sense of community which came from a broad 
identity of outlook, from a common history, from the self-
governing chapel communities, from a considerable degree of 
intermarriage, and finally from their excellent educational 
institutions. One way or another, Rational Dissenters would 
either know, or know of, each other. They were also highly 
sociable, and the metropolitan Dissenters served as the centre 
of a network of provincial circles. Rational Dissenters played a 
leading role in clubs and societies such as the Manchester 
Literary and Philosophical Society, the Lunar Society, or the 
Honest Whigs, besides which there existed informal circles 
such as those ofWilliam Roscoe in Liverpool, William Taylor 
in Norwich, or more importantly, in London, of Joseph 
Johnson, Ralph Griffiths, Theophilus Lindsey, Thomas Brand 
Hollis and Timothy Hollis who kept an open house twice a 
week. 34 Here they discussed their ideas frankly and openly; 
conversation for them was a means of exploring the truth. 
Their conception of private life had a strong social dimension: 
Timothy Hollis's obituarist in the Gentleman's Magazine wrote: 
'When surrounded by his friends and numerous acquaint-

34 Thc litcraturc on such activitics is considcrablc and varicd but is not always 
conccrncd about Rational Disscnting involvcmcnt. Thc best gcncral account of thc 
Rational Disscnting community is still A. H. Lincoln, English Dissent 1763-1800 
(Cambridge, 1938), 4-65. More reccntly the work of John Sced has grcatly enhanced 
our knowlcdge and understanding of Rational Dissenting society. Sec his 'Role of 
Unitarianism in the Formation of Liberal Culture 1775-1851: A Social History', 
Ph.D. thesis (Hull, 1981); id., 'Gentlemen Dissenters: The Social and Political 
Mcaning ofRational Dissen! in 1770s and 1780s', thc Historicaljournal, 28 (1985), 
29g--325; id., 'Unitarianism, Political Economy and the Antinomics of Liberal 
Culturc in Manchester 1830--50', Social History ( 1982), 4-6; id., 'Thcologies of Power: 
Unitarianism and thc Social Relations ofRcligious Discoursc, 1800--1850', in R.J. 
Morris (cd.), Class, Power & Social Structure in British Nineteenth-Century Towns 
(Lcicester, 1 g86), esp. 112-16. Also of value arc: R. E. Schoficld, The Lunar Society of 
Birmingham: A Social History of Provincial Science and Industry in Eighteenth-Century England 
(Oxford, 1963);]. H. Moncy, Experience and ldentity; Birmingham and the West Midlands 
1760--1800 (Manchester, 1977); V. Crane, 'The Club of Honest Whigs: Friends of 
Sciencc and Libcrty', William and Mary Quarter{,,, 3rd ser. 23 (1966), 210--33; I. 
Seilers, William Roscoe, 'The Roscoe Circlc and Radical Politics in Liverpool, 1787-
1807', Transactions of the Historical Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, 25 ( 1968), 45-62; M. 
Philp's Godwin's Political Justice (London, 1986) contains much information on 
mctropolitan Rational Disscnt. 
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ances, the ideal of the mild majesty of private life broke out in 
füll force.' 35 

As the obituarist noted, too, Timothy Hollis, was a great 
believer in the right of the private judgement. But what 
was new about Rational Dissenters was the extent of their 
willingness to discuss their private doubts about orthodox 
religion in the public arena.36 This, I suggest, grew from 
the dual process of self publicity and growing conscious-
ness of their coherence as a community, which was related to 
an increasingly positive attitude to the progress of truth, and 
conversely an increasing scepticism about the latitudinarian 
approach. In this respect, the failure of the Anglican 
Latitudinarians to procure a revision of the Thirty-Nine 
Articles played an important role. Their objective of creating 
a broadly Protestant establishment which would embrace 
much of existing Dissent, was proved to be unrealizable by the 
failure of the Feather Tavern's Petition of 1772. Theophilus 
Lindsey, one of the leaders of the petitioning movement, 
thereupon left the Church: his conscience could no longer 
stretch to making latitudinarian compromises with the truth. 
He decided to set up a Unitarian Church in London. This 
opened in 1774 and it was important because it was the first 
professedly U nitarian Church in England. lt was important, 
too, because it had the support of respected and influential 
politicians, including the Earl of Shelburne, the Duke of 
Grafton, Lord Despenser, Sir Barnard Turner, Sir George 
Savile, and John Lee MP, Thomas Whitmore MP, John 
Martin MP, Samuel Shore jun., and Serjeant James Adair. 
This sort of support, together with Lindsey's professed 
aspiration to provide a more enlightened version of Anglican-
ism, helped to give Rational Dissent a social cachet which it 
had previously lacked.37 If the well-to-do did not always fulfil 
his expectations in the support which they gave the heterodox 
cause, even their limited support assisted the emergence of 

35 [J. Disney], Memoirs ofTlwmas Brand Hollis (London, 1808), 58. 
36 Thcrc did, howcvcr, rcmain a residual fcar amongst somc Rational Dissenters 

about thc cffcct of propagating thc truth. Sec Fitzpatrick, 'Tolcration and Truth', 24-
5. 

:i7 T. Bclsham, Memoirs of the Late Rev. Theophilus Lindsey (London, 1820), 111-12. 
John Lee notcd with satisfaction that thcrc wcrc ncarly 200 at thc inaugural scrvicc 
'mostly ofthc Establishment' and that there werc 'about ten eoaches at thc door'. 
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Rational Dissent, for one of the besetting problems of 
Presbyterianism was social drift to the Church of England. 38 

Now, to a degree, the problem was reversed and the Anglicans 
feared the process. 

We are, I hope, now in a position to appreciate the 
concurrence of forces which enabled the doctrine of candour 
to develop and progress, notably the growing confidence of the 
Rational Dissenting community in its ideals and its leaders, 
an increasingly optimistic assessment of the possibility of 
truth emerging through open rational debate, and the belief 
that such truth was not just accessible to themselves or to an 
enlightened élite but to the many. lt follows, too, from the 
general thrust of my argument, that I believe that the politics 
of Rational Dissenters was essentially idealistic. They were 
concerned with creating a polity in which truth could 
naturally progress. The politics of candour was not the politics 
of politicians; it was at heart the politics of ministers of 
religion who extended their truth-seeking into the political 
arena. In its most vigorous form it certainly included political 
activity, but arguably it was at its most typical in its public 
and private discussions of principles. Priestley put it this way 
in advising Dissenters on their conduct: 

lt would be an infinite advantage to all states if the following 
maxims were adopted by all their members, viz. to think with 
freedom, to speak and write with boldness, to suffer in a good cause 
with patience, to begin to act with caution, but to proceed with 
vigour.39 

Politics began with discussion. In this, the Rational Dissenters 
were following their own practices concerning religion. In 
1 769 Priestley established a journal, the Theological Repository, 
which aimed to promote candid discussion of theological 
questions. lt survived until 1772 and was briefly revived in the 
1 780s, when another three volumes were produced. lt was 
remarkable in its time for its encouragement of rational debate 
about vexed theological questions. lt allowed contributors to 
remain anonymous and promised to make no effort to trace 

38 Thc most completc discussion ofLindscy's rolc in thc formation ofUnitarianism 
may bc found in G. M. Ditchficld, 'Somc Aspects ofUnitarianism and Radicalism, 
1760--1810', Ph.D. thcsis (Cambridge, 1968). 

39 A Letter ef Advice, in id., Works, xxii. 455. 
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them. 40 In I 783, leading Rational Dissenters were instru-
mental in setting up a Society for the Promotion ofKnowledge 
of the Scriptures, and it was not until I 79 I that a distinctively 
U nitarian Society was established, and even that was primarily 
for the distribution of Unitarian tracts. 41 Organization 
followed ideas and not vice versa. Yet simply because the 
politics of candour was idealistic it does not follow that they 
were extreme. Rational Dissenters were unwilling to tie their 
politics down to a dogmatic programme. lt is therefore easier 
to say what they were for and against in general rather than 
strictly programmatic terms. They were against corruption, 
for virtue, against oppression and for liberty, and, tobe a little 
more specific, suspicious of government, antipathetic to 
establishments of religion, critical of aristocracy, hostile to 
standing armies, uneasy about imperial territories, opposed to 
slavery, condemnatory of extravagant public ceremonies, and 
in favour of more democracy and a citizen militia. In 
practice, they could be quite flexible in the interpretation of 
their principles. For Richard Price, the notion of self-
government lay at the heart of his ethical and political 
thought. But self-government was crucially dependent on the 
ability of individuals to think and act independently. And so, 
although in principle he was in favour of universal suffrage 
and spoke favourably of Cartwright's Take Your Choice, he was 
only for a limited extension of the franchise to copyholders 
and leaseholders, and he placed greater faith in the redistri-
bution of seats away from corrupt boroughs to the counties.42 

40 H. McLachlan, The Unitarian Movement in the Religious Life of England, i. lts 
Contribution to Thought and Leaming 1700-1900 (London, 1934), 16g-71. 

41 Thc parallcls with thc Socicty for Constitutional Information arc obvious and it 
is not surprising to discover that Rational Dissenters played a prominent rolc in its 
formation in 1780. John Jcbb, Richard Pricc, Thomas Brand Hollis (trcasurcr), 
Thomas Rogers, Mathew Towgood, Thomas Bentley, George Walker, Benjamin 
Vaughan, and Capel Lofft wcrc amongst thc first thirty members. Sincc mcmbcrship 
was by nomination this early intcrcst in cffcct cnsured the developmcnt of a strong 
Rational Disscnting prcsencc subscqucntly. Thus Revd. Andrew Kippis was soon 
proposcd and acceptcd into the socicty. Rcvd. Joseph Towers did notjoin thc socicty 
until Apr. 1 782 but thereafter playcd a lcading rolc. lt is interesting to notc that Rcvd. 
Joseph Fawcctt, proposed by John Jcbb on 21 Oct. 1782, was onc of thc fcw whosc 
nomination was not acccpted. PRO, Treasury Solicitors Papers, 1 1. 1 1 33, 1 1. 961; C. 
Wyvill, Political Papers (6 vols., York, 1794-1806), ii. 463-64. 

42 R. Pricc, Additional Observations on the Nature and Value of Civil Liberty and the War 
with America, Pcach (ed.), 153. Sec also Thomas, Honest Mind, 202-4. 
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His ideal was of the independent yeomen, who were sufficiently 
independent in all ways to be capable of candour. This led him 
to a famous panegyric to the yeomen of Connecticut in his 
Observations on the lmportance of the American Revolution. 43 

Whereas, he believed that the Americans were sufficiently 
knowledgeable and virtuous to be capable of republican, and 
democratic institutions, he did not believe that this was so in 
Britain, where he thought that the reformers should not seek 
drastic (and unconstitutional) solutions to their problems; 
rather they should concentrate on restoring the balance of the 
constitution by making the representation more democratic. 
He was by no means alone in being wary of making 
personality the basis of suffrage. James Burgh, generally 
regarded as more radical than Price, wrote in his Political 
Disquisitions, 'I t is generally dangerous for the people to be 
employed in redressing grievances ... When they go to 
redressing, they generally do great mischief, before they begin 
redressing .'44 

A belief in the ultimate sovereignty of the people, did not 
therefore lead to a belief that the political rights of the people 
should be conceded at once. Different communities were 
capable of different degrees of liberty, and the extension of 
liberty should be consistent with other requisites of govern-
ment, in particular its ability to debate wisely and act with 
unanimity. Curiously, Price thought more might be achieved 
as regards the extension of the franchise in lreland than in 
England for he thought 'The People in Ireland are more alive, 
and therefore, probably much more may be attempted there 
with success.' For him, as for Priestley, the end result of 
candid debate should be vigorous action.45 The reservations 
Dissenters had about the extension to the people of their 

43 Observations on the lmportance of the American Revolution, and the Means oJ Making it a 
Benefit to the World, Pcach (cd.), 208. Pricc was, howcvcr, not simply naive and 
idcalistic in his attitudc towards thc Amcricans. Sec D. 0. Thomas, Richard Price and 
America (Abcrystwyth, 1975); and id., Honest Mind, 26o-83. 

44 Political Disquisitions: or an Enquiry into Public Errors, Defects and Abuses (3 vols.; 
London, 1774-5), iii. 425. Burgh madc it quitc clcar that hc wishcd thc pcoplc to bc 
'guidcd, limitcd, and dircctcd by mcn of propcrty .. .', ibid. 426, also, 428--g. For a 
discussion of Burgh's politics, sec C. H. Hay, James Burgh, Spokesman for Reform in 
Hanoverian England (Washington DC, 1979), csp. 77-100. 

45 Thomas, Honest Mind, 152, 290--2, and id., 'Ncithcr Rcpublican nor Dcmocrat', 
Price-Priestley Newsletter, 1 ( 1977), 4g--6o. 
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undoubted right to participate in the political community can 
thus be traced to their emphasis upon their ideal that that 
community should be capable of taking enlightened decisions. 
They did not consider that such a stance might lead them in 
the direction of a Montesquieu or a Burke, or indeed of 
Scottish conservatism.46 They had a rather simplistic view 
that as enlightenment progressed then so too would political 
liberty. Pragmatism would in the long run cease to be a 
feature of their politics. A properly enlightened community 
would be one in which all possessed füll religious, civil, and 
political rights and which was capable of maintaining truth in 
all its forms. 

Their politics were therefore different from their predeces-
sors' earlier in the century; their concern with reform was 
broader even in areas of traditional concern. Thus they 
wanted a repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts not only 
because of the stigma attached to the Dissenting community, 
but more importantly because distinctions between citizens on 
the basis of religion were inappropriate in an enlightened 
polity. As Philip Furneaux put the matter in his Letters to 
Blackstone: 

Truth can only be supported and propagated by reason and 
argument: in conjunction with that mild and persuasive insinuation, 
and that openness and candor, and apparent benevolence in its 
advocates, which are suited to invite men's attention, and dispose 
them to examination. No civil punishments are adapted to enlighten 
the understanding, or to conciliate the affections.4 

lt followed from this view, that not merely the Test and 
Corporation Acts were objectionable but that establishments 
of religion were in themselves undesirable, for in their very 
nature they aimed to use their association with the secular 
power to enhance their religious authority. Furneaux saw this 

46 Pricc c.g. citcd Adam Fcrgusson's An Essay on the History of Civil Society in his 
Additional Observations, Pcach (cd.), 159 and 161, but ignorcd his contcntion that, 
'l.ibcrty is maintaincd by thc continucd diffcrcncc and oppositions ofnumbcrs, not by 
thcir concurring zcal in behalf of cquitablc govcrnmcnt', and his argumcnt that hc, 
Pricc, confuscd libcrty with abscncc of rcstraint. A. Fcrgusson, Remarks on a Pamphlet 
Lately Published by Dr. Price, Pcach (cd.), 19, and app. 4, 253-7; An Essay on the History of 
Civil Society (1767), cd. D. Forbcs (Edinburgh, 1966), 128. 

47 Letters to Blackstone, 42-3. 
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as an infringement of the natural right to religious liberty, an 
infringement which he was prepared to accept providing the 
Establishment was tolerant and did not use religious tests for 
civil purposes. If it did, then it was persecutive. Furneaux's 
definition of persecution was long remembered by Dissenters: 
a capacity of being elected or appointed to [ civil offices] is the right 
of every good subject; and every injury clone a man merely for his 
religion, and not on civil account, is, in my opinion, a degree of 
persecution: I know ofno other definition ofpersecution, than that it 
is an injury inflicted on a person for his religious principles or 
profession only. 48 

This is indicative of the high value which Rational Dissenters 
placed upon spiritual and intellectual liberty and of their 
desire to create a free and open society in which there were no 
religious or civil blandishments to entice citizens from 
pursuing the right course of conduct as they understood it and 
acting out Price's notion of honest self-government. As 
William Wood put it, following Price, 'Political liberty never 
produces its just effect, when it is not subservient to the more 
important liberty of the mind.'49 Studying ideas of toleration 
in the late seventeenth century, A. Seaton remarked on 'the 
comparative rarity of confidence in the power of truth to win 
its way without being fostered by the state'. 50 Such confidence 
was still at a premium in the eighteenth century amongst 
churchmen, High and Low alike; Rational Dissenters came 
into conflict with their deeply ingrained fears. In his speech on 
the clerical petition, Sir George Savile feit constrained to 
answer the fears that if subscription were abolished, then 
Papists might enter the Church of England (since they could 
claim to be adherents of scripture): 'The church of God, Sir, 
can protect itself. Truth needs not be afraid of not obtaining 
the victory on a fair trial ... For it is to impartial and free 
enquiry only that error owes its ruin and truth its success.'51 

Now it is true that Savile argued in effect that he would eat bis 
hat if greater toleration led to the progress of Roman 

48 lbid. 164-5. Sec Monthly Repository, NS 1 (, 827), 25, for thc continucd usc of this 
dcfinition of pcrsccution. 

49 W. Wood, Two Sermons Preached ... on the Celebration of the Hundredth Anniversary of 
the Happy Revolution (Lecds, 1 788), 28. 

so A. A. Seaton, The Theory of Toleration under the Later Stuarts (Cambridge, 1911; 
rcpr. New York, 1972), 191. 51 Bclsham, Memoirs of Lindsey, 57-63, n. *. 



Heretical Religion and Radical Politics 357 

Catholicism; like all the Rational Dissenters, he believed that 
truth was on his side. This is presumably why Jonathan Clark 
has argued that, 'Unitarians like Priestley believed in reason 
and the right ofprivatejudgement only in so far as they led to 
their own doctrines. Dogmatism was a characteristic of all 
parties in a debate in which infidelity was taken as seriously as 
religion. '52 

Clark not only underestimates the seriousness with which 
the Rational Dissenters attempted to put into practice the 
doctrine of candour, but also fails to note that in their atti-
tude towards toleration they allowed no qualifications. Un-
doubtedly, the major influence here was Joseph Priestley. He 
argued in his Essay on the First Principles of Government that 
Locke had been too confined in his notions of toleration. He 
was in favour of universal toleration primarily because in a 
free society truth would always triumph over error. His views 
on toleration for the Roman Catholics did not immediately 
recommend themselves to even the more liberal Dissenters, 
for the liberal Protestant tradition was deeply impregnated 
with anti-Catholicism. But Priestley was not one to give up a 
good cause. He engaged his friends and fellow Dissenters in a 
candid debate and soon won over sceptics. Thus Theophilus 
Lindsey changed from being a dogmatic anti-Catholic to 
being in favour of relief for the Catholics. And it was Sir 
George Savile, a member of his congregation, who proposed 
the Catholic Relief Bill in May 1778. The following year John 
Wilkes used Priestleyite arguments in his own exuberant way 
in the debate on Dissenting subscription, when he argued for a 
'universal toleration without any reserve and restraint what-
ever' .53 But it was only in the 1780s with the growing sense 
that the spirit of enlightened tolerance was abroad that the 
Dissenters tout court espoused the cause of universal toleration 
and eventually included the Catholics in the motion for the 
repeal of the Corporation and Test Acts in 1790. 54 

52 Clark, English Sociery, 348. 
5:i Lambeth Palace, MS 2098, fo. 91. BL, Add. MS 30877, vol. xi, 1754-97, fo. 66r, 

Priestlcy to Wilkes, n.d. 
54 For thc changing attitudcs of Rational Dissenters towards tolcration sec M. 

Fitzpatrick, 'Joseph Priestley and thc Causc of Universal Tolcration', thc Price-
Priestley Newsletter, 1 (1977), 3-30; id., 'Rational Disscnt in the Latc Eightccnth 
Ccntury'. 
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The fact that for the Rational Dissenters religious liberty 
was not a sectarian concern but sprang from principles and 
aspirations which were relevant to all matters concerning 
liberty led them beyond an interest in toleration even broadly 
conceived. There is hardly a work of Priestley which is not in 
some sense theological and/or religious. Even when he and 
others such as Joseph Towers used the language of utility 
about politics as they frequently did, they were not secular 
utilitarians; what was useful if properly understood would be 
an expression of God's purpose and would therefore be right 
and not simply expedient. James Burgh began his Political 
Disquisitions by asserting that 'there was a true and false in 
politics, as in all other objects of human understanding'. 55 

Since Burgh's epistemology, and more importantly that of 
Price, differed from that of Priestley, one cannot found the 
development of late eighteenth-century radicalism in the 
rejection of Lockianism in favour of rational intuitionism, as 
Staughton Lynd has done.56 There was, however, amongst 
the Rational Dissenters a shared belief in the powers ofreason 
to explore truth, in the validity of such an approach in all 
aspects of life, and a general tendency to believe that truth, if 
not seif-evident, is essentially simple. 'Moral truth', argued 
Burgh, 'is in no respect naturally more vague or precarious 
than mathematical.'57 Transfer this type of thinking into the 
political realm and one finds statements like: 

Political Truth, like the moral feelings of the soul, is plain and 
simple; it recommends itself powerfully to the general sentiment: 
and, when unveiled in its intrinsic purity, will assuredly call forth 
the animated exertions of millions in its support. 

That comes from the report of May 1 780 of the Westminster 
Sub-Committee in which the Rational Dissenter John Jebb 
played a leading role, and it betrays striking affinities with his 
attitude towards biblical truth. 58 lndeed, the notion of 

55 Burgh, Political Disquisitions, vol. i, p. v. 
56 lntellectua/ Origins of American Radicalism (London, 1969), 20--31. 
57 J. Burgh, The Dignity of Human Nature (London, 1754), 171, 178, cit. Lynd, 

lntellectual Origins, 28. 
58 J.Jcbb, The Works, Theolo,,:ical, Medical, Political and Miscellaneous, cd.J. Disney (3 

vols., London, 1787), iii. 409. 
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political truth being unveiled in its pristine purity is the 
political counterpart of the Rational Dissenter's concern to 
purify religion of the corruptions of ages, and it lends power to 
the primitivistic dimension of late eighteenth-century radical-
ism. 59 But it is not intrinsically primitivistic, for the truth 
being unveiled is eternal and hence it can combine hopes of 
regeneration with perfectibilarian aspirations, a heady cocktail 
in a revolutionary age. This type of thinking tends to lead to a 
disregard of political circumstance. lts aim is to proclaim and 
propagate truth, inform people of their rights rather than to 
make potentially corrupting compromises. lt was impatient 
with expediency. Jebb declared that it was not in his nature 
'to give way to expediency at the expense ofright',60 andin his 
first letter to Colonel Sharman, he argued that 'political truth 
and political expediency, are terms synonimous'. 61 Con-
sequently he and his fellow radicals were impervious to 
Wyvill's requests for caution.62 Their aim was to enlighten the 
people and they stuck to their last with extraordinary 
persistency. In 1800, Cartwright was still arguing with Wyvill 
that 'all our Petitions should be in themselves lessons of 
instructions, as to the grand evil of the state. This should be 
our constant text.'63 

But most Rational Dissenters did not become as narrowly 
political as a Jebb, a Cartwright, or even a Wyvill. If their 
view of political activity in terms of the pursuit of truth 
undoubtedly created tension with more pragmatic and cau-
tious dimensions in their thought, their refusal to be dogmatic 
about ends to a degree enabled them to ad just to circumstance. 
Although the main concern was to procure change through 
enlightening the people, by propaganda and the lively 
interchange of opinion, they certainly did not rule out more 

59 For Jcbb's vicws on thc simplicity ofbiblical truth sec his Works, ii. 8-g, and on 
this point gcncrally, sec Fitzpatrick, 'Tolcration and Truth', 11-13. 

60 Jcbb, Works, i. 185. 61 Ibid. ii. 519. 
62 Sec c.g. E. C. Black, The Association, Britüh F.xtra-Parliamentary Political Organiza-

tion, 1769-1793 (Cambridge, Mass., 1963), 77. 
6" Wyvill, Political Papers, vi. 227, Cartwright to Wyvill, 31 Dcc. 1800. Wyvill, it 

should bc notcd, did not disagrcc with thc nccd for cnlightcnmcnt but hc cnvisagcd 
gradual rcform going hand in hand with thc growing virtuc and knowlcdgc of thc 
lowcr classcs, whcrcas Cartwright wantcd 'from thc first, [ to] lay thc grcat strcss 
upon Reform': ibid. and vol. v, p. 241 n. Sec also, A. Olson, The Radical Duke: Career 
and Correspondence of Charles Lennox Third Duke of Richmond (Oxford, 1961), 57. 
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direct political activity, petitioning, associating, and lobby-
ing.64 Their ultimate aim was idealistic, but in the meantime 
they realized, as Priestley put it, that they would at times need 
to 'act with vigour'. As states became more enlightened, the 
more truly candid would their politics become and the more 
easily and gradually would truth progr.ess. Obstacles in the 
way of truth would, however, have the reverse effect; the more 
truth was opposed, then the more sudden, dramatic, and 
possibly violent would be the collapse of the old erroneous and 
corrupt polity. These views contained a millennial dimension, 
but even Philip Furneaux, who was distrustful of millennialism, 
could write, though admittedly tucked away in a footnote, 

if the obstacles, everywhere raised by human authority to the 
entrance and prevalence of true religion, were removed; and this 
heavenly guest suffered to recommend herself to all by the lustre of 
her native charms, and the evidence ofher divine original; I believe, 
the event would be a wonderful demonstration ofthe truth ofthe old 
adage: Magna est veritas et praevalebit.65 

Complementary to the Rational Dissenters' negative attitude 
towards the Establishment in Church and State was their 
positive view of individuals and communities. lt was a view 
founded in the coherence and growing optimism of the 
Rational Dissenting community and in its extreme form, as 
Mark Philp has recently demonstrated, it could lead to 
Godwinian conclusions.66 The Rational Dissenters did not 
themselves envisage the withering away of the state in a 
Godwinian way, yet they allowed it only a minimal role in 
their political thought. Although much of their hostility to the 
state as a barrier to truth can be explained by the role of the 
Church in the constitution, they did not want to transfer the 

64 A. Kippis, A Vindication of the Protestant Dissentin,i: Ministers With Regard to Their 
Late Application to Parliament (London, 1773), I06---IO. Rational Dissenters were in fact 
involvcd in the whole range ofreform politics in the late 18th. cent. Bcsidcs thc works 
citcd in n. 4, sec C. Bonwick, English Radicals and the American Revolution (Chapcl Hili, 
1977), T. W. Davis (cd.), Committeesfor Repeat ofthe Test and Corporation Acts: Minutes 
1786---go and 1827-8 (London, 1978); G. M. Ditchficld, 'Manchester College and 
Anti-Slavcry', in B. Smith (cd.), Truth, Liberty, Religion: Essays Celebrating Two Hundred 
Years of Manchester College (Oxford, 1986), esp. 204-5, and in the same volumc C. 
Wcbstcr and J. Barry, 'The Manchester Mcdical Revolution', 167-83; also D. 0. 
Thomas, 'Francis Masercs, Richard Pricc and thc Industrious Poor', Enlightenment and 
Dissen!, 4 ( 1985), 65-80. 65 Letters to Blackstone, , 73 n. 

66 M. Philp, Godwin's Politicaljustice, csp. 15-37. 



Heretical Religion and Radical Politics 361 

Church's functions to the secular state in the way that many 
thinkers of the Continental Enlightenment envisaged. They 
believed that individuals could invariably look after them-
selves better than the state, and they saw it as part of the 

· divine plan that mankind should be 'as far as possible, seif 
taught'. 7 I t is therefore misleading to read into the rather 
overheated arguments of some Dissenters concerning the 
repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts Rousseauist argu-
ments about the desirability of the submission of citizens to 
the state.68 Since the Rational Dissenters' chief concern was 
for an open society in which the doctrine of candour could be 
fully exercised, the state could only have a secondary role to 
play. If it interfered in matters of first importance concerning 
the truth, then society would be less free, candour more 
difficult to exercise, and the emergence of truth more 
protracted.69 lt is true that there were by implication statist 
dimensions to their thought and that in practice they could be 
paternalistic. This needs to be borne in mind when assessing 
the nature of their individualism, which was not the atomistic 
self-aggrandizing individualism supposedly typical of the 
nineteenth-century capitalistic bourgeoisie, nor was it indif-
ferent to social amelioration asjonathan Clark has implied.70 

In general, it is true that they _were suspicious of all forms of 
government. Priestley regarded all governments which had 
extensive power over their subjects as tyrannical and oppress-
ive. For him, Margaret Canovan has argued, 'the ultimate 
criterion of a good state could be found in the quality of 
private life rather than in public'. 71 But in a subsequent 
treatment of Priestley, she noted the emphasis on obligation to 
the community in his thought and even on his admiration for 
Count Rumford's scheme in Bavaria by which he claimed to 
have solved the problem of poverty through the compulsory 
rounding up of beggars into workhouses where they were put 

67 Pricstlcy, Essay on Government, 263; Pricstlcy offcrcd as a universal maxim, 'thc 
morc libcrty is givcn to cvcrything in a statc of growth, thc morc pcrfcct it will 
bccomc', ibid. 258-9. 

68 Lincoln, English Dissen/, 255-6; and following Lincoln, R. R. Palmcr, The Age of 
the Democratic Revolution (Princcton, 1959), i. 319. 

69 Sec J. Pricstlcy, Lectures on History and General Policy (London, 1 793), 48-g. 
7° Clark, English Society, 346, 3 73. 
71 M. Canovan, 'Two Conccpts of Libcrty: Eightccnth-Ccntury Style', Price-

Priestley Newsletter, 2 ( 1978), 34. 
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to productive work. Priestley saw this as an instance of the 
possibility of renovation 'by good government'. 72 

Rational Dissenters, like many of their contemporaries, 
were worried about the problem of poverty and the inadequa-
cies and cost of the existing Poor Law. They shared in the 
belief that as far as possible individuals should be encouraged 
to help themselves. Many encouraged friendly societies in 
which ,workers made weekly contributions to provide for 
sickness and old age. Priestley projected a role for the state in 
this through the introduction of an embryonic scheme for 
national insurance. This was probably atypical. He certainly 
did not believe that such schemes, compulsory or voluntary, 
would modify the obligation to be benevolent, though of 
course encouraging them was partly a fulfilment of that duty. 
The typical Rational Dissenting attitude was a mixture of 
enlightenment and compassion; the expectation was in this 
sphere, as elsewhere, that individuals and communities were 
capable oflooking after their own welfare better than the state. 
The more subjects could learn to be independent the better, 
but, as in the case of insurance schemes, being independent 
did not mean being individually atomistic; rather it meant 
working together where appropriate, it implied a sense of 
collective purpose, and it involved an obligation to help those 
who could not help themselves. The coherence of such 
thinking, as Margaret Canovan has noted in relation to 
Priestley, and D. 0. Thomas for Price, lay in their religious 
attitudes. 73 

In social terms, undoubtedly the ideal for the Rational 
Dissenters was the middle station in life, and they sought to 
make it as extensive as possible. Like Plato, they believed that 
a society without extremes of poverty and riches would 

72 M. Canovan, 'Patcrnalistic Libcralism, Joseph Pricstlcy on Rank and Tncqual-
ity', Enlightenmenl and Dissen/, 2 (1983), 2g-33. 

7" Ibid. 34-5; Thomas, Enlightenment and Dissen/, 4 ( 1985), 79-80. For an cxamplc 
of a congrcgational mutual aid schcmc sec Dr William's Library (DWL), MS 28. 64 
(7); thc prcamblc to this schcmc for a Benevolcnt Association of the Prcsbyterian 
Chapcl at Stourbridge included the assertion 'that both human and divinc principles 
call upon the membcrs of a rcligious society to assist one another in their temporal as 
weil as ctcrnal wclfare'. For an examplc of'patcrnalistic libcralism' in practicc sec thc 
discussion of thc introduction of Frcnch lacc-making at Bridgnorth and Bcwdlcy by 
Samuel Kcnrick in his corrcspondcncc withjamcs Wodrow. DWL, MS 24. 157 (53). 
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regularly produce 'sterling characters'. 74 Although they tended 
to judge the middle station in terms of property and were not 
completely free of the Commonwealthmen's proprietorial 
attitude to liberty and participation in government, 75 and 
although their exclusion from government tended to cause 
them to express sentiments which sound like those of an 
alienated middle dass, their preoccupations were predomin-
antly moral and religious rather than political or social.76 For 
Price, the state ought to guarantee property, but by that he 
meant provide security as Lincoln has put it for 'those rights 
which men claim in virtue of their moral nature'. 77 Having 
guaranteed the right to pursue the good, it was the citizen's 
duty to pursue it. This was an ancient doctrine, 78 yet 
subsequent generations would be puzzled by the Rational 
Dissenters' combination of rights and duties and by their 
emphasis upon intellectual independence. Lord Brougham 
found it hard not to convict Priestley of hypocrisy for 
accepting a yearly allowance from fifteen friends, although 'all 
the while he chose to decline an offer made to procure a 
pension from the government, "wishing to preserve himself 
independent of everything connected with the court" '. He 
added, 'We must on this be content to remark, that different 
men entertain different notions of independence.' 79 Priestley 
had been perfectly frank about such benefactions in his 
Memoirs, accepting that they not only enabled him to pursue 
his scientific and theological studies but also to meet the 
expenses of his station in life to which his fame 'justly or 
unjustly acquired' had brought him.80 

If later generations found this position difficult to grasp, it 

74 Plato, The Laws, cit. R. Nisbct, History of the ldea of Progres.r (London, 1980), 28. 
7" C. Robbins, The Eighteenth-Century Commonwealthman: Studiu in the Transmission, 

Development and Circumstances of Englirh Uberal Thought from the Restoralion of Charles ll 
until the War with the Thirteen Colonies ( 1959; rcpr. New York, 1968), 1 1; and D. Jarrctt, 
The Begetters of Revolution: England's lnvolvement with France, 17.5g-178g (London, 1973), 
63-4. 

71; Cf. I. Kramnick, 'English Political Thcory in thc Agc of Revolution', Political 
Theory, 5 (1977), 505-34. 77 Lincoln, Engli.rh Dissen/, 121. 

78 For Godwin's indcbtcdncss to Dissen! on this point sec W. Godwin, Enquiry 
Concernin,i: Political Justice, cd. F. E. L. Pricstlcy (3 vols., Toronto, 1946), iii. 36; and 
Philp, Godwin 's Political Justice, 16-34. 

79 Henry, Lord Brougham, Lives of Philosophers of the Time of George lll (London, 
1855), 82. "0 Pricstlcy, Works, i. 216-17. 
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accorded with the Rational Dissenting ideal of like-minded 
citizens assisting each other in the pursuit of truth. In his 
Essay, Priestley spoke of the need to widen 'the common circle 
of liberty'81 and Rational Dissenting involvement in the 
community was marked by a concern to encourage societies 
and institutions which did just that. In particular, they took 
an active part in creating libraries, while doing all they could 
to stock them.82 The concern with intellectual liberty was 
omnipresent in their work. Thomas Percival advised doctors, 
in his Medical Ethics, to choose their religion without reference 
to · 'personal friendship', 'party connection', or 'professional 
interest'.83 Integrity and open-mindedness were at a premium. 
The Establishment in Church and State offered many 
temptations to apostatize. Considerable wealth could be as 
corrupting as poverty; palaces were hardly breeding grounds 
for the truth.8 And so the aim was to encourage independent 
virtue in the middle station oflife. lt was an all-pervasive ideal 
in Rational Dissenting circles.85 Thomas Brand Hollis was so 
wedded to the idea of the golden mean offering most 
opportunity for happiness that he even applied it to virtue 
itself. Withjebb in mind, he wrote that those who were ofthe 
first rank were 'too much ... in a state of trial to admit of a 
very exalted degree of happiness' .86 Richard Price, ever 
mindful that true happiness was ultimately spiritual and that 
life on earth was a state of probation, thought that the views of 
friends 'ought to be directed always to the heavenly state, and 
their whole concern should be so to live and converse together, 

81 Essay on Govemment, 285. Whcn Pricstlcy scnt a complimcntary copy ofhis Essay 
toJohn Wilkcs, hc dcscribcd himsclfas 'a mcmbcr ofa samc community, and a lovcr 
of libcrty', BL, Add. MSS 30877, vol. xi, fo. 66 n.d. 

82 Sec c.g. M. Kay Flavcll, 'Thc Enlightcncd Reader and thc New Tndustrial 
Town: A Study of the Liverpool Library 1758-1790', Britishjoumalfor Eighteenth-
Century Studies, 8 ( 1985), esp. 26--32. 

8" T. Percival, Medical Ethics or a Code ef Institutes and Precepts, Adapted to the 
Professional Conduct of Physicians and Surgeons (Manchester, 1803), 184-5. Pcrcival 
stresscd thc importance of candour and collcctive cndeavour amongst doctors and 
surgeons: ibid. 15, 18-19. 

84 M. Towgood, A Dissen/ from the Church of England Fully Justified (London, 1779), 
74-5;J. Priestlcy, A Political Dialogue on the General Principles ofGovernment, in id., Works, 
xxv. 93; J. Towers, A Vindication of the Political Principles of Mr. Locke ( 1782), in id., 
Tracts on Political and Other Subjects (London, 1796), i. 104. 

85 For this ideal in literature, sec G. Kclly, The English Jacobin Novel 1780-1805 
(Oxford, 1976), 33. 86 Disney, Memoirs ef Jebb, Works, i. 237-8. 
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as tö secure a joyful meeting there' .87 For the Rational 
Dissenters there could be no separation of religion and 
conduct: their aim was the encouragement of independent 
well-regulated conduct and the co-operation of the virtuous to 
make society better and to limit the baneful effects of the 
corruption of the powerful. Essentially, the middle order in life 
was a moral order; the distrust of the state and aristocratic 
and lower dass morals is mainly explicable in these terms. But 
there was an ecumenical dimension to their stress upon 
independence. Enlightenment was permitted to the lowly. 
Joseph Priestley reflected that, unlike Socrates, Jesus came 
from lowly circumstances, did not have the 'advantage of 
liberal education', and did not confine his teaching 'to persons 
of good condition'; rather he addressed the 'many, and 
especially those of the middle and lower classes, as standing in 
most need of instruction, and most likely to receive it with 
gratitude and without prejudice' .88 

Not only are there particular affinities between Priestley's 
beliefs and his rise to the middle station from a background of 
cloth-weaving and farming, but also there are more general 
affinities between them and the composition of Rational 
Dissent, which contained an élite of wealth and learning 
combined with a rank and file from relatively humble 
backgrounds.89 The emphasis on an open society in which 
truth could freely progress could only make sense if the truth 
were, in such conditions, readily intelligible. The gospel 
example was therefore of the first importance. As Theophilus 
Lindsey put it, 

By its [the Gospel's] peculiar advantages, its easy doctrines and 
most powerful motives, men of little worldly account, and wholly 

87 R. Pricc, Four Dissertations (London, 1 768), 351. 
88 J. Priestlcy, Socrates and Jesus Compared (London, 1803), 37, 44, 45. James 

Hoecker has noted that for Pricstley 'Even the fact that witnesses to Christ's lifc and 
rebirth werc "men of middling circumstanccs, neithcr desperate through povcrty on 
the one hand, nor peculiarly within the influence of ambition on the other" enhaneed 
the bclievability of thcir stories'; 'Joseph Priestlcy and the Reification of Religion', 
Price-Priestley Newsletter, 2 ( 1 978), 5 r. 

89 Sccd, 'Gentlemen Dissenters', 306. For the 19th cent. R. K. Webb has noted 
that 'Unitarianism drew on no homogcneous social grouping but on a continuum of 
soeial station, wealth and prestigc, from almost the humblest to the grandest', Truth, 
Liberty, Rel(1;ion, 17-18. 
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uncultivated with learning, attained to great wisdom and perfection 
in virtue, where there was a love of truth, probity, and integrity of 
heart, and a mind attentive to instruction. 0 

The optimism and confidence of the Rational Dissenters 
rested on such foundations. Profound truths were simple and 
could enlighten all mankind, being ultimately accessible to 
'the most unlettered understanding'. This was as true of 
difficult intellectual endeavours such as science as it was true 
of religion: as Jebb put it, 'The word of God, revealed in the 
scriptures of both Testaments, like the book of nature, lies 
open to us all', and the true light would dawn once human 
prejudices were dispelled.91 

If the Rational Dissenters believed that truths were 
ultimately simple, this did not mean that the quest would 
grow ever simpler or that high intellectual endeavour could 
ever be relaxed. Although only a few could understand the 
detailed findings ofRational Dissenting scientists, the belief in 
the beneficent effects of science, which as we have seen 
suffused their heterodox enlightenment, led them to be eager 
supporters of scientific progress. For their opponents, this 
merely provided evidence that the Rational Dissenting com-
munity sustained experimentation in the laboratory of subver-
sion. In 1 797, Priestley was attacked by John Robison, 
Professor of Natural Philosophy at Edinburgh, for his heresy, 
materialism, and political radicalism and W. H. Reid followed 
suit by linking him with the modern infidels whose ideas were 
corrosive of all government and society. Priestley was por-
trayed as a frigid materialist isolated from the warmth of 
'genuine Christianity'.92 lt would indeed be neat and conveni-
ent if one could demonstrate a continuity between the Radical 
Enlightenment discussed by Margaretjacob which was anti-
Newtonian, materialist, and republican and the science and 
radicalism of Rational Dissent.93 But Reid and Robison 
provide dubious confirmation for such a thesis. In fact 

90 T. Lindscy, Sermons, withAppropriate Prayers Annexed (2 vols., London, 18rn), i. 29. 
91 Jcbb, Works, ii. 240, 'Sketch of thc Plan of thc Socicty for Promoting thc 

Knowlcdgc of thc Scripturcs' ( 1 783); sec also 178. 
92 Literacy and Society, Comprisin,i: W. H. Reid: The Rise and Dissolution of Infidel 

Societies, and W.J. Linton: James Watson a Memoir, cd. V. Neuberg (London, 1971), 89. 
9" M. C. Jacob, The Radical Enl(i:htenment: Pantheists, Freemasons and Republicans 

(London, 1981). 
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Robison attacked Priestley in part for, as he believed, his 
misuse of the Newtonian concept of ether.94 Professor Colin 
Russell has warned correctly against too facile an identification 
of radicalism and science.95 One example will suffice: the 
gentleman wlio confided to his diary on 28January 1787, that 
Priestley's thesis concerning mind and matter 'seems to me 
likely to prove one of the greatest discoveries in metaphysics, 
and to do a great deal in clearing away difficulties on those 
subjects ... ' was William Windham, subsequently one of 
Burke's principal lieutenants.96 

Yet there was a close relationship between Priestley's 
metaphysics and his radicalism. He believed that 'the three 
doctrines of materialism ... Socinianism, and of philosophical 
necessity are equally parts of one system' based on a rational 
understanding of nature and scripture.97 Asjohn McEvoy has 
put it, 'Priestley's natural philosophy rested on a deterministic 
ontology of "powers" which expressed God's sustaining 
immanence and guaranteed the ultimate intelligibility and 
lawlikeness of the created world.'98 He further believed that 
scientific progress could best take place by the use of a 
vigorous empiricism. By experimental means, the scientist 
would search for the natural causes underlying the arrange-
ment of nature so that God's rational system would become 
more and more apparent and intelligible. He wrote in his 
Miscellaneous Observations Relating to Education, I 778, 'the greater 
progress we make in the analysis of nature, the nearer we 
come to first and simple principles, and in fewer general 
propositions may the whole be comprised' .99 His emphasis 

" 4 C. Russcll, Science and Social Change 1700-1900 (London, 1983), 149;John Moncy 
has shown how thc rclationship bctwccn scicncc, politics, and socicty can bc 
invcstigatcd in 'Joseph Pricstlcy in Cultural Contcxt: Philosophie Spcctaclc, Popular 
Belief in Eighteenth-Century Birmingham', Enlightenment and Dissen/, 7 ( 1988), 5 7-81. 

" 5 Science and Social ChanJ!,t, 9 and 138. 
96 BL, Add. MSS 51710, Holland House Papers, fo. 87. 
97 J. McEvoy, 'Joseph Priestley, Scientist, Philosopher and Divine', Proceedings of 

the American Philosophical Society, 128: 3 (1984), 194, citing Pricstlcy's Disquisitions 
Relatin,it to Matter and Spirit (1782); sec also J. H. Brookc, 'A Sowcr Wcnt Forth', 
Oxygen and the Conversion of Future Foodstocks; The Proceedings of the Third BOG Priestley 
Conference ( 1984), 438. 

98 McEvoy, 'Joseph Pricstlcy, Scicntist, Philosophcr and Divine', 194. 
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upon the rationality of God's world was of a piece with his 
rejection of political and theological arbitrariness (which, for 
example, he detected in Calvinism), 100 while his emphasis 
upon experimentalism led him to reject elitism, and to stress 
the importance of the 'Baconian co-operation of indi-
viduals' .101 This required a free society in which civil liberty 
prevailed, otherwise progress could be held up by the 
imposition of the views of established institutions whether 
they were elitist or majoritarian. He believed that government 
should not interfere in anything that related to the investigation 
of the truth and the progress of knowledge. 102 Science would 
thereby become more useful to mankind for, in a society in 
which all were given liberty to speculate, truth would become 
more easily and firmly established, and conversely error and 
prejudice, and the establishments associated with them, more 
speedily undermined. If he believed that the achievements of 
science were of more permanent benefit than politics, his ideal 
polity was one in which the pursuit of knowledge would 
flourish most, and that would be one which encouraged 
experimentalism. 103 

lt was not necessary for Rational Dissenters to understand 
the connection between Priestley's metaphysics, his science, 
his theology, and his politics, for them to appreciate the way 
in which his scientific concerns fortified the Rational Dissenting 
emphasis on openness, freedom from prejudice, receptivity to 
change, individual initiative and collective co-operation, and 
encouragement for the pursuit of truth. His work was füll of 
scientific analogies. In his Essay on the First Principles of 
Govemment he suggested that God might have chosen 'a priori' 
a perfect form of government, but rather he let man learn 
empirically by trial and error. 104 His emphasis on experi-
mentalism in government was taken up by Joseph Towers in 
his Vindication of the Principles of Mr. Locke ( r 782) in which he 
argued that the science of government like other sciences was 

100 Sec Brookc, 'A Sowcr Wcnt Forth', 441. 
101 McEvoy, 'Joseph Pricstlcy, Scicntist, Philosophcr and Divinc', 195; sec also S. 

Schaffer, 'Pricstlcy and thc Politics ofSpirit', in R. G. W. Andcrson and C. Lawrcncc 
(cds.), Science, Medicine and Dissen/: Joseph Priestley, 1733-1804 (London, 1987), 3g-53. 

102 Pricstlcy, Euay on Govemment, 24g-g8. 
10'1 J. 0Pricstlcy, Experiments and Observations on Different Kinds of Air (London, 1774), 

vol. i, pp. xiii-xviii. 104 Pricstlcy, Essay on Govemment, 252 and 260-:1. 
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in 'a very imperfect state', that, as in other sciences, one 
should seek to make improvements and one should adopt 'that 
system which will promote the happiness of the greatest 
number of individuals'. 105 Rational Dissenters did not, 
therefore, need to be conversant with the latest scientific 
thought to perceive the fundamental relationship between the 
pursuit ofscience and the pursuit oftruth generally. For them 
God was 'that intellectual light which enlightens all other 
beings and makes them wise and knowing'. 106 

The pursuit of science thus strengthened and indeed gave 
special validity to their prescriptions for a candid society in 
which intellectual liberty could flourish. 107 lt led them to 
expect the development of a more rational world and to be 
anxious to read signs of its emergence from contemporary 
events. lt did not, however, lead to the expectation that the 
progress of truth would be ever more speedy and predictable. 
As 1. B. Cohen has noted, Priestley was one of the first to 
transfer the political concept of a revolution to the scientific 
world but he did not represent this as necessarily producing a 
more rapid growth ofknowledge. 108 At first sight, this appears 
surprising, but one must remember that Rational Dissenters 
always had the difficulty of explaining why reason had had 
such a lean time over the ages. In the lang run, despite their 
emphasis on worldly corruption and prejudice, they had to 
accept that the answer lay hidden in God's infinite wisdom, of 
which they believed they had glimpsed enough to be confident 
in his beneficent guiding hand. 109 They were certainly not 
fatalists; in their view, their prime obligation was to do their 
duty as they saw it and not to complain about the results. This 
was a source of strength of the sort which was exemplified by 
Priestley in the Birmingham Riots: he lived out his observation 
to Revd Edward Burn in 1 790, that 'in proportion as a 
Christian will be patient in suffering, hewill be hold to speak and 
to write, risking everything in the cause of God and truth'. 110 

Their belief in God's beneficence was unshaken despite their 
105 Towers, Vindication, 120-1. 10" R. Pricc, Review, 290. 
107 For such prcscriptions, sec W. Wood, Two Sermons . .. on the Celebration of the 

Hundredth Anniversary of the Happy Revolution (Lccds, 1788), 28. 
108 I. B. Cohcn, Revolution in Science (Cambridge Mass., and London, 1985), 225. 
109 Lindscy, Sermons, i. 34-5. 
110 J. Pricstlcy, Letter to the Rev. Edward Burn, in id., Works, xix. 313. 
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own disappointments: as Mrs Jebb remarked, when referring 
to difficulties facing the French National Assembly, 'this 
world is a good world, and the people who find fault with it 
should mend themselves. There is a time for everything; if the 
French had reformed sooner, the reformation would have 
been less complete.' 111 None the less, their providentialism 
did lead them to expect the possibility of great things and the 
Rational Dissenters increasingly envisaged the transformation 
of the world, for their providentialism had a millennial 
dimension which was undoubtedly encouraged by the Amer-
ican and French Revolutions and by the development of 
toleration throughout Europe. Richard Price captured this 
mood in his peroration to his Discourse on the Love of Our 
Country: 

methinks, I see the ardor for liberty catching and spreading; a 
general amendment beginning in human affairs; the dominion of 
kings changed for the dominion of laws, and the dominion of priests 
giving way to the dominion of reason and conscience. 112 

lt is tempting to view this as an aberration caused by the 
particular circumstance of the time, but millennialism was by 
no means an eccentric import into Rational Dissenting 
religion. lt was a consequence of their enlightened biblical 
studies and it was very much in the tradition which sought to 
integrate science and religion. This was invariably heterodox 
and its great exemplar was Isaac Newton, who asjames Force 
has recently shown, allowed William Whiston to express 
aloud thoughts which he, himself, preferred to keep silent. 113 

Millennialism, moreover, did not die out in mid-century. 
David Hartley was a millennialist, Richard Price expressed 
millennial aspirations in his first published sermon, Britain's 
Happiness and the Proper lmprovement of it, r 759, and Priestley's 
works are shot through with millennialism. 114 The French 

111 .J. Disney, Memoirs of Thomas Brand Hollis (London, 1808), 43. 
11 ~ R. Pricc, Discourse on the Love of Our Country (London, r 789), 49--50. 
113 J. E. Force, William Whiston, Honest Newtonian (Cambridge, 1985), csp. chs. 3 

and 4. 
114 I t is only rcccntly that thc millcnnial dimcnsion of Rational Disscnt has 

rcccivcd scrious scholarly attcntion. Sec C. Garrctt, Respectable Folly: Millenarians and 
the French Revolution in France and England (Baltimorc, 1975);]. FruchtmanJr., :Joseph 
Pricstlcy and Early English Zionism', Enlightenment and Dis.rent, 2 ( 1983), 39--46; id., 
The Apocalyptic Politics of Richard Price and Joseph Priestley: A Stut/y in Laie Eighteenth-
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Revolution undoubtedly encouraged such ways of looking at 
the world amongst orthodox and heterodox, Anglicans and 
Dissenters alike. But what was worrying about the Rational 
Dissenting vision of millennial bliss is that its realization could 
occur through the dramatic collapse of all worldly authorities, 
religious or secular, or through the transformation of such 
authorities in a gradual progress into the millennial state. 
Either way it acted as a powerful challenge to existing 
authorities. The first sort of challenge was galling but with 
patience it could be proved false; the second could not be so 
easily ignored. Beyond the rhetoric exemplified in the words of 
Price's Discourse, 'Tremble all ye oppressors ... You cannot 
now hold the world in darkness', 5 lay a more enduring 
challenge to the existing practices of states and accepted 
habits of thought. lt asked individuals to co-operate together 
in an open, candid society, citizens to love mankind as weil as 
their country, and states to abandon their aggrandizing and 
imperial tendencies. Such ideals, informed as they were by a 
vision of a warless world, were tested and not found wanting 
in the brutal 1790s. As Rational Dissent gradually bowed out, 
its ideals were transmitted to posterity by the Friends of Peace 
and Reform and became part of what may be described as our 
radical and liberal heritage, on which, usually unbeknown to 
them, parties across the political spectrum draw. And this, 
long after millennialism has been confined to the eccentric 
fringe of religion. 116 

In sum, the heterodox religion of Rational Dissenters led 
them to share the caution and enthusiasm of the politics ofthe 
Enlightenment. They were not revolutionaries in the French 
revolutionary mode. They did not want radical social change, 
Century Republican Millennialism (Philadelphia, 1983). This contains an invaluablc 
bibliography. Sec also M. Fitzpatrick 'Joseph Pricstlcy and thc Millennium', in 
Andcrson and Lawrcncc (cds.), Science, Medicine and Dissen/: Joseph Priestley, 1733-
1804, 29-37. Much of rclcvancc may also bc found in thc important study by J. E. 
Cookson, The Friends o.f Peace: Anti-War Liberalism in England 1793-1815 (Cambridge, 
1982); and in W. H. Oliver, Prophets and Millennialists: The Uses of Biblical Prophecy in 
Englandfrom the 1790s to the 1840s (Auckland, 1978). 

11 '' Pricc, Discourse on the Love of Our Country, 50; on Pricc's patriotism sec M. 
Fitzpatrick, 'Rcflcctions on a Footnotc; Richard Pricc and Love of Country', 
Enlightenment and Dissent, 6 ( 1987), 41-58. 

116 For aspccts of thc radical lcgacy, sec Hugh Cunningham, 'Thc Languagc of 
Patriotism, 1750-1914', History Workshop Journal, 12 (1981), 8--33. 
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nor did they favour democratic republican politics in a 
modern sense. Yet their enthusiasm for Christian Enlighten-
ment which undoubtedly grew in the years 1760 to 1790 
enabled them to scrutinize existing politics and society in 
ways which gave the Establishment in Church and State 
considerable discomfort. If the easygoing providentialism of 
their politics was soon found to be untenable, their particular 
interpretation of the Christian demand that we all reorder our 
priorities has had a more lasting influence. 
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The Moral Vision of Thomas Bewick 

J OHN BREWER AND STELLA TILLYARD 

Most modern viewers interpret the work of the eighteenth-
century wood-engraver Thomas Bewick in one of two ways. 
Bewick's work is seen and consumed as part of the natural and 
national heritage, a faithful depiction of country life and 
landscape. lt is valuable both as truth to nature and as a 
repository for the rural nostalgia so prevalent amongst 
European consumers. The rustic Bewick adorns soap-boxes 
sold at National Trust mansions, recycled notepaper in 
alternative food shops, and book-plates for precocious chil-
dren. But Bewick's œuvre is also seen as quintessentially 
romantic, as nature mediated by, and represented as, the 
moods of man. This interpretation, a defiantly literary one, 
was already weil enough established by the 1840s for Jane 
Eyre to use Bewick as a frontispiece to the symbolic depiction 
of nature and mood that pervades her autobiography. 
Bewick's vignettes stand for an echo of Jane's solitariness and 
ostracism. Setting out alone on the journey oflife she is about 
to undergo the trial of the red room. Bewick's 'broken boat' 
and sinking 'wreck' hint at the ordeal to come, while his 
'death-white realms' echo and enter into the tussle between 
frigidity and passion, self-denial and self-assertion, death and 
life which underpin the novel. 1 

Bewick's work, then, has been and continues to be 
malleable, a repository for cultural and social values. But, ifit 
exemplifies and contributes to both rustic and romantic 
dreams, it can also hint at the expectations and values of its 
earliest viewers. lt can, in other words, be placed in a third 

Wc would likc to thank thc Thomas Bcwick Birthplacc Museum and Dr F. Atkinson 
in particular, for hclp with thc illustrations. 

1 C. Brontc, Jane Eyre (London, 1847), eh. 1. 
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context, that of its own time. Bewick's output, we want to 
suggest, was regarded by contemporaries as exemplifying a 
moral way of seeing. lt also encouraged viewers to see 
morally. If we put Bewick's work back into its contemporary 
moral and social context, we can interpret it as constitutive of 
a way of seeing the world which was neither rustic nor 
romantic. Bewick was a moralist whose work forms part of a 
large neglected corpus of late eighteenth-century moralist 
literary and visual material. His very popularity, moreover, 
hints at the possibility of a wide constituency of consumers 
who were predisposed to enter into his way of seeing. 

To put Bewick's work back into context, then, we need to 
reattach it to Bewick's own statements in the texts that are left 
to us, to the conditions of its production, and, finally, to initial 
distribution, sale, and reception. This essay tentatively 
outlines the directions and difficulties of such a project. 

Our knowledge of Thomas Bewick's life and work comes 
from an unusually rich variety of sources. First, there is a large 
body of surviving visual material. This includes not only the 
woodcuts that made him anational figure, but the output of a 
lifetime as a provincial job engraver.2 We have a comprehen-
sive set of business records, 260 volumes in all. 3 A large 
number of letters complement these largely financial accounts 
of Bewick's business life.4 Most is his professional correspond-
ence, but letters to friends and acquaintances also survive. 
Finally, we have Bewick's own testimony and summation of 
his life and work, the Memoir that he wrote for his daughter 
Jane between 1822 and 1828. lt was in this autobiography 
that, late in his life, Bewick provided written interpretations of 
some of his work, and it is from this problematic text that we 
can approach his political and moral outlook.5 

In his Memoir Bewick left his daughter a vivid picture ofhis 
early life, in which he described not only the birds and 
animals he loved as a child, but the rugged, simple, and 

2 Thc Pcasc Collcction, Ccntral Library, Ncwcastlc upon Tync, is onc of thc 
largcst surviving collcctions. 

3 Bcilby and Bcwick Business Rccords, Tync and Wcar Rccord Office. 
4 I. Bain, A Checklist ofthe Manuscripts ofThomas Bewick (rcprintcd from thc Private 

Library, 1970). 
5 Thc tcxt wc havc uscd is I. Bain (cd.), A Memoir of Thomas Bewick Written by 

Himself (Oxford, 1979). 
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frequently eccentric 'labouring men' who lived as his neigh-
bours. He was, he tells her, born in 1753 in Ovingham, a small 
village several miles outside Newcastle. Newcastle was a 
substantial industrial town and port on the edge of the largest 
coal-producing region of the country. lt boasted a population 
of 40,000 to 50,000 at the end of the eighteenth century and 
supported a flourishing culture of print.6 Bewick's father was 
a small farmer and collier, substantial enough to employ a few 
men in his opencast mine, but humble enough to send 
Thomas to learn from local clergy and schoolmasters. In 1 767 
Bewick was apprenticed to the Newcastle engraver, Ralph 
Beilby. After the customary seven years during which he 
learned silver, copper, and wood-engraving, Bewick worked 
as a free-lance job engraver for Beilby and others, travelled to 
Edinburgh and London, and in 1 777 became Beilby's partner. 
After some differences with Beilby, Bewick set up on his own 
in 1 797. The Bewick workshop, one of three engraving 
businesses in the city, worked for twelve local booksellers and 
as many as twenty printers, until Bewick's retirement in 1812. 
Thereafter the firm was run by his son Robert and his 
daughter Jane. 

The Bewick workshop had three main types ofbusiness:job 
engraving on paper, engraving on objects and artefacts, and 
the illustration of books, ballads, and broadsides. Most of the 
day-to-day business of the firm fell into the first two 
categories. Bewick and his apprentices produced book-plates, 
insurance certificates, banknotes, trade and shopcards, invoice 
heads, bar and tavern bills, certificates for the coal trade, and 
newspaper announcements and advertisements. They also 
turned out cuts for local societies and clubs from the Society of 
Literary Discussion to Newcastle's Masonic lodges. Bewick 
provided Newcastle with a visual language of commerce and 
recreation. 7 The workshop's metal engraving provided the 
visual insignia of wealth and self-aggrandizement. Bewick's 
business records reveal a very brisk trade in mottoes, initials, 
coats of arms, and decoration inscribed not only on plate but 

6 For 18th-ccnt. Ncwcastlc sec J. Ellis, 'A Dynamic Socicty: Social relations in 
Ncwcastlc-upon-Tync 1660-1760', in P. Clark (ed.), The Transformation of English 
Provincial Towns (London, 1984), 190-227. 

7 T. Hugo, The Bewick Collector: A Descriptive Catalogue ofthe Works efThomas andjohn 
Bewick (London, 1866), passim, for samples of thc workshop's output. 
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also on candlesticks, rings, watches, teapots, lockets, whip 
handles, horse bridles, and gentlemen's carriages. 

Bewick's illustrations-the work that made him nationally 
famous-were produced side by side with this job work. Yet 
even his illustrative output was much more various than that 
for which he is remembered. Tobe sure, pre-eminent, even in 
his own day, were the wood engravings of birds and animals. 
Bewick's General History of Quadrupeds (1790) went into eight 
editions in his lifetime while his two-volume History of British 
Birds (1797 and 1804) was reprinted six times before he died.8 

But Bewick illustrated a wide variety ofliterature for both the 
local and national markets. His work for specifically local 
consumers included illustrations to accompany guides and 
topographical works on Northumberland, works by local 
poets, and publications of the Newcastle Literary and 
Philosophical Society of which he was a founder member. He 
also worked on books of verse-Goldsmith, Gray, Thomson, 
and Bums amongst them-scientific treatises, flower and 
gardening books, and popular songbooks. Closest to his heart 
lay his illustrations for children's books, fahles (including 
Aesop's and Gay's), and that most enduring of Christian 
fahles, Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress. lndeed, reviewing his life 
during a severe illness in 1812, Bewick's only regret was that 
he 'had not published a Book similar to "Croxall's Esop's 
Fahles", as I had always intended to do',9 and as soon as he 
was well he set to work. The illustrations to fahles, he added in 
the Memoir, were perhaps more use than religion, for 'while 
admiring the cuts', 'hundreds of young men' had been led 
'into the paths of wisdom and rectitude' and Croxall's book 
had 'perhaps in that way clone more good than the pulpit'. 10 

Such a statement immediately casts doubt on the view of 
Bewick as an unselfconscious depicter of nature. I t places his 
output both in a religious context and side by side with other 
didactic ventures. While Bewick was writing specifically 
about his Fahles here, his work as a whole can be profitably 
seen in a similar framework. lndeed, evidence from the Memoir 
and letters, from his output, and from his contemporaries 

8 Roscoe, Thomas Bewick, A Bibliography Raisonni (Oxford, 1953). 
9 Memoir, 131. 10 lbid. 132. 
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conflicts fundamentally with the portrayal of Bewick as 
'purely a son of Nature' as John Audubon put it. 11 

The Memoir provides the most complete record of Bewick's 
opinions, although many of the views he expresses there are 
reiterated in his letters. The Memoir is, however, the work of a 
highly self-conscious narrator engaged in an act of self-
presentation for posterity. Moreover, it is a carefully con-
structed and contradictory text. Ostensibly an autobiography 
written to 'amuse' his children, its purpose was to put forward 
a particular view of the narrator to a far wider audience. lt 
purports to be a record of a life but is in fact highly selective. 
The narrator presents himself as an untutored man, yet it is 
concerned above all with learning and education. 

Bewick used his Memoir as a vehicle for portraying himself 
as 'a religious philosopher', and this controlling self-charac-
terization determines both the form of the text and the cast of 
the characters who are presented within it. 'The highest 
character a Man can hope to attain to, in this life', Bewick 
states, 'is that of his becoming a religious Philosopher.' 12 The 
Memoir suggests that Bewick justified his work in these terms. 
This explains why he concentrates on religion, philosophy, 
and education in his autobiography and gives so little 
attention to his artistic achievements or his business success. 

There is indeed much in the autobiography that Bewick 
omits or treats lightly. By the time that he wrote the Memoir, 
he had acquired a substantial print collection which included 
the work of Stubbs, Hogarth, Piranesi, Wollett, Rembrandt, 
Hollar, Callot, and Rowlandson. He also owned emblem and 
fable books and treatises on perspective. 13 Y et he proudly 
described himself as untutored and never made any attempt 
to integrate his own work into any recognized canon. 
Moreover, in the Memoir he stresses his contacts with men of 
science and learning rather than any associations with 
professional painters or practitioners of the fine arts. But 
Bewick was not thereby intent upon presenting himself as a 
simple, natural genius. On the contrary, the Memoir makes the 
far more grandiose claim that he has been endowed with the 

11 Quotcd in Memoir, xxv. 12 Memoir, 225. 
13 Catalogue of a Scarce and Curious Colleclion of Books and Engravings, Formerly Belonging 

to Thomas Bewick (Ncwcastlc upon Tyne, [1884] ). 
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means, and entrusted with the duty, of justifying the ways of 
God to man through the depiction of nature. He presents 
himself therefore not as an artist but as a man of religion. 

There is another conspicuous absence from the Memoir, the 
lack of reference to the autobiographer's business skill and 
success. From letters and workshop records we know him to 
have been a scrupulous, even obsessive record keeper, a man 
who pressed his creditors hard, was zealous about contracts 
and terms, and invested profits in land and government 
stocks. But unlike Quakers and other Nonconformists whose 
Lives were punctuated with details of (and thanks for) their 
entrepreneurial achievements, Bewick does not talk money in 
his Memoir. lt is simply not part of his purpose. 

Bewick's autobiography contains five interwoven Strands: 
his own life and works; the character and achievements of 
neighbours, friends, and associates; politics; religion; and 
education. lt is indeed the last three which come to dominate 
the book. But all are connected in a moral framework. Bewick 
gives us, particularly in the depiction of his childhood, a 
gallery of characters who lived near his father's house. Later 
he tells us about the friends of his apprentice days and the 
associates of his maturity. Yet all these men are portrayed as 
exemplifications of particular virtues or vices. Of his friend 
Thomas Lawson he says, for instance, 'he was greatly 
distinguished, for his industry, his good sense, good manage-
ment & great integrity' .14 But his brother John, who died at 
the age of thirty-five, functions as an exemplar of intemperance 
who trod 'in the paths which led to ruin' .15 lt is fitting 
moreover that these portraits appear most frequently in 
'ßewick's description of his childhood and youth. For it was 
then, he believed, that the 'lessons of truth, sincerity, industry, 
honesty' 16 must be learnt. These rnen, he suggests, were part 
of his education. 

The Memoir's discussion of politics tends towards a similar 
moral end. Political events reveal the negligence or worth of 
those who engage in them, and are indeed explained by them. 
The war of 1792 showed nothing so much as the perverted 
ambition of Mr Pitt, while the French aristocracy in the ancien 
régime who should have been 'the natural guardians, or 

14 Memoir, 99. is lbid, 79. 16 lbid. I 63. 
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depositories of the honour and virtue to [sie] the nation' were 
'blinded by misplaced pride & guided by ignorance'. 17 Thus 
Bewick did not seek the overturning of the social order but a 
restoration of a sense of their moral duties to its leaders. Good 
government, he believed, consists in fostering virtue in the 
people. 

Bewick is clear about what constitutes moral worth and 
how it can be instilled and cultivated: 'there may be many 
moral & Religious duties for Man to fulfill in his passage 
through life, but the rules for doing so are so plain & easily 
understood that Commonsense only is necessary for all that is 
required of us'. 18 These rules are laid out first of all in the 
Bible-although Bewick adds that many scriptural texts are 
'Fahles, parables, and Allegories' 19-and secondly, in nature, 
'the great Book of the Creation ... made up of the living the 
visible Words of God' .20 

On the journey of life reason guides man along the paths of 
rectitude and righteousness which lead to knowledge of 
goodness and God. Reason and the right path can be reached, 
Bewick says, by a 'rational & virtuous education', 21 while 
knowledge of God is attained by knowledge of his works. Here 
we come füll circle to nature, for Bewick adds, 'I have always 
thought that there was nothing deserving of being called 
knowledge but a knowledge of nature'. 22 I t is here also that 
morality, education, depiction of nature, and the religious 
philosopher come together, for it is Bewick's desire to 'make 
the youths of the present generation, pursue the lessons in the 
great book in nature so amply spread out before them'. 23 Thus 
his depiction of nature is always overtly moral and overtly 
educative. This is true not only for the vignettes or tailpieces 
to his Birds and Quadrupeds but also for his seemingly scientific 
or factual depictions of birds and mammals. Natural history, 
in short, could afford 'endless pleasures ... to all who wish to 
trace nature up to Nature's God'.24 

In this Miltonic purpose Bewick places himself not beside 
fine artists but beside the popular print-makers of his youth. 

17 lbid. 1 35. 18 lbid. 48. 
19 Bewick lo Dovaston: Letters 1824-1828, cd. G. Williams (London, 1968), 96. 
20 Memoir, 226. 21 /bid. 148. 22 Bewick 10· Dovaston, 1 15. 
2' lbid. 40. 24 Memoir, 126. 
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In his Memoir and letters he praises the '!arge Wood cut 
prints-some of them weil clone & some very poorly executed,-
but all of them meant weil inasmuch as they had a powerful 
tendency to stimulate the brave & hardy People to acts of 
virtue & patriotism', and he makes his desire to revive them 
evident.25 His large unfinished cut 'Waiting for Death' was 
indeed an attempt to resuscitate and outdo the prints of his 
youth. But he regarded all his work as of similar purpose. Late 
in his life he described one of his vignettes as 'on cruelty', a 
picture that did not show but 'told' a moral, a picture that is, 
that could be read like the 'great book of nature' itself. 26 

Bewick's Memoir and letters, then, show him neither to have 
been a simple man nor a man with a simple purpose. 

The controlling metaphors ofthe Memoir as well as its major 
themes are also the subject and purpose of his illustrations. 
The two metaphors most fundamental to Bewick's graphic 
work are the notions of nature as God's 'great design' and of 
life as a spiritual journey. Neither, of course, are in any way 
peculiar to Bewick's work. They are found in a }arge body of 
literary and visual material. The corpus of peregrinatus 
literature-Bunyan's Pilgrim 's Progress and Hogarth's Rake's 
Progress provided immediate and popular examples in both the 
literary and graphic spheres-stretched back both to the Bible 
and to the lliad, while fahles and emblem books had similarly 
long pedigrees. But both fabular and peregrinatus literature 
were as ubiquitous in Bewick's own time as they were ancient. 
They formed the stuff of popular literature both for adults and 
children. Fahles, primers, chapbooks„emblem books, and, of 
course, the Bible, together with the popular prints of which 
Bewick spoke so fondly, served as didactic tools and as 
educational recreation. lt was alongside these that Bewick 
placed his graphic work. 

Although it is most clearly in the vignettes that a spectrum 
of moral values is illustrated, Bewick's tailpieces-or tale 
pieces as he called them-should not be separated from his 
more scientific depictions of nature. For it followed that, if all 
nature revealed God's great design, then a depiction of any 
natural form was redolent of divine will. Bewick's purpose in 
undertaking his Birds was, he said, to encourage his 'youthfull 

25 Bewick to Dovaston, , , 3. 26 lhid. 40. 
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Countrymen' to study all branches of natural history and the 
'endless pleasures they afford all who wish to trace nature up 
to Nature's God'.27 The purpose of natural history and 
scientific exactitude was therefore religious. The pursuit of 
'truth to nature' was not a search for scrupulous accuracy per 
se. lt was a desire to trace the designs of the Creator as 
faithfully as possible. Technique, in other words, was moral. 
The Birds and Quadrupeds, then, together with many of the 
pastoral and marine scenes in the vignettes, are anatomies of 
the divine purpose, whose beauty and intricacy lead us to 
admire and worship their Creator. The very detail, delicacy, 
and exactitude in Bewick's depiction of birds, rock forms, or 
trees were an act of worship and a prompt to emulation, while 
the practice of his art was a moral duty. 

Bewick's Birds, Quadrupeds and depictions of natural forms, 
then, are samples from the vast catalogue of nature, an 
ordered scheme which works without the intervention of man. 
Thus many of his vignettes28 simply depict the processes of 
nature at work: surging waves carve fantastic rock formations 
(25), geese return home in an orderly line ( IO). The intricate 
composition and tonality of a feather (33) or the perfect 
structure of a bird's nest concealed in the hedgerow ( 24) show 
nature's perfect forms. 

Man's place in this natural world is not, however, a carefree 
one. Life itself is a perilous journey, and man often a weary 
traveller. Many of Bewick's vignettes depict man struggling 
on his way. A birdseller trudges through the snow (18), a 
packman wades across a stream (32), a pilot steers his wind-
powered boat down the river ( r r). All of these humble figures 
travel across our vision, usually from left to right, occasionally 
from right to left across the picture plane. They are portrayed 
at a moment along the way, moving, it seems, into our sight 
and then out again. 

This is one ofBewick's favoured compositional devices. The 
horizonality of his designs encourages the notion that a 
fragment of life's journey is depicted. Rarely does a cut 
suggest the journey's destination by a composition which 
recedes to a horizon. Bewick's characteristic horizontal line, 
moreover, reinforces this sense of continuum. 

27 Memoir, 126. 28 Sec Appendix. 
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The horizon (and perspectival vanishing-point at which all 
lines converge) signals the end oflife, the meeting of man with 
his Maker. As Bewick wrote to his friend Dovaston a few 
months before his death, 'how lang, my journey through life 
may be prolonged, I know not, nor what unknown hills & 
dales may lengthen the way-the Horizon I must pass is 
obscured like looking through a mist'. 29 In one of the 
vignettes, showing a cottager saluting the sun sinking below 
the ridge of the moor, the horizon provides the same 
metaphorical finality ( 16). Here the composition, too, is 
receding. The man's outstretched arm moves the viewer's eye 
across the water to the vanishing-point where the sun is going 
down. 

In this cut the end oflife is shown as a peaceful decline. But 
other vignettes depict the <langer of man's journey. Water, 
aqua vita (20), can also be the means of death and destruction. 
Precarious bridges over turbulent waters and grim chasms 
portray the fragility and the vanity of human endeavour (4). 
The decaying skeletons of wrecked boats set against the 
solidity of the rocks on which they have crashed sets the man-
made and the temporal against the enduring backdrop of 
God's creation (5, 19). The traveller, overcome by disaster, is 
penitent too late: kneeling praying on a rock, the destructive 
seas swirl about him ( 21). 

Man, such vignettes suggest, has to decide the direction of 
life's journey. There are moments when, if he takes the wrang 
road, death and disgrace inevitably await him. Thus travellers 
are depicted beside signposts, hesitating about which way to 
turn ( 12). Signposts also accompany Bewick's anatomies of 
vice, emphasizing the error that has led to the primrose path. 

These pointers are symbolic representations of free will. But 
Bewick also took the notion of the signpost more literally. He 
argues in the Memoir that biblical injunctions, the names of 
worthy men or 'some of the beautifull [sie] lines of our Poets' 
should be carved on rocks for the edification of travellers, and 
regretted that he 'had not the means to enable me to be at the 
expense of getting inscriptions & such like quotations inscribed 
in this way'. 30 Bewick remedied this deficiency by putting his 
inscriptions on rocks in print rather than on rocks themselves, 

29 Bewick to Dovaston, 1 16. :m Memoir, 186. 
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adding one more message to his portrayal of the 'living ... 
words' of God that nature already provided (8). 31 In these 
vignettes he shows not only God's design as it is, but God's 
design with man's design imagined upon it; nature, in fact, 
not as it is seen but as Bewick would like it tobe. These, then, 
are anything but exact pictures of the natural world, and they 
point clearly to one of the ways in which the depiction of 
nature is carefully constructed in Bewick's work. 

There is ample proof in the vignettes that inscriptions and 
signposts are sorely needed, for man is easily led astray. 
lndeed, there is far more evidence there of his propensity 
towards vice than of his cultivation of virtue. The vignettes 
illustrate not so much the rewards of the upright as the 
temptations of the intemperate and fallible man. There are 
both those time-honoured, all-too-familiar vices which man 
must strive to avoid, and those vices which Bewick as a 
rationalist had particular cause to bemoan. We are presented 
not only with lust, avarice, intemperance, cruelty, vanity, and 
pride, but also with ignorance and superstition. 

The depiction of vice takes two forms in the vignettes. On 
the one hand, the image may simply present a picture of folly, 
while on the other, the story of vice and its consequences is 
told with cause and effect portrayed or hinted at within the 
same image. Thus the tiny cut of the cockerel, feathers aloft, 
bowing to his own image in the looking-glass is an illustration 
of pride and vanity-indeed of coxcombry (30). Many of the 
vignettes, however, depart from such simplicity and portray 
dramatic, even melodramatic tales. A packed circle of men 
watching a cock-fight indulge in cruelty and intemperance, 
disregarding the circle of a rainbow, the symbol ofpeace (27). 
A careless housemaid yields to the temptations of lust. Her 
charge, meanwhile, is about to pull a stallion's tail and be 
felled by his hoof ( 6). A cu t Bewick provided for his friend 
Dovaston depicts a skater led by vice along the frozen river of 
life, blind to the hole in the ice that gapes before him.32 In his 
Memoir Bewick described such misguided fellow creatures. 
'The lazy the ignorant or the wicked Man,' he says, 
'commonly led by his misdirected pride, dissipation & 

" 1 lbid. 226. 
:i2 Bewick to Dovaston, 44 rcprintcd from Dovaston, Poems (1825). 
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negligence is whirled into the vortex of disgrace, attended by 
poverty, & perhaps misery, & if he cannot redeem his 
character, but becomes abandoned, he is then in his last 
stage' .33 

Vices of all kinds had to be depicted in ways which viewers 
could easily apprehend. Bewick's use of the gallows as a 
symbol of retribution and death was simply an adoption of a 
graphic device ubiquitous in the popular press and familiar to 
his audience. A gibbet often adorned the emde cuts that 
accompanied advertisements for the recovery of stolen horses. 
In his own vignettes, those on cruelty or stealing for instance, 
Bewick works the gallows into his composition far more 
skilfully than his fellow job engravers. He either makes the 
gallows central ( 1), or suggests them with five or six faint 
lines, an understated but obvious destination (41). Alternat-
ively, he joins them to the centre of his piece by an ominous 
winding path (3 I, 7). 

Elsewhere Bewick adopts an even older symbol of vice-the 
figure of the Devil himself. The Devil uses his spear to lever 
the thiefs booty off a stone and on to his back (28), he calmly 
smokes a pipe while observing the cruel spectators at a public 
execution (38), and he drives the drunkard's cart right up to 
the gallows ( 1). 

In each of these images the Devil is portrayed as the 
tempter, as the personification of evil. While such a depiction 
is in accordance with some of the language Bewick uses to 
describe the progress of vice, it belies the anthropocentric view 
of vice which he puts forward in his Memoir. Bewick says in his 
Memoir that man's turn down the primrose path is his own 
responsibility and can be avoided by rationality and education. 
When man 'suffers his selfish propensities and bad passions to 
mislead him from the path of rectitude, from that moment 
every thing ... goes wrong'. 34 Here Bewick makes it clear 
that the Devil is not a fiend but a facet of man himself. But his 
reliance on an established graphic tradition led him to depict 
man not so much as the author of vice but as its victim. 

Bewick's interest in the moral frailty of humanity is 
matched by his fascination with its physical frailty. He dwells 
on the evanescence oflife, the vanity ofhuman wishes, and the 

33 Memoir, 147-8. H lbid. 119. 
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inevitability of decay. The vignettes abound with images of 
earthly transience. A young boy blows bubbles from a clay 
pipe, others make a snowman. Both will melt into the air (29, 
2). Bewick frequently sets his picture of human decay against 
the backdrop ofnature. Man and his works may pass away, he 
suggests, but God's creation will endure. Castles and churches 
topple into the sea (39), gravestones and monuments become 
illegible, even used by animals as rubbing posts (37), but 
nature, that 'great book', will always be readable. A bent old 
man vainly attempts to decipher the inscription on a decaying 
obelisk for a young boy, while in the background the 
ploughman-symbol of the eternity of the seasons and the 
rhythm of natural time-walks placidly behind his team (9). 
As Bewick says in the Memoir, 
Systemafter System have passed away ... but do the laws ofnature 
ever alter, do the Sun, moon & starrs [sie] shine in any other way, 
than they did to the votaries ofjupiter ... ? no indeed-Let us then 
rejoice that true Religion is independant [sie] ofhuman caprice, it is 
founded upon the immutable principles of truth, reason & common 
sense & therefore must be durable as nature itself. 35 

Bewick's images of decayed churches and castles were not 
simply a commentary on human vanity and greed. They also 
have a particular, contemporary application. The preponder-
ance of crumbling castles, churches, mausoleums, and man-
sions in the vignettes alerts us to the connections between 
Bewick's criticisms of all the 'systems' man erects and his 
criticisms of the social, political, and religious hierarchies of 
his own time. 

As we see in the Memoir, Bewick vigorously applied his 
morality to the world about him. Grasping landlords, proud 
aristocrats, and a narrow-minded Established Church were 
all condemned in his writings.36 Bewick described himselfas a 
'warm whig' who supported the American colonists and the 
intentions if not the conduct of the French revolutionists.37 He 
was in favour of a measure of both legal and parliamentary 
reform and reprobated the enclosure of common land. 38 All 
these concerns found their way into both the subject-matter 

:is lbid. 220. 
" 7 Bewick to Dovaston, , 30; Memoir, 93-5. 

36 lbid. 65, 22 I. 
38 Memoir, 23, 33, 159. 
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and form of the vignettes, and were linked by the twin 
metaphors of openness and closure. 

Bewick disliked the aristocracy because he believed that 
they neglected their role as guardians and nurturers of moral 
virtue in the people. But his immediate cause for complaint 
was their vainglorious militarism and grasping agricultural 
practices, particularly the enclosure of common land. In the 
vignettes this disregard for duty is indicated both by the high 
walls surrounding aristocratic estates which shut out the poor 
and by the closed carriages of the gentry. The social 
consequences of this moral blindness are illustrated by 
versions of the biblical tale of Dives and Lazarus in which the 
rich man forfeits his place in heaven because he neglects the 
poor man at his gate (Luke r6: rg-25). A closed carriage 
disappears through the gates of a gentleman's estate leaving 
his well-fed hunting dog to menace the miserable cur skulking 
by the walls (3). Outside the stone walls of a park an old 
soldier who has lost his leg in the service of his country chews 
a bone. A peacock, a symbol of pride sitting atop the park 

. walls, draws the viewer's eye to a neo-palladian mansion in 
the background (26). 

The vignettes suggest that the act of enclosure and closure 
is an act of separation. Man is cut offfrom man and those who 
should display moral probity shut themselves off from the 
source of virtue, that is from nature. Walls separate the park 
from open country as surely as they separate the aristocrat 
from those to whom he has moral obligations. The consequence 
of such moral blindness is apparent from a plate in which a 
corpse picked by carrion crows hangs from a gallows on a wild 
moorland hilltop (35). To the left, in the cultivated valley 
below, we see the village church and, to the right, a closed 
carriage disappears out of the picture frame. Church and 
aristocracy alike are distanced from the consequences of their 
deeds. 

Nature in the vignettes represents freedom: the freedom to 
worship, to farm, and to fish. This freedom is embodied in 
natural law which can be seen in 'the great book of nature' 
spread out and open for all to read. lt is contrasted with the 
shackling, man-made proscriptions of the aristocracy and 
Church. Militarism and man-made religion have all too often 
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'disfigured' what Bewick calls 'the comely face of natural 
religion'. They have, he adds, become rigid and systematized, 
'interwoven into all the different Governments,-And thus 
fenced, barricaded and fortified, few [ men] ever dared to say 
that any thing these laws promulgated, was wrong'. 39 lt is no 
surprise, then, that palaces, abbeys, churches, and castles-
the symbols of this moral fortification-are depicted in states 
of ruin and decay in Bewick's representations of vanity and 
the evanescence of life. Time, the vignettes seem to show, 
inevitably reopens the enclosing walls of castles and churches 
to the freedom of the natural world. 

Bewick's concern for openness extended beyond his social 
prescriptions and into the formal construction of the vignettes 
themselves. Unlike the popular broadsides of which Bewick 
spoke so fondly, all the vignettes are borderless, unenclosed, 
and open. So, although the images are constructed within an 
imaginary frame, Bewick allows the viewer to determine their 
boundaries. Art, like nature, is open to everybody and, like 
nature also, it is open to interpretation. Just as the content of 
'natural religion' is decided by each individual with the help 
ofcommon sense and rationality, so the viewer must interpret 
the vignettes in his own way. 

Of course, Bewick helped this interpretative act with 
obvious visual symbolism and the construction of the pieces 
themselves. He also provided some written explanations in 
letters andin notes for his children. Occasionally, however, he 
made cuts of such a degree of openness, such visual 
ambiguity, that his principles of rational understanding are 
tested to their limits. What, for instance, are the 'meanings' of 
the small vignette of a broken crab's claw cast up on a pebbly 
beach, and of its companion, the claw on a table mixing 
colours on a palette with the painter's brush (23)? Art and 
nature, they hint perhaps, are not open to all men at all times: 
some of God's great design is unreadable and may only 
become legible at a time to come. These pieces tease the 
reader by undercutting the very principles upon which 
Bewick's life and work were founded: common sense, rational-
ity, clarity, openness, and the communication of God's 
purpose to mankind. 

39 lbid. 221. 
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lt is rare that Bewick's work is either so self-conscious or so 
arch. For the most part it remains serious moral commentary 
through the exact depiction of nature. This exactitude, 
moreover, frequently takes the form of the portrayal of the 
local and specific environment in which Bewick lived and 
worked. In the background ofmany cuts we see the distinctive 
spire of the parish church of St Nicholas's, Newcastle, while 
the river so central to the vignettes is invariably the Tyne 
which flows through the town (13, 15). Other cuts show us the 
castle at Bywell (17); Bewick's own birthplace (2); his 
favourite stretches ofmoorland; Sunderland harbour, south of 
Newcastle (22); and numerous other urban and rural scenes 
easily identifiable by Bewick's early viewers. Most of them are 
of the countryside around Newcastle rather than of the town 
itself, for it is, Bewick says, in nature that God's lesson is 
primarily to be read. Man's works present images of decay 
rather than lessons of virtue. 

Not every image left to us can now be linked to a specific 
place. But in every case where we can recognize a source it is 
from Newcastle and its immediate environs. There are no 
depictions of either London or Edinburgh, nor of any 
countryside other than. the Northumberland moors and 
valleys. The only representations of the larger world are 
imaginary: seals on absurdly craggy ice floes (40), or a large 
ragged-eared trumpeting elephant amongst the palms (34). 

This exclusive concentration on the local has two paradox-
ical effects. I t both universalizes the particular and serves to 
underline the importance of the local and immediate rather 
than the national and distant. If Newcastle is the only city 
portrayed it comes to stand for the city and thus for all cities. 
Similarly its hinterland becomes all nature and the Tyne 
stands for all rivers and so for the river of life itself. Bewick's 
single-minded insistence on the importance of the particular 
elevates it into a symbol. In this way, Rimside Moor and 
Cheviot Hill, for instance, are transposed from much-loved 
and often climbed ground into emblems of God's glorious 
creation (14). 

I t is often assumed that the reason that Bewick used his 
immediate surroundings as a basis for his graphic work was 
his strong attachment to Newcastle and Northumberland. 
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There can be no question of his regional loyalty. He was 
proud of Northumbrian dialect and customs, gloried in the 
achievements of his native city, and, after a brief sojourn in 
London, deliberately chose a provincial life.40 

But Bewick's use of the local was not primarily a 
consequence of his regional pride. I t followed from his belief 
that the local was sufficient, even necessary, to his moral 
purpose. Bewick's desire was, as we have seen, to present 
through his own designs the great Design of God, to open his 
viewers' eyes to the lessons of nature and so to encourage them 
to the cultivation of virtue. In this schema use of the local 
served two ends. First, exactitude, 'truth to nature', was 
imperative, since the more accurately nature was depicted the 
more accurately God's design was transmitted to the viewer. 
In the preface to the sixth edition of his Birds, Bewick says 
he drew 'figures delineated with all the fidelity and anima-
tion ... [he] was able to impart'. His aim was to capture his 
viewers' interest, 'the more readily to allure their pliable, 
though discursive, attention to the Great Truths ofCreation'.41 

Bewick could best achieve his aim by drawing what he could 
see about him rather than by copying the efforts of others. 
Copying, while it formed the stuff of drawing lessons, served 
only to put the Creator at a further remove. 

Second, the presentation of the small scale, the common-
place, and the local served to point out that a man's 
immediate surroundings contained all the lessons he needed 
to learn to become virtuous. Nature was enough because it 
was everything. lt contained and transmitted the wonders of 
the Godhead as surely-and far more simply-than any 
elaborate and sophisticated epic or sermon. 

Bewick's use of the local, then, had a religious and not a 
provincial purpose. I t did, however, have aesthetic implica-
tions which could be seized upon by others to subvert the 
existing hierarchy of artistic genres and methods. While 
Bewick himself was not making any claims for the superiority 
of landscape painting or engraving over history painting, his 
work could be used to substantiate the claims of others. 
History painting was usually regarded as the genre in which 

40 lbid_ 6g-76_ 
41 Quotcd in T Bcwick, Vignettes, cd. Ian Bain (London, 1978), 5. 
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human conduct and the nature of mankind could be best 
portrayed. Hence it was accorded far greater status than any 
depiction of landscape. But Bewick's work could appear to 
suggest that the artist did not need to be a history painter to 
depict the noble or interpret God's purpose for man. 
Landscape and the humble medium of printing ink were 
enough. Far from needing special knowledge of the Great 
Masters, the artist could use nature as his model. 

Bewick never suggested that he wanted to topple Reynolds, 
Copley, or West from their exalted heights. He saw himself 
not as a fine artist but as a man of religion. Nevertheless he 
became important to those who espoused the Romantic 
subversion of accepted aesthetic distinctions and hierarchies. 
Bewick's work appeared to be ready-made ammunition for a 
movement which dealt a body-blow to history painting by 
insisting on the sublimity of the natural and the virtue of the 
untutored and untamed. The young Wordsworth thus co-
opted Bewick and set him against Reynolds. There was, said 
Wordsworth, a 'poet who Jives on the banks of the Tyne, / 
Who has plied his rude tools with more fortunate toil / Than 
Reynolds e'er brought to his canvas and oil'.42 Wordsworth 
put forward Bewick as a lyricist, a portrayer of the sublime 
beauties of the natural world. Bewick, in contrast, presented 
himself as a religious philosopher whose art was not a 
depiction of beauty but a way of transmitting morality. 

To view Bewick as a self-effacing transcriber of God's 
design who was co-opted by others for 'high art' would be, 
however, to underestimate the complexity of his work. For, if 
Bewick was methodical, serious, even dour at times, he was 
also self-dramatizing, a man whose works presented their 
creator in carefully constructed ways. Just as Bewick was a 
character in his own autobiography, so he made frequent 
appearances in his own vignettes. 

Bewick portrays himself at all stages of life from youth to 
old age. We see him as a young boy and as a prosperous 
gentleman looking out at the world from his carriage (2, 36). 
In his last vignette he depicts his own funeral procession ( 42). 
Here Bewick conflates the humble and the universal. He is a 

42 Quotcd in C. Rosen and H. Zcrncr, Romanticism and Realism: The Mythology of 
Nineteenth-Century Art (London, 1984), 84. 
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character alongside others, one of those subject to time and to 
time's laws, as the self-portrait on the face of the fleeting 
image of the snowman shows (2). But he is also Everyman, 
an exemplary figure, whose progress is the progress of 
mankind from birth to death. In choosing himself to stand as 
Everyman, Bewick is at once putting himself beside humble 
journeymen and ploughmen, and making a myth of his own 
life. 

Nowhere is this self-dramatization more brilliantly displayed 
than in Bewick's portrayal of his own funeral cortege, a 
durable image of mortality, a depiction of death that saves its 
author from oblivion. In the foreground flows the Tyne, the 
river of life, now also the Jordan or the Styx, the river which 
all men will cross after death. Ironically it is we, the viewers, 
who look into the picture frame from the other side-not the 
dead but the living, those who have survived the subject of the 
cut. The funeral procession winds down the hill from Bewick's 
birthplace to the boat tied up to the bank, whose pilots 
perform the function of Charon, ferrying the dead across the 
Styx to Hades. 

In depicting his funeral as a procession rather than a service 
in church, Bewick remains true to the concerns which 
permeate the vignettes. He is portraying the last stage of the 
journey of life, a journey which culminates in 'crossing the 
bar'. He also places death not in church but in nature, out of 
doors, not within enclosing, transitory, and man-made walls. 
This emphasizes his belief that the final lesson oflife's journey 
is tobe learnt, like all the others, not from man but from God's 
creation. Religion is, to the last, natural. Again, this journey is 
both universal and local, mythological and ordinary: the 
hause we see is Bewick's birthplace, Cherryburn, and the hills 
behind it his childhood haunts. In one image, then, Bewick 
evokes the two ends of his life, birth and death, and brilliantly 
elevates them to stand for all birth and death from classical 
and biblical times to his own day and beyond. If Bewick 
himself is at the centre of this depiction, there are also absent 
characters, the viewers, who look across the river at the 
funeral procession and at a fate which will one day be their 
own. 

Such a profound summation of his life and work provides 
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conclusive evidence that Bewick was anything but a simple 
transcriber of nature. He presented, constructed, contrived, 
and orchestrated God's great design. As the mediator between 
God and man, he was purposefully selective about what 
elements of nature he showed and about the metaphorical and 
formal characteristics nature displayed. 

lt remains to move from this analysis of Bewick's output to 
the larger cultural and philsophical framework within which 
he operated. How prevalent, both amongst Bewick's peers 
and in the society at large, was a moral sensibility which drew 
on·allegory, proverb, and fable? Was Bewick 'an original', as 
some have suggested, or did his work tap a rich and familiar 
vein of moral lore and literature whose discussion is not 
usually included in an account of the supposedly secular and 
'modern' eighteenth century? These questions deserve a fuller 
and more careful treatment than is possible in this essay, 
though their investigation is a project whose results we hope 
to discuss elsewhere. At this stage suffice it to say there are 
signs-in the large body of popular literature, in other 
memoirs and autobiographies, and not least in the enthusiastic 
reception of Bewick's work itself-that such a view of the 
world was far more common than we might suppose. 

The kind of moralism which underpins Bewick's reformist 
beliefs has been little studied by the historians of radicalism 
and reform in the late eighteenth century. This is partly 
because historians of eighteenth-century popular culture 
characterize it as disorderly, robust, and not notably godly.43 

We are not suggesting that Bewick was an exemplar of 
popular culture or that the artisan world he inhabited was the 
same as that of the eighteenth-century labouring poor. But 
there are indications that advocacy of political and social 
reform was as likely to emerge from a Christian and moral 
point of view as from a secular and sceptical one. 

4'1 Usually following thc analysis ofE. P. Thompson in 'Patrician Socicty, Plcbcian 
Culturc', Journal of Social History, 7 ( 1974), 382-405. 
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Political Rhetoric in the German 
Enlightenment 

FRANZ HUBERT ROBLING 

lt is one of the peculiari ties of German history that at the very 
time when political emancipation became a current issue for 
the German middle classes, the art of rhetoric as a means of 
effective public speaking was subjected to a devastating 
critique. In his Kritik der Urteilskraft (Critique of Judgement), 
which appeared in 1 790, one year after the French Revolution, 
Kant described rhetoric as a morally reprehensible art 'which 
borrows from poetry only as much as is necessary to win over 
men's minds to the orator's advantage before they have made 
a judgement, and to deprive that judgement of its freedom'. 
The 'art of oratory' for Kant meant the skill 'to exploit men's 
weaknesses for one's own purposes', and was therefore 
'unworthy of any respect'. 1 Kant's verdict, which sees rhetoric 
not as an art of speech originally devised for public success, 
but from the point of view of an aesthetic that does not 
concern itself with practical effect, 2 is regarded today, not 
without some justification, as expressing the unworldliness 
and the political reticence of the German middle classes of his 
time.3 These reservations towards rhetoric, to which we could 
add further critical pronouncements by Goethe or Hegel, fit 
the image of Germany as 'a nation behind the times' (Helmut 
Plessner). The political emancipation of the middle dass in 
Translatcd by Dr John R. Williams. 

1 I. Kant, 'Kritik der Urteilskraft', B 2 16 and B 218 footnotc, in id., Werke, viii, cd. 
W. Wcischcdcl (Darmstadt, 1968), 430, 431. 

2 Cf. B.J. Warnckcn, 'Autonomie und Indicnstnahmc: Zu ihrer Beziehung in der 
Literatur der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft', in id., Rhetorik, Ästhetik, Ideologie: Aspekte 
einer kritischen Kulturwissenschaft (Stuttgart, 1973), 83 f. 

" Cf. W. Jens, 'Rhetorik', in P. Merker and W. Stammler (cds.), Reallexikon der 
deutschen /,iteraturgeschichte2 (Berlin and New York, 1977), iii. 433. 
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eighteenth-century Germany was a slow process compared 
with that of her European neighbours; and only in the 
nineteenth century was any revolutionary attempt made to 
solve its problems. 

And yet it would be wrang to conclude from Kant's 
pejorative judgement that there was no political rhetoric in 
Germany in the second half of the eighteenth century. 
Certainly, this politically backward empire without any 
metropolitan cultural centre had no rhetoric of parliamentary 
debate as England did; and a revolutionary rhetoric like that 
of Paris in revolt had been forgotten in Germany since the 
Peasants' War. The urge of the middle dass for independence 
expressed itself initially in the effort to make the exercise of 
power and the organization of national life the business of 
each and every responsible citizen by means of public 
discussion. An important instance of this was the struggle for 
the freedom of the press, which was directed against the privy 
politics of the ruler and his Cabinet.4 The forum for this 
public discussion was the ever-increasing number of books 
and periodicals, the activities of debating and reading 
societies, and the theatre.5 They provided the conditions for 
the emergence of political rhetoric, which goes back to the 
republican origins of oratory in ancient Greece and Rome: the 
attempt to gain the support of the governed for a national 
order and government. 

The Enlightenment movement became the medium of 
German political rhetoric. To the citizen of the eighteenth 
century, tobe enlightened meant above all to act according to 
the principle of 'always thinking for oneself, that is, 'of using 
one's own reason' (Kant),7 instead of allowing others to think 
for one. Moreover, the concept of enlightenment contained an 
element of propaganda, as its imagery oflight shows. 'As soon 

4 Cf. F. Schneider, Pressefreiheit und politische Öffentlichkeit: Studien zur politischen 
Geschichte Deutschla'!ds bis 1848 {Neuwied and Berlin, 1966), esp. eh. 2. 

5 L. Hölscher, 'Offentlichkeit', in 0. Brunner, W. Conze, and R. Rosclleek {eds.), 
Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, 
iv {Stuttgart, 1978), 431 ff. 

6 Cf. M. Fuhrmann, Rhetorik und öffentliche Rede: Über die Ursachen des Verfalls der 
Rhetorik im ausgehenden 18. Jahrhundert (Konstanz, 1983), 10 f. 

7 I. Kant, 'Was heißt: sich im Denken orientieren?', A 330 footnote, in id., Werke, v. 
ed. W. Wcischedcl (Darmstadt, 1975), 283. 
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as there is light, things are clarified, they become visible and 
can be distinguished', was Wieland's answer to the question of 
the nature of the Enlightenment.8 He thus interpreted 
enlightenment quite clearly as the ability to see, and his 
explanation was based on the act of bringing light to bear. 
Wieland's answer characterized the determination of enlight-
ened thinkers to lighten the darkness of ignorance among their 
contemporaries by publicizing their own views; and the 
educational system of the time provided the men of the 
Enlightenment with rhetoric as a weapon in their public 
struggle to promote their cause. The educated classes were 
familiar with rhetoric from their youth, for in the eighteenth 
century the teaching oflanguage in higher education was still 
dominated by the reading of classical authors, and in 
particular by training in the art of speech. The aims of 
rhetoric were determined by the fundamentally rationalistic 
assumptions of the age, as can be seen from the definitive text-
book of the time, Johann Christoph Gottsched's Ausführliche 
Redekunst: Nach Anleitung der alten Griechen und Römer . .. (Com-
prehensive Rhetoric on the Model of the Ancient Greeks and 
Romans) of 1736.9 According to Gottsched, the most import-
ant object of rhetoric was to convince the listener by means of 
rational arguments, and in addition to persuade him by 
probable, that is by not conclusively proven arguments, and 
by arousing his emotions. 10 

lt is true that in the second half of the eighteenth century 
the school-rhetoric represented by Gottsched began to lose its 
influence among the educated classes. Under the influence of 
the cult of genius and the new sentimental culture, aesthetics-
as Kant's verdict demonstrates-turned away from the 
prescriptive poetics of rhetoric. 11 But while this attack 

8 C. M. Wieland, 'Sechs Fragen zur Aufklärung', in E. Bahr (ed.), Was ist 
Aufklärung? Thesen und Definitionen (Stuttgart, 1974), 23. · 

9 G. Ueding and B. Steinbrink, Grundriß der Rhetorik: Geschichte, Technik, Methode 
(Stuttgart, 1986), 104. 

10 J. C. Gottsched, Ausführliche Redekunst: Nach Anleitung der alten Griechen und Römer, 
wie auch der neuem Ausländer; Geistlichen und weltlichen Rednern zu gut, in ;cweenen Theilen 
verfasset und mit Exempeln erläutert (Leipzig, 1736; repr. Hildesheim and New York, 
1973), 31 ff., 36 ff., 106 ff. While Gottsched uses only the term 'persuasion', he does 
draw a clear distinction in sense between 'conviction' and 'persuasion' consistent with 
the double meaning of the Latin 'persuadere'. 

11 Ueding and Steinbrink, Grundriß der Rhetorik, 106-8. 
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eventually displaced rhetoric from its traditionally central 
position to the margins of the educational system, it did not 
prejudice its public effectiveness as a force in the political 
development of the Enlightenment. lt was precisely the 
emancipatory impulse of enlightened thought that revived 
rhetoric. Even in the age of the baroque the desire of the 
middle dass for social emancipation had contributed to the 
renewal of rhetoric, for until then the rules of the art of 
effective public speaking had merely been transmitted through 
the rigid system of the humanist school tradition. Reflecting 
the desires of the private tutors who taught aristocratic 
families and the court officials who aspired to better positions, 
Christian Weise in his Politischer Redner (Political Speaker) of 
r 677 advised his readers how they could advance themselves 
by the art of flattery and by proper speech on all occasions. 12 

The aim of courting the favour of high-ranking persons, and 
thereby achieving success, by careful deference to their rank 
and their wishes, was still evident in Gottsched's Ausfahrliche 
Redekunst when he placed 'encomia ... to great men, to 
heroes, statesmen, great scholars, and so on' at the core of an 
education in rhetoric. 13 However, as the process of middle-
class emancipation in the eighteenth century took a less 
individualistic form, and became a public demand for the 
social and political transformation of feudal society, so the 
form of political rhetoric also changed. Whereas it had 
hitherto been directed at the ruler or his representatives, it 
now had to prove itself in public to the individual private 
citizen who wished to form an educated opinion on social and 
political questions. 14 Public speech no longer concerned itself 
with praise of the ruler and of his political decisions but with 
considered debate ofthe issues, and even with sharp criticism. 
In terms of the Aristotelian categories of rhetoric, this meant 
tha t the genus deliberativum and the genus judiciale took precedence 
over the genus demonstrativum. 15 Political rhetoric now had to 

,i W. Barncr, Barockrhetorik (Tübingen, 1970), 165 ff. 
"' Gottschcd, Ausführliche Redekunst, 372 f. 
14 On thc distinction bctwccn a rcprcscntativc and a rcasoning public, sec J. 

Habcrmas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der 
bürgerlichen Gesellschafl5 (Neuwied and Berlin, 1971), 19 ff., 42 lf. 

15 In rcsponsc to critical rcscrvations in thc discussion of this thcsis in my papcr, 
it should bc strcsscd that thc causc of thc formal changc in political rhctoric is thc 
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address itself not so much to the monarch, but rather to the 
middle-class public (or, towards the end of the eighteenth 
century, to the broad mass of the people) as the true sovereign 
or judge of public affairs. The public of individual middle-
class ci tizens could claim for i tself a more informed opinion 
than that of the ruler or the advisers who served him; for 
public opinion was formed from the agreed views of the 
majority of its members who--at least as they saw it-
discussed matters independently and solely in the interests of 
truth. 16 

Enlightened criticism was not, however, allowed to develop 
in complete freedom in the eighteenth century. Since censor-
ship imposed restraints in political matters, enlightened critics 
were forced to come to terms with state control by subterfuge 
or compromise. lnitially, therefore, political issues were 
treated indirectly by way of literature. But it was in this field 
that rhetoric offered excellent opportunities, for rhetoric had 
always influenced literature through the theory ofthe effective 
modes of speech: instruction, entertainment, and passionate 
arousal. 17 The animal fable is a good example of the 
interdependence ofinstruction and entertainment in literature. 
By representing the high-handedness of the powerful and the 
timidity of the underling in terms of the hierarchy of the 
animal kingdom, the writer of the Enlightenment was able to 
criticize social abuses. 'lf we relate a general moral precept 
to a particular case,' Lessing wrote in his Abhandlungen über die 
Fabel (Treatises on the Fable) of 1759, in which he explained 
his own practice, 'ifwe give reality to that particular case and 
create a story from it in which the · general precept can be 
clearly discerned, then this fiction is called a fable.' 18 

A further instance of the combined effect of instruction and 

transition from a representative public to a rcasoning public. Ccrtainly, clcments of 
the dcliberative and judicial types of rhetoric uscd for contcntious mattcrs can be 
found in the everyday political business of chargcs and petitions, or negotiations 
bctwecn thc Estates and the rulers. But these arc not the chicffcatures ofthc rhctoric 
of the rcprescntative public. Sec Barncr's rcmarks on Chancellor Veit Ludwig von 
ScckcndorfT, Barockrhetorik, 154-5. 

16 Hölschcr, 'Öffentlichkeit', 444. 
17 Cf. Ucding and Stcinbrink, Grundriß der Rhetorik, 84 f., 91 f., 111 f. 
18 G. E. Lessing, Werke, ii: Schriften zur Poetik, Dramaturgie, Literaturkritik ed. K. 

Wölftcl (Frankfurt-on-Main, 1967), 34. 
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entertainment in literature is the dialogue modelled on the 
classical didactic conversation. Wieland, for example, used 
this rhetorical genre on the model of the late Greek poet 
Lucian, whose conversations between gods, hetaerae, or the 
dead, with their topical and satirical tone, were very popular 
in classical times. In his treatment of political issues, Wieland 
went beyond Lessing's morally inspired social criticism. His 
dialogue 'Stilpon' of I 774, for example, was subtitled 'A 
patriotic conversation on the election of a Guild Master of 
Megara. Dedicated with the best intentions to all aristocratic 
states that choose their rulers themselves.' 19 While depicting 
the ostensibly remote world of ancient Greece, Wieland's 
intention was to deal with directly topical problems-in this 
case, the 'democratic' legitimation of the sovereign. Moreover, 
the reference to the republican era of Greece-and of Rome-
itself became a favourite topos of political rhetoric which the 
Enlightenment used to indicate an earlier exemplary age of 
political freedom. 20 

Not only publications such as the Teutscher Merkur, which 
Wieland edited and used to publish his own writings, but also 
the theatre employed rhetorical means to articulate political 
issues. Here writers with enlightened views could address 
their audience directly. Schiller, for example, saw the stage as 
'a moral institution' that brought all the failings of private as 
well as public, and therefore political, life under critical 
scrutiny. 1 In his own plays, Schiller frequently combined 
didactic and emotional elements22-in particular, in his 
drama of ideas Don Carlos of I 787. Don Carlos and the 
Marquis of Posa as advocates of a new and freer age confron_t 
the representatives of absolutism at the Spanish Court. In the 
central scene ofthe play Posa, in the name of'the eloquence of 
all those thousands who are part of this great hour', implores 

rn Sec C. M. Wieland, Sämtliche Werke (repr. Hamburg, 1984), xv. 67. 
20 1. Stephan, /,iterarischer Jakobinismus in Deutschland, 1789-1806 (Stuttgart, 1976), 

53 f. 
21 Friedrich Schiller, 'Was kann eine gute stehende Schaubühne eigentlich 

wirken?' (Lccture dclivcrcd at Mannheim in 1784, latcr publishcd undcr thc titlc: 
'Die Schaubühne als moralische Anstalt betrachtet'.) Sec F. Schiller, Sämtliche Werke4, 
v. Er;r_ählungen, theoretische Schriften, ed. G. Frickc and H. G. Göpfcrt (Munich, 1967), 
826 f., 829. 

22 Cf. G. Ucding, Schillers Rhetorik: Idealistische Wirkungsästhetik und rhetorische 
Tradition (Tübingen, 1971), 144 ff. 
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King Philip II: 'Show the way to the kings of Europe. One 
stroke of the pen from this hand, and the world is created 
anew. Sire, grant freedom of thought!' 23 Posa gives voice to 
the cry of the oppressed; he personifies the desire for political 
change in the name of human dignity. With this rhetorical 
device, Schiller combined criticism of the conditions in the 
absolutist sovereign state expressed in his drama with the call 
to action. And this appeal, though made publicly before an 
assembled audience, was still addressed to the rulers. 

This changed with the outbreak of the French Revolution 
and its influence on the political climate in Germany. The 
German supporters of the Revolution, thejacobins, no longer 
addressed the rulers, who rejected the Revolution, but the 
people, in the shape of the radical bourgeoisie and the 
plebeian lower orders, who, they hoped, would end absolutism 
in Germany as they had in France. Political criticism now 
became more open, enlightenment was harnessed to the direct 
appeal for the transformation of the national and social order. 
Unlike the authors who had addressed themselves primarily 
to the educated middle classes, the J acobins preferred a 
rhetoric that was effective as propaganda, 24 that is, a 
simplified and highly emotional rhetoric; and this was also 
reflected in the Jacobins' preference for the language of the 
people and for a highly metaphorical style. Hence they often 
drew on the popular religious literary traditions in order to 
exploit familiar forms of public communication and to escape 
censorship under a harmless guise. 25 Warned by the example 
of the Swabian poet and political writer Schubart, who spent 
ten years in prison for his fearlessness, many Jacobins 
expressed their views in anonymous pamphlets. A 'Republican 
Prayer' of 1794 from Nuremberg, for example, attacked the 
unlimited power of the German princes; the 'Political Confes-
sion of an Honest Bavarian concerning the Fate of his 
Fatherland' from Munich in 1801 demanded representation of 
the people.26 Apart from these religious genres, the Jacobins 

2'1 F. Schiller, Don Carlos, Infant von Spanien: Ein dramatisches Gedicht, Act 111, sccnc 
10, in id., Sämtliche Werke4, ii, cd. G. Frickc and H. Göpfcrt (Munich, 1965). 

24 On thc conccpt of propaganda, cf. Fuhrmann, Rhetorik und öffentliche Rede, 24. 
25 Stephan, Literarischer Jakobinismus, 1421T., 150, 182. 
26 H. Scheel (cd.), Jakobinische Flugschriften aus dem deutschen Süden Ende des 18. 

Jahrhunderts (Bcrlin/GDR, 1965), 105-6, 451 IT. 
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also introduced popular secular literary forms such as satirical 
sketches, fictive dialogues, politically coloured travel descrip-
tions, ironical messages of gratitude to rulers ostensibly 
concerned for their subjects' welfare, or lyric poetry in the 
style of well-known authors such as Lessing, Bürger, or 
Schiller. Appeals like the pamphlet 'To the Youth of 
Germany' from Wetzlar in I 795 called on the people in the 
revolutionary rhetorical style of Paris to support the French 
troops in the struggle against the powers of the European 
coali tion. 27 

Those Jacobins who were themselves well-known authors 
also used a similar rhetoric to that of their anonymous fellow-
revolutionaries-for example, Knigge's bookjosefWurmbrand's 
Political Confession ( 1792), Rebmann's Travels and Crusades 
through a Part of Germany ( 1795), or Erhard's satire The Devil's 
Apologia (also 1795). Same of these authors even adapted the 
catechism or the sermon for political purposes. In 1793 
Heinrich Würzer published a 'Catechism of Revolution'; 
Eulogius Schneider, once a Franciscan monk, then a university 
professor, and later a Jacobin activist in Strasbourg, spoke 
and wrote in 1792 on 'Jesus, the People's Friend'.28 The 
sermon, which from late Antiquity was accepted as the 
fourth type of rhetoric after the demonstrative, the deliberative, 
and the judicial, had been used in particular during the 
Peasants' War for political purposes, and now was given the 
same status and function by the Jacobins. Also of interest to 
the importance of rhetoric for the political emancipation of 
Germany at the time is what is actually a pre-revolutionary 
work of the fu ture J acobin Knigge: his book Über den Umgang 
mit Menschen (On Social Manners) of I 788. In this work, 
Knigge formulated an ethic of human social conduct based 
not on rank or privilege but on the merits of the individual. 
The model for such conduct was Cicero's and Quintilian's 
rhetorical ideal of the 'vir bonus'. The 'vir bonus dicendi 
peritus', a person ofmoral integrity, owed his public influence 
to his command of 'apte dicere', the appropriateness of his 

27 Stephan, l,iterarischer Jakobinismus, eh. g; Scheel, Jakobinische Flugschriften, 104 ff., 
288 ff., 332 ff. 

211 On thc eatcchism and the sermon, et: Stephan, l,iterarischer Jakobinismus, 71 f., 
160 II; also K. M. Michel, introduction to id. (ed.), Politische Katechismen: Volnry, Kleist, 
Heß (Frankfurt-on-Main, 1966). 
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speech to the situation and the topic that led him to treat 
people in a befitting manner.29 

Of course, the emancipatory writings of Knigge and of 
other J acobins did not escape attack in Germany. Conservative 
and reactionary forces, perceiving a threat to the established 
order, engaged the J acobins in violent polemics. What is also 
of significance to the development of political rhetoric is that 
these attacks were inspired by the critiques of the French 
Revolution by the English parliamentarian Edmund Burke. 
Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France had appeared in 
r 793 in a translation by the Austrian Civil Servant and 
political writer Friedrich Gentz, who was himself a master in 
the use of rhttoric. The great impact of this book is attested by 
its appearance in several editions within a very short time.30 lt 
certainly had a great influence on the rhetoric of conservatism 
in Germany; how far this influence went in particular cases is 
a matter for further research. 

In their use of political rhetoric in the effort to gain 
the support of the governed for a national order and govern-
ment, the J acobins, like the orators of the French Revolution, 
used pathos for the purpose of propaganda. Impassioned 
pathos, as one of the three factors of effectiveness in speech, 
should arouse the feelings of the listeners in order to win the 
audience over to the speaker's side. An example of this is 
the pamphlet 'Zurückforderung der Denkfreiheit von den 
Fürsten Europens, die sie bisher unterdrückten' ('A Demand 
for the Restitution of Freedom of Thought by the Rulers of 
Europe'), published anonymously by the young Fichte in r 793 
when he was strongly in sympathy with Jacobin thinking.31 

This work, a contribution to the debate on the freedom ofthe 
press, 32 even uses the light imagery of the Enlightenment on 
its title-page-but, unlike Wieland, with concrete political 
references. 'Heliopolis, in the last year of the old darkness' is 
how Fichte ironically indicates the place of publication, 

29 Ueding and Steinbrink, Grundriß der Rhetorik, 117 ff. 
:m F. Braune, Edmund Burke in Deutschland: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des historisch-

politischen Denkens (Heidelberg, 1917). 
'" C. Träger, 'Fichte als jakobinischer Agitator', in B. Willms (cd.),Johann Gottlieb 

Fichte: Schriften zur Revolution (Frankfurt, Berlin, Vienna, 1973), 364 II 
32 Cf. W. G. Jacobs, Johann Gottlieb Fichte in Selbstzeu,1/nissen und Bilddokumenten 

(Reinbeek bei Hamburg, 1984), 36. 
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alluding to the conditions in feudal Germany.33 The rhetorical 
force of the text lies in the fact that it is written in direct 
speech. Fichte implores his readers: 'No, ye nations, you may 
relinquish all-all but the freedom of thought.'34 In his 
imagination, the author sees his audience as the assembly of 
the European nations to whom he is speaking directly. This 
rhetorical fiction recalls the dialogue between the Marquis of 
Posa and Philip II from Schiller's Don Carlos, where Posa 
demands freedom of thought in the name of the nations; 
moreover, Fichte also alludes to that drama.35 The vast 
dimensions of the audience imagined by Fichte and the 
momentous theme of his speech-the political freedom of the 
nations-give his text a note of sublimity. The sublime as an 
expressive form of pathos was first discussed in the late 
classical treatise Vom Erhabenen (On the Sublime), which was 
highly regarded in eighteenth-century aesthetics.36 The author 
of this treatise, who is still unknown, defined loftiness of 
theme and of imaginative expression as the salien t character-
istics of the sublime.37 This note of sublimity charged with 
pathos is reinforced by the figures and metaphors of Fichte's 
language: the reconstruction of the national edifice is described 
in terms of 'new wings and extensions' as opposed to the 'old 
castles of the robber barons', and freedom is hailed as 'a 
Palladium of mankind descended from heaven'. 38 Fichte then 
directs a specific rhetorical shaft at the rulers as he shifts from 
pathos to irony; in parts, his text apes the flattering formulae 
of courtiers' rhetoric as it can be found ready-made in 
Gottsched's model forms of address. 39 'You princes,' Fichte 
writes for example, 'we will allow you everything ... if you 

:i:i J. G. Fichte, 'Zurückforderung der Denkfreiheit von den Fürsten Europens, die 
sie bisher unterdrückten', in id., Schriften zur Revolution, 53. :i4 Ibid. 56. 

:is Ibid. 58 n. 
:ifi Ueding and Steinbrink, Grundriß der Rhetorik, 107. 
:l7 Pseudo-Longinos, Vom Erhabenen (Greek and Gcrman), cd. R. Brandt (Darm-

stadt, 1983), 43 f. 
:rn Fichte, 'Zurückforderung der Denkfreiheit,' 55--6; cf. Pscudo-Longinos, Vom 

Erhabenen, 69 f., 87 f. 
:rn Sec Gottschcd's modcl 'Pancgyric', which givcs many variations on terms of 

sclf-abasement such as Fiehtc's 'most respectful' (for examplc 'faithfully devoted', 
'insignilicant'), and on modes of address ('praiscworthy head', 'exalted quality'). Cf. 
J. C. Gottschcd, Ausgewählte Werke, ix: 2, Gesammelte Reden, cd. R. Scholl (Berlin and 
New York, 1976), 368-73-
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will but grant us an answer to one last respectful question.'40 
And he goes on to expose the 'salus publica suprema lex' as a 
principle of government which is in fact a pretence used 
against the welfare of the people. Adopting the admonitory 
role of the philosopher, Fichte even uses the revolutionary 'du' 
form of address, and demands from the rulers 'protection and 
restitution of our rights, which you surely only took from us in 
error' .41 

By and !arge, a balance is maintained in Fichte's treatise 
between argument and propaganda. The one reinforces the 
other, and they do not impede, or clash with, each other. This 
is not the case, however, with Georg Forster. Unlike Fichte, 
Forster was forced to realize his political and enlightened 
ideas in practice by the revolution in Mainz, which transformed 
the ecclesiastical principality for six months into a republican 
state; and-also unlike Fichte42-he supported this develop-
ment.43 On the one hand, in his speeches to thejacobin Club 
in Mainz, Forster invokes Enlightenment ideals such as 
unswerving truthfulness: 'Any man who proclaims a truth 
that should hold despotic sway, to which we should submit 
blindly, which no one should put to the test, nay, which 
should reduce all reason to silence,' he says in r 793, 'to that 
man we cannot merely remain indifferent; he is an enemy of 
truth, of reason, of freedom, of equality ... and between him 
and the Jacobin there must be irreconcilable vendetta!' He 
goes on to assign to the J acobin . the role of 'teacher of 
mankind', who by example and persuasion should make 'the 
seed ofknowledge grow and flourish' among the uneducated.44 

Rhetorical devices such as accumulation, intensification, and 
metaphor lend high pathos and great urgency to such 
passages. On the other hand, however, the political pressures 

4° Fichte, 'Zurückforderung der Denkfreiheit', 72-3. 41 Ibid. 74. 
42 Cf. J. G. Fichte, 'Beitrag zur Berichtigung der Urteile des Publikums über die 

französische Revolution', in id., Schriften zur Revolution, 82 f. Sec also Träger, 'Fichte 
als jakobinischer Agitator', 373. 

4" R. R. Wuthcnow, aftcrword, in id. (cd.), Geor.tt Forster, Im Anblick des greflen Rades: 
Schriften zur Revolution (Darmstadt and Neuwied, 1981), 224 ff. 

44 Thc passagcs quotcd arc from two spccchcs by Forstcr. Thc lirst is cntitlcd 
'Brüder' in G. Forstcr, Werke, cd. G. Stcincr (Frankfurt-on-Main, 1970), iii. 620. Thc 
second spccch is cntitlcd 'Anrede an die Gesellschaft der Freunde der Freiheit und 
Gleichheit am Neujahrstag 1793', in Wuthcnow (cd.), Im Anblick des großen Rades, 62, 
65. 
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on the young and insecure republic compelled Forster to gloss 
over the true picture of conditions in Mainz, in order to shore 
up the position of this town between two fronts. He places 
Mainz on the same level as Paris, the capital of a revolutionary 
nation;45 he portrays the French conquerors in glowing 
colours as liberators-a view that was not shared by all 
inhabitants of the town in view of the burden of taxation;46 

and he claims to discern the miraculous hand of destiny and 
the workings of providence in what he sees as the certain 
victory of the republican cause.47 

There is now no political truth beyond that of party. Forster 
had to see political facts from a single perspective-his own-
because he was committed to the survival of the Republic and 
because he also wished to motivate others to action in that 
cause. In the face of the political immaturi ty of the population 
of Mainz, and in the conviction that the time had come for a 
revolutionary change in feudal conditions, he backed an 
alliance with the French. All this explains the ambivalence of 
his political rhetoric,48 though it does not justify it when we 
remember the often enigmatic role of the French army in 
Mainz, or the dubious irrationalism of his invocation of 
destiny. Whenever his political position lacked credibility in 
the light of reality, Forster was compelled to resort to 
particularly powerful devices of emotional pathös-the in-
vocation of a great example, the forceful boosting of his own 
side, and the use of rhetorical questions coupled with 
exclamations. Moreover, his friends in the Jacobin Club of 
Mainz had the same experience when their efforts towards the 
political enlightenment and the mobilization of the people 
failed. Hence Georg Wedekind, one of the most active 
members of the Club, concluded in his advice 'To Young 
Orators of the People': 'By reason alone you will achieve as 

45 Forster, 'Über das Verhältnis der Mainzer gegen die Franken', 1792, in 
Wuthenow (ed.), Im Anblick des großen Rades, 42. His words are: 'Thc truth is the truth, 
in Mainz as much as in Paris, whercver it is spoken and in whatever language it is 
spoken.' But the situation was not as simple as that. Cf. W. Grab, Ein Volk muß seine 
Freiheit selbst erobern: Zur Geschichte der deutschen Jakobiner (Frankfurt, Olten, Vienna, 
1984), 192 ff. 

46 Forster, 'Über das Verhältnis der Mainzer gegen die Franken', 40 ff. Cf. Grab, 
Ein Volk muß seine Freiheit selbst erobern, 196--7. 47 Ibid. 48. 

48 Cf. S. Padberg, 'Georg Forsters Position im Mainzer Jakobinismus', in G. 
Pickerodt (ed.), Geor,f? Forster in seiner Epoche (Berlin, 1982), csp. 59 ff. 
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little with the general public as you will with the individual 
unless you can bring to the surface some other feeling that lies 
in men's consciousness.'49 lf other means failed to arouse the 
will to act, the.n only the arousal of feelings through pathos 
could overcome the scepticism or the resistance of the 
listeners. 

The arousal of feelings as the guarantee of success in 
oratory-this, it seems, is a basic formula of political rhetoric 
already devised by Cicero, a speaker accustomed to success in 
the public forum and in the lawcourts.50 In adopting this 
principle, the Jacobins of the late eighteenth century disso-
ciated themselves from the rationalistic goal of conviction by 
means of rhetoric, which Gottsched had placed higher than 
the goal of persuasion. To be sure, their rhetoric thereby 
assumed an ambivalence which would subsequently become a 
characteristic feature of nineteenth and twentieth-century 
political rhetoric, and which represents a constant <langer in 
the use of public speech as a force for political enlightenment. 

49 G. Wedekind, 'An junge Volksredner', 'Patriot' C, sect. 3 (1792), 32 (rep. by 
Kraus Reprint, Nendcln, 1972). Forster took a cautious attitudc towards vicws such 
as thosc of W edekind and his friends; cf. Grab, Ein Volk muß seine Freiheit selbst erobern, 
198. lt is interesting that in his trcatisc Fichte also valued 'thc barren and arid 
conclusion of reason' less highly than 'sentiment'. He expressly has reeourse to the 
formcr only when fceling alone fails to achieve its purpose, Fichte, 'Zurückforderung 
der Denkfreiheit' 64. 

5° Cicero, Orator, xxi. 69: 'Proof is essential, entertainment plcasing; but victory is 
won only by stirring the heart.' 



Journals and Public Opinion 
The Politicization of the German Enlightenment in the 

Second Half of the Eighteenth Century 

HANS ERICH BÖDEKER 

The process of the social and regional diffusion of the German 
Enlightenment, and the formation of German Enlightenment 
society in the second half of the eighteenth century, 1 can be 
equated with a change in patterns of reading behaviour (or a 
'revolution in reading', 2 as the history of communication has 
it). Alternatively, one might define this change as the genesis 
of a bourgeois public sphere with the structures of commun-
ication specific to it.3 For social historians, the tangible 
evidence of this process is the appearance of a literary market4 

Translatcd by Stuart McKinnon-Evans (Material Word). A vcrsion of this articlc 
was prcscntcd to a history scminar at thc U nivcrsity of Chicago. 

1 Sec H. Gcrth, Rü~i;erliche Intelligenz um 1800: Zur Soziologie des deutschen 
Frühliberalismus (Göttingen, 1976); sec also thc richly documcntcd rcsearch rcport 
by F. Kopitzsch, 'Sozialgeschichte der deutschen Aufklärung als Forschungsaufgabe', 
in id. (cd.), Aujklärun,i;, Absolutismus und Bürgertum in Deutschland (Munich, 1976), 11-
169. 

2 Sec R. Engclsing, 'Die Perioden der Lescrgcschichtc in der Neuzeit: Das 
statistische Ausmaß und die soziokulturelle Bedeutung der Lektüre', Archiv far 
Geschichte des Ruchwe.rens, 10 ( 1969-70), 945 ff.; id., Analphabetentum und Lektüre: Zur 
Sozialgeschichte des /,esens in Deutschland ::;wischen feudaler und industrieller Gesell.rchaft 
(Stuttgart, 1973); id., Der Rür,i:er als Leser: /,esergeschichte in Deutschland 1500-1800 

(Stuttgart, 1974). 
" J. Habcrmas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der 

bürgerlichen Gesellschaft (Neuwied and Berlin, 1962), is still relevant on thc conccpt of 
thc public sphcre; sec also E. Man heim, Die Träger der iijfentlichen Meinung: Studien ::;ur 
Soziologie der Öffentlichkeit (Brünn, 1933); for morc dctail sec L. Hölscher, Öffentlichkeit 
und Geheimnis: Eine begriffigeschichtliche Untersuchun,i; zur F:ntstehung der Öffentlichkeit in der 
frühen Neuzeit (Stuttgart, 1979), 81 II, and K. Bakcr, 'Politics and Public Opinion 
Undcr thc Old Regime', inJ. R. Ccnscr andj. D. Popkin (cds.), Press and Politics in 
Pre-Revolutionary France (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1987), 204 fl: 

4 Sec the summary in H. Kiesel and P. Münch, Gesellschaft und /,iteratur im 18. 

Jahrhundert: Voraussetzungen und F:ntstehung des literarischen Markts in Deutschland (M unich, 
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and the multifarious forms of autonomous Enlightenment 
associations.5 Besides the myriad Masonic lodges, clubs, 
groups, reading societies, and so forth, an important institution 
of communication in the German Enlightenment was the 
press, which was undergoing change and expansion.6 News-
papers and, in particular, journals established the Enlighten-
ment network of communication which transcended the petty 
boundaries of Germany's countless territories. Enlightenment 
figures, who felt that the lack of a German capital city as a 
centre of intellectual, cultural, and literary life was their 
greatest disadvantage compared to England or France, 
appreciated only too well the significance of the press. They 
saw this medium as a condition for collective discourse in the 
Holy Roman Empire, an entity characterized by territorial, 
social, and religious fragmentation. Friedrich Nicolai ( 1 733-
1811), who, as editor, bookseller, and publicist in .Berlin, was 
one of the central proponents of Enlightenment, expressed a 
widely held opinion when he wrote in 1772, 'In this our 
common fatherland, where literature is not confined to a 
single capital, literary contacts can only be maintained by 
written means and through printing ... for this reason, 
journals are much more important for literature in Germany 
than they are, for example, in England or France.' 7 

Journals increasingly emerged as a cultural force for 
1977); W. von Ungern-Sternberg, 'Schriftsteller und literarischer Markt', in R. 
Grimminger (cd.), Hansers Sozialgeschichte der deutschen Literatur, iii. Deutsche Aufklärung 
bis ;;_ur Französischen Revolution {I680-I789) (Munich, 1980), 133 ff.; L. Wincklcr, 
Autor-Markt-Publikum: Zur Geschichte der l.iteraturproduktion in Deutschland (Berlin, 
1986). 

,; Fora summary sec R. van Dülmen, Die Gesellschaft der .4ufklärer: Zur bürgerlichen 
Emanzipation und aufklärerischen Kultur in Deutschland (Frankfurt, 1986), and U. Im Hof, 
Das gesellige Jahrhundert: Gesellschaft und Gesellschaften im Zeitalter der Aufklärung 
(Munich, 1987). 

6 Sec J. Kirchner, Die Grundlagen des deutschen Zeitschriftenwesens (2 vols.; Leipzig, 
1928--31 ); M. Lindcmann, Die deutsche Presse bis I8I5 (Berlin, 1969); K. Koszyk, 
Vorläufer der Massenpresse: Ökonomie und Publizistik ;;.wischen Reformation und Französischer 
Revolution: Öffentliche Kommunikation im Zeitalter des Feudalismus (Munich, 1972); W. 
Haakc, Publizistik und Gesellschaft (Stuttgart, 1970); uscful regional studics are 
containcd in P. Grappin (cd.}, L'Allemagne des lumieres, piriodiques, correspondances, 
timoinages, (Paris and Metz, 1982). 

7 Friedrich Nicolai citcd in G. Ost, Friedrich Nicolais Al/gemeine Deutsche Bibliothek 
(Berlin, 1928), 7; cf. H. Möller, Aufklärung in Preußen: Der Verle.i:er, Publizist und 
Geschichtsschreiber Friedrich Nicolai (Berlin, 1974), and B. Fabian (cd.), Friedrich Nicolai 
(1733-IßI I): Essays ;_um 250. Geburtstag (Berlin, 1983). 
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disseminating and consolidating opinions. They continued an 
information grid that facilitated the appearance of new themes 
and forms of writing and argumentation. Without such 
structures, it would have been impossible to discuss so 
thoroughly how society should be ordered. By way of 
explaining interest in questions of government, we find the 
following lapidary formulation in a 1 789 edition of the 
Teutscher Merkur: 'Since, however, I also have the honour to be 
a human being and am as such required to take my part, more 
or less, in all human affairs .. .'. 8 Even at the time it was 
recognized that journals were the principal medium for 
developing and propagating Enlightenment politicization 
processes. 'The invention of the newspaper', wrote an 
anonymous author in 1785 in thejournal von undfar Deutschlan.d, 
'is incontestably one of the great beneficial acts of the 
European nations. By that invention, an enormous step has 
been taken towards Enlightenment. The general spirit of 
participation in all public matters, which the English call 
public spirit, has thereby been transmitted from nation to 
nation.'9 A condition and consequence of this change in 
consciousness was the development of broadly based, politic-
ally orientated journals whose impact was widely feit. 

In the closing decades of the eighteenth century, as the 
communication network between Enlightenment figures 
evolved and ultimately directed attention toward problems of 
society and government, the new reading, reasoning public of 
educated people was born, which emerged as a factor in 
political power and came to be seen as such-particularly in 
its own eyes. The press organized the educated strata in two 
ways: on the one hand, journals were collectively the vehicle of 
the opinion, thoughts, and viewpoints of their readership; on 
the other, they formed a continuous chain between educated 
people: they were the origin of the nascen t organized and 
agglomerated social intercourse to bc found in rcading circles 

8 Teutscher Merkur, 1 (1789), 24; on this ncwspapcr sec H. Wahl, Geschichte de.r 
Teutschen Merkur (Berlin, 1914). 

Y Journal von undfar Deutschland, 5 ( 1785), 42 1; sec also M. Welke, 'Die Legende vom 
"unpolitischen Deutschen": Zeitungslesen im 18. Jahrhundert als Spiegel des 
politischen Interesses', Jahrbuch der Wittheit zu Bremen, 25 (1981), 161 ff., and 1. 
Jcntzsch, Zur Geschichte des Zeitungslesens in Deutschland am F:nde des rB. Jahrhunderts 
(Leipzig, 1937). 
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and literary societies. Enlightenment political consciousness 
and political public opinion arose from the dialectic of the 
theoretical self-definition and the autonomous organization of 
the educated strata. 

As far as social historians, or students ofthe history of mentalite 
are concerned, the politicization of the educated strata cannot 
be construed merely as a process of theory formation. The 
development of the political consciousness of these strata was, 
rather, a 'complicated process of working over experiences, 
assimilating and passing on knowledge, becoming sensitized 
to ·what had hitherto either been taken for granted or gone 
unnoticed, recognizing contradictions, and becoming and 
making others receptive to opinion and the formulation of 
aims. lt took place within the context of general intellectual 
shifts and changes in mentalite, which in turn were inseparable 
from concrete socio-cul tural and socio-economic change.' 10 In 
the concept ofpoliticization there is, therefore, a component of 
action: it describes; not a social situation, but a social activity. 

The development of political consciousness among the 
educated was stimulated by a range of circumstances and 
singular pressures that did not originate entirely from the 
Enlightenment. Population increases; the development of 
rural trade and the onset of manufacturing production; 
episodic crises in craft industries encumbered by guild 
organizations; the extension of farmland at a time when 
agricultural production was affected by economic cycles; the 
growth in government priming of the economy; these and 
other factors gave rise to a social dynamic (one that is difficult 
to evaluate), which increasingly attracted the attention of 
educated observers of thc day. The same was true of political 
changes: Prussian-Austrian dualism threatcncd to immobilize 
the Reich constitution; the first partition of Poland demon-
strated the dangcrs to which smaller states were exposed when 
!arger ones united; Joseph II's territorial plans and his policy 
towards the League of Princes prompted the issue of reform of 
the Reich. The North American War oflndependence and the 

1" R. Vierhaus, 'Patriotismus-Begriff und Realität einer moralisch-politischen 
Haltung', in id. (cd.), Deul.rcher Patriotismus und gemeinnül;;.(1!,e Gesell.rchaflen (Munich, 
1980), 9 ff, csp. w; on thc proccss ofEnlightcnmcnt politicization sec H. E. Bödckcr 
und U. Herrmann (cds.), Aujklärung als Politi.<ierung-Polilisierun,I!, der Aujklärung 
(Hamburg, 1987). 
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emergence there of a republic, upheaval in Geneva and the 
N etherlands, highligh ted the relevance of issues of state form 
and structure. Finally, domestic policies, aimed at bringing 
about practical administrative, fiscal, legal, and economic 
reform in individual German states gave rise to expectations, 
discussions, and proposals, and above all to the opinion, now 
gaining ground, that social relations could be reordered for 
the better. Suchreform measures had only to a limited extent 
arisen out of Enlightenment political will. They owed much 
more to a desire to aggrandize state resources and increase 
administrative efficiency. They were, however, injected with 
Enlightenment objectives, which, in conjunction with the 
personal efforts of members of the educated classes in the 
service of the state-public officials, teachers, professors, and 
pastors-lent them a certain coherence. 

II 

Journals had, in fact, experienced a veritable boom during 
this period: it was one of the chief characteristics of the age. 11 

Had it not been for journals, the Enlightenment would never 
have reached the proportions it did. By the middle of the 
eighteenth century the journal had long since achieved social 
status and public recognition. lt is easy to show statistically 
how it underwent ever more dynamic growth. 

In the eighteenth-century German-speaking world there 
were some 4,000 journals of different types ( excluding 
newspapers): a remarkable figure in view of the fact that the 
journal as a publishing medium was still relatively new. 
Evidence shows that there were 58 different journals in 
German-speaking lands before 1700. After that the number 
increased progressively from decade to decade. Between 1701 
and 171 o a further 64 titles were added, while some of the 
older publications of course continued to appear. Betwcen 
171 1 and 1 720 there were 1 1 9 addi tions, 1 33 between 1721 
and 1 730, 1 76 between 1731 and 1740, and 260 between 1741 
and 1750. 

Having established themselves in the first half of the 
century, after 1760 the growth in the number of journals can 

11 Sec P. Raabc, 'Die Zcitschrifi als Medium der Aufklärung', Wo!fenbütteler Studien 
zur Aufklärung, 1 ( 1974), 99 n: 



TABLE I 

Decade 

Up to 1700 
1701-1710 
1711-1720 
1721-1 730 
1731-1740 
1741-1750 
1751-1760 
1761-1770 
1771-1780 
1781-1790 
TOTAL 
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Number of New Journals 

58 
64 

1 19 
133 
176 
260 
33 1 

410 
718 

1,225 
3,494 

Source: J. Kirchner, Die Grundlagen des deutschen Zeitschriftenwesens, pt. 2 ( Leipzig, 193 1), 
32 3· 

only be described as explosive. In the years from 1751 to 1800 
some 3,000 new titles came out: 331 between 1 751 and 1760, 
410 between 1761 and 1770, 718 between 1771 and 1780. 
Between 1781 and 1790 there was a big surge: 1,225 new 
journals (see Table 1). The number ofnew journals issued in 
the last decade cannot have been smaller either, in view of the 
debate surrounding the French Revolution. 

A statistical analysis of Kirchner's bibliography 1'.1 could be 
improved by investigating how many journals were actually 
available at any one time. I t is possible to arrive at genuinely 
useful figures only by calculating systematically the number of 
journals that appeared each year. Welke's samples suggest 
that such an approach would dramatically change our initial 
impression that an exceedingly !arge number ofjournals were 
reaching the reading public. 13 Nevertheless, the sheer range of 
journals is still striking (see Table 2). 

The continued growth in the number of new journals, from 
64 in the first to 1,225 in the last decade of the Age of 
Enlightenment, speaks for itself, even if these figures yield no 

12 Seej. Kirchner, Bibliovaphie der Zeitschrifien des deutschen Sprachgebietes bis 1900, i. 
Die Zeitschrifien des deutschen Sprach.i:~~ietes von den Anfangen bis 1830 (Stuttgart, 1969). 

" 1 Sec M. Welke, 'Zeitung und Oflcntlichkcit im 18. Jahrhundert: Betrachtungen 
zur Reichweite und Funktion der periodischen deutschen Tagespublizistik', Pmse und 
Geschichte: Beiträge ;;_ur historischen Kommunikationsforschunp, (Munich, 1977), 71 ff. 
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TABLE 2 

Type of Journal 1730 1750 1770 1780 1795 

Historical/ 10 (g) 5 (4) 7 (2) (-) 25 ( 14) 
Political 
Moral (1) 7 (-) 6 (2) 12 (4) 3 ( 1) 
Periodicals 
Entertainment/ 2 ( 1) 5 (3) 30 ( 14) 37 ( 18) 34 ( I 7) 
lnstructive 
Women's and ( 1) (-) 2 (-) 4 (3) 10 (4) 
Fashion 
TOTAL 14 (12) 17 (7) 45 ( 18) 54 (25) 72 (36) 

Note: Figurcs in parcnthcscs indicatc thc numbcr ofjournals which appcarcd for thrcc 
ycars or morc. Particularly after thc middlc ofthc 18th ccnt. many ofthc publications 
includcd in thc tablc only appcarcd a fcw timcs, with thc rcsult that thc numbcr of 
cocxistcnt journals may bc lowcr. 
Source: M. Welke, 'Zeitung und Öffentlichkeit im 18.Jahrhundcrt: Betrachtungen zur 
Reichweite und Funktion der periodischen deutschen Tagespublizistik', Presse und 
Geschichte (Munich, 1977), 71-3. 

information about the circulation of individual publications. 
U sing a surprisingly rich amount of statistical data, Kirchner 
was able to make highly accurate calculations of the average 
circulations of eighteenth-century journals. He established 
that the existence of a journal was not secured until it had 
achieved a circulation of at least 500; he took 1 ,ooo copies as a 
normal print-run, though of these only 700--800 would reach 
the subscribers. Circulations of more than 2,000 were the 
exception. 14 

With respect to duration and the frequency with which new 
titles appeared, the !ist of places of publication was headed by 
towns in north-eastern and central Germany (principally 
Leipzig and Hamburg, then Halle, Jena, Frankfurt-an-Main 
Berlin, Königsberg, Brunswick, Göttingen). In the southern 
regions, Zürich, Augsburg, then Nuremberg were the most 
important centres. Vienna briefly came into the picture in 
1727, but not again until the 1760s. This was more or less the 
case with towns such as Munich, Cologne, Trier, Würzburg, 
Erfurt, Regensburg, Salzburg, and Prague. Journals and 

1•1 Sec Kirchcr, Die Grundlagen des deutschen Zeitschriftenwesen.,, i . .54 ff 
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periodicals were slower to spread in the Catholic territories of 
the German cultural world than in Protestant areas. This fact, 
however, is corroborated by the spread of the Enlightenment 
itself, which tended to proceed more quickly in the Protestant 
community. 

Up to the middle of the century, journals were predomin-
antly scholarly in nature. Most of them were intended for a 
learned reading public. 15 While such general and specialist 
scientific journals are still published today, the Enlightenment 
gave rise to a specific type of journal, the moral weekly, 16 

which was unique to that period. I t deliberated on the 
emergent bourgeois world: family, household management, 
upbringing, reading material, religion and superstition, 
social conduct, relations with the nobility and the lower 
classes, and so forth. In the wake of moral philosophy it 
reorientated its readers, and activated for the first time ever a 
broad literary public. In other words, it developed an 
educated reading public. In addition, the moral weeklies 
formed one basis for the structural transformation of reader-
ship behaviour from 'intensive' to 'extensive' reading. 

While the r r o moral weeklies that appeared between r 720 
and r 770, mainly between r 740 and r 760, were initially the 
typical media of German Enlightenment, the range ofliterary 
topics that journals could broach also broadened. This went 
hand in hand with expansion along both regional· and social 
axes. The result was that the increasingly dynamic growth in 
this sector of publishing was accompanied by a structural 
change in the nature of the journals themselves. The second 
half of the cen tury was the age of the general magazine, which 
regaled readers with information on discoveries, inventions, 
nature, history, statistics, practical matters, and occasional 
medical advice, all of which-interspersed where appropriate 
with a little poetry and moralizing-served both the readers 
and the common weal. However, more than any others it was 

15 Sec 0. Dann, 'Vom Journal des Savants zur wissenschaftlichen Zeitschrift', in 
P. Raabe (ed.), Gelehrte Bücher vom Humanismus bis zur Gegenwart (Wiesbaden, 1983), 
63 11:; sec also T. K. Hofmann, 'Die frühe deutsche Zeitschrift als Faktor im 
bürgerlichen Emanzipationsprozeß', Seminar, 1 7 ( 1981 ), 259 n: 

16 Sec W. Martcns, Die Botschaft der Tu,i:end: Die A,Jklärung im Spiegel der deutschen 
Moralischen Wochen.rchriften (Stuttgart, 1968), and P. Currie, 'Moral Weeklies and the 
Reading Public in Germany, 1711-1750' (Oeford German Studies, 3; 1968), 69 II: 
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the newly founded political and historical journals which 
became important. 17 Though they had forerunners, with 
respect to their form and the orientation of their content they 
were significantly different: early eighteenth-century journals 
with baroque titles had focused their attention on the princely 
court; by the latter part of the century the burning issues 
included progress in the economy, in culture, and in social 
emancipation. The Monathlicher Staats-Spiegel ( 1698-1 709) and 
the Europäische Fama ( 1702-56) stood out among the plethora 
of early political and historical journals. The Europäische Fama 
made so hold as to recommend its own Raisonnements, or critical 
commentaries, 18 while the very subtitle of the Monathlicher 
Staats-Spiegel mentioned 'political reflections', and went on to 
point out that its intention was to 'proffer a short commentary 
on some of the most noble matters'. 19 Combining an interest 
in contemporary history and politics with legal issues, these 
two unique journals initially lacked competition. 

But until the 1770s the German Enlightenment had failed 
to create a political press. The new-found function of the press 
as an institution of public critical reflection and representative 
of public opinion can be identified in, inter alia, Christian 
Friedrich Daniel Schubart's (173g-g1) Deutsche Chronik 
(1774-93) and in particular A. L. Schlözer's (1735-1809) 
Briefwechsel ( 1 776-82) and StatsAnzeigen ( 1 783-93). The poet 
and musician Schubart finally became an importantjournalist 
mainly in the southern parts of Germany while Schlözer, the 
Göttingen professor of politics and history, was without any 
doubt the most influentialjournalist ofthe German Enlighten-
ment. The emerging body of literary-orientated journals, 
however, also began to attach greater importance to political 
reports. They published political treatises and discussions 
of journals such as Christoph Martin Wieland's (1733-
1813) Teutscher Merkur (1773-1810). Wieland, a famous poet 
and writer in the second half of the eighteenth century, was 
the very first to create a journal of the new kind. These are 

17 Sec Lindcmann, Die deutsche Presse bis 1815, 188 f. Of thc carlicr litcraturc sec 
H. Max, Wesen und Gestalt der politischen Zeitschriften (Essen, 1942); W. Haakc, Die 
politische Zeit.rchrift 1665-1865, i (Stuttgart, 1968); for a morc rcccnt account sec H. D. 
Fischer, Handbuch der politi.rchen Presse in Deutschland (Düsseldorf, 1981). 

18 Europäische Fama ( 1702), Prcfacc to pt. 1. 
19 Monathlicher Staats-Spiegel ( 1698), a notc 'To thc Reader' precedes the first page. 
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signs that the interest of the contemporary educated classes in 
public life was growing; and indeed public Iife became even 
more animated than it had been in the 1750s and 1760s. 
Significantly Wieland promised in the preface to the Teutscher 
Merkur to provide a summary of political events in each 
volume:20 this marked the beginning of an entirely new 
programme. The two editors of the Deutsches Museum ( 1776-
9 1) were explicit in their declaration to lend German 
Enlightenment society 'a more overtly political voice'. With 
provocative clarity they opened the second volume, in 1777, 
with the following words: 

The Deutsches Museum has set itself ... the particular ambition of 
making Germans more acquainted with themselves and aware of 
their own national affairs ... How much longer will it be true of our 
German states that things of interest to every individual and citizen 
are transformed into ridiculous secrets? Will we not at last follow the 
example ofEurope's most enlightened nations, which have subjected 
their affairs to the free judgement of the public and already 
derived benefit from so doing?2 1 

In their argument they severed the German word Publikum 
from its original literary connotations, and used it in the sense 
of 'public opinion', a term that had not yet been properly 
coined. At the same time the nature of political reflection had 
clearly shifted by comparison with its role in the Monathlicher 
Staats-Spiegel and the Europäische Fama, for whom the reflective 
critic observed contemporary Iife from a distance, in the way 
that the audience looks down upon a stage. Now the critic was 
in the very thick ofthings, events took place all around, and he 
watched them close-up, filtering them through in their 
varying intensity and relevance to his own seif. This completed 
the transition of the journal from a purveyor of material for 
political debate to a participant in that debate. 

The total number of politically orientated journals grew 
from 7 in 1 770-9 to 20 in 1780-9, to 24 in 1790-9. Between 
1 770 and 1790 approximately 35 journals and 50 newspapers 
dealt intensively with political themes. Not only the number of 

20 Sec Teutscher Merkur, 1 (1773), p. viii. 
21 H. Chr. Boic and Chr. W. Dohm, Deutsche.< Mu.<eum, 1 (1777), 'Vorerinnerung', 

1 ff., 4-5; cf. thc positivist study by W. Hofstacttcr, Das Deutsche Museum (1776-88) 
und das Neue Deutsche Museum (1789-91) (Leipzig, 1908). 
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such periodicals, but in some cases their circulation figures 
also rose continuously. The political journals of the second 
half of the eighteenth century were among the most widely 
circulated organs of the Enlightenment press. About 1 ,ooo 
copies of the Deutsches Museum came out; Wieland's Teutscher 
Merkur dropped from 2,500 in 1773 to 1,200 in 1800; 
Schubart's Deutsche Chronik started out with a circulation of 
1,600 in 1775, reached 2,400 by 1789, and 4,000 by 1791; 
4,000 of some numbers of Schlözer's journals were bought, 
while the average figure was 2,000; J. W. von Archenholz 
( I 743-1812), the former Prussian officer, who later on became 
a historian, free-lance writer, and journalist, sold between 
3,000 and 5,000 of each edition of his political-historical 
monthly Minerva (1791-1807); while the Politisches Journal 
(1781-1804) of G. B. von Schirach (1743-1804), who left his 
chair at the University of Helmstedt to start a career as a 
successful right-wing journalist, may have had a circulation of 
8,ooo.22 

These statistics may weil give a useful first impression, but 
an accurate picture of the real distribution and impact of 
journals cannot be ascertained by circulation figures alone. 
Recent research has shown convincingly that each number of 
a journal would have passed through many hands-current 
estimates put the number at ten potential readers per copy. 
For the 420 reading societies that are presumed to have been 
in existence between 1 770 and 1 780 ( though their existence 
was often short-lived),23 journals provided a large part of the 
material available, for there was a keen interest in up-to-date 
material. Analyses of 3 1 indexes of various reading societies 
reveal that 19 per cent of all issues investigated addressed 
historical and political themes. This was the largest category. 
A further 4.3 per cent of journals were concerned with 
historical matters, 5.3 per cent covered economic science, and 
3.9 per cent dealt with legal affairs (see Table 3). 24 

22 Sec A. Ward, Book Production, Fiction, and the German Reading Public 1740-1800 

(Oxford, 1974), 81 f. 
2'1 Sec M. Prüscncr, 'Lcscgcscllschaftcn im 18. Jahrhundert: Ein Beitrag zur 

Lcscrgcschichtc', Archivfar Geschichte des Buchwesens, 13 (1972), 369 ff., csp. 412. 
24 Sec M. Stützcl-Prüscncr, 'Die deutschen Lcscgcscllschaftcn im Zeitalter der 

Aufklärung', in 0. Dann (cd.), Lesegesellschaften und bü~l!,erliche Emanzipation (Munich, 
1981), 71 ff. 
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TABLE 3 

Individual Journals Times Mentioned 

No. % No. % 

Historicallpolitical 94 19.0 310 24.6 
General scientific 65 13.2 289 22.8 
Local publications 25 5.1 36 2.8 
Subtotal 184 37.3 635 50.2 
Entertainment 48 9.7 102 8.1 
Women's 10 2.0 17 1.3 
Literary 55 1 1.2 137 10.8 
Music, theatre, art 12 2.4 25 2.0 
Subtotal 125 25.4 281 22.2 
Theological 33 6.7 59 4.7 
Economic 26 5.3 58 4.6 
Historical 21 4.3 44 3.5 
Geographical 21 4.3 45 3.5 
Medical 21 4.3 40 3.2 
Legal 19 3.9 34 2.7 
Scientific 17 3.4 30 2.4 
Philosophical 11 2.2 20 1.6 
Agricultural/forestry 9 1.8 13 1.0 
Pedagogical 6 1.2 6 0.5 
Subtotal 184 37.3 349 27.6 
TOTAL 493 100.0 1,265 100.0 

Source: M. Stützcl-Prüscncr, 'Die deutschen Lcscgcscllschaficn im Zeitalter der 
Aufklärung', in 0. Dann (cd.), l.esegesellschaften und bürgerliche Emanzipation .(Munich, 
1981), 71 ff., 80. 

In 1 788 Archenholz called reading soc1et1es the 'true 
guardians' of journals. 25 They were not only forums for the 
gathering and exchange of information: what had been read 
was also discussed in a critical manner. A specific, critical 
approach to opinion superseded the rather nebulous, mere 
acquisition of knowledge. The autonomous organization and 
the discursive practice of reading societies most likely provided 

25 J. W. von Archenholz, 'Gedanken über die Journallectürc', Neue l.iteratur und 
Völkerkunde, 2 ( 1788), 3 n:, 8. 
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both the condition and the motor of the process of Enlighten-
ment politicization. 

III 

Periodicals in toto constituted a communication grid, and 
journals acted as a link: they had become the 'storerooms of 
human understanding'. 26 Periodicals are an almost unique 
source for tracing the developments and trends of the age. 
They were 'indeed accounts 'of the period' par excellence-the 
transmitters and receivers of intellectual and socio-cultural 
processes. In an astonishing diversity of articles topics ranged 
from superstition and enlightenment, to smallpox and educa-
tion, to widows' supplements and interest rates. Journals 
managed not only to inform their readers about everything 
that happened from day to day in trade and the economy, in 
government and society, in the sciences and culture, but also 
to articulate the burning issues of modern political and social 
life. 

A statistical analysis of approximately 160 selected 
journals, representative ofthe period 1750-1800, containing a 
total of 70,000 articles, produces the breakdown of main 
themes as in Table 4. This initial quantitative review of 
periodical literature is, however, inadequate, for it fails to pay 
sufficient attention to modifications in the structure, form, and 
content of these publications between 1750 and r8oo. The 
categories need to be more precise and refined; a systematic 
examination of changes in periodical reporting would have to 
be based on year-by-year analysis of published matter; in 
addition, it would be useful to have analyses of the contents of 
representative journals. Moreover, a quantitative evaluation 
would need to be augmented by a thematic study of writing 
on, for instance, the American or the French Revolution, 
concepts of theories of government, judicial reforms, welfare 
for the poor, etc. Nevertheless, even on the basis ofthe current 
state of research into the substance ofEnlightenmentjournals, 
it can be concluded that an interest in things political, social, 
and economic was acquiring ever more impressive dimensions, 
even though initially this interest was dissipated over a broad 

26 J. H. C. Beutler and .J. C. F. GutsMuths, Allgemeines Sachregister über die 
wichtigsten deutschen Zeit- und Wochenschriften (Leipzig, 1790), vi. 
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TABLE 4 

Subjects 

Natural sciences 
Contemporary society 
Medicine 
Arts and humanities 
Economy 
Theology and religion 
Politics 
Law andjurisprudence 
Philosophy 
Education and schooling 
History 

Number of % of 
Articles Total 

9,5 17 23.4 
6,405 15.7 
3,644 g.o 
3,617 8.g 
3,553 8.5 
3,072 7.5 
2,906 7. I 
2,441 6.o 
2,294 5.6 
I ,719 4.2 
1,629 4.0 

Note: l was privilcgcd to havc acccss to thc data compilcd in thc Göttinger 
Zcitschriftcnindcx. For this, and additional hclp, I am particularly grateful to Klaus 
Schmidt. 

range of subjects. Such political interest makes it easier to 
understand why a wealth of information and reports on trade 
and commerce, government economic involvement, and 
military affairs was to be found, for instance, in A. L. 
Schlözer'sjournals,27 which covered both foreign and domestic 
affairs. Schlözer published statistics on the defence capabilities 
of individual powers, on military and civilian budgets, on 
population growth and mortality rates, on the balance of 
trade, and all sorts of other doings and dealings. His and 
other journals also included official documents, such as 
decrees, cabinet directives, pastorals, etc. Historical reviews 
appeared alongside extracts from historical books that were 
frequently (though not always) intended to provide back-
ground information on issues of the day. While the underlying 
heterogeneity of Enlightenment periodicals did not alter, the 
relevance and quality of copy improved in many journals-a 
journalist's job was a constant battle for reliable and 

27 Sec R. Zeiger, 'Der Historisch-Politische Briefwechsel und die StatsAnzcigcn 
August Ludwig von Schlözcrs als Zeitschrift und Zeitbild', Ph.D. thcsis (Munich, 
1953); sec alsoj. Karlc, 'August Ludwig Schlözcr: An Intellcctual Biography', Ph.D. 
thcsis (Columbia, 1972), 122 ff. 
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politically germane information. Reporting both in articles 
and commentaries increasingly tended to address current 
political and economic events. The fact that the educated 
members of society were increasingly choosing, and drawing 
into public discussion, subjects that hitherto had been 
politically taboo, or would have fallen foul of the censors, was a 
novelty. Moreover, they were doing so with growing compet-
ence, greater confidence, and a more critical tone. 

The publication of data on the civic, legal, socio-economic, 
and cuJtural 'composition of states' ( Verfaßtheit der Staaten as 
such data was called at the time) 28 documents not only a 
change in the way the human environment was presented and 
perceived; it also testifies to a transformation in the political 
consciousness of Germany's Enlightenment figures. 29 A curi-
osity for statistics was justified in the light of demands by the 
educated strata for 'participation' in the political process. 
Endeavours to inform readers about conditions in Germany 
and other countries, and to provide balanced statistical data, 
were accompanied by news-reporting intended to support the 
fight against injustice, violence, and oppression. Publicity was 
meant to take the place of veiled secrecy. 'Statistics' became 
the method and raw material of political reasoning, and 
hunger for statistics the tool with which to engineer social and 
political emancipation. In publishing statistical data, journal-
ists meant not merely to portray the power and resources of 
the state, but to publish information of political worth and to 
throw an emancipatory public light on affairs of state. They 
did not seek merely to inform, but to create 'public opinion' 
and to publish criticism and proposals for reform. As a 
journalist and scholar, A. L. Schlözer exemplified more than 
any other the development of this passion for 'statistics'. He 
ventured to bring state secrets out into the open: 'Statistics and 
despotism are incompatible.'30 

Journals also substantiated scholarly discourse about 
28 On thc thcorctical contcxt sec H. E. Bödckcr, 'Das staatswisscnschafilichc 

Fächersystem im 18. Jahrhundert', in R. Vierhaus ( cd.), Wi.uenschaften im Zeitalter der 
Aufklärung (Göttingen, 1985), 143 ff. 

29 Sec also thc discussion in H. E. Bödckcr, 'Prozesse und Strukturen politischer 
Bewußtseinsbildung der deutschen Aufklärung', in id. and U. Herrmann (eds.), 
Aufklärun,,: als Politi.<ierung-Politisierung der Aufklärung, 10 n:, 12 ff 

" 0 A. L. Schlözer, Theorie der Statistik (Göttingen, 1804), 54. 
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natural law by applying it to the contemporary political and 
social environment. lndeed, the concept of natural right 
acquired its critical political dimension precisely because it 
was applied to existing conditions-for example, the develop-
ment of the discussion of 'human rights' in the press before 
1789.31 

Politically orientated journals increasingly deliberated 
upon the enlightened concept of state and society, in part 
because the Anglo-American conflict32 was resolved by 
military means. Discussions of the sovereignty of the people, 
the doctrine of social contract, representation, and constitu-
tionalism were given broad scope by German jpurnals. 
Naturally the periodicals considered these subjects not only in 
terms of North America, or of the significance of events: their 
political impact sharpened as unacceptable aspects ofGerman 
society were also exposed. Schlözer himself spoke out on 
several occasions in the StatsAnzeigen, particularly on questions 
of political freedom and forms of government. Just prior to the 
outbreak of the French Revolution, debate over the state 
constitution was rekindled and taken a step further by E. 
Brandes ( 17 58-18 ro), the anglophile Hanoverian official in 
charge of Göttingen University, who as a friend of Edmund 
Burke was one of the very first German writers to criticize the 
French Revolution, in the Berliner Monatsschrift. 33 In these 
articles Brandes examined law and constitution and theories 
of state in measured historical accounts; he also expressed 
concrete criticism of the constitutions of the German Reich 
.and its territories, combined with wide-ranging or fragmentary 
schemes for the implementation ofreforms. Other themes that 
were aired included the ecclesiastical principalities, guilds, 
serfdom, government economic reforms, the Prussian legal 
reforms, welfare for the poor, health care, educational reform, 
the justification of the death penalty, the„question of religious 

'" Sec H. E. Bödckcr, 'Menschenrechte im deutschen publizistischen Diskurs vor 
1789', in G. Birtsch (ed.), Grund- und Freiheitsrechte von der ständischen <:Ur späibürgerlichen 
Gesellschaft (Göttingen, 1987), 392 II 

'" Sec H. Dippel, Germany and the American Revolution 177<J-1800: A Socio-Historical 
lnvestigation qf l.ate Eighteenth-Century Political Thinking (Wiesbaden, 1978). 

:i:i E. Brandes, 'Ucbcr den politischen Geist Englands', Berlinische Monatsschriji, 7 
( 1786), 101 II, 217 I[, 293 ff.; Oll the contcxt sec R. Dophcidc, 'Republikanismus in 
Deutschland: Studie zur Theorie der Republik in der deutschen Publizistik des späten 
18 . .Jahrhunderts', Ph.D. thcsis (Bochum, 1981 ). 
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tolerance, freedom of the press, and more. The list of issues 
and topics that were covered could be extended ad infinitum. 

A major feature of this process of politicization lay in the 
fact that journals ceased to be mere news-sheets: they were, 
rather, involved in a continuous inter-periodical dialogue. 
There was barely a single journal that did not occasionally 
review an essay, take up a theme, or continue a debate that 
had appeared in another journal, and it was rare for 
correspondence of the more famous contemporary figures not 
to mention articles that had featured in leading publications. 
Christian W. Dohm (1751-1820), who then held a chair for 
cameralistic sciences in Kassel and was a famous political 
journalist, and A. L. Schlözer carried on a dispute over North 
American trade, which delved far deeper than pure economics. 
Besides asking what role journalism should be playing, they 
touched mainly upon the political attitude to be adopted 
toward the American Revolution, with Schlözer presenting 
four major themes which appeared to him fundamental to an 
assessment of the Revolution. He condemned the Boston Tea 
Party and spoke out against the right to tax the colonies, 
though he remained unsure about whether the British 
government even wanted to exercise this right. But for him the 
crucial point was that of the right of resistance. 34 

Excellent background information on the origins and events 
of the French Revolution was provided by a controversy 
conducted in the l 780s between Christian F. Pfeffel ( 1736-
1807),35 a servant of the French government, writing in 
Schlözer's StatsAnzeigen, and Friedrich A. Büsching (1724-93), 
the Berlin Lutheran theologian, geographer, and editor of 
journals, who edited the Wöchentliche Nachrichten von neuen 
geographischen, statistischen u. a. Büchern. The controversy, which 
centred on France's financial situation, did more than merely 
raise awareness about the social and political problems that 
Germany's neighbour faced. Pfeffel gave an accurate account 
of France's potential and economic power at the end of the 
ancien rigime. Thanks to the StatsAnzeigen and other politically 
orientated journals, readers were able to follow in great detail 

" 4 Sec H. Dippel, Germany and the American Revolution 1770-1800, 93 ff. 
'"' Fora still relevant account sec L. Bcrgsträßcr, Christian Pfeffels politische Tätigkeit 

infran;:.ösischen Diensten (Heidelberg, 1906). 
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each stage in the developments leading up to the Revolution. 
There were reports on the convening of the provincial 
assemblies, on the sessions of the Assembly of Notables, as 
well as on the convocation of the Estates General and the role 
of the parlements. In articles that went down to minutiae, there 
was argument over the plans of Necker and Calonne for 
financial reform. While Schlözer supported Necker, his 
professional rival W. B. von Schirach, the editor of the 
Politisches Journal, backed Calonne. 

Finally, let us consider the case of a protracted and wide-
ranging dispute concerning concepts of government. Writing 
in the Teutscher Merkur in 1777, Wieland had defended the 
'divine right of authority' .36 He had been prompted by 
Christian W. Dohm's 'Nachrichten aus Portugal' (News from 
Portugal) in the previous volume of the Teutscher Merkur that 
year, which had declared the sovereignty of the people to be a 
human right. 37 In his editorial rejoinder, Wieland seized the 
opportunity to criticize the doctrines of social contract and the 
sovereignty of the people as the principles ofradical innovators. 
As far as he was concerned, 'divine right' clearly no langer 
meant God's grace. lt is easy to understand the indignation 
that ensued in the wake of Wieland's exposition, since he 
proceeded to justify right by might, and thus affirmed the 
right of those already in power to exercise that power. The 
debate was joined by almost every journal and by the most 
varied of writers. Dohm himself offered no explicit public 
defence to Wieland's attack. The most prominent of the many 
critics was the rich merchant and philosopher Friedrich 
Heinrichjacobi (1743-1819), who, having been reminded of 
Wieland's essay by another publication, wrote a biting 
response in 1781 in the Deutsches Museum entitled 'Uber Recht 
und Gewalt' (On Right and Force).38 The poor quality ofthe 

'.l6 C. M. Wieland, 'Über das göttliche Recht der Obrigkeit, oder über den 
Lehrsatz: "Daß die höchste Gewalt in einem Staat durch das Volk geschaffen sey" ', 
Teutscher Merkur, 4 ( 1777), 119 ff.; on the contcxt cf. H. Jaumann, 'Politische 
Vernunft, anthropologischer Vorbehalt, dichterische Fiktion: Zu Wielands Kritik des 
Politischen', Modem /,angua,tte Notes, 99 (1984), 461 ff. 

37 C. W. Dohm, •~achrichtcn aus Portugal', Teutscher Merkur, 3 ( 1777), 259 II 
38 F. H. Jacobi, 'Uber Recht und Gewalt, oder philosophische Erwägung eines 

Aufsatzes von dem Herrn Hofrath Wieland, über das göttliche Recht der Obrigkeit, 
im deutschen Merkur, November 1777', Deutsches Museum,, (1781), 522 ff. 
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printing led him to discontinue the argument; but he did 
rework his thoughts into a monologue which appeared 
separately, entitled Etwas das Leßing gesagt hat. Ein Kommentar 
zu den Reisen der Päpste nebst Betrachtungen von einem Dritten 
(Something Lessing Said. A Commentary on the Travels of 
the Popes and Observations from a Third Party).39 But in 
r 783 he slipped a kind of postscript into the Deutsches 
Museum, 40 which was shortly followed by an essay entitled 
'Ueber und bei Gelegenheit des kürzlich erschienenen Werkes, 
Des Lettres de Cachet et Prisons d'Etat' (On and Concerning 
the Recently Published Work, Lettres De Cachet and State 
Prisons).41 

lndeed, almost every journal of the r 790s turned its 
attention to politics as a consequence of the revolutionary 
events in France, since the French Revolution had caused a 
great stir in German educated circles.42 

Faced with a need for more information, the educated 
classes also proved more willing to take sides, and they 
became less timid in expressing and exchanging opinions. 
Journals set out to act as the major drive behind and catalyst 
for society's debates. The transition of the journal from its role 
as provider of material for political discourse to that of 
simultaneous bearer and representative of that discourse, took 
place primarily in the latter third of the eighteenth century. At 
this time, the press grew into its new function as institution of 
public reflection and representative of public opinion. Journ-
alists,43 and almost every learned German, spent at least some 
of their time wri ting for journals, on affairs they considered to 
be of public import and which they feit would be occupying 
the thoughts of others like them. 

:<9 (Anonymous), Etwas das l.eßing gesagt hat: Ein Kommentar zu den Reisen der Päpste 
nebst Betrachtungen von einem Drillen (Berlin, 1782). 

40 (Anonymous), 'Gedanken Verschiedener bey Gelegenheit einer merkwürdigen 
Schrift', Deutsches Museum, 1 (1783), 3 ff. and 2 (1783), 389 ff. 

41 (Anonymous), 'Ueber und bei Gelegenheit des kürzlich erschienenen Werkes, 
Des Lcttrcs de Cachct et Prisons d'Etat', Deutsches Museum, 1 ( 1783), 361 ff. and 
435 ff. 

42 Fora rcccnt account sec J. Voss (cd.), Deutschland und die Französische Revolution 
(Munich and Zurich, 1983);J. Droz, l.'Allemagne et la Rivolutionfranfaise (Paris, 1949) 
rcmains important. 

4" Sec W. Martcns, 'Die Geburt des Journalisten in der Aufklärung', Wolfenbütteler 
Studien zur Aujklärun,i;, 1 (1974), 84. ff. 
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IV 

With the consent of their readership, the new role of journals 
had become that of carrying the voice of public reason-or of 
educating the readership in the art of reasoning. Criticism 
provided the vehicle for both. Undeterred by unabated 
censorship, 44 journalists and publishers of journals wanted to 
expand the process of politicization. Consequently, the 
Enlightenment process of politicization must be regarded as 
the result of more intensive communication, which in its turn 
derived from the intellectual and social mobilization of the 
educated strata. The reading public was itself the greatest 
prop for the press as 'institution': firstly because a large 
readership confirmed the authority of the press; secondly, and 
more importantly, because public acclaim alone could render 
the voice of journalism an organ of opinion with respect to the 
princely courts, an opinion which towards the end of the 
century termed itself 'public opinion' and which feit that the 
freedom granted to it by the authorities was never enough. Yet 
such acclaim was already given by the fact that people bought 
journals, for regular consumption is usually evidence of 
interest and agreement. 

The establishment of a voice in public, which proceeded to 
become the voice of the public, and hence 'public opinion', 
showed that the educated strata fundamentally believed the 
decisions of the princes tobe susceptible to rationaljudgement. 
Wekhrlin captured this weil when he wrote that the govern-
ments had been stripped of 'the monopoly on reason' .45 

'Public opinion' assumed the character of political practice. 
But communication with power, that is with the incumbents 
ofpower, meant power sharing only in so far as people had an 
opportunity to integrate their arguments into the will of the 
rulers: only those who are heard can hope to be heeded. lt 
follows, then, that to a large extent the resultant conflict, 

44 Sec thc rcvicw of litcraturc by J. Fromme, 'Kontrollpraktiken während des 
Absolutismus 1648-1806', in H. D. Fischer (cd.), Deutsche Kommunikationskontrolle des 
15. bis 20. Jahrhunderts (Munich, 1982), 36 ff.; thc Ph.D. thcsis of 0. Krempel, 'Das 
Zensurrecht in Deutschland zu Ausgang des 18. und Beginn des 19. Jahrhunderts', 
(Würzburg, 1921 ), is still relevant. 

45 W. L. Wekhrlin, Das graue Un,(feheuer, 2 ( r 789), 124; cf. Jean Mondot, Wilhelm 
Ludwig Wekhrlin, Un publiciste des lumieres (2 vols.; Bordeaux, 1986). 
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which at root was a battle to establish public op1mon as a 
counterweight to the absolutist state, took the form and name 
of a battle for the freedom of the press. 46 

The educated strata cherished the hope that 'public 
opinion' would have a direct moral and political impact, and 
expected tobe able to apply pressure on the ruling strata. The 
latter, for their part, could ill afford to ignore such expectations 
if they did not wish to forfeit their authority. Faith in the 
public as a political arbiter, in its putative influence, and 
increasing enlightenment lay in the fact that the educated 
strata were aware of their ability to influence successfully 
'public opinion' already. There is no doubt that they 
perceived themselves as the 'magistrates' or 'deputies' of 
'public opinion'. 'Every writer', the radical journalist Wilhelm 
Ludwig Wekhrlin ( r 739-92) wrote in r 784, 'is a born 
advocate of humanity. For his prescience endows him with 
the gift of being useful to society; and we are useful to society 
only ifwe inform it ofits interests.'47 There are too many other 
similar statements from the time for us to be able to regard 
Wekhrlin's confidence as a product of mere exuberance.48 

The notion that freedom of the press also had td include the 
right to criticize existing political and social conditions gained 
more and more support among the educated strata. Ever 
greater importance was attached to the concept of a political 
public sphere as an institution which maintained an unyielding 
check on authority, as what Wekhrlin, in exaggerated tones, 
called a 'fearsome tribunal' .49 The first signs of a theory of 
press freedom began to be disseminated. Advocates stated 
that the role of the press was to monitor the activities of the 
ruling powers, and they posited public opinion as a medium 
for the formation of political will. They also saw public 
opinion as a force whose political reasoning would act as a 
counterweight to established government. The educated 
strata did want to have a say in affairs of state, and did want 

46 Sec F. Schneider, 'Presse, Pressefreiheit, Zensur', in 0. Brunncr, W. Conzc, and 
R. Koscllcck (cds.), Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe (Stuttgart, 1978), iv. 899.ff. 

47 W. L. Wckhrlin, Das .ttraue Ungeheuer, 2 (1784), 190. 
48 Sec R. Vierhaus, 'Der aufgeklärte Schriftsteller: Zur sozialen Charakteristik 

einer selbsternannten Elite', in H. E. Bödckcr and U. Herrmann (~ds.), Uber den 
Pro::,eß der Aujklärun.f? in Deutschland: Personen, Institutionen und Medien (Gotttingcn, 1987), 
53 ff. 4" W. L. Wckhrlin, Hyperboreische Briefe, 1 (1788), 19. 
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to be part of the state. But in the minds of the proponents of 
Enlightenment, the control function of the public sphere was 
often more important than the institutionalized limitation of 
political power and the demand for political participation.50 

The learned men, public officials, lawyers, teachers, and 
members of the clergy, the majority of whom either were in 
the Civil Service or occupied other official positions, who were 
linked to, and materially dependent on, the German territorial 
states, and who formed the substratum of nascent 'public 
opinion', were not simply opposed to absolutism. When 
Jürgen Habermas describes the emergent 'bourgeois public', 
in which 'public reflection' established itself, as the 'sphere of 
private individuals who had gathered to form a public',51 it 
should not be forgotten that most of these private individuals 
were in their professional lives 'servants of the state', and 
holders of office. Their professional positions offered them 
scope to work for reform. 

While the educated strata did manifest a certain underlying 
consensus of political conviction, German Aufklärung did not 
simply merge into absolutism. Yet neither did it take the form 
of a common will to take clearly defined political action. I. 
Fetscher has described the structural feature ofEnlightenment 
political consciousness and action as 'bourgeois reformism'. 52 

lt allowed both opposition to and co-operation with the 
external social world. This was reflected, for example, in the 
activities of the educated strata in their voluntary economic 
and patriotic organizations. Through the conviction that 
'each and every civilized citizen' had rights and that attention 
should be paid 'neither to rank nor precedence',53 the 
educated differentiated themselves from the absolutist system 

50 Sec thc fundamental analysis by E. Hcllrr.uth, 'Aufklärung und Pressefreiheit: 
Zur Debatte der Berliner Mittwochsgesellschaft während der Jahre 1783 und 1784', 
Zeitschriftfar historische Forschung, 9 (1982), 316 ff. 

51 J. Habcrmas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit, 40. 
52 Sec I. Fctschcr, 'Immanuel Kants bürgerlicher Reformismus', in K. von Bcymc 

(ed.), Theory and Politics: Festschrift zum 70. Geburtstag von Gar/Joachim Friedrich (Haag, 
1971), 70 ff. Sec also Bödckcr, 'Prozesse und Strukturen politischer Bewußtseinsbildung 
der deutschen Aufklärung', 1 o ff. 

s:, Nachricht von der Veranlassung, dem Zweck und der Organisierung der Gesellschaft zur 
Förderung der vaterländischen Industrie Nürnbergs und von deren inneren Einrichtungen 
(Nurcmberg, 1793), 28--g. On thc context, sec R. Vierhaus (cd.), Deutsche patriotische 
und gemeinnützige Gesellschaften. 
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with which they co-operated. The educated strata believed 
that they could, and indeed had to, pursue a course of co-
operation with traditional power élites because as publicists 
and public officials they perceived themselves as the real 
bearers of reform. And what provided the driving force behind 
the particular German manifestation of the Enlightenment as 
a movement for practical reforms was the journal. 
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The True Concept of Liberty 
Political Theory in Germany in the Second Half of the 

Eighteenth Century 

DIETHELM KLIPPEL 

Given the verdicts of some American and English historians 
writing on eighteenth-century Germany, it might seem a 
dubious enterprise to attempt to outline the varieties of 
political theory in the Germany of that time. For it is a widely 
held view that the German Enlightenment was either unpolit-
ical or authoritarian. 1 Peter Gay, for instance, believes that 
the 'German Aufklärer were isolated, impotent, and almost 
wholly unpolitical',2 T. C. W. Blanning writes that 'the 
unpolitical character of German thought could not be 
changed overnight, not even by as dramatic an episode as the 
French Revolution', 3 and Klaus Epstein observes that 'social 
and political protest was vigorous but remained naively 
unpolitical'. 4 Doubts as to the allegedly unpolitical character 
of German thinking up to the French Revolution are raised 
not only by the self-contradictory quality of Epstein's state-
ment, but also by Blanning's contention that a 'peculiarly 
authoritarian character' of German political thought 'had 
been discernible for centuries'. 5 In his book The German Idea of 
I am grateful to my wifc and Dr Keith Tribe, Univcrsity of Keclc, for ehecking the 
English of this paper and for suggcsting improvements. 

1 Cf. G. P. Gooch, Gennany and the French Revolution (1920; repr. London, 1965), 21; 
R. Aris, History of Political Thought in Gennany from 1789 to 1815 ( 1936; repr. London, 
1965), 27, 31; L. Gershoy, From Despotism to Revolution 1763-1789 (New York and 
London, 1944), 54, 228; H. Holborn, A History of Modern Gennany 1648-1840 (New 
York, 1969), 308. 

i P. Gay, The Enlightenment: An Interpretation: The Rise of Modem Paganism (London, 
1967), 4. 

" T. C. W. Blanning, Reform and Revolution in Mainz 1743-1803 (Cambridge, 1974), 
311. 4 K. Epstein, The Genesis of Gennan Conservatism (Princeton, 1966), 33. 

'' Blanning, Reform and Revolution, 15. 
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Freedom, Leonard Krieger combines these two views-the view 
that German thought is unpolitical and the view that it is 
authoritarian-in his characterization of the notion of free-
dom: as opposed to 'the individual secular liberty familiar to 
the western political tradition', Krieger discerns 'a peculiar 
German attitude toward liberty', lying in the 'juxtaposition-
indeed, even the connection-of one conception ofliberty that 
could be realized only within the authoritarian state and of 
another that could be realized only in an absolute realm 
beyond all states' .6 

'Unpolitical', in this context, can be interpreted in different 
ways. First, it has been alleged that 'there was no systematic 
thinking in Germany about the principles ofpolitics before the 
French Revolution'. 7 We can hardly take this seriously; the 
wealth of systematic political thinking speaks for itself. One 
need only mention the cameralists, the Polizeiwissenschaftler, 
the Reichspublizisten, and the authors belonging to the natural 
law school.8 How far they may be classified as 'authoritarian' 
remains to be seen. 

6 L. Krieger, The German ldea of Freedom: History of a Political Tradition ( 1957; rcpr. 
Chicago and London, 1972), p. ix. These vicws arc by no mcans characteristic of 
English and Amcrican authors only; thcy arc sharcd by Gcrman historians writing in 
thc 19th and first half of thc 20th ccnts.: sec A. E. Bcrgcr, 'Die Entwicklung der 
Aufklärungsideen in Westeuropa von der Reformation bis zur französischen 
Revolution',Jahrbuchdes Freien Deutschen Hochschulstifts (1911), 1986 ff., 208; H. Hcttner. 
Geschichte der deutschen Literatur im achtzehnten Jahrhundert4 {Brunswick, 1893), ii. 159, 
330, 362; E. Trocltsch, 'Die Aufklärung', in id., Gesammelte Schriften, iv: Auj,ät::,e ::,ur 
Geistesgeschichte und Religionssoziolo,l!,ie, cd. Hans Baron ( 1925; rcpr. Aalen, 1966), 363 f.; 
L. A. Veit, Das Aufklärungsschrifttum des 18.Jahrhunderts und die deutsche Kirche (Colognc, 
1937), 12 f.; B. von Wiese, 'Kultur der Aufklärung', in A. Vicrkandt (cd.), 
Handwörterbuch der So::,iolo,l!,ie (1931; rcpr. Stuttgart, 1959), 14 ff., 24. 

7 Gooch, Gennany and the French Revolution, 2 1; Aris, History ef Political Thought, 2 7, 31. 
" Cf. J. Brückner, Staatswissenschaften, Kameralismus und Naturrecht {Munich, 1977); 

K. Tribe, Goveming Economy: The Reformation of German Economic Discourse 1750--1840 
(Cambridge, in press); H. Maier, Die ältere deutsche Staats- und Verwaltungslehre2 

{Munich, 1980); P. Prcu, Polizeibegriff und Staatszwecklehre: Die Entwicklun,I!, des 
Polizeibegriff., durch die Rechts- und Staatswissenschaften des 18. Jahrhundert< (Göttingen, 
1983); D. Willoweit, Die Rechtsgrundlagen der Territorialgewalt (Colognc and Vicnna, 
1975); U. A.J. Becher, Politische Gesellschaft: Studien ::,ur Genese bürgerlicher Öffentlichkeit 
in Deutschland (Göttingen, 1978); B. Rocek, Reichssystem und Reich,herkommen: Die 
Diskussion über die Staatlichkeit des Reiches in der politischen Publizistik des 1 7. und 18. 
Jahrhunderts {Wiesbaden and Stuttgart, 1984); D. Klippcl, Politische Freiheit und 
Freiheitsrechte im deutschen Naturrecht des 18. Jahrhunderts {Paderborn, 1976); C. Link, 
Herrschajisordnung und bürgerliche Freiheit: Grenzen der Staatsgewalt und der älteren deutschen 
Staatslehre (Vicnna, Colognc, and Graz, 1979); E. Hcllmuth, Naturrechtsphilosophie und 
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Secondly, 'unpolitical' could imply that, apart from a few 
authors who treated politics as an academic discipline, the 
German middle dass did not develop anything like a political 
mentality until the end of the century and that it lacked 
political self-confidence. Even a short and sketchy examination 
of recent research shows that, in this sense, a distinct 
politicization of German Enlightenment took place during the 
eighteenth century.9 Evidence for the growth of political 
consciousness amongst the educated middle classes lies in 
what Horst Möller calls Organisation der Aufklärung, 10 that is, 
the growing number of newspapers, journals, and books 
published, 11 the widespread interest in Masonic lodges and 
reading societies, and the emergence of secret societies and 
political associations. 12 

Thirdly, the characterization of German Enlightenment as 
unpolitical could mean that there was a lack of liberal and 
democratic political thought. However, historical research in 
the last two decades has shown that, in the late eighteenth 
century, such ideas were published much more frequently in 
Germany that has hitherto been assumed. 13 This new insight 
was mainly achieved by drawing on the works of nearly 

bürokratischer Werthorizont: Studien zur preußischen Geistes- und Sozialgeschichte des 18. 
Jahrhunderts (Göttingen, 1985); M. Stollcis (cd.), Staatsdenker im 17. und 18.Jahrhundert: 
Reichspublizistik, Politik, Naturrechf (Frankfurt-On-Main, 1987). 

" H. E. Bödckcr and U. Herrmann (cds.), Aufklärung als Politisierung-Politisierung 
der Aufklärung (Hamburg, 1987); R. Vierhaus, 'Politisches Bewußtsein in Deutschland 
vor 1789', Der Staat, 6 (1967), 175 ff. 

10 H. Möller, Vernunft und Kritik: Deutsche Aufklärung im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert 
(Frankfurt-on-Main, 1986), 212 ff. 

11 H. Kiesel and P. Münch, Gesellschaft und Literatur im 18. Jahrhundert: Voraus-
setzungen und Entstehun,[; des literarischen Markts in Deutschland (Munich, 1977). 

12 R. van Dülmen, Die Gesellschaft der Aujklärer: Zur bürgerlichen Emanzipation und 
aujklärerischen Kultur in Deutschland (Frankfurt-On-Main, 1986); U. Im Hof, Das ,f;esellige 
Jahrhundert: Gesellschaft und Gesellschaften im Zeitalter der Aufklärung (Munich, 1982). 

'" Cf. Z. Batscha, Studien zur politischen Theorie des deutschen Frühliberali.<mus 
(Frankfurt-on-Main, 1981); Klippcl, Politische Freiheit und Freiheitsrechte; 1. Stephan, 
/,iterarischer Jakobinismus in Deutschland 178g-1806 (Stuttgart, 1976); 0. Büsch and W. 
Grab (cds.), Die demokratische Bewegung in Mitteleuropa im ausgehenden 18. und frühen 19. 
Jahrhundert (Berlin, 1980); H. Rcinaltcr, Der Jakobinismus in Mitteleuropa: Eine 
Einführung (Stuttgart, Berlin, Colognc, and Mainz, 1981); W. Grab, Ein Volk muß 
seine Freiheit selbst erobern: Zur Geschichte der deutschen Jakobiner (Frankfurt-On-Main, 
Oltcn, and Vicnna, 1984); sec also thc pcriodical Aufklärung-Vormärz-Revolution: 
Mitteilungen der internationalen Forschungrgruppe "Demokratische Bewe,1tungen in Mitteleuropa 
1770-1850" an der Universität lnn.rbruck (Innsbruck, 1981 ff.). 
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forgotten and lesser-known theorists rather than by reinter-
preting famous political philosophers such as Kant and Fichte. 

The following broad overview ofGerman political theory in 
the eighteenth century will show that the German Enlighten-
ment was neither unpolitical nör always authoritarian. 
Plainly, not all dimensions of political thinking can be covered 
in a short essay, and so the notion of liberty-a key term in 
eighteenth-century Germany-will be singled out for ana-
lysis.14 When dealing with it, one has to take into account 
other central topics in the political thinking of that time, such 
as the state of nature, the social contract, sovereignty, and the 
aims of civil society. This will provide an example of the type 
of approach used in Begriffsgeschichte, which is the metliodo-
logical basis of the historical dictionary Geschichtliche Grund-
begriffe. 15 

The different aspects of 'liberty' can be revealed through 
the study of books on natural law which were published in the 
later seventeenth and throughout the eighteenth centuries 
under such titles as Jus naturae et gentium, Recht der Vernunft, 
System des Rechts der Natur, Lehrbuch des Naturrechts, or simply 
Naturrecht. These works should not just be taken as yet more 
examples of natural rights theories; in the German context 
they stand for much more. They contain the rational 
justification of enlightened absolutism and a theoretically 
well-founded outline of its aims and politics. Later on, ideas 
opposed to the political system and the political theory of the 
ancien régime can be found in these works. This article, 
however, is not limited to reconstructions of notions of liberty 
found in natural rights theories; it draws on wider sources. 

The history of political discourse cannot be dismissed as 
irrelevant to our understanding of a past political culture. 
Works on the law ofnature provide a particularly appropriate 
means of throwing light on the interdependence of theory and 
practice in eighteenth-century Germany. Undoubtedly, law-

14 J. Schlumbohm, Freiheit: Die Anfan.~e der bü~~erlichen Eman;;,ipationsbewegung in 
Deutschland im Spiegel ihres /,eitwortes (Düsseldorf, 197.5); Klippcl, Politische Freiheit und 
Freiheitsrechte. 

15 0. Brunncr, W. Conzc, and R. Koscllcck (cds.), Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: 
Lexikon ;;,ur politisch-.ro:cialen Sprache in Deutschland (6 vols.; Stuttgart, 1972 ff); thc 
mcthodology is discusscd by Rcinhart Koscllcck in thc first volumc, pp. xiii-xxvii. Sec 
also Koscllcck, Futures Pas/ (Cambridge, Mass., 198.5). 
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yers were taught natural law and ius publicum universale 
(Allgemeines Staatsrecht)-as that part of the law of nature 
dealing with civil society was called-at German universities 
throughout the eighteenth century. 16 Publications on natural 
law were an important part of legal literature; only a small 
proportion of the host of 'systems of the law of nature' and 
doctoral theses recorded in the three-volume bibliography by 
Christian Friedrich Georg Meister (1749-57)17 have so far 
been explored. The same is true for the second half of the 
eighteenth and the early nineteenth centuries. 18 It can be 
assumed that the political implications of these writings were 
part of the 'collective mentality' of German lawyers. Apart 
from that, it is as important to analyse political ideas which 
were used to legitimize a political system or to argue in favour 
of political aims beyond the reality as to find out about the 
political reality itself: it often seems tobe forgotten that theory 
is part of the historical reality. Lastly, it could be of some use 
to take stock again of the currents of political theory in 
Germany in the eighteenth century because of widespread 
errors in the historical literature, and also because of 
numerous advances in historical research which both supple-
ment and modify the standard work by Fritz Valjavec, 
published in 1951. 19 

In brief, five currents within political thought can be 
distinguished: writers justifying or supporting enlightened 
absolutism, theorists advocating the interests of the Estates 
against absolutism, and, at the end of the century, the 
development ofliberal, democratic, and conservative political 
ideas. Whereas the first two extend from the first half of the 
eighteenth century to its end, with considerable modifications 
occurring in the second half of the century, the last three 

lh Cf: R. Stintzing and E. Landsberg, Geschichte der Deutschen Recht.rwissen.rchaft, iii: 1 
(Munich and Leipzig, 1898), text 35 ff., notcs 15 ff.; Hcllmuth, Naturrechts-
philosophie und bürokratischer Werthori;;ont, 27 n:, 111 ff. (with regard to Prussia). 

17 C. F. G. Meister, Bibliotheca iuris naturae et,i:entium (3 vols., Göttingen, 174g-57). 
18 L. A. Warnkönig, Rechtsphilosophie als Naturlehre des Rechts (Freiburg i. Br., 1839), 

137 n; lists I08 works published between 1785 and 1831. The bibliography is 
incomplcte and does not include books on Al/gemeines Staatsrecht. 

19 F. Valjavee, Die Entstehung der politischen Strömungen in Deutschland 1770-1818 
(Vienna, 1951 ). In an essay for the reprint (Kronbcrg/Ts. and Düsseldorf, 1978)Jörn 
Garber givcs a useful assessment both ofthe significance ofValjavcc's work and ofthc 
problcms of further research, 
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succeed m transforming the political thinking of the ancien 
régime into modern political theories. lt has to be stressed, 
however, that this classification contains areas of overlap and 
that some theorists are difficult to place; clear-cut distinctions 
can be made only to a limited degree. 

In Germany, it was the law of nature which, starting with 
Samuel Pufendorf and Christian Thomasius and extending to 
the later eighteenth century, was used to justify or at least 
sustain enlightened absolutism. lt is characteristic of these 
authors that they distinguish between the state of nature 
(status naturalis; status originarius) and the state of society (status 
civilis); the first is also referred to as the state of liberty (status 
libertatis). 20 According to Pufendorf, natural liberty consists in 
not being subject to any other man's dominion. 21 lt is a 
matter of controversy whether this can be interpreted as the 
beginning of the liberal concept of freedom in Germany.22 But 
such an interpretation would, at least, be misleading, as the 
social contract puts an end to the state of nature as weil as to 
natural liberty.23 This contract may even be concluded 
tacitly, that is by the actual obedience of the subjects to the 
absolute rule of the sovereign.24 lt does not, then, secure 
natural liberty or the natural rights ofman, asjohn Locke, for 
instance, suggests, but abolishes them. In the opinion of 
Pufendorf and many other authors, man entering civil society 

20 S. Pufcndorf, De jure naturae et gentium libri octo ( 1672; Frankfurt and Leipzig, 
1744), 2. 2. 3; C. Thomasius, lnstitutionumjurisprudentiae divinae libri tres (1688; Halle, 
1730), r. r. 120; J. H. Boehmer, lntroductio in ius publicum universate2 (Halle, 1726), 46 
('status libertatis seu naturalis'); C. Wollf, Jus naturae methodo scientifica pertractatum, i. 
(Frankfurt and Leipzig, 1764), § 146. 

21 Pufcndorf, De jure naturae et gentium, 2. 2. 3. 
22 With regard to Wolff, this point is discussed by Hellmuth, Naturrechtsphilosophie 

and bürokratischer Werthori;:ont, 62 ff.; for further literaturc sec D. Klippcl, 'Persönlich-
keit und Freiheit: Das "Recht der Persönlichkeit" in der Entwicklung der 
Freiheitsrechte im 18. und 19. Jahrhundert', in G. Birtsch (ed.), Grund- und 
Freiheitsrechte von der ständischen ;:ur spätbürgerlichen Gesellschaft (Göttingen, 1987), 26g-
90. 

2'1 Cf. Pufcndorf, De jure naturae et gentium, 7. 1. 4; Bochmer, lntroductio in ius publicum 
universale, 571; N. H. Gundling, Ausfiihrlicher Discours über das Natur- und Völcker-Recht 
(Frankfurt and Leipzig, 1734), 130; Wollf, lus naturae, vii, § 2ro;J.-G. Darjes, Discours 
über sein Natur- und Völker Recht O ena, 1 763), iii. 944. 

24 Bochmer, lntroductio in iuspublicum universale, 173,187; G. E. Fritsch, luspublicum 
universale et pragmaticum Ucna, 1734), 37 f.; Wolff, lus naturae, viii, § 35. 
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repudiates his natural liberty and turns into the subject of the 
absolute ruler. As a consequence, the subjects in civil society 
no longer possess their natural liberty, but only as much of it as 
the will of the prince actually permits.25 

None the less, one person continues to enjoy his natural 
liberty: the monarch, because he still lives in the state of 
nature. 26 Therefore, the rules of natural law conceived for the 
state of nature turn out to be legal provisions for sovereign 
princes; the law of nature is a legal and ethical system adapted 
to the interests of sovereign princes. This is why Gottfried 
Ernst Fritsch writes in his Jus publicum universale in . 1 734: 
'Regere Rempublicam Principibus proprium: quare et ius 
publicum universale Principibus proprium ... '.27 Clearly, 
this kind oflaw of nature does not defend the natural rights of 
the individual against the state, !et alone demand their 
observance. 

Though this attitude is weakened in the second half of the 
eighteenth century, the basic assumptions do not change. 
However, the residue of natural liberty enjoyed by the 
individual in the state now receives a name: civil liberty. 28 Its 
scope is defined by the aims of civil society, which are usually 
seen in the pursuit of happiness.29 But it is not up to the 
individual himself to determine what will effect his happiness; 
on the contrary, the government decides on the appropriate 
measures to achieve this end.30 Polizeiwissenschaft, in particular, 
provides the necessary rules and insights for this task; 
therefore it is perhaps the most significant academic and 
literary discipline of enlightened absolutism in Germany. 

2" Boehmer, Jntroductio in ius publicum universale, 238. 
26 Ibid. 230 f.; Fritsch, Jus publicum universale, 135; Gundling, Auif,ihrlicher Discours, 

31; Wolff, Jus naturae, viii, § 44. 27 Fritsch, Jus publicum universale, 5. 
28 L. J. F. Höpfncr, Naturrecht des einzelnen Menschen, der Gesellschaft und der Völker" 

(Gießen 1785), 166: 'Im Staate ist ... ein Rest der natürlichen Freyheit, den man 
bürgerliche Freyheit nennt' (The Statc contains a residue of natural frcedom, known 
as civil libcrty); G. Achenwall,Jus naturae·' (Göttingen, 1763), 89; 'Residuum libertatis 
naturalis ... vocatur libertas civilis.' 

29 H. G. von justi, Natur und Wesen der Staaten, als die Quelle aller Regierungswis-
senschaften und Gesetze (Mitau, 1771), 80; J. F. von Pfciffer, Natürliche aus dem Endzweck 
der Gesellschaft entstehende Alf.i;emeine Polizeiwissenschaft (2 vols.; Frankfurt-on-Main, 
1779), i. 410. 

'.lO U. Engclhardt, 'Zum Begriff der Glückseligkeit in der kameralistischen 
Staatslehre des 18.jahrhunderts 0- H. G. v.Justi)', Zeitschriftfiir historische Forschung, 

: 8 (1981), 37 IT. 
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This type of 'modernized' natural law was especially 
favoured by the Civil Servants in Prussia, who were influenced 
by the law of nature as propounded by Christian Wolff, 
Daniel Nettelbladt, and Joachim Georg Darjes at the univer-
sities of Halle and Frankfurt an der Oder. As Eckhart 
Hellmuth has shown, 31 it is characteristic of their views that 
they both endorsed enlightened absolutism and legitimized 
the existence of an enlightened bureaucracy. Thus, as part of 
the 'collective mentality' of the bureaucracy, this type of 
natural law provides the motives and the raison d'être for a 
profession carrying out the reforms of enlightened absolutism 
in Prussia. But it very rarely touches on liberal political ideas. 
In 1801 the German writer Jean Paul Uohann Paul Friedrich 
Richter) gives a good description of this mentality: 'Heavens! 
they were enlightened eighteenth-century people-they 
supported Frederick II, moderate freedom and good light 
reading and a moderate deism-and a moderate philosophy-
they spoke out against ghostly apparitions, zealotry and 
extremes ... '32 

However, the legitimation of the power of the absolutist 
state developed within the system of natural law did not 
always correspond to the legal and political realities of 
eighteenth-century Germany. This is evident inJohannJacob 
Moser's description of the German princes' endcavours to 
become absolute rulers and do away with the ancient 
constitutional rights of the territorial and provincial diets: 

[Like Frederick William I] Duke Carl Leopold zu Mecklenburg-
Schwerin ... allowed the thought of sovereignty to go to his head. 
He wanted to act according to his own peculiar whims, without 
committing himself to anything, and to give himself out as another 
King ofthe Obotritten [medieval tribe in Schleswig-Holstein] ... But it 
is by no means only these lords and masters who, more and more as 
times go by, are trying to use their power in a sovereign or despotic 
manner, and who are less and less interested in the privileges of the 

"' Hcllmuth, Naturrechtsphilosophie und bürokratischer Werthorizont. 
'" Jean Paul, Des l.uftschif.fers Giannozzo Seebuch, in id., Werke, cd. N. Millcr 

(Munich, 1961 ), iii. 950: 'Himmel! es waren aufgeklärte Achtzchnjahrhundcrtcr-sic 
standen ganz für Friedrich IT, für die gemäßigte Freiheit und gute Erholungs-Lektüre 
und einen gemäßigten Deismus-und eine gemäßigte Philosophie-sie erklärten sich 
sehr gegen Geistererscheinungen, Schwärmerei und Extreme .. .' 
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Estates, in taking-advice-sessions and mutual agreement; this has 
become almost a general strategy at all the !arge German courts. 33 

Consequently, Moser attacks 'some of the new teachers of 
public law (Staatslehre) who, in return for money and kind 
words, are willing to defend whatever one wants', and calls 
them 'masters of the sovereignty-brokers guild' .34 Obviously, 
the law of nature as a tool for extending the powers of the 
prince was not acceptable to theorists like Johann Jacob 
Moser or Justus Möser, who defended the liberties of the 
Estates, and thus necessarily opposed absolutism. 35 But this 
struggle should not be mistaken for a struggle for a liberal 
order. 

With regard to sovereignty, the constitution of the German 
Reich as well as the constitutions of most German territories 
stood in the way of the princes' ambitions. Traditional 
liberties, such as, for instance, toleration, freedom of conscience 
and of religion, or the libertas philosophandi, proved to be 
relatively effective safeguards in that they were seen as 
privileges enforceable by positive law. 36 Even in the realm of 
natural law, some authors stress the contractual limits of the 
power of the sovereign, meaning the fundamental laws (leges 
fundamentales) which guarantee the liberties of the Estates. In 
I 72 I, for example, Johann Salomo Brunnqucll maintained 

:n J. J. Moser, Von der l.andeslwheit derer Teutschen Reichsstände überhaupt, in: Neues 
Teutsches Staatsrecht, xiv (Frankfurt and Leipzig, 1773), 252 f.: '[Wie Friedrich 
Wilhelm T.] licssc ... Herzog Carl Leopold zu Mecklenburg-Schwerin sich auch 
Souverainitäts-Gedancken zu Kopfe steigen, wollte sich an nichts binden, sondern 
nach seinem seltsamen Sinn handeln, und einen neuen König der Obotritten 
vorstellen ... Jedoch dise Herren und Höfe scynd es gar nicht nur allein, welche ihre 
Landeshoheit auf eine souvcrainc, oder despotische Weise auszuüben je länger je 
mehr den Anfang machen, und von Landständischen Gerechtsamen, Mit-zu-Rath 
Ziehungen und Mit-Einwilligungen, immer weniger wissen wollen; sondern es ist nun 
bcy nahe der allgemeine Plan aller grosscn Tcutschcn Höfe.' :H lbid 256. 

:i,, Cf: Valjavcc, Politische Strömun,i:en, 39 ff., F. Hertz, The Development of the German 
Public Mind: A Social History of German Political Sentiments, Aspirations and ldeas, ii: The 
A,i:e of Enli,i:htenment (London, 1962), 362 ff.; R. Rürup, Johann Jacob Moser: Pietismus 
und Reform (Wiesbaden, 1965), 28 ff., 112 f., 146, 155 ff., 199 ff. lt must bc addcd, 
though, that Möscr's placc in thc history of political idcas is partieularly diflicult to 
asscs, scej Schröder, Justus Möser als Jurist: Zur Staats- und Rechtslehre in den Patriotischen 
Phantasien und in der Osnabrückischen Geschichte (Colognc, Berlin, Bonn, and M unich, 
1986); J. Knudscn, Justus Möser and the German Enlightenment (Cambridge and New 
York, 1986). 

:i,; Cf. Link, Herrschaftsordnung und bürgerliche Freiheit, 140, 14.6, 156 ff; Klippel, 
Politische Freiheit und Freiheitsrechte, 102 ff. 
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that a prince who does not govern in an absolutist way but 
who has consented to enter into contracts with the diet and 
with his subjects is obliged to carry them out meticulously; 
otherwise he would deprive his subjects of their rights and 
violate the law of nature. 37 But this is the opinion of only a few 
of the authors writing on natural law. Justus Henning 
Boehmer represents the majority in arguing that subjects are 
committed to obedience even if, in breach of contract, the 
prince does restrict or abolish the immunities or privileges 
guaranteed in the fundamental laws.38 

II 

Thus, on the whole, the law of nature was used to justify or 
support the absolutist ambitions of the princes in Germany 
until the last decades of the eighteenth century. There were 
some exceptions, such as Ephraim Gerhard (1682-1718), a 
pupil ofThomasius and a professor oflaw at the University of 
Altdorf, who tried to integrate some political ideas of John 
Locke's into his Delineatio juris naturalis of 1712. 39 But 
generally, there were few theories of natural law before 1770 
that questioned the principle of absolutist state authority. 
Even then, most theorists did not change the methodological 
concept or the basic political message of natural law. The 
most prominent examples of this traditional attitude are 
provided by natural law theorists in Prussia, among them the 
authors of the Prussian General Code (Preußisches Allgemeines 
Landrecht). In order to open new political horizons, natural law 
had to be either discarded in favour of other paradigms of 
political thinking or given new substance. In Germany, liberal 
and democratic political theory at the end of the eighteenth 
century took the second course. 

The attack on basic assumptions of the older law of nature 
begins with the German physiocrats in the 177os.40 Their 

:n J. S. Brunnqucll, Eriiffnele Gedancken von dem allgemeinen Staats-Rechte und dessen 
höchst-nüt;;.lichen Excolirung Ocna, 1 721 ), 38 f.; sec also C. Wolff, Grundsätze des Natur-
und Völckerrechts (Halle, 1754), § 984; Darjcs, Discour.,, iii. 1 121: 'Ein Regent ist pcrfcctc 
obligirt, diesen Capitulationibus oder Lcgibus fundamcntalibus gemäß zu leben; 
denn Pacta sunt scrvanda.' 

'18 Bochmcr, lntroductio in ius puhlicum universale, 598 f. 
39 A Frcnch cd. of Lockc's Two Treatises of Government is citcd on p. 325. 
40 D. Klippcl, 'Der Einfluß der Physiokratcn auf die Entwicklung der liberalen 
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concept of a 'natural order' includes, amongst other demands, 
free competition and freedom of property and trade. I t can be 
seen as a turning-point in German political theory: unlike the 
traditional state of nature, the physiocrats' 'natural order' 
claims absolute validity. lt cannot be abolished or modified by 
the social contract, and it is meant to be realized in civil 
society.Johann August Schlettwein, the most important ofthe 
German physiocrats,41 writes that positive law should be 
merely a proclamation of natural law, and that the legislative 
power of the sovereign is restricted to studying the 'natural 
order' and promulgating its law. lt is the government's duty 
to enforce this 'natural order' .42 Neither the social contract 
nor government must limit natural liberty and the natural 
rights of the individual. Even the objectives of the state do not 
require the sacrifice of natural liberty; on the contrary, they lie 
in guaranteeing human rights. In the words of Schlettwein: 

Society in general, if it is in keeping with nature, does not sacrifice 
human rights ... Equally the true common good of a society cannot 
be injurious to the private good of its individual members ... Even 
less is the sacrifice of specific human rights and a restriction of the 
private good of its citizens necessary in a civil society. lndeed, 
common sense teils us that the main aim of civil society is to 
guarantee the existence of everyone's human rights, and their 
enjoyment of them.43 

For different reasons, the advocates both of enlightened 
absolutism and of the interests of the Estates were concerned 
about the impact of physiocratic thought on their basic 
political assumptions. Thus, the cameralists argue that 
freedom of trade must be seen as a means of furthering the 
politischen Theorie in Deutschland', Der Staat, 23 ( 1984), 205 n: Abstract in 
Transactions ofthe Sixlh lntemalional Con,i:ress on the Enlightenment (Oxlord, 1983), 284 f. 

41 J. A. Schlcttwein, Die Rechte der Menschheit oder der einzige wahre Grund aller Ge.u/ze, 
Ordnungen und Verfassungen (Gießen, 1 784), 107 f. 42 lbid. 465. 

4:1 Ibid. 451: 'So wenig also in der Gesellschaft überhaupt, wenn sie der Natur 
gemäs seyn soll, eine Aufopferung der Menschenrechte statt findet ... und so wenig 
das wahre gemeine Beste in einer Gesellschaft überhaupt dem PrivatBesten der 
einzelnen Glieder Eintrag thun kann ... : So wenig und noch weit weniger ist eine 
Aufopferung der besonderen Menschenrechte, und Einschränkung des PrivatBcstcn 
der Bürger zu einer bürgerlichen Gesellschaft nothwendig. Dies soll nach dem 
gesunden McnschcnSinnc in der bürgerlichen Gcscllschafi die HauptAbsicht scyn, 
daß ein jeder die vollkommenste Garantie aller seiner MensehenRcchte, und des 
Genusses derselbigen darinne findet.' 
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interests of the state; therefore the government has to define 
the limits and extent of free trade. According to the 
cameralists, man loses his claim for natural liberty and 
natural rights when entering civil society; the social contract 
puts an end to natural liberty.44 In 1782, Georg Andreas Will 
claimed that the physiocrats attack the foundations of civil 
society. In his view society could not tolerate unrestricted 
liberty.45 Johann Jacob Moser was another writer who 
opposed physiocratic theory. He doubted the ability of the 
people to make reasonable use of unlimited liberty.46 More-
over, the physiocrats entertained the hope that their economic 
and political plans would be put into effect by enlightened 
governments, who could brush aside any obstacles presented 
by older political and economic structures. This, of course, 
was not acceptable to authors like Moser, who defended the 
rights of the Estates. 

The physiocrats' pattern of argument is taken up by books 
on the law of natµre published in growing numbers through-
out the 1790s. The majority of the authors turn natural law 
into liberal political theory. Though it is true that there are 
some earlier examples and that liberal political ideas had been 
discussed previously in German journals, it is only in the 
1790s that these ideas are built into the strong systematic 
framework of the law of nature, thus adding to their impact by 
making use of a reputable academic discipline. In these works 
almost the entire range ofliberal political ideas is put forward, 
including the separation of powers, the notion of inalienable 
rights of the individual, especially personal liberty, freedom of 
the press, and the liberal concept of property-to name but a 
few. 

These demands are founded on the same doctrines as those 
of the physiocrats; nearly every single principle of traditional 
natural law is reinterpreted. To give an example: Johann 
Heinrich Abicht states in 1795 that it is useless and dangerous 
to deduce the law of nature from the rules governing the state 

44 J. F. von Pfciflcr, Der Antiphy.riocral (Frankfurt-On-Main, 1780), 55, 62, 125 f., 
14 f. 

4'' G. A. Will, Versuch über die Physiotratie (Nurcmbcrg, 1782), 60; sec also an 
anonymous author in Ephemeriden der Menschheit, 3 ( 1777), 1 11'., 33 II'. 

46 J.J. Moser, Anti-Mirabeau (Frankfurt and Leipzig, 1771), 40, 58 ff., 68 f. 
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of nature.47 Because the older natural law did just that, 
Johann Christian Gottlieb Schaumann thinks that it extenu-
ated and justified despotism.48 During the last decade of the 
eighteenth century a substantial number of authors state that 
civil society is the true state of nature. 49 Consequently, the law 
of nature now refers to free men living in civil society, and no 
langer to sovereign princes continuing to live in the state of 
nature and trying to establish absolutism. Natural liberty and 
the rights ofman cannot be restricted by the social contract or 
by the state; the law of nature, in this respect, cannot be 
modified by positive law. Schaumann, for instance, thinks 
that the rights of man are fully valid inside and outside the 
state,50 and for Heinrich Stephani any social contract violating 
the rights of man is void.5 What is more, the ends of civil 
society consist, according to nearly all the authors, in the 
preservation of the liberty and the natural rights of the 
individual.52 Some authors even demand a written constitu-
tion, which is to lay down the political principles of natural 
law. 53 Apart from this, the law of nature itself may be seen as 
a substitute for a written constitution, as it claims absolute 
validity for its political doctrines and purports tobe the canon 
or the touchstone of any positive law .54 

H .J. H. Abicht, Kurze Darstellun,i; des Natur- und Völkerrechts (Bayreuth, 1795), 52. 
48 C. G. Schaumann, Versuch eines neuen Systems des natürlichen Rechts (Halle.-, 1796), 

168 f. 
49 Cf. K. L. Pörschkc, Vorbereitungen zu einem populären Naturrechte (Königsberg, 

179_5), 17; C. G. Schaumann, Wissenschaflliches Naturrecht (Halle, 1792), 149; H. 
Stcphani, Grundlinien der Rechtswissenschafl odes des sogenannten Naturrechts (Frankfürt and 
Leipzig, 1797), ii. 5; J. G. Fichte, Grundlage des Naturrechl.f nach Principien der 
Wissenschaflslehre (1796/7), in id., Sämmtliche Werke, cd. I. H. Fichte (1845-6; rcpr. 
Berlin, 1971), iii. 149; K. F. Bahrdt, Rechte und Oblie,i;enheiten der Regenten und 
Unterthanen (Riga, 1792), 4; L. F. Frcdcrsdorfl; System des Rechts der Natur, aufbür,i;erliche 
Gesellschaflen, Gesetzgebung und da., Völkerrecht an.i;ewandt (Brunswick, 1790), 68. 

''0 Schaumann, Wissenschafllic/1es Naturrecht, 182. 
•,, Stcphani, Grundlinien, ii. 44. 
' 2 Ibid. 40 f.; K. H. Hcydcnrcich, Grundsätze des natürlichen Staatsrechts (2 vols.; 

Leipzig, 1795), i. 60, ii. 51; C. G. Schaumann, Kritische Abhandlun,i;en zur philo.mphüchen 
Rechtslehre (Halle, 1795), 196, 223; J. G. E. Maaß, Ueber Rechte und Verbindlichkeiten 
überhaupt und die bürgerlichen insbesondere (Halle, 1 794), 160, 163. 

,,:i J. A. Bcrgk, Untersuchungen aus dem Natur-, Staats- und Völkerrechte (Leipzig, 1796), 
42; C. M. Wieland, Der neue Teutsche Merkur, 3, ( 1792), 402 ff 

''4 J. G. Buhle, Lehrbuch des Naturrechts (Göttingen, 1798), 211; Schaumann, 
Wissenschaftliches Naturrecht, 51 f.; Hcydcnrcich, Grundsätze, i. 9; Pörschkc, Vorbereitun,i;en 
zu einem populären Naturrechte, p. iv. 
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The reception of English and French political ideas 
contributed substantially to this development. lt is significant 
that the Leipzig philosopher Karl Heinrich Heydenreich used 
a portrait of John Locke as the frontispiece for his Grundsätze 
des natürlichen Staatsrechts, published in I 795. Locke, Montes-
quieu, Rousseau, and, surprisingly, Algernon Sidney are tobe 
found in references and bibliographies of contemporary 
works;55 there is even a German version of Sidney's Discourses 
Concerning Government, which was translated by Christian 
Daniel Erhard and published in Leipzig in 1793-4.56 Parts of 
the natural law books of some authors read like German 
paraphrases of passages from John Locke's Second Treatise of 
Government. To quote but one example, in I 795 the Brunswick 
Civil Servant Leopold Friedrich Fredersdorff writes that men, 
when entering civil society, do not forfeit their natural liberty, 
but give up only part of it, yet only with the intention of 
enjoying the other part better; according to Fredersdorff, the 
aims of political society and government lie in the better 
preservation of the individual's person and property.57 

Furthermore, research on the so-called German Jacobins 
has shown that there is, indeed, a distinct current of 
democratic and republican political thinking in Germany, 
especially in the 1790s.58 lt is expressed mainly in pamphlets 
and journals rather than in systems of natural law or 
Allgemeines Staatsrecht.59 Within the terms of natural law, 
authors like Georg Wedekind from Mainz strive for political 
as opposed to civil liberty, political liberty meaning the 
democratic participation of the citizens in the government of 
the state. For Wedekind, liberty is the consequence of the 
sovereignty of the people; he also adopts Rousseau's idea of a 

'''' Schaumann, Wissenschaftliches Naturrecht, 317; Buhle, l,ehrbuch des Naturrechts, pp. 
vii, 27, 215; K. T. Gutjahr, Entwuif des Naturrechts (Leipzig, 1799), 14off.; K. H. 
Heydenrcich, System des Naturrechts nach kritischen Prinzipien (Leipzig, 1795), ii. 210 ff.; 
G. Hufcland, Lehrsätze des Naturrechts Uena, 1790), 174 f. 

56 A. Sidncy, Betrachtungen über die Re,1?,ierungsformen, Nach der neuesten von 
Robertson besorgten Ausgabe aus dem Englischen übersetzt und mit erläuternden 
und berichtigenden Anmerkungen herausgegeben von Christian Daniel Erhard (2 
vols.; Leipzig, 1 793-4). 

57 Fre~crsdorff, System des Rechts der Natur, 1 53 f. 
''" Sec n. 13. 
"" Cf Schlumbohm, Freiheit, 147 II; an exception is Bcrgk, Untersuchungen aus dem 

Natur- Staats- und Völkerrechte. 
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volonti ginirale.60 Thus, in 1796, Johann Adam Bergk regards a 
democratic republic as the only lawful form for the state; he 
even writes that the North American republics are not perfect 
democracies, as landowners and moneyed men enjoy privileges 
over other citizens.61 

Still, it must be stressed that democratic and republican 
ideas do not present a total contrast with liberal political 
theory; both, for example, share the belief in the natural rights 
of man and oppose the ancien régime. At least for the purposes 
of the history of political theory, therefore, the term 'demo-
cratic' seems more appropriate than 'J acobin', 62 as it serves to 
differentiate these ideas from liberal political theory which 
does not demand democracy. Furthermore, this could contrib-
ute to a reassessment ofthe so-calledjacobins, some ofwhom 
might turn out to be revolutionaries without a theoretical 
concept, more or less radical liberals or even radical Aufklärer. 

III 

Especially during the French Revolution, the liberal and 
democratic notion of liberty is attacked by supporters of the 
ancien régime. They propagate true liberty as opposed to the 
French so-called liberty, faked liberty, or the blind frenzy of 
liberty, true liberty meaning the civil liberty of enlightened 
absolutism or the liberties and privileges of the Estates. 63 The 
concept of civil liberty, in contrast to political liberty, has the 
advantage that it is not connected with democracy and that, 
therefore, it can be realized in monarchies. Nevertheless, 
discussing liberty seemed to be dangerous in itself; some 
authors warn that the ward liberty should be used with care or 
that it should not be used at all. 64 

60 G. Wedekind, Über die Regierungsverfassungen ( 1792), partly reprinted in C. 
Träger {ed.), Mainz zwi.<chen Rot und Schwarz: Die Mainzer Revolution 1792-1793 in 
Schriften, Reden und Briefen {Berlin, 1963), 190 IT., 194. 

61 Bergk, Untersuchungen aus dem Natur- Staats- und Völkerrechte, 94, 1 oo. 
62 Cf. Garber, op. cit. {n. 19), 560 f. 
6" J. N. Bischoff, Neu-Frankreich und Alt-Teutschland (Helmstedt, r 794); C. W. C. 

Schumacher, Entwickelun.~ des Begriffs von Freyheit (Schwerin and Wismar, 1796); C. G. 
Neuendorf, 'Kurze Belehrung für Nachdenkende über bürgerliche Freyhcit und 
Gleichheit', Deutsche MonaLrschrift, 1 ( 1 793), 132 ff.; C. F. Rinck, Reden an Deutschlands 
Bürger über Staat, Rechte, und Pflichten im Staat, deutsche Freiheit ... (Karlsruhe, 1 795). 

64 C. F. Engelmann, Ueber Volksfreiheit {Breslau, 1793); C. U. D. Freiherr von 
Eggers, 'Sollen Prediger über Freiheit und Gleichheit von der Kanzel reden?', 
Deutsches Magazin, IO (1795), 211ff 
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In addition to the endeavours of theorists representing the 
ancien regime, the first signs of new conservative political 
thinking can be detected: some authors minimize the scope of 
liberty by equating it with what political and legal reality 
allows. Gustav Hugo, for instance, asks with regard to 
personal liberty whether slavery is lawful; he replies that the 
question is really answered by the fact that slavery has been 
lawful for millions of cultivated people for thousands of 
years. 65 And Friedrich Gentz believes that it is nonsense to 
think of an eternal battle between liberty and government; he 
is convinced that they are really one.66 Other writers, such 
as Christian Wilhelm Christlieb Schumacher or Friedrich 
Wilhelm Joseph Schelling, reinterpret liberty as being beyond 
pölitical significance; they conceive a metaphysical, inner 
freedom as the true liberty, in contrast to a liberty to be 
realized in the outside world.67 Thus one of the two German 
conceptions of liberty which Leonard Krieger believes he has 
found turns out to represent just one part of one current of 
political theory. 

lt proved difficult, however, to readjust some of the basic 
political concepts now imbued with liberal and democratic 
ideas; apparently the older notions of, for example, natural 
liberty, had lost their persuasive power. The alternative was 
to attack the systematic foundations ofliberal and democratic 
beliefs: the law of nature itself. Even that turned out to be a 
hard task, as methodologically the liberal law of nature rested 
on the philosophy of Immanuel Kant, which was over-
whelmingly influential at the end of the eighteenth century. 
Yet authors like Gustav Hugo try to limit natural law to the 
function of justifying and explaining positive law. Hugo states 
that natural law must not be used to censure positive law on 
the basis of misleading principles, but ought to prove the 
possibility of positive law; the result of metaphysics, then, can 

i;;, G. Hugo, /,ehrbuch des Naturrechts, als einer Philo.rophie des positiven Rechts2 (Berlin, 
1799), 139· 

66 F. Gcntz, 'Ucbcr politische Frcyhcit und das Verhältniß derselben zur 
Regierung'; in his translation of Edmund Burkc, Betrachtungen über die französische 
Revolution (2 vols.; Berlin, 1793), ii. 134. 

67 Schumacher, Entwicklun,i: des Be,i:riffs von Freyheit; for Schclling sec H.-J. 
Sandkühler, Freiheit und Wirklichkeit: Zur Dialektik von Politik und Philosophie bei Schelling 
(Frankfurt-on-Main, 1968). 
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only be that everything is possible which experience teaches 
us to be real. Consequently, natural law has to prove that 
everything can be positive law which in fact is positive law.68 

Other authors attack the Al/gemeines Staatsrecht as an infectious 
disease and look upon it as one of the reasons for the outbreak 
of the French Revolution.69 

In spite of these attacks on its principles, the law of nature 
lived on and, in the first half of the nineteenth century, was 
used to support the idea of constitutional monarchy; an 
outstanding example of this is the work of Karl von Rotteck. 70 

The liberal ideas of the Kantian natural law school proved to 
be too strong to allow a revitalization of the traditional law of 
nature which had legitimized the ancien regime, nor did it 
permit a convincing conservative reinterpretation. A conser-
vative political theory, while drawing on some older ideas, 
had to look elsewhere for concepts to oppose liberal and 
democratic political theory successfully. Accordingly, conser-
vatives abandoned the doctrine of natural law in favour of 
other methodological approaches, founding civil government 
on history and experience and thus defending, on the whole, 
actual political conditions. 71 

IV 

As I have tried to show, at the end of the eighteenth century 
German political theories range from the justification of the 

fiH G. Hugo,Juristische Encyclopädie2 (Berlin, 1799), 86 f.; id., Lehrbuch des Naturrechts, 
55. 

fül A. W. Rehberg, Untersuchungen qber die Französische Revolution (2 vols.; Hanovcr 
and Osnabrück, 1793), i. 5; id., 'Ubcr das Verhältnis der Theorie zur Praxis', 
Berlinische Monatsschrift, 23 ( 1 794), 114 ff, 138 f.; F. Gcntz, 'Ueber die Deklaration der 
Rechte', in his translation of Burkc, Betrachtungen über die französische Revolution, ii. 
175 ff., 183; B. F. von Mohl, Cosmopolitische Briefe über den verschiedenen Gebrauch des 
allgemeinen Staatsrechtes bey den neuern Auftritten in Europa überhaupt, und in Deutschland 
insbesondere (Frankfurt and Leipzig, 1 790), 6. 

70 Sec K. v. Rottcck, l.ehrbuch des Vernunftrechts und der Staatswissenschaften (4 vols.; 
Stuttgart, 182g--35; 2nd edn. of vols. i. and ii, Stuttgart, 1840); many artieles in K. 
Rottcck and K. Welker (cds.), Staatslexikon (19 vols.; Altona, 1834-49), arc foundcd 
on natural law thcorics; sec e.g. the contributions on 'Naturrecht' by Rottcck himself 
(vol. xi) or on 'Urrcchtc' by Pfizcr (vol. xv). 

71 Sec Valjavcc, Politüche Strömungen, 255 ff.; Epstcin, Genesis ofGerman Conservatism; 
U. Vogel, Konservative Kritik an der bür,tterlichen Revolution: August Wilhelm Rehber,tt 
(Darmstadt and Neuwied, 1972); K.-G. Fabcr, 'Politisches Denken in der Rcstaura-
tionszcit', in H. Bcrding and H. P. Ullmann (cds.), Deutschland zwischen Revolution und 
Restauration (Königstcin/Ts. and Düsseldorf, 198-1), 258 ff. 
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ancien régime to liberal and democratic ideas which absorb 
French and English political thinking. The question remains, 
however, why, in spite of abundant evidence to the contrary, 
is. it so often claimed .that .German thought in the eighteenth 
century was unpolitical and that, as Klaus Epstein wrote, a 
'broad contrast must be drawn between the German Aufklärung 
... and the Western (Anglo-French) type ofEnlightenment'?72 

This view seems to stem from or, at least, tobe related to the 
belief that there was a German Sonderweg, 73 even in the 
eighteenth century. This peculiarly German development is 
seen as deviating from the history of the West in general. 

The theory of a German Sonderweg can partly be explained 
as an attempt to analyse the historical reasons for National 
Socialism and Germany's involvement in two world wars. But 
it is easily overlooked that this theory predates the search for 
the reasons for the German catastrophe. A number of German 
historians, writing in the first decades of the twentieth 
century, were likewise convinced ofthe existence of a German 
Sonderweg. These German historians, however, feit this to be 
distinctly positive. 74 Therefore, they stressed the succcss of the 
reforms of enlightened absolutism, especially in Prussia, to 
prove that there was no real need to resort to a revolution. 75 

72 Epstcin, Genesis of German Conservatism, 32; sec also Blanning, Reform and 
Revolution, 1 5. 

7" Thc extensive litcraturc is discusscd by D. Blackbourn and G. Elcy, The 
Peculiarities of German History: Bourgeois Society and Politics in Nineteenth-Century Germa'!)' 
(Oxford and New York, 1984); somc uscful rcmarks with rcgard to thc 18th ccnt. can 
bc found in 0. Dann, 'Die Lcscgcscllschaftcn des 18. Jahrhunderts und der 
gesellschaftliche Aufbruch des deutschen Bürgertums', in U. Herrmann (cd.), 'Die 
Bildung des Bürgers': Die Formierun,1/ der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft und die Gebildeten im 18. 
Jahrhundert (Weinheim and Basel, 1982), 100 IT., 114 IT.; sec also K. Eder, Geschichte als 
l.emprozeß? Zur Patho,11enese politischer Modernität in Deutschland (Frankfurt-on-Main, 
1985), 9 f., 480 ff. 

74 Sec K. Schwabe, Wissenschaft w;,d Kriegsmoral (Göttingen, 1969), 25, 28 f., 34 ff.; 
R. Vierhaus, 'Die Ideologie eines deutschen Weges der politischen und sozialen 
Entwicklung', in R. von Thaddcn (cd.), Die Krise des Liberalismus zwischen den 
Weltkrie.11en (Göttingen, 1978), 96 ff.; B. Faulcnbach, Ideologie des deutschen Weges: Die 
deutsche Geschichte in der Hislorio,11raphie zwischen Kaiserreich und Nationalsozialismus 
(Munich, 1980); Blackbourn and Elcy, Peculiarities of German History, 2 ff., 45 f. 

70' Sec Faulcnbach, Ideologie des deutschen We,11es, 189 ff.; as an cxamplc, cf. R. 
Stadclmann, 'Deutschland und die westeuropäischen Revolutionen', in id., Deutschland 
und Westeuropa (Schloß Lauphcim/Württ., 1948), 11 ff.; critical commcnts on this vicw 
arc givcn by V. Scllin, 'Friedrich der Große und der aufgeklärte Absolutismus', in U. 
Engelhardt, V. Scllin, and H. Stukc (cds.), Soziale Bewe,11un,11 und politische Verfassung 
(Stuttgart, 1976), 83 ff., 106 ff. 
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Accordingly, the liberal and democratic traditions of German 
political theory at the end of the eighteenth century and at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century were almost forgotten, or 
their influence was played down. In 1916, Kurt Wolzendorff 
refers to authors of the liberal and democratic law ofnature as 
'teachers of the revolution, shuffiing along in their dressing 
gowns' with 'their epigonic school-mastery'. 76 

Today, the idea of the German Sonderweg is making a 
reappearance in political thought as a positive concept. A 
striking example of this is Bernard Willms's book Idealismus 
und Nation. 77 Willms believes that there is indeed a German 
Sonderweg-that is, the idealism of Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and 
others, which is superior to the 'shallowness of Western 
liberalism' and to the trivial Enlightenment originating in 
France. And he argues that it is 'typical of the perfidy of the 
victors that they denigrate the greatness of German thought 
by reference to the events of the twentieth century'. 78 

lt seems to be an appropriate moment to cut the idea of a 
German Sonderweg in the eighteenth century down to its 
proper dimensions. First, it is a truism to say that there are 
peculiarities in the history of every European country, as well 
as developments in common with other countries. Seen in this 
way, every country has followed a Sonderweg. 79 Historians 
emphasizing this phenomenon arouse the suspicion that, 
possibly for various political reasons, they would like to 
dissociate developments in one country from those in the 
others. Moreover, it should be taken into account that the 
Enlightenment was an experience common to Europe-which 
does not mean that there were no differences between 
European countries with regard to methodological approach, 
political aims, and possible time-lags. 

Secondly, Epstein's and Krieger's theses presuppose a 
homogenous 'western' political thought in the eighteenth 

76 K. Wolzendorff, Staatsrecht und Naturrecht in der /.ehre vom Widerstandsrecht des Volkes 
gegen rechtswidrige Ausübung der Staats.~ewalt (Breslau, 1916), 426. 

77 B. Willms, Idealismus und Nation: Zur Rekonstruktion des politischen Selbstbewußtseins 
der Deutschen (Paderborn, 1986). 

79 An English Sonderweg in the 17th and 18th cents. is discusscd by H.-C. Schröder, 
'Der englische "Sonderweg" im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert', in K. E. Jeismann and H. 
Sehisslcr (eds.), Englische und deutsche Geschichte in den Schulbüchern beider /,änder 
(Brunswick, 1982), 27 II 
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century. But even if one excluded Italy, Spain, and the 
Netherlands from the term 'western', the homogeneity of 
political theory in France, England, and North America 
would be rather doubtful. 

Thirdly, the homogeneity of 'western' political thought is 
tacitly assumed rather than explicitly analysed or even 
proved; Leonard Krieger, for instance, does not discuss the 
allegedly different 'western' notion of liberty. But only a 
comparative analysis of political cultures could describe the 
common ground between them as weil as their differences 
with 'western' political thought. Only then could Krieger 
compare it in turn to German development. 

Fourthly, it is necessary to take into account the entire 
range of German political thinking in the eighteenth century. 
On the one hand, one should accept the existence of a German 
law of nature justifying absolutism. On the other hand, one 
should take account of the transformation of German natural 
law into liberal and democratic political theory in the last 
decades of the eighteenth century. Then, perhaps, even 
German idealism can find its proper place in relation to its 
natural law traditions and connection with the Enlightenment 
in Europe. 
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'The palladium of all other English 
liberties' 

Rejlections on the Liberty of the Press in England 
during the 1760s and 1770s 

ECKHART HELLMUTH 

More than twenty-five years ago, when the German sociologist 
Jürgen Habermas was investigating the historical dimensions 
of what he called the 'structural transformation of the public 
sphere', he identified eighteenth-century England as the place 
where 'modern' developments began. 1 He considered it a 
model case of the early emergence of a public sphere that 
mediates between state and society, where the public organizes 
itself as the bearer of public opinion. I t could, of course, be 
argued that Habermas's theory was not built upon an 
adequate empirical foundation. (But this sort of criticism of a 
text that was written more than twenty-five years ago and, 
furthermore, from a primarily sociological perspective, is 
hardly valid.) And the manner in which Habermas derives the 
nature of the English public as a political force from the fact 
that the spheres of exchange and the social division of labour 
were regulated by the laws of the bourgeois, capitalist 
economy is undoubtedly simplistic. But it is surely significant 
that, not too lang ago, Geoff Eley, in a cri tical review of recen t 
literature on the political culture of eighteenth-century Eng-
land, was still able to emphasize the heuristic value of the idea 

Translated by Angela Davies. I thank Joanna Innes, Harry Dickinson, John 
Dinwiddy, and Jeremy Maule for commcnting on carlicr drafts of this paper. John 
Brcwcr drcw my attention to somc uscfi.tl sourccs for which I am gratcfi.tl. 

1 J. Habermas, Strukturwandel der Ö.ffent/ichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der 
bürgerlichen Gesellschaft (Neuwied and Berlin, 1962), 76 ff.; id., 'The Public Sphcre', 
New German Critique, 3 ( 1974), 4g-55. 
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of the public sphere. 2 With or without reference to Habermas, 
scholars have since investigated various aspects of this 
process, especially its institutional side, both in London and 
the provinces. During the last ten years much has been 
written, for example, about the expansion of the networks of 
taverns, coffee-houses, newsrooms, and libraries; about the 
founding of large numbers of clubs and societies for debating 
and the mutual representation of interests and conviviality, 
especially in the second half of the eighteenth century. The 
contemporary press has, naturally, also been the subject of 
special attention in scholarly reconstructions of eighteenth-
century structures of communication. 3 Topics investigated 
range from the distribution, production, and marketing of 
newspapers, journals, and pamphlets to their contents and the 
social composition of their readership. 

What has remained relatively shadowy to date is the 
contemporary process of political reflection that accompanied 
this transformation ofthe public sphere.John Gunn's study of 
the development of the concept of 'public opinion'4 remains 
an exception rather than the rule. Only rarely have historians 
of the eighteenth century attempted to decode the dialectical 
relationship between a changed reality and its contextual 
political theorization. Characteristically, even a subject as 
central as the eighteenth-century debate on the press and the 
freedom of the press is usually given only cursory treatment. 5 

While frequent reference is made to the 'revolutionary' 
2 G. Elcy, 'Rc-Thinking thc Political: Social History and Political Culturc in 

Eightccnth and Ninctccnth Ccntury Britain', Archiv far Sozialgeschichte, 21 (1981), 
42 7-51. 

" I t is impossible to mcntion all thc relevant spccializcd studics hcrc. Thc following 
list contains gcncral works, which givc rcfcrcnccs to furthcr litcraturc: J. Black, The 
English Press in the Eighteenth Century (London, 1987); I. Rivcrs (cd.), Books and their 
Reader.< in Eighteenth-Century En,{?land (Lciccstcr, 1982); and J. Fcathcr, The Provincial 
Book Irade in E(1;hteenth-Century England (Cambridge, 1985). Sec also thc scction on thc 
18th ccnt. in M. Harris and A. Lee (cds.), The Press in English Society from the 
Seventeenth to Nineteenth Centuries (London and Toronto, 1986), and G. Boycc, J. 
Curran, and P. Wingatc (cds.), Newspaper Historyfrom the 17th century to thepresent day 
(London, 1978). 

4 J. A. W. Gunn, 'Public Spirit to Public Opinion', in id., Beyond Liberty and 
Property: The Proces.r of Self-Recognition in Eighteenth-Century Political Thought .(Montreal, 
1983), 260-315. 

5 Thc most comprchcnsivc discussion is still G. S. Adam, 'Thc Press and its 
Libcrty: Myth and Idcology in Eightccnth-Ccntury Politics', Ph.D. thcsis (Quccn's 
Univcrsity, Montreal, 1978), 219-302. Sec also thc account in Black, En,[?lish Press in 
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potential of the printed word, and especially to its power of 
political mobilization,6 we know little about the intellectual 
efforts which political society made in order to come to an 
adequate understanding of the role of the press in social and 
political life. Thanks to Thomas A. Green's work, we are weil 
informed about the subtle reasoning used in the campaign for 
the reform of the libel laws in the second half of the eighteenth 
century. 7 Although, as Green shows, this debate had many 
political connotations, it focused essentially on legal issues. 
But it represents only one aspect of a much larger contempor-
ary discussion of the press and of its freedoms. This debate 
was inevitably broader in scope, for to reflect on the problem 
of the press and the freedom of the press meant, to a certain 
extent, to define one's general understanding of the English 
constitutional order; and this may be one of the reasons why 
debates on this subject were so controversial. 

The point has been made, quite rightly, that during the 
eighteenth century 'an appreciation of the overall role of a free 
press in political life was only slow in emerging'. 8 (The 
existence of a substantial number of pamphlets indicates the 
period's difficulties in coming to grips with this topic.) But 
that we know relatively little about this process of reflection 
also has something to do, perhaps, with the fact that 
historians of political ideas have ( especially during the last 
fifteen years) tended to concentrate on the reconstruction of 
relatively abstract and complex ideological traditions, rather 
than on more narrowly political topics. Recently much of the 
work clone on the ideological stock of the eightee,nth century 
has been influenced, in one way or another, by the concept of 
'civic humanism'.9 More recently the decline of'civic human-
ism' under the impact ofincreasing commercialization, and its 

the Eighteenth Century, 11 3-34, Sporadic rcfcrcnccs can also bc found in standard works 
such as F. S. Sicbcrt's Freedom ofthe Press in England 1476-1776 (Urbana, 1952). 

6 Sec, most rcccntly, E. L. Eisenstein, 'On rcvolution and thc printcd word', in R. 
Porter and M. Teich (cds.), Revolution in History (Cambridge, 1986), 186---205, which 
applics dircctly to thc 18th ccn t. 

7 T. A. Green, Verdict According to Conscience: The English Criminal Trial Jury, 1200---
1800 (Chicago, 1985), 318---55. 

8 J. A. W. Gunn, 'Thc Fourth Estatc', in id., Beyond Liberty and Property, 89. 
9 J. G. A. Pocock has rcccntly dcfcndcd this conccpt, originally dcvclopcd at 

lcngth in his study, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine·Political Thought and the Atlantic 



ECKHART HELLMUTH 

replacement by a new paradigm, that of'civil humanism', has 
become a major concern of research. 10 Even where scholars 
are prepared to enlarge this agenda, drawn up essentially by 
John Pocock, they tend to keep explicitly political matters at a 
distance and attempt instead to decipher other dimensions of 
contemporary political discourse. Surveying this undoubtedly 
useful and fruitful trend, Mark Goldie writes: 'One can detect 
now a turn of scholarship towards the ethos of classicism. 
"Spirit", "politeness", "conversation", "manners"', the anti-
nomy of virtue and corruption, the intimate fabric of civility, 
and its largely Stoic inspiration-it is this "politics of culture" 
which we shall hear about in the coming years.' 11 

But perhaps at least one part of the political discourse was 
not quite so esoteric, and perhaps it was also less coherent and 
less structured than the paradigms of 'civic humanism' or 
'civil humanism' would suggest. lt is worth noting that in the 
work of historians who link the development of ideological 
horizons as closely as possible with evcryday political and 
social behaviour, a dimension of contemporary political 
discourse that may be called 'functionalist' emerges more 
clearly. 12 Political reflection thus appcars more strongly as a 
reaction to a particular situation; we sense the alertness and 
flexibility with which writers engaged in the political process, 
with which they tried to mobilize their supporters, win over 
the undecided, and put their opponents on the defensive. This 
public legitimation of politics was embedded in a cosmos of 
political, social, religious, and moral norms, arguments, 
rhetorical figures, cliches, and prejudices, and political writers 
often knew how to use and extend this cosmos in a very 
pragmatic manner in order to present their political aims in a 
Republican Tradition (Princeton, NJ, 1975). Sec id., 'Bctwccn Gog and Magog: Thc 
Rcpublican Thesis and thc Idcologia Amcricana', Journal of the History of ldeas, 48 
(1987), 328-45. 

10 Id., 'Cambridge paradigms and Scotch philosophcrs: A study of thc rclations 
between the civic humanist and the civil jurisprudential interpretation of eighteenth-
eentury social thought', in I. Hont and M. Ignatieff (cds.), Wealth and Virtue: The 
Shaping of Political F:conomy in the Scottish Enl(e,htenment (Cambridge, 1985), 235-52; id., 
Virtue, Commerce, and History (Cambridge, 1985). 

11 Times l,iterary Supplement, 27 .June 1986, 715. 
12 Sec e.g. H. T. Dickinson, Liberty and Property: Political ldeolo,l!J' in Eighteenth Century 

Britain (Li:mdon, 1977), and the passagcs on the history ofideology inj. Brewcr, Party 
ldeolo.l!J' and Popular Politics at the Accession of George ff! (Cambridge, 1976). 
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convincing light. The repertoire of arguments open to 
eighteenth-century writers was broad and complex. For 
example, 'Commonwealth' or 'Country' ideology may be 
found side by side with religious thought-patterns, rights-
based rhetoric (with various recourse to statute law, common 
law, ancient privileges, or natural law), and, of course, 
appeals to the experience and evidence of the past. Further-
more, these already diverse modes of arguing frequently 
merged into each other. Given the plurality of political 
language, it is not surprising that different arguments were 
used to support the same objectives, and conversely, that one 
and the same intellectual tradition was sometimes used for 
differing political purposes. Contemporary political discourse 
was not always sophisticated and logically consistent. 

This is also noticeable in the eighteenth-century debate on 
the press and the freedom of the press. To reconstruct one 
part of it-that which took place in the 1 760s and 1 77os-is 
the aim of this paper. During this period, when the old 
parliamentary elites' traditional monopoly of politics was 
increasingly coming under challenge by extra-parliamentary 
activities, the debate on the press and the freedom of the press 
was revitalized. 

The need to reinterpret the role of the press and to define 
afresh the parameters of the liberty of the press can be 
explained, at least in part, by the fact that at this time 
newspapers, pamphlets, and cartoons attained an unpreced-
ented level of influence. The focus of national political concern 
on such issues as Wilkes, America, and parliamentary reform 
can to a !arge extent be attributed to the press. I t is, of course, 
true that this development could not have taken place without 
the growth of the press network in the period from 1 720 to 
1760. 13 But as recent research on the political culture and the 
publishing trade of this period has shown, 14 the press of the 

l:l Sec, most rcccntly, M. Harris, I.ondon in the Age of Walpole: A Stut[y in the Or(l!,ins of 
the Modern English Press (London and Toronto, 1987). 

14 On this in gcncral sec Brcwcr, Party ldeology and Popular Politics, 13!r(Jo. On thc 
rclationship bctwccn politics and press during thc carly part ofGcorgc III's rcign sec 
also R. R. Rca, The English Press in Politics, 1760--1774 (Lincoln, Ncb., 1963); 1. R. 
Christic, 'British Ncwspapcrs in thc Latcr Gcorgian Agc', in id., Myth and Reality in 
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1760s differed from that at the beginning of the century in 
three important respects. ( 1) Although individual sales of 
newspapers, periodicals, and pamphlets were still much the 
same as they had been in the early eighteenth century, 
aggregate press sales had increased. (2) The technology of 
duplication was developing rapidly. This meant that articles 
or parts of pamphlets could quickly be reprinted in other 
newspapers or periodicals, allowing political tracts to reach an 
impressive number of readers. (3) As provincial newspapers 
began to flourish, political information penetrated into areas 
beyond the metropolis to a greater extent than it had a 
generation before. 

I t was not only the infrastructure of the press that changed; 
at the same time, the language of political journalism was 
entering a new phase. Though it is difficult to draw any firm 
general conclusions at this stage, one can say that the 
language of political journalism became much fiercer, more 
sustained, and even vicious. The ferocity of the press was 
largely a resul t of the fact that poli tical wri ters of the 1 760s did 
not draw a clear line between the public and the private 
sphere. They did not merely report daily political affairs; they 
also commented, with ruthless sarcasm and keen invective, 
upon the private Jives of politicians. The majority of political 
commentators were protected by anonymity. This 'radical-
ization' of the press was at least partly a consequence of the 
fact that social groups outside the traditional élite were taking 
a greater part in political discourse and that, especially in the 
late 1760s, a popular political culture was slowly acquiring 
definition, stimulated by the events around Wilkes. 

We should therefore not be surprised that substantial 
sections of the political public were irritated and spoke out 
against the Jack of restraint shown by the press. lt was 
claimed that a libertine press would undermine state and 
society. As early as the beginning of the 1760s this aggressive 
strand in contemporary journalism was criticized in the 
following terms: 'lt is the subtle poison that creeps impercept-
ibly through every Vein; the Seed of Jealousy, Revolt, and 
Civil Discord; and is at least the Parent of Treason, if not the 
Late-Eighteenth-Century British Politics (London, 1970), 311-33; G. A. Cranficld, The 
Press and Society: ·From Caxton to Northclijje (London, 1978), 58 ff. 
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Offspring of it.' 15 Its critics saw the press as threatening the 
foundations of the state, and went on to draw an analogy 
between contemporary journalism and civil war: 

This unhappy kingdom has long been affiicted by intestine broils: 
her own sons are set against her tranquility, till at length the Family of 
Great Britain are for ever engaged in civil war. No sooner are the 
horrors of blood, and bigotry, subsided, than a plague of another 
kind threatens the land. I mean the Rebellion of the Press; a rebellion 
which has made the pen of prostituted scribblers more destructive 
than the sword. 16 

Arguments of this sort had already been used in the first half 
of the eighteenth century, for example, during the Walpole 
era. 17 But the fact that political arguments tend to recur is of 
limited interest without an explanation of why these attacks 
on the subversive power of the press began to be revived 
during the 1760s and 1770s. 

To a large extent this was undoubtedly connected with the 
upsurge ofan ideology of consensus. Since 1757 the end ofthe 
proscription on the Tories and their reintegration into the 
sphere of high political office had been imminent. When it 
came, it not only led to the fragmentation of the existing two-
party system, but, as is well known, it also made clear that in a 
very specific sense, traditional ideological patterns had 
become obsolete. The idea of a traditional Whig-Tory schism, 
which the Court Whigs had used so successfully under George 
I and George II to underpin their regime ideologically, no 
longer formed part of the government's propaganda arsenal. 
At most, it could now serve to swell the opposition's 
repertoire. Government apologists, by contrast ( except the 
Rockingham administration's supporters), advocated the idea 
of a political culture focusing on the common good and free of 
party political rancour. Pitt, Bute, and Grenville encouraged 
writers who were sympathetic to them to depict their 
respective governments as standing above the parties, and to 
some extent in line with these ideas, George III subscribed to 

1" [Charles Lloyd], A Defence of the Majority (London, 1764), 21. 
16 S. J. Pratt, Literary Liberty Considered: In A Letter to Henry Sampson Woodfall 

(London, 1774), 5. Furthcr similar contcmporary commcnts arc quotcd in, amongst 
othcrs, Rca, English Press in Politics, 6 f. and Brcwcr, Party ldeology and Popular Politics, 
139 f. 17 Black, English Press in the Eighteenth Century, 127 f. 
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a view of his office that saw the monarch as not bound to any 
party, but representing the interests of the whole nation. In 
this ideological climate, the cliched view that journalism was 
undermining social harmony regained plausibility and led to 
the fierce rhetoric levelled at the destructive power of the 
press. 

The supporters of Bute, for example, saw this rhetoric as an 
element in their ideological campaign to restructure politics in 
the early I 760s. This would form the prelude, they claimed, to 
a new political life free of antagonism. lt was part of their 
efforts to stigmatize conflict within political society, to 
repudiate 'party' and 'faction' as phenomena of the past, and 
to claim the dawn of a new age dominated by a universal spirit 
of union. There was simply no space for the idea of unchecked 
public debate accompanied by a fierce press within this 
ideological universe. Precisely this line of reasoning is 
illustrated in 1 762 by an article in the Brilon, a journal 
sympathetic to Bute. The article begins by presenting the time 
before George III's accession to the throne as a period of 
general chaos: 'Men of the greatest influence and ability were 
hurried away by self-interest, pride, or resentment', 'every 
principle of public virtue' had been abandoned, 'parties were 
formed, ... animosities contracted, ... the public service was 
either neglected, or at best retarded.' But now, it continued, 
an age had dawned in which the general interest ranked above 
private pique. Only the gutter press, it claimed, catering for a 
dubious audience, disturbed this newly achieved social 
harmony. The Brilon went on: 'lt may be asked whence flow 
these tides of scurrility and treason, these deluges of filth and 
sedition that drown our daily papers, and stink in the nostrils 
ofmankind?-From a fourth estate distinguished by the name 
of Rabble, which I divide into three corporations, viz. Hedge 
coffee-house politicians, bankrupt mechanics soured by their 
losses, and splenetic sots, who change their no-opinions more 
often than their linen.' 18 

Polemics of this sort, which were closely intertwined with 
the principle of social harmony, did not derive solely from 
party or everyday political concerns. In part, they seem to 
have been authentic and free of opportunism. There were 

18 Thc Brilon, 13, 21 Aug. ( 1 762), 75-6. 
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certainly voices that appealed for moderation in the dialogue 
between politics and journalism in general, and called on 
ministerial and anti-ministerial writers equally to be reason-
able. In 1762, against the background of rapidly reviving 
party conflicts which showed that all the talk of a fresh 
political start bare little relation to reality, the St. James's 
Chronicle commented in the following terms on the political 
literature of the early 1 760s: 'I cannot help feeling the most 
unpleasing Sensations, when I reflect upon our present 
political Controversies, wherein each Party seems to endeavour 
to outstrip his Antagonist in the too fashionable custom of 
substituting Scurrility for Wit, and the most infamous 
Detraction for Satire.' 19 Referring to the emotive quarrels 
between the followers of Bute and Pitt being carried on in the 
press, the St.James's Chronicle appealed to the reading public to 
judge soberly for itself, and not to be misled by the 
manipulative techniques of political journalism: 'I would, 
therefore, earnestly entreat my Country-Men, especially such 
as are fand of Political Speculations, not to suffer themselves 
tobe hurried away with the Tide ofFaction; but to deliberate 
calmly upon our present Situation; and to judge from Facts 
and Events, and not from the partial Representations of 
Hirelings and Scribblers, who are a Kind ofroaring Lions.' 20 

The polemic against the press of the 1 760s and 1 770s could 
also, however, adopt a far more rigid tone. We have recently 
been reminded that a system of traditional values, such as one 
would not expect to find in the late Hanoverian period, did in 
fact survive-for example, the theory of divine right, the 
Christian theory of political obligation, and insistence on the 
merits of social hierarchy. 21 This ideological substratum left 
behind traces in the contemporary debate on the legitimacy of 
public criticism and the media that articulated it. As late as in 
the second half of the eighteenth century, reflections on this 
problem could still derive from dogmatic and authoritarian 
Christian beliefs. Thus in 1771 Dr John Gordon, preaching at 
Cambridge University, advocated extreme Christian loyalty 

19 St.James's Chrimicle, 19 Aug. (1762). 20 Ibid. 
21 Sec J. C. D. Clark, English Society 1688-1832: ldeology, social structure and political 

practice during the ancien regime (Cambridge, 1985), 19g-276; J. A. W. 6unn, 'Thc 
Spcctrc at thc Fcast: Thc Pcrsistcncc of High-Tory Idcas', in id., Beyond Liberty and 
Property, 164-g3. 
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and obedience. He tried to demonstrate conclusively that the 
public criticism of government measures so prevalent at this 
time did not follow biblical precepts. He used the general 
Christian prohibition on slander as the starting-point for his 
sermon: 'Not only our reason however, but our religion also, 
should teach us to avoid so unpromising, so unworthy a 
practice. We are expressly enjoined "to speak evil of no man" 
(Titus. m. 5).' 22 In Gordon's view, this commandment 
applied especially to the treatment of secular authorities: 
'There is a positive command to this purpose, given at first 
under the old law to the people oflsrael (Exod. xxn. 28), and 
here adopted and brought home to all Christians by the 
Apostle, in the words already recited-"Thou shalt not speak 
evil of the Ruler of thy People".'23 The whole of Gordon's 
sermon was marked by a deep aversion to what he saw as the 
enlightened, rebellious spirit of the times. Interpreting the 
most diverse passages from the Scriptures with an almost 
naïve literalism, Gordon did not hesitate to consign the reform 
movement and radicalism, together with all their journalistic 
practices, to the realms of Evil. We can see how archaic this 
type of political argument was by the fact that the biblical 
foundations it rested upon were largely identical with those 
used by John Rogers in 1659, when as a supporter of the Fifth 
Monarchy Men, he had taken the field against public 
criticism ofthe re-established Rump Parliament24-a parallel 
that is not without historical irony. 

Of course, it is possible, with Jonathan Clark,25 to place 
Gordon's sermon within a historiographical context that sees 
eighteenth-century England as stable and deeply monarchical, 
as an ancien régime supported by traditional religious and 
political norms. But perhaps Gordon's philippic on 'the 
Causes and Consequences of Evil Speaking against Govern-
ment' was, in fact, the expression of a mentality that, when 
confronted with a crisis, took refuge in a simplistic interpreta-
tion of the Bible. Gordon's reflections certainly contain 
indications that support this interpretation. His irritation with 

22 J. Gordon, The Causes and Consequences of Evil Speaking against Government, 
Considered in a Sermon, Preached before the University of Cambridge on the King's Accession, 
Oct, 25, 17'J1 (Cambridge 1771), 4. 2 :i Ibid. 5. 

24 J. Rogers, A Christian Concertation (London, 1659), 93-4-
25 Clark, English Society, 214-15. 
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greater opportunities for individual action, with increasing 
literacy and growing general prosperity is clear. To Gordon, 
all these phenomena posed a threat to the coherence of the 
existing social and political system.26 

There was a further strand in 'conservative' criticism of the 
press of the r 760s and r 770s: fear of the growing commercial-
ization of political life. In our context, this meant animosity 
towards the section of the printing trade that was committed 
to the radical cause and, in an increasingly diversified market, 
had established itself by specializing in the field of polemical 
literature.27 A pamphlet of r 774 attacking Henry Sampson 
Woodfall illustrates clearly the aversion felt towards printers 
who tried to improve their sales figures with a mixture of 
political headlines, reports of scandals, complaints about the 
authorities, and occasional sex. Along with John Almon, 
Thomas Baldwin, Thomas Leach, and Henry Williams, 
Woodfall was a celebrity of the trade. Accusations levelled 
against him include the following: 'lf he [ the printer] did not 
midwife the political monsters into the Press, they could never 
come into the world';28 'printers themselves are now become the 
advocates of Liberty; and Mr Wilkes has overwhelmed them 
in the fatal flames of Political lnsanity. '29 Printers were accused 
of spreading political polemics for selfish, pecuniary reasons, 
and ignoring moral points of view.30 They were asked 'to 
examine every manuscript before it is trusted to the public 
with a critical nicety and ... reject whatever may promote ill-
nature and malignity'. 31 Contemplation was held up as an 
ideal, and these critics longed for a world without the 
pressures of a fast-moving polemical press that followed the 
dictates of the market-place. Newspapers were the main 
object of attack.32 In an extremely artificial manner that, 

26 Clark himsclf to a ccrtain cxtcnt gocs in thc samc dircction (ibid). 
27 Fora gcncral account sec J. Brcwcr, 'Commcrcialization and Politics', in N. 

McKcndrick, J. Brcwcr, and J. H. Plumb (cds.), The Birth of a Consumer Society: The 
Commerciali(.alion of Eighteenth-century England (London, 1982), 197-262; hcrc 254 ff. 

28 Pratt, Literary Liberty Considered, 26. 29 Ibid. 13 
:<O C[ ibid. 24-5. :<I Ibid. 20-1. 
''2 Ibid. 14-15: 'I havc particularly pointcd at the news-papers in this lctter, bccause 

thcy havc not only brought on your prcscnt misfortunc, but bccausc thcy arc rcally 
bccomc a daily nuisancc: and although thousands affcct to disrcgard alikc their 
ccnsurc and commcndation, yct arc thcrc tcns of thousands that rcligiously bclicvc 
whatcvcr thcy contain. Thc Libcrty ofthc Press is no whcrc violatcd morc glaringly or 
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given the contemporary background, bordered on the bizarre, 
two alternative models of the press were held up. The press 
could either work for moral improvement and serve the 
common good, or it could devote itself to politics and thus 
expose itself to uncertainty and a life of dependence. Woodfall 
was given the following advice relating to his profession: 
Let it be your future maxim, Sir, to revive the more moral pieces of 
the mind. The very profits of a political printer are uncertain and 
unblest; fear and apprehension, apologies and gaols attend him on 
all sides: he is the tool of one party, and the terror of another; he 
points a public dagger at the breast which never wronged him, and 
he assassinates the character which possibly deserves the most 
elevated praise. Risque no more then, Sir, the possibility of 
committing injuries which you can never repair; reject, with a glori-
ous disdain, every labour that has not some way a tendency to pro-
mote the general good, the distinguished privilege of a public Press. 33 

Of course, none ofthese critics doubted that the freedom of 
the press was guaranteed by the most glorious English 
Constitution and was part of the natural heritage of English-
men. Nobody now wanted to return to the licensing system of 
the early eighteenth century. Indeed, everybody declared 
themselves firmly in favour of the liberty of the press. For 
example,Joseph Lovett's tract Liberty ofthe Press criticized the 
moral dissolution he saw as resulting from libertine printing 
and demanded that Parliament take steps to repress it. 34 But 
at the same time, he also saw the invention of printing as the 
crucial pre-condition for the progress of human knowledge, 
which had been able to unfold only as a result of a free press. 35 

And, fully in line with the consensus ideology that he 
defended, Edward Wortley Montague could denounce the 
debased condition of politics and the press, while in the same 
breath praising the principle of the freedom of the press: 
'Freedom of thought, or the liberty of the mind, arises 

morc audaciously than in our public papers, whcrc thc hcauty, and thc man ofhonour, 
thc fathcr, and thc fricnd, thc ministcr and thc mcrchant, thc subjcct, and thc 
monarch arc indiscriminatcly condcmncd, somctimcs for transaction of which thcy 
ncvcr had an idca, and somctimcs for conduct to which thcy arc infinitcly supcrior.' 

" 3 Ibid. 28. 
34 J. Lovctt, The Advantages Arisingfrom the Liberty of the Press, Dedicated to the Right. 

Hon. William Lord Mansfield, Lord Chief Justice of the Court of Kin.1t'.1 Bench (London, 
n.d.), pp. vi and 1g-20. :i5 Ibid. g-w. 
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naturally from the very essence of our constitution; and the 
liberty of the press, that peculiar privilege of the British 
subject, gives every man a constitutional opportunity oflaying 
his sentiments before the publick.'36 

This contradiction could be sustained because it was 
possible to distinguish between two different forms of freedom 
of the press: the 'proper liberty of the press' and 'intellectual 
licentiousness'. This opposition was expressed in terms 
similar to those that had already been used during the first 
half of the eighteenth century: 'To the proper liberty of the 
Press, I am no enemy. I t is the sensible soul of the 
constitution. I profess myself warm, even to idolatry in the 
espousal of those privileges which reflect sense, and fine 
thinking, on the generous efforts of Literary Liberty: but I am 
an utter foe to intellectual licentiousness.'37 This is a theme that 
recurs persistently. For example, in 1762 an anonymous 
writer claimed that 'there should be some difference made 
between the privilege of the press and the insolence; and some 
distinction between the wantonness of freedom and the 
indulgence of liberty' .38 Thus those who opposed existing 
conditions in the press did not see themselves as opponents of 
liberal provisions for the press, but rather as upholders of its 
principle of authentic freedom. lt is in the light of this 
distinction that Blackstone's paradox that 'to censure the 
licentiousness is to maintain the liberty of the press' finds a 
context.39 

How was the 'freedom of the press in the true and real sense 
of the term' defined, if indeed it was defined at all? One 
possibility was to define it in legalistic terms. The most 
prominent example of this approach was Blackstone's Com-
mentaries. In Blackstone's view, freedom of the press was, in 
essence, limited to the right to publish without preliminary 
censorship: 
The liberty of the press is indeed essential to the nature of a free 
state: but this consists in laying no previous restraints upon 

:fü E. W. Montaguc, Rejlections on the Ri.<e and Fall of the Ancient Republics (London, 
1759), 4. :u Pratt, Literary Liberty Comidered, 8. 

"" (Anon.), A Letter to her R--l H---ss the P---ss D-w--g-r of 
W--. On the approaching Peace. With afiw Words conceming the R(t:ht Honourable Earl of 
B--, and the General Talk ofthe World (London, 1762), 48. 

'19 W. Blackstonc, Commentaries on the Law of England, iv (London, 1769), 153. 
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publications and not in freedom from censure for criminal matter 
when published. Every free man has an undoubted right to lay what 
sentiments he pleases before the public: to forbid this, is to destroy 
the freedom of the press: but if he publishes what is improper, 
mischievous, or illegal, he must · take the consequence of his own 
temerity ... Thus the will of individuals is still left free; the abuse 
only of that free will is the object oflegal punishment. Neither is any 
restraint hereby laid upon freedom of thought or inquiry: liberty of 
private Settlement is still left, the disseminating or making public of 
bad sentiments, destructive to the ends ofsociety, is the crime which 
society corrects ... 40 

At first sight, at least, this definition seemed logical and 
convincing, and it found supporters, especially among the 
judiciary.41 But the core of the problem remained: this 
definition tied the notion of freedom to a right that was not 
clearly defined,42 and that, at least potentially, left little room 
for deviant opinions. 

Furthermore, there was a tendency to define the freedom of 
the press in such a way that politics took second place to 
enlightenment and the improvement of morals as weil as 
material conditions. Thus it was claimed that the original and 
authentic intention behind the granting of this right was to 
perfect human knowledge and morals: 

The original design upon which Literary Liberty was established, is 
more pure and liberal. I ts great and sacred principle was, to 
enlighten the intellect, to enlarge the circle ofrational entertainment, 
to open a path to the exertions of genius, and to the pleasures of 
science. To punish every species of vice and reward every effort of 
virtue, was another branch of its intention: but truth was to correct the 
proof, before the performance was sent into the world.43 

40 Ibid. 151 f. 
41 Sec c.g. thc attitudc cxprcsscd by Lord Chief Justicc Mansficld in thc trial 

against William Davics Shiplcy, Dcan ofSt Asaph (1783): 'To bc frcc, is to live undcr 
govcrnmcnt by law. Thc libcrty ofthc press consists in printing without any prcvious 
liccncc, subjcct to thc conscqucnccs of law. Thc liccntiousncss of thc press is 
Pandora's box, thc sourcc of cvcry cvil. Miserable is thc condition of individuals, 
dangcrous thc condition of thc statc, if thcrc is no ccrtain administration of law to 
protcct individuals, or to guard thc statc.' W. Cobbctt, A complete collection of state trials, 
(33 vols.; London, 1809-26), vol. xxi, col. 1042. 

42 Summcd up by J. Fcathcr, 'Thc English Book Tradc and thc Law 1695-1799', 
Publishing History, 12 (1982), 51-75, csp. 59 ff. 

43 Pratt, Literary Liberty Considered, 1 er 1 1. 
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To this sublimated understanding of the freedom of the press 
corresponded the idea that its function was to promote 
'Wisdom, Knowledge, Virtue, Loyalty, Wealth and Prosperity 
of the Nation' .44 This does not mean, however, that freedom 
of the press was understood in completely apolitical terms. 
Even those who had objected to the vehemence of the press in 
the I 760s and I 770s were convinced that public criticism of, 
for example, maladministration by the government was 
basically legitimate. All the same, however, what people had 
in mind was not so much lively and controversial journalism 
as well-founded moral censure of public figures. 45 

Such attempts to arrive at a restrictive definition of the 
freedom of the press, and the critical attitude towards 
contemporary journalistic culture as a whole, probably reflect 
the political self-image of !arge sections of the traditional 
political élite. At first sight this seems paradoxical, because 
during the 1760s parliamentary patricians made extensive use 
of the press in appealing to the public in order to gain support 
for their policies. John Brewer has already shown why the 
followers of Bute, the Rockingham-Newcastle connection, 
and the Grenvillites, for example, developed a high level of 
press activity and at the same time 'regarded the press with a 
mixture', as he puts it, 'of fear, loathing and contempt'.46 

Most of them feared for the stability of the traditional 
constitutional system. The majority had reservations about 
throwing politics open to wider public discussion. But of 
course, when it suited them, these groups of parliamentary 
patricians used popular support for their own political 
purposes. Their aim, however, was not to 'democratize' 
political life. They wanted politics to remain a privilege open 
only to those qualified by social and economic circumstance. 

For this reason, the fiction was maintained that those who 
44 Queries upon Liberty, the Freedom of the Press, lndependency, etc. By a real Friend to the 

Constitution in Church and State (Dublin, 1 768), 1 1. 
45 Sec e.g. Pratt, Literary Liberty Considered, 2,: 'If indeed you rcccivc an account of 

dishoncst practiccs cither in private or public dcpartmcnts, and if that account is 
confirmed by evidenccs which lcave thc fact undisputed; in that case, lct the Liberty of 
the Press have full play; here thc printer may triumph in being the sceondary 
instrument of patriotie justice. The Magna Charta of Letters is subjcct here to no 
inhibitions; and the pen of truth may dare to give the portrait of royalty itself to the 
censure of mankind.' 

46 Brewer, Party ldeology and Popular Politics, 235 ff. 



ECKHART HELLMUTH 

had been politicized by the journalism of the 1 760s and 1 770s 
were incapable of rational political behaviour. lt was claimed 
that this section ofthe population lackedjudgement and a real 
interest in politics. 'The common talk of men must relate to 
facts, in which the talkers have, or think they have, an 
interest; and where such facts cannot be known, the pleasures 
of Society will be merely sensual.'47 lt was believed that the 
expansion of political discourse and its opening up to a !arger 
section of society as a result of the activities of the press meant 
that an age of political dilettantism had dawned. 'This 
universal diffusion of instruction ... fills the nation with 
superficial Disputants; enables those to talk who were born to 
work; and affords information sufficient to elate vanity, and 
stiffen obstinacy, but too little to enlarge the mind into 
complete skill or füll comprehension. '48 The belief that 
sections of the public had been politicized but were still 
incapable of rational political behaviour found expression in 
the distinctive type created by contemporary political satire: 
that of the political 'parvenu' from the 'middling classes', for 
whom reading political literature becomes a passion. Never-
theless, his political education is never more than superficial, 
and finally, his political ambitions bring ruin upon his family 
and business.49 Apologists of an élite understanding of politics 
and a limited public dialogue certainly lacked neither 
arguments nor imagination when it came to portraying the 
dangers inherent in the reading of political literature.50 

47 Thc ldler, 1 (London, 1761), 35. 48 Ibid. 
49 Sec thc two outstanding cxamplcs in Political Controversy, or Weekry Magazine of 

Ministerial and Antiministerial Essays, ii (London, r 762), 67-168 and 238---g. 
50 In thc scrmon, mcntioncd abovc, which John Gordon gavc at Cambridge in 

1771 ( Causes and Consequences of Evil Speaking, 1 3- r 4), thcsc dangcrs wcrc dcpictcd in a 
deeply paternalistic spirit: 'Such a degrcc of lcarning, as just cnablcs mcn to rcad 
without giving thcm a capacity to judgc, is onc of thc worst misfortuncs, that can 
befall eithcr thcmsclvcs or thc kingdom thcy inhabit! Sincc by this mcans thc authors 
of sedition and blasphcmy arc furnishcd with just such sct of rcadcrs in cvcry corncr 
of the kingdom, as their performanccs rcquirc. Whilst by thc convcnicnt vchiclc of a 
News papcr (an cvil grown latcly to a hcight bcyond all formcr cxamplc) thcsc rare 
commoditics arc to be procurcd in thc most easy manncr, and at thc most moderate 
cxpense ... Formcrly, whcn principlcs of a dangcrous tcndcncy wcrc confincd to 
Books and Pamphlets; thcy, in gcncral, feil into thc hands of such only, as wcrc in 
somc sort qualificd to judgc of thcir contcnts, and by that mcans to withstand thcir 
dangerous cffccts: but now evcry common mcchanic at his housc of call is surc to find 
a daily or weckly collcction of News and Essays lying ready for his pcrusal.' 
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The crux of criticism of this sort becomes apparent where 
reflections on the press and the freedom of the press were. 
combined with deliberations on the fundamentals of politics 
and the constitution. A pamphlet entitled Queries upon Liberty, 
the Freedom of the Press, Independency etc. By a real Friend to the 
Constitution in Church and State was published anonymously in 
1 768. In it, the author expresses reservations about contem-
porary journalistic culture and attempts to define the freedom 
of the press in a legalistic sense,51 embedding these thoughts 
in general political assertions that would have been acceptable 
to large sections of the contemporary political, and especially 
parliamentary, élite. In essence, these assertions consist of a 
mixture ofCountry ideas and 'Church and Crown' arguments: 
politics should be left to those who are qualified by public 
virtue and 'independency', that is, above all, by exemption 
from material pursuits. The ideal homo politicus was someone 
who, 'uninfluenced by interest, unawed by power, and 
unbiassed by prejudice, acts upon all occasions, when called 
upon, according to the dictates of a weil informed mind' .52 
This pamphlet also, of course, contained references to the 
principles of true patriotism and reason, the usual attacks on 
private connections, bribery, and corruption, hostility to the 
spirit of faction, and a condemnation of parties. These ideas, 
very much in the civic tradition, merged with ideas stressing 
'mutual confidence and harmony between those who govern, 
and those who are governed',53 and the principle of obedi-
ence.54 All these norms were considered necessary to uphold 
the traditional English constitutional system of mixed govern-
ment-a system which at this time seemed to this 'real friend 

'" Queries upon /,iberty, the Freedom of the Press, lndependency, 6-7: 'Do you conccivc, 
that by thc Jreedom of the press, is mcant an unrcscrvcd, discrctionary power for cvcry 
man to publish his own thoughts to any subjcct, and in any manncr, which is not 
forbidden by the laws of the land, without bcing obligcd to apply for a licence or privilege for 
so doing? Or, do you think that this Jreedom consists in an unrestrained power to 
undcrminc thc fundamcntals of government and religion? a /,icentiousfreedom to rcvilc our 
lawful govcrnours and magistratcs? to traducc thc cstablishcd laws and rcligion of our 
country? to attcmpt to wcakcn and subvcrt, by opprobrious writings, that sacrcd 
rcspcct and vcncration, which ought always to bc maintaincd for authority, and 
pcrsons in authority?' ''' Ibid. 7. 5" Ibid. 24. 

''4 Sec, among othcrs, ibid. , i: 'Are wc not taught by cvcry law, rcligious and 
moral, to rcspcct our supcriors, and thosc who arc in authority ovcr us? and docs not 
common prudcncc teil us, that this rcspcct is thc main pillar of all govcrnmcnt, and 
that without it, thcrc can bc no govcrnmcnt, nothing but confusion and anarchy.' 
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to the Constitution in Church and State' tobe under extreme 
threat. In this context, the author evoked the troubles of the 
seventeenth century and, following the Aristotelian notion of 
the perversion of constitutions, discussed the possibility of the 
English constitutional system degenerating first into anarchy 
and then into tyranny.55 For this author, the press was one of 
the dynamic, destructive forces that were endangering the 
entire edifice of the political community: 'Have not the wild 
and extravagant notions of liberty, freedom of writing and 
independency, which of late years have been so much 
propagated amongst us, been of the greatest detriment to the 
Kingdom? Have they not been productive of the most violent 
animosities, feuds and disorders, as also of great idleness, 
especially among the lower classes of the people?'56 'Hath not 
the power of the people, of late years, been visibly increasing 
in these kingdoms?'5 

Seen against this background, it is no coincidence that 
Francis Squire's Faithful Report of a genuine Debate concerning the 
liberty of the Press was reprinted in 1761 and 1 764. Francis 
Squire, a Court Whig and Church ofEngland clergyman, had 
first published this pamphlet in 1740.58 lt was cast in the form 
of a Platonic dialogue, and reflected the fronts in the political 
and ideological battles of the Walpole era. In some respects, 
therefore, it was out of date. But in a very specific sense, it was 
still relevant in the context of the 1 760s and 1770s. This 
pamphlet contained passages lamenting that 'Fellows of No 
Rank, Commission or Authority' dare censure 'Men in the 
Highest Stations'.59 Above all, however, it suggested measures 
for regulating the press which gave the traditional political 
élite a leading role in controlling public discourse. The idea 
was put forward of passing a statute; attached was a draft Bill 
for the Regulation of the Press which, despite some liberal 
provisos, aimed to maintain the existing religious and political 
order.60 Even more revealing, however, was the suggestion of 
setting up a special court for libel cases. Its composition was 
to ensure that the administration of justice would be firmly in 

55 Ibid. 14. 56 lbid. 27. 57 Ibid. 14. 
58 F. Squire: A faitliful Report of a genuine Debate concernin.i: the liberty of the Press, etc. 

(London, 1740). 59 Cf. c.g. ibid. 15. 
60 Sec ibid. 32. 
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the hands of the Establishment.61 Although there was little 
chance of any of these suggestions ever being put into practice, 
they cast light on the political mentality of the 1760s. 

Where an elitist view of politics and the constitutional 
system predominated, there was little willingness to see the 
press as an organ of the people's will, that is, to regard it as a 
sort of 'fourth estate'. Parliamentary patricians, in particular, 
had little reason to do this. After all, they were satirized and 
criticized almost every day in pamphlets, cartoons, and 
newspapers. Given that the press constantly undermined the 
traditional political elite's monopoly of politics, this élite 
continued to regard politics free of populist pressures as an 
ideal. 'Is not popularity a vice from the moment it is sought? 
and must not such a popular man be an eternal slave to the 
wills, opinions andjudgements of those, whom he seeks for his 
followers?' 62 

Behind all this lay fear of a restructuring of the public 
sphere and, even more, fear of a qualitative change in the 
constitutional system. This has not only been seen with the 
benefit of hindsight; even the contemporary opponents of 
supposedly libertine conditions described the situation with 
astonishing precision. They saw the fact that public opinion 
was being awakened and encouraged to express itself as a 
threat to the traditional mixed constitution, which had proved 
its worth through time: 

Every act of that kind in any corporate body other than by way of 
petition to parliament, and through that constitutional channel up 
to the throne, does greatly tend to distress government in critical 
times. In such times it is very dangerous to create and introduce a 
fourth estate, as it were, of a democratical kind into the constitution, 
and which is therefore more liable in its nature to be played off as an 

01 lbid. 51: 'The Commissioners ofthis Court tobe bothjudges andjury, all equal in 
Vote and Authority ... The Persons I propose to eonsist ehiefly of a Detachmcnt 
from thc House of Commons; (to which may be added such a number of the Lords 
Spiritual and Tempora! as shall be thought proper) and to remove as far as possiblc 
all Exception, and every Suspicion of Party and Inlluence; and that every Act ofthis 
honourablc Bench may be reprcsentativcly the Act of the Whole Nation, let one be chosen 
out ofthe two Knights ofevery Shire or County, as also one for the City of London, and 
for each University; and that the Interests of the Crown may not seem tobe neglected, 
I think it very fit thc Nomination should bc in thc King.' 

62 Queries upon Liberty, the Freedom ofthe Press, lndependency etc., 12. 
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engine against government by the arts of any able set of men who 
have a private interest in inflaming others not quite so wise as 
themselves. 63 

II 

'Traditional' deliberations on the press and the freedom of the 
press offer a clear contrast with the views expressed in the 
reformist and radical camps, which were dominated by other 
ideas, and with good reason. Newspapers, pamphlets, and 
cartoons were far more important to the extra-parliamentary 
movement than they were to the political Establishment. lt is 
now generally accepted among historians that without the 
large-scale and sophisticated use of these media, Wilkes and 
his supporters would not have been able to engage in politics 
outside the limited framework of the metropolis, turning their 
own interests into a national cause.64 The press served as a 
large information network. Grievances that had hitherto been 
perceived as merely local, could now be seen as national 
problems. The press, which was increasingly penetrating the 
provinces, was a major factor in giving the Wilkes movement 
identity and coherence. lt is therefore not surprising that 
reformist and radical circles had a relationship with the press, 
and an attitude to the freedom of the press, that were quite 
different from those to be found in the traditional camp. 

The glorification of printing culture seems to have had a 
long tradition, especially under Commonwealthmen.65 Now, 
however, we find very specific comments on the political value 
of the press. In 1765 an anonymous author published a 
pamphlet entitled Remarks on the Importance of the Study of 
Political Pamphlets, Weekly Papers ... Political Music etc. Accord-
ing to this writer, political journalism was a good thing per se; 
especially in times of crisis and limited freedom, like the 
present, public debate on the political state of the nation was 
essential. The continuous provision of political literature to 
the population seemed to him to be an indication of 

,;:. J. Marriott, Political Consideratiom at the Present Cri.<is (London, 176!.!), 73. 
" 4 On this in gcncral sccj. Brcwcr, 'Commcrcialization and Politics', 253 ff. 
65 Sec thc bricf rcfcrcnccs in B. Rizzo, ' "Hail, printing!": Thc Commonwcalth-

man's salutc to thc printcd word in cightccnth-ccntury England', Transactions of the 
Sixth International Congress of the Enlilthtenment: Studies on Voltaire and the Ei,11,hteenth Century 
216 (Oxford, 1983), 258---g. 
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civilization and prosperity. He regarded it as a sign of the 
times that political reflection was no longer bounded by the 
limits of scholarly pedantry, but had become a phenomenon of 
everyday life. He expressed his opinion with all the fervour of 
a cultural revolutionary.66 This writer regarded the polemical 
and aggressive opinions that so offended contemporary 
'conservative' critics as expressions of public opinion and an 
authentic desire for freedom: 

Let us not, therefore, shut our ears to the cries ofthe streets, nor turn 
away our eyes from the lamentations of the news-papers. Let us not 
be cozened by the arts of crafty and designing men, who maliciously 
and falsely represent them as the counterfeit tears, the groans and 
wailings of hired mourners; the snarling, roaring and howling of 
ravenous fiction; or the hooting, cackling and braying, of a wayward 
and deluded mob: they are the generous and noble calls of liberty; 
the genuine voice of the venerable and sacred multitude.67 

The extraordinary significance and value of the freedom of 
the press was invoked with many rhetorical flourishes. 'The 
palladium of all other English liberties'68 and 'the best and 
only bulwark of manly freedom and liberal science'69 were 
phrases commonly used by contemporary pamphleteers to 
describe the liberty of the press. Nor did they hesitate to 
attribute some of the more progressive aspects of English 
history to the printed word-the Glorious Revolution, for 
example, or the Hanoverian succession. 70 In addition to these 
rather pragmatic considerations, the radical camp also put 

66 (Anon.), Remarks on the lmportance ofthe Study of Political Pamphlets, Week/y Papers, 
Periodical Papers, Daily Papers, Political Music etc. (London, I 765), 34-5: 'There are very 
few ofour modern politicians tobe seen now adays, bestrewed with lcarned dust, like 
Pope's politician; or smclling of the lamp, likc Demosthcncs; or lean, like Cassius, 
with eonstant meditation; or pale and blind with poring ovcr Tacitus, Aristotlc, Plato, 
Montcsquieu, Harrington, Sidney or Locke. Thcy havc hcard that thesc books 
contain nothing more than a parccl of erude maxims, or the idle dreams of 
unpraetised pedants and schoolmen; declamations ofliberty, whieh any man in this 
country may lcarn at his lcisure, in the first company he chances to meet, over a dish 
of coflce, or over a bottlc; general arguments in behalf of the rights of mankind which 
according to Cicero, cvcry man is taught by instinet.' ,;7 Ihid. 32. 

68 (Anon.), The extraordinary Gase of William Bingley, Book.reller (London, 1770), 33. 
m (Anon.), Another Letter to Mr .. 4lmon in Matter of Libel (London, 1770), 6. 
70 Sec c.g. (anon.), Englands Constitutional Testfor the Year 1763: in which are discussed 

/. Authorship, II. Popularity, III. Uberty of the Press, IV. The Dignity of /,ondon Juries 
(London, 1763), 22. 
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forward theoretically more stringent justifications of the 
liberty of the press. John Almon, for example, a pamphleteer, 
compiler, bookseller, and newspaper proprietor, who often 
found himself in conflict with the law of libel and supported 
Wilkes and the American rebellion, tried to raise his 
professional dignity by associating the freedom of the press 
with natural law. Almon's argument consisted of cleverly 
compiled quotations from Thomas Hayter's Essay on the Liberty 
ofthe Press (first published in 1755). In simplified form, it went 
as follows: 71 human beings are by nature social creatures, and 
thus depend upon communication with each other. In order to 
make possible a process of universal communication spanning 
vast spaces, humans found it necessary to supplement the 
spoken word, initially with the written, and later with the 
printed, word. Thus the liberty of the press was only an 
extension of the liberty of speech; in principle, the same 
quality was inherent in both rights. There was no question 
that the liberty of speech was one of the fundamental rights 
that was preserved when society passed from a pre-state 
condition to one governed by a constitution; it was a right in 
which authority could not legitimately meddle. Almon argued 
that, by analogy, the liberty of the press should also be 
guaranteed by the state. 

The advocates of reform, however, believed that the liberty 
of the press, which they valued so highly, was under serious 
threat. They saw the libel cases of the 1 760s and 1 770s as 
confirming their fears. The lamentations for lost liberties, 
which filled the press and accompanied these cases, show to 
what extent the law and sections of the political public had 
drifted apart by the 1 760s. I t was alleged that England was 
moving towards a state where the principle of 'passive 
obedience' again reigned supreme. 72 Other critics went so far 
as to assert that the situation in England at that time was 
amost as repressive as under a licensing system-for contem-
poraries, a symbol of absolute state authority. In 1 770, when 
those who published and sold the Junius letter protesting 

71 J. Almon, Memoirs of a late eminent Bookseller (London, 1790), 148 ff. 
72 Sec c.g. (Anon.), An Enquiry into the Doctrine lately propagated conceming Libels, 

Warrants and the Sei:r_ure of Papers, with a view to some late Proceedings, and the Defence ofThem 
by the Majority, upon the Principles of Law and the Constitution in a Letter to Mr. Almon from 
the Father of Candor (London, 1764), 29. 
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against official policy on the American colonies were pro-
secuted on the basis of ex-officio information, the spectre of a 
despotic regime was conjured up: 

As the Liberty of the Press has been universally allowed the chief 
support of all other liberty, an attack upon it at this juncture carries 
with it the strongest marks of insolent oppression. Had an 
imprimatur been openly clapped on the press, the measure could not 
have appeared much more violent and arbitrary. The only reason 
that the tyrants have wished for an imprimatur was to prevent their 
actions from being publicly and fairly discussed; and if this end is 
answered as well by an attorney general or a lord chief justice, is not 
the freedom of the press equally destroyed? 

When the press becomes thus a state engine, we must apprehend the 
most dreadful consequences from it; for those, who have it in their 
hands can, like an artificial serpent, make it bite whom they 
please.73 

Critics tried to make their arguments more trenchant and 
plausible by giving them a basis in history. They attempted to 
show that the laws governing libel, especially libel against 
state and government, were derived from the practice of the 
Star Chamber. Robert Morris, for example, Secretary of the 
Society of Supporters of the Bill of Rights, was one of those who 
argued in this way. 74 This topic was still curren t in the 1780s. 
Joseph Towers, a Dissenting minister and leading member of 
the Society for Constitutional Information, dismissed the law of 
libel as the heritage of Stuart absolutism. 'The fact is', he 
claimed, 'that the doctrines concerning libels, which are now 
propagated, are the same that were maintained before the 
Revolution. There has been no new law upon the subject.' 
'None of the Star chamber doctrines concerning libels have 
ever been formally disavowed.' 75 

The most impressive example of this historical approach is 
undoubtedly William Bollan's book, The Freedom of Speech and 
Writing upon Public Affairs considered ( 1 766). Bollan, the London 
agent of the Massachusetts council, seems, like many other 

7" Thc Freeholders Magazine, 2 (London 1770), 202, 204. 
74 W. Morris, A Letter to Sir Richard Aston, Knt. (London 1770), 20. 
75 J. Towers, Observations on the Rights and Duty of Juries in Trials for /,ibels to.E:ether with 

Remarks on the Origin and Nature of the l.aw of Libels (London, 1 784), 88--g. 



ECKHART HELLMUTH 

colonists temporarily resident in London,76 to have been quite 
familiar with the radical milieu of the metropolis. His book 
was perhaps the most learned eighteenth-century work on this 
subject. Bollan deals extensively with repression under the 
Stuarts and explores the restriction of expression in English 
history from the time of Henry VI onwards. 77 lndeed, he goes 
even further back in history, seeing the origin of all libel laws 
in Roman imperial law as laid down in the J ustinian Code, 78 

'being composed and given in a state wherein all things 
concentrated in the absolute power of the prince'. 79 The 
message of this digression into history was obvious: in its law 
of libel, England was preserving a legal tradition that was 
not in harmony with its own constitutional form of limited 
monarchy. 

Radicals tried to make history serve their purpose in other 
ways too. Given a political public with a strong appetite for 
historical example, radicals recalled prominent cases from the 
past in which people had suffered for expressing their political 
or religious convictions. They referred, among other things, to 
the Star Chamber case against Bastwick, Burton, and Prynne, 
the prosecutions of John Lilburne before and after 1640, and 
the trial of Algernon Sidney. In pointing to these cases, 
English radicals were trying to create a sense of historical 
identity. But they were also doing something more: they were 
making it clear that those who were involved in contemporary 
libel cases were part of a long tradition of suffering caused by 
despotic governments, and that these people had become 
victims in a good cause. Nor did they hesitate to associate the 
libel cases of the day with the cases conducted by Judges 
Scroggs and J effreys in the late seventeen th cen tury. 8° F or the 
eighteenth-century sensibility, these two judges personified 
the arbitrariness of the administration of law under the 
Stuarts. Comparisons of this kind were also drawn in 

76 Fora gcncral account sccj. Sainsbury, 'Thc Pro-Amcricans ofLondon, 1769 to 
1782', William and Mary Quarterly, 35 (1978), 424-54; id., Disaffected Patriots: l.ondon 
Supporten of Revolulionary America 1769-1782 (Kingston and Montreal, 1987). For 
Bollan sec 35, 37, 39, 40, 59-

77 W. Bollan, The Freedom of Speech and Wrilin,i: upon Public A.ffair.r considered: With an 
Historical View of the Roman Imperial l.aw.r a,i:ain.rl l.ibel.r ( London, 1 766), 44 ff. 

78 Ibid. 5 ß: 7" Ibid. 18. 
811 Towers, Observation.< on lhe R(i:hts and Duty, 8~. 
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contemporary political iconography. The frontispiece of a 
pamphlet showed the printer of John Wilkes's North Brilon, 
William Bingley, who had been charged with seditious libel in 
1768 and spent three years in prison for contempt of court, 
behind iron bars,81 exactly as John Lilburne had been 
depicted more than a hundred years earlier. Historical echoes 
such as these were used by radicals to give the heroes of their 
cause the aura of martyrs. This was a technique exploited by 
Wilkes, in his obsessive way and with his penchant for the 
melodramatic. In 1772, when the City of London presented 
him with a silver cup to celebrate his defence of the liberty of 
the press, Wilkes suggested a design depicting the death of 
Caesar.82 

A martyrology such as this was part of a much wider 
propaganda campaign with which Wilkes and his supporters 
claimed the libertarian Whig past for themselves.83 Beyond 
this, it also served to some extent as a negative background 
against which the function of the contemporary press could be 
justified. Where the idea that the authorities were maltreating 
their subjects was cultivated, the question of what role the 
press should play within the body politic practically answered 
itself: the press should be a tribunal for all office-holders, but 
especially for ministers. This definition, put forward by the 
advocates of reform, reflected the fact that the radicals of the 
1760s were obsessed with the idea of the accountability of 
officials in almost every capacity. Historians have already 
shown how this idea of accountability affected the political 
expression of radicalism in the early reign of Geroge III.84 

Radical lawyers brought actions against magistrates who were 
feit to have abused their trust. The most prominent case of 
this kind was the successful prosecution of the Secretary of 
State in the General Warrants Affair. Hand in hand with this 
instrumentalization of justice for political purposes went a 
press strategy that aimed to seek out cases in which official 

" 1 (Anon.), The Extraordinary Ca.re of William Ringley, Rookseller (London, 1770). 
112 Thc illustration is takcn from G. Shcrston Bakcr, 'John Wilkcs and thc Libcrty 

ofthc Press', l,aw Ma,ttazine, 4th scr. 22 (1987), 213-16. 
"'1 On this sec, among othcrs, K. Wilson, 'Thc Rcjcction of Dcfcrcncc: Urban 

Political Culturc in England, 1715-1785', Ph.D. diss. (Yalc, 1985), 129 ff. 
" 4 .J. Brcwcr, 'English Radiealism in the Agc of George III', in J. G. A. Poeoek 

(cd.), Three British Revolution.r: 1641, 1688, 1766 (Prinecton, 1980), 323-67, csp. 350 ff. 
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authority was abused, and to bring them and their perpetrators 
to the attention of the public. 

lt is therefore not surprising that contemporary discussion 
of the press tended to stress its oppositional character. Libel 
against the government lost its stigma and, in contrast to the 
conventional wisdom, was rated positively. 'lt is not the public 
peace, but the private peace of the Ministry that libels tend to 
break.'85 A Dialogue between a Country-Farmer and a Juryman, on 
the Subject of Libels, one of those pamphlets in which the radical 
movement raised constitutional problems with a view to 
educating the people, provides a short but precise description 
and justification of the anti-Establishment function of libels: 
'Country Farmer: "Libels are generally pointed atmen in office, 
who are appointed to manage the affairs of the nation, and I 
see no reason why their conduct should not be open to 
enquiry.'' Juryman: "lt is open to enquiry; they are as much 
responsible to the public for their behaviour as a servant to his 
master.'' '86 

This dialogue encapsulates an understanding of the nature 
of the press that evoked a remarkable response in the 1 760s 
and 1770s. In the exchange of pamphlets precipitated by 
Wilkes's trial and conviction for a libel published in Number 
45 of the North Briton, the idea had already been current that, 
given official despotism, the press had to assume the function 
of a public watch-dog. This idea appeared in typical form in 
the most successful Letter concerning Libels, published under the 
pseudonym Father of Candor. First printed in 1 764 and 
running through numerous editions, it provoked a substantial 
number ofreplies. This pamphlet 'most exactly and vigorously 
set forth for a free and untrammelled press in the early years of 
the reign of George 111'.87 Not only did it argue, in a most 
sophisticated way, that in libel cases the jury should have the 
power to determine questions both of law and of fact; it also 
gave a remarkable description ofwhat the printed ward could 
achieve in a situation of ministerial maladministration. With 

85 (Anon.), An interestin.1/ Address to the Independent part of the People of England, on 
Libels . .. (London, 1777), 28-g. 

86 (Anon.), A Dialogue between a Country Fanner and ajuryman, on the Subject of Libels 
(London, 1770), 19. 

87 Rca, English Press in Politics, 1 1 1. 
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the experience of the General Warrants Affair fresh in mind, 
the Father ofCandor vehemently put the case for the press as 
an oppositional force: 

When men find themselves aggrieved by the violence of the 
misconduct ofthe persons appointed to the Ministry, it is natural for 
them to complain, to communicate their thoughts to others, to put 
their neighbours on their guard, and to remonstrate in print against 
the public proceedings ... The liberty of exposing and opposing a 
bad Administration by the pen is among the necessary privileges of a 
free people, and is perhaps the greatest benefit that can be derived 
from the liberty of the press.88 

The idea that the press should be the tribunal of authority 
subsequently came up again and again, and was taken to 
extremes by James Burgh in the 1 770s. In his Political 
Disquisitions, which was soon to become one of the standard 
textbooks ofthe reform movement,89 Burgh suggested that 'no 
free subject ought to be under the least restraint in accusing 
the greatest'. According to Burgh, the right to exercise public 
criticism took absolute priority; any claim by the authorities 
for protection against defamation had to take second place. 
He bluntly rejected the possible objection that this unlimited 
form of freedom of the press would be a grievous hardship to 
those who undertook the administration of a Nation: 

To this I answer, it is no hardship at all, but the unavoidable 
inconvenience attendant upon a high station, which he who dislikes 
must avoid, and keep himself private ... If a statesman is liable to 
be falsely accused, !et him comfort himselfby recollecting, that he is 
well paid. If a statesman has designedly behaved amiss, he ought to 
be punished with the utmost severity; because the injury he has 
done, is unboundedly extensive. Ifhe has injured the public through 
weakness, and without wicked intention, he is still punishable; 
because he ought not to have thrust himselfinto a station for which he 
was unfit.90 

88 A Letter concernin.lf Libels, Warrants and the Seizure ef Papers, etc. (London, 1764), 28. 
This is a rcviscd and cnlargcd cdi tion of 'An Enquiry into the Doctrine lately 
propagated concerning Libels' ( sec n. 72). 

89 Sec C. H. Hay, 'Thc Making ofa Radical; Thc Casc ofjamcs Burgh',Journal of 
British Studies, 18 (1979), 9-117, sec csp. 111 ff. 

90 James Burgh, Political Disquisitions, iii (London, 1 775), 251. 
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One of the main impulses behind Burgh's attitude was a keen 
moral rigour. He consistently projected ethical norms from 
the individual on to the political sphere.91 

This concept of the legitimacy of radical criticism by the 
press was based on the idea that members of the administration 
did not hold office in their own right, but only so long as they 
proved to be worthy of public trust. Thus they had no right to 
complain if the press censured them. The Letter concerning Libels 
puts it this way: 'Their posts in the State, or their public 
character, are not like individual's particular trade, profession 
or fortune, or his private character. The writing ofthem out of 
their places is not a loss for which they have any right to be 
repaired in damages. Their holding ought only tobe quam diu 
bene se gesserint, and of this the public at large ought to be the 
judges. '92 We can even recognize a tendency to see the press 
rather than Parliament as the power mediating between the 
people and ministers, and to assign to it the role of judging the 
legitimacy of a government. The idea was expressed that the 
public was entitled to use the press to reach a verdict on 
ministers, and, if necessary, to drive them from office: 'We 
have an undoubted right publicly to complain of the conduct 
of the ministers when they do wrong; and when such a right 
requires exertion, those ministers ought to quit their places.'93 

Where the press was so clearly assigned an anti-govern-
mental function, it was only a small step to linking the 
freedom of the press conceptually with the right to offer 
resistance. William Bollan, the Massachusetts colonial agent 
mentioned above, takes exactly this line in his Essay on the 
Right of every man in a free state to speak and write freely, published 
in r 772 and his second major work on the subject. In r 766 he 
had opened his learned reflections on The Freedom of Speech and 
Writing upon Public Affairs with a discourse on Truth and 
Reason. Six years later, however, his opening passage was 
very different, emphasizing the 'right of defence'. Bollan 

"' For this rcason Burgh could writc: 'A libcl is in fact (criminally spcaking) a non 
cntity, i.c., thcrc is no such offcncc as scandal. For if thc punishmcnt was takcn away, 
thc wholc ofthc cvil would bc takcn away bccausc nobody would rcgard scandal; but 
pcoplc would belief cvcry pcrson's charactcr what thcy kncw it. Thc old philosophcr 
said all in a scntcncc. "Live so that nobody shall bclicvc your maligncrs." '(ibid. 251-

2). "2Letter conceming Lihels, 28. 
"" An lnteresting Address to tlre Independent Part of the People of England, 69. 
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derived this right from natural and divine law, and believed 
that no earthly power had the right to withdraw it. He defined 
the freedom of speech and writing as apart, so to speak, ofthis 
'right of defence': 'Every man of Right partaking of the 
common liberty, safety and prosperity, nature and reason 
entitle him to the free use of speech and writing in order to 
defend the common rights and promote the common welfare, 
the right to defence being inseparable companion of every 
other right. '94 

This was not an isolated case of the freedom of the press 
being systematically associated with the right to resist. 
Attempts to demonstrate the inherent connection between 
these two rights went so far as to draw upon the paradigm of 
the state of nature. A pamphlet published in r 763 and 
dedicated to John Wilkes presented the development from a 
pre-state condition to one of political civilization in such terms 
thatjournalistic criticism ofauthority appeared as the equival-
ent of the armed combat against despotic regimes that had 
been the norm in earlier periods.95 To a certain extent, this 
argument workcd on two levels: on the one hand, it 
underlined the function of the press as a vehicle for changing 
internal power structures; on the other, it subscribed to the 
idea that the journalistic struggle was a civilized and non-
violent form of settling conflicts-something that would 
certainly have appealed to Wilkes's supporters from the 
middling classes. 

The idea that the press should be an anti-governmental 
agency was not always put so forcefully. This can perhaps be 

94 W. Bollan, An Essay on the Right of every man in afree state to speak and writefreely, in 
order to defend the pub/ic r(l(hls, and promote the public weljare (London, 1772), 2. 

" 5 (Anon.), En,l(lands Constitutiona/ Test, 20-1; 'Whcn mankind cmcrgcd from thc 
wild statc ofnaturc, that is, ofmutual hostility and willingly submittcd thcmsclvcs to 
thc conditions ofsocial compact, a rcgard to an cquality among mcn was at first, and 
for a long time prcscrvcd; until thc rcstlcss dacmon of ambition, thc mothcr of tyrants 
and dcspotic sway actuatcd thc brcasts of ccrtain individuals, commissioncd by thc 
divinity as a scourgc to punish sinful nations. Thcy conccivcd notions of crccting a 
suprcmacy of power; with which invadcd and usurpcd authority ovcr thcir latc 
cquals, thcy thcmsclvcs, by thc co-opcration of thcir minions, should bc uncontroul-
ably invcstcd. Such daring attcmpts cvcr mct with opposition, by forcc; which whcn 
rcduccd, thc only mcans lcft of suing for rcdrcss was by haranguing in rcmonstranccs, 
as patriots-that of publishing tracts to vindicatc thc rights of an opprcsscd, or any 
ways injurcd pcoplc, was but a vcry confincd nature, till sincc thc most invaluablc 
discovcry of thc art of printing.' 
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explained by reference to the range of political attitudes 
within the extra-parliamentary movement. William Moore, 
for example, a resolute defender of the radical cause, did not 
hesitate to reprint, word for word, one of the Craftsman 
classics96 on the liberty of the press in his journals,97 and 
hence this was still often defined in the spirit of the Country 
tradition. The liberty of the press was seen 'as a liberty of 
setting forth Mal-administration, and pleading for the Redress 
of Grievances; of exposing Mismanagement and Corruption 
in high Places, and discovering the secret Designs of wicked 
and ambitious Men'. More remarkably, Moore even reprinted 
those passages from the Craftsman that distinguished between 
freedom and licentiousness in much the same way as did 
writers supporting the political status quo. What was true in 
general of radicalism and the reform movement of the r 760s 
and r 770s, also applies in particular to the discourse on the 
freedom of the press: the Wilkites happily borrowed arguments 
from the Tory Opposition of the earlier eighteenth century.98 

We should not, however, overemphasize the significance of 
this phenomenon for contemporary reflection on the press and 
the freedom of the press. The vocabulary and the repertoire of 
arguments that were used point more to a revitalization ofthe 
liberal individual heritage. lt does not make sense in every 
case to see the ideological stock of radicalism and the reform 
movement primarily from the perspective of the continuity of 
the Country tradition. Isaac Kramnick has quite rightly 
reminded us that the voice 'of natural rights, of compact, of 
government as trust, of natural equality, and of the people's 
power to change governments' was very much alive in 
reformist or radical circles of the later eighteenth century.99 

The way in which the press was regarded as an anti-
governmental agency lends support to this view. lt becomes 
even clearer when we look at the efforts that were made to 

96 Thc Craftsman, 9 Dcc. (1726), 7-13. 
97 Thc Whisperer, 26, 11 Aug. ( 1770) and The Scotchman, 5 Apr. ( 1 772). 
98 Fora new pieturc of'Toryism bcforc 1760 sec L. Collcy, In Defiance of O/igarchy: 

The Tory Party 1714-1760 (Cambridge, 1982); cad., 'English Radicalism beforc 
Wilkes', Transactions ofthe Royal Historical Sociery, 2nd ser. 31 (1981), 1-19; N. Rogers, 
'The Urban Opposition to Whig Oligarchy', in M. andj. Jacob (eds.), The Origins of 
Anglo-American Radicalism (London, 1984), 132-84. 

99 I. Kramnick, 'Rcpublican Rcvisionism Revisitcd', American Historical Review, 87 
(1982), 62g-64, csp. 648. 
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define the relationship between the press and Parliament in 
constitutional theory. 

The year 1 77 I, in which the parliamentary privilege that 
guaranteed the secrecy of its proceedings was de facto, though 
not de jure, suspended, was undoubtedly significant in this 
respect. 100 Wilkes commented that 'the people are now made 
the Judges of the conduct of their representatives' .101 And 
Jean Louis de Lolme, more an interested observer than the 
supporter of any particular party in the controversies of the 
I 770s, gives an idealized but none the less revealing account of 
the interaction between press and Parliament in his book The 
Constitution of England. According to de Lolme, the light that 
the press cast upon parliamentary proceedings allowed the 
political nation to make its own assessment of its Members of 
Parliament. At the next elections, those Members who did not 
live up to public expectations would be expelled, and thus 'a 
material reformation of the views of government' would be 
effected. 102 But efforts to define the relationship between press 
and Parliament in constitutional theory went beyond com-
ments such as these on the events of 177 I. Advocates of reform 
made far-reaching and strenuous intellectual efforts to clarify 
this issue during the 1 770s. 

Essentially, this process developed out of the generally 
critical attitude of radicals towards the contemporary parlia-
mentary system. lt is weil known that radicals went beyond 
the Country platform in so far as they claimed that Parliament 
was too corrupt to reform itself and that only pressure from 
outside could secure a genuine return to the constitution. 103 

Those who held these views felt that their attitude was 
vindicated by a number of events, including repeated attempts 
to expel Wilkes from Parliament, the propagation of the élitist 
idea of virtual representation, the failure of the instruction 
campaign, and not least the handling of the quarrel with the 

1<K> Sec P. D. G. Thomas, 'John Wilkcs and thc Frccdom of thc Press (1771)', 
Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research, 3 ( 1960), 8½8; id., 'Thc Bcginning of 
Parliamcntary Rcporting in Ncwspapcrs, 1768--1 774', English Historical Review, 74 
( 1959), 623-36. 

101 Town and Country Magazine, or Universal Repository of KnowlerJ.ite, lnstruction, and 
Entertainment, 4 ( 1772), 220. 

102 Jean Louis de Lolmc, The Constitution of England (London, 1775), 296-7. 
io:i Sec Dickinson, Liberty and Property, 195 ff. 
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American colonies. All this created distance and mistrust 
between Parliam,;ent and one section of the political public. 

lt was also implied-not without some basis in reality 104-

that Parliament was undermining free public discussion of 
political matters. James Burgh, for example, who strongly 
advocated a major revision of the whole system of representa-
tion, accused Members of Parliament of not fulfilling their 
duty to protect the critics of government, for purely selfish 
reasons: 

The severities upon private persons who write and speak freely of 
ministerial conduct, would by an incorrupt parliament be immedi-
ately restrained, and the subjects be set at liberty to remark as they 
pleased, upon the conduct of those who undertook the management 
oftheir affairs; but while ministers have a scheme ofiniquity to carry 
on, it is not to be wondered that they endeavour, by all manner of 
severities, to drive away those who come with prying eyes to inquire 
into their proceedings.105 

Some time later, a similar argument was put forward in an 
anonymous pamphlet. lt suggested that Parliament was 
indifferent, even hostile, to the principle of free political 
discussion. 106 Arguments such as these fitted well into a 
propaganda campaign that aimed to show that Parliament 
was part of the corrupt political Establishment and incapable 
of action guided by reason. 

This sort of criticism gave rise to fundamental considerations 
on the relationship between a political press and Parliament: 
the odium of fallibility was attached to both Hauses of 
Parliament. 107 Parliament was placed under the same suspicion 
as the organs of justice, the government, and the Crown itself. 
Consequently, it was argued, Parliament should be made to 
fcel the oppositional power of the press. Thus it seemed 
obvious that a free press should be seen as an instrument for 
the control of Parliament. Occasionally, this function of the 
press vis-a-vis Parliament was logically derived from the 
principle of popular sovereignty. Thus a pamphlet published 

io+ Sec Rca, English Press in Politic.r, 188-2 11, csp. 201. 
10'' Burgh, Polilical Disquisition.r, iii. 266. 
106 (Anon.), An /ntere.rting Addm.r to the Independent Pari of the People of England, g. 
107 Burgh, Political Disquisitions, iii. 247. 
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in 1777, after a libel case against John Horne Tooke, 
attributed the function of controlling Parliament to a free 
press, following a train of thought that sought to reduce 
Parliament's significance and disputed its autonomous nature. 
This argument was founded upon the following axioms: 
historical experience proves that Parliament has been found 
wanting; sovereignty within the state belongs to the people; all 
political power is simply delegated along the lines of a trust 
and can be revoked by the people at any time. 108 The 
legitimacy of journalistic criticism of Parliament followed 
necessarily from the following generalizations: 'If, as a people, 
sovereignty is only among us, and not in our parliaments, which 
are of our own fabrication, it must be allowed that we are not 
tobe restrained in our enquiries, into the conduct of those who 
undertake our public affairs because ( as in a private case 
between man and man) they are undoubtedly answerable for 
what they do.' 109 

III 

How are we to locate this debate historically? To what extent 
did the ideas on the freedom of the press that were expressed 
in the 1 760s and 1 770s go back to older ideas? Deliberations 
on the relationship between the government and the press 
obviously have a long tradition. Ultimately, reflections on this 
subject go back to the English Revolution. Lilburne, for 
example, had argued: 'If Government be just in its Constitu-
tion, and equal in its distributions, it will be good, if not 
absolutely necessary for them, to hear all voices andjudgments, 
which they can never do, but by giving freedom to the 
press.' 110 Andin the later seventeenth century, too, there had 
been no Jack of discussion of this subject. Around the 
Exclusion Crisis, authors such as Charles Blount111 and 
William Denton 112 had sued for the right to criticize authority. 
The following quotation from Cato's Letters of I 720 shows that 

108 (Anon.), An lnteresting Address to the Independent Part of the People of England, sec 
csp. 11 and 64 ff. '0" Ibid. 14. 

110 Thomason Tracts, 669[ 13 (75). 
111 C. Blount, Ajust Vindication of l.earning: or, an Humble Addre.u to the High Court of 

Parliament in behalf of the /,iberty of the Press (London, 1679). 
112 W. Dcnton, An Apologyfor the Liberty ofthe Press (London, 1681). 
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the idea of the press taking the government to task had a 
remarkable continuity within English political life: 

The Administration of Government is nothing eise, but the 
Attendance of the Trustees of the People upon the interest and 
Affairs ofthe People. And it is the Part ofBusiness ofthe People, for 
whose sake alone all publick Matters are ... transacted, to see 
whether they be weil or ill transacted. lt is the interest, and ought to 
be the ambition, of all honest Magistrates, to have their Deeds 
openly examined and publickly scanned. Only the wicked Governors 
of Men dread what is said of them. 113 

Gordon and Trenchard's texts would certainly still have 
made sense in the extra-parliamentary movement's propa-
ganda campaigns ofthe 1760s and 1770s. None the less, we do 
not want to suggest that a seamless continuity existed. Among 
other things, we must ask to what extent the term 'people' 
meant something different half a century later. lt seems that 
in the early phase of George III's reign, reflections on this 
problem contained much stronger populist connotations. 
Above all, however, the notion that the press should constitute 
a tribunal for authority was much more persistently urged in 
the latter half of the century. Finally, during the early period, 
the right of the press to criticize Parliament was not derived 
from the idea of the sovereignty of the people. 114 

What seems to have been achieved in the critical situation 
of the 1 760s and r 770s is a more clearly defined idea of the 
autonomous power ofthe press. Characteristically, the right of 
journalists freely to criticize 'Kings, Ministers, and Parlia-
ment' was justified in pamphlets by the argument that 
'private independent subjects only are likely to give a faithful 
warning of such attempts; their betters (as to rank and 
fortune) being more likely to conceal, than detect the abuses 
committed by those in power'. 115 This evocation of the 
autonomous power of the press was no coincidence. lt arose 
logically out of the structural situation in which the extra-
parliamentary movement found itself in the 1760s and 1770s. 

"" J. Trcnchard and T. Gordon, Catos's Letters, 4 Feb. (1720). 
114 This changc in pcrccption is thc subjcct of a work in prcparation by thc prcscnt 

author, which will covcr thc wholc of thc 18th ccnt. 
11 " Burgh, Po/itical Disquisitions, iii. 247. Similarly, (anon.), An lnterestin,I( Address to 

the Independent Part of the People of En,l(land, 15 ff. 
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Unlike the popular opposition ofthe 1730s and 1740s, it could 
no langer count on intensive sponsorship by and co-operation 
with sections ofthe parliamentary élite. To a certain extent it 
was isolated, and, after the end of the proscription on the 
Tories, it was confronted with a relatively united ruling dass. 
In this situation, in which co-operation between those 
excluded from the inner circles ofEnglish politics (mainly the 
urban middling classes) and the parliamentary Opposition 
was fragile and sporadic, it seemed natural to seek political 
ideas and concepts that questioned the traditional political 
mechanisms, or made efforts to transcend the accustomed 
constitutional system. Without explicitly calling the press a 
fourth estate, radicals obviously emphasized ideas that 
pointed in the direction of this theoretical concept. And 
conversely, the journalistic advocates of the political status 
quo were unwilling to accept as legitimate and necessary a 
journalism that articulated the political aspirations of those 
'out-of-doors'. There is little evidence that any effort was 
made to go beyond the hackneyed idea that 'outside' pressure 
could undermine the balance of the constitution. This contrast 
was a major factor in guaranteeing a lively dialogue during 
the 1 760s and 1 770s. lt did not mean, however, that the 
debate on the press and the freedom of the press was over. lt 
was to be revived in the 1790s, with a different agenda. 116 

116 R. R. Rca dcals bricfly with this dcbatc in ' "Thc Libcrty of thc Press", as an 
Issuc in English Politics, 1792-1793', Thc Historian, 24 (1961), 26-43. 
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Popular Loyalism in Britain in the 1 790s 

HARRY T. DICKINSON 

Most historians who have examined the impact of the French 
Revolution on popular politics in Britain in the r 790s have 
concentrated on the development of a radical ideology and on 
the rise of those popular societies demanding extensive 
parliamentary reform. These historians have often been so 
captivated by the noble and heroic efforts of the reformers that 
they have exaggerated their strength and unity. They have 
usually failed to recognize that the reformers agreed on very 
little except the need for a more equal representation of the 
people, that they never developed the organizations, strategies, 
or tactics capable of bringing irresistible pressure to bear upon 
the governing élite, and that they failed to rally the majority of 
either the middling or the lower orders behind their political 
demands. 

In addition to exaggerating the unity, cohesion, and 
numerical strength of the British radicals in the r 790s, 
historians have often endeavoured to explain the failure of 
these radicals by concentrating on the panic reaction of the 
propertied classes. Recent research, however, has shown that 
the machinery of repression set up by the government was not 
as effective or as ruthless as was previously thought and that it 
is a great exaggeration to describe it as 'Pitt's Reign of 
Terror'. The government undoubtedly persecuted some ofthe 
leading radicals and it certainly intimidated the more faint-
hearted reformers, but traditional liberties and the rule oflaw 
were not destroyed to such an extent that the radical cause 
can be described as collapsing solely, or even largely, because 
of legislative repression. 1 

1 C. Emslcy, 'An Aspcct of Pitt's Terror: Prosccutions for Sedition during the 
1790s', Social History, 6 (1981), 155-84; and id., 'Repression, "tcrror" and the rulc of 
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Since it has proved difficult to sustain the charge that the 
radicals failed to achieve their aims because of government 
repression, historians are being forced to look for other 
evidence to explain why Britain-alone among the countries 
of western Europe-avoided major political changes in the 
1790s. Dr J. C. D. Clark, for example, has stressed the 
impressive resilience of the traditional institutions of mon-
archy, aristocracy, and the Church of England, as well as the 
pervasive influence of a sophisticated conservative ideology 
which defended the authority and privileges of the property-
owning élite. In his opinion, these factors enabled Britain's 
society and constitution to avoid serious structural change 
until the Great Reform Act of 1832.2 A more convincing thesis 
has also been put forward recently by Professor lan Christie. 
He asserts that it was the pluralistic character of British 
society and the responsive nature of its political institutions 
that gave it the unique capacity to absorb both the pressures 
created by major socio-economic changes and the internal 
conflict generated by opposing interest groups. While he, too, 
acknowledges the strength of traditional institutions and the 
pervasive influence of conservative ideas, he lays greater stress 
on the importance of social cohesion, increasing prosperity, 
improvements in the Poor Law and other forms of charitable 
relief, and the ability of the poor to secure improvements in 
their conditions by riots, trade union activity, and the spread 
of friendly societies. 3 

While acknowledging that such factors as these did indeed 
make Britain's political structure and social order more 
flexible and responsive than that of France and other 
European countries, they do not offer a sufficient explanation 
of why the radicals of the 1 790s failed to rally overwhelming 
support behind their reform programme. What needs to be 
explored more fully is the widespread recognition in Britain 
of the benefits provided by the existing constitution. There 
was a very popular and pervasive belief that British liberties 
and British prosperity were the product of parliamentary 

law in England du ring the decade of the Freneh Revolution', English Historical Review, 
IOO (1985), 801-25. 

2 J. C. D. Clark, English Society 1688-1832 (Cambridge, 1985). 
3 I. R. Christie, Stress and Stability in Late E(!fhleenth-Century Britain (Oxford, 1984). 
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monarchy, the rule oflaw, and the existing social order. This 
conviction made many ordinary people quite resistant to the 
arguments for change put forward by radicals at home and 
revolutionaries abroad. By the early 1790s the violence and 
anarchy engendered by the French Revolution, the outbreak 
of a devastating war which threatened the very security of 
Britain and her vital economic interests, and the fear that 
some British radicals were prepared to conspire with the 
French, produced a militant loyalism which threatened to 
sweep away the radical cause in Britain. I t certainly enabled 
the government to claim widespread popular support for its 
ideological crusade against Jacobin principles at home and 
abroad. 

Any explanation for the triumph of the conservative 
reaction in the 1790s therefore must take into account the 
impressive achievements of the loyalists in countering the 
ideology, the political organizations, and the political activities 
of the radicals. Historians need to recognize that the defenders 
of the existing political and social order developed a per-
suasive intellectual and moral defence of the status quo, 
established organizations which rallied mass support, and, 
furthermore, created the means of replying not only in kind, 
but to greater effect, to every political tactic adopted by the 
radicals. This powerful and highly successful loyalist reaction 
was not simply the product of government initiatives nor 
solely the work of the propertied élite. lt arose genuinely, if 
not quite spontaneously, from a widespread and popular 
determination to avoid revolution in Britain. lt carried 
conviction not merely .with those privileged men of property 
who had most to lose from a revolution, but with a far greater 
proportion of the middling and lower orders than was ever 
won over to the radical cause in the 1790s. 

During the 1790s admiration for the British constitution, 
combined with a growing alarm for its safety, encouraged the 
development and articulation of a conservative ideology of 
considerable appeal, resilience, and intellectual power. His-
torians have long been familiar with the impassioned and 
sophisticated attack which Edmund Burke launched on the 
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intellectual claims of British radicals and French revolution-
aries. He had warned that if such men were not opposed, they 
would destroy the established order in Church and State, 
eliminate hierarchy, social harmony, and justice, and incite 
the impoverished masses to pillage the wealth of the privileged 
classes of society.4 Much recent research on conservative 
ideology in the 1 790s, however, has focused less on Burke than 
on the many less profound, but very influential, writers (such 
as William Paley, William Cusac Smith, Robert Nares, 
Francis Plowden, Samuel Horsley, Samuel Cooper, Richard 
Hey, and John Reeves), who endeavoured to counter the 
appeal of the radical propagandists. These conservative 
theorists denounced the radical claims based on universal 
natural rights and the sovereignty of the people and, instead, 
justified the existing order by appeals to utility, morality, 
natural law, history, and prescription.5 Their sophisticated 
arguments undoubtedly helped to undermine the intellectual 
appeal ofradical natural rights theories among educated men. 
They also helped to shape some of the less sophisticated 
propaganda put out by loyalist organizations. In seeking to 
reach a mass readership, however, the more militant loyalists 
used more pragmatic arguments and wrote in simpler and 
more impassioned tones.6 An understanding of loyalist 
ideology needs to start with the work of sophisticated 
conservative theorists, but it must also involve the scrutiny of 
the vast array of newspapers, periodicals, pamphlets, tracts, 
sermons, and broadsides that was part of the massive 

4 Sec, cspccially, M. Frccman, Edmund Burke and the Critique of Political Radicalism 
(Oxford, 1980), and F. P. Lock, Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France (London, 
1985). 

5 As weil as Clark, English Society, 19g-276, and Christic, Stress and Stability, 156---82, 
sec H. T. Dickinson, Liberty and Property (London, 1977), 270-318; J. A. W. Gunn, 
Beyond Liberty and Property (Kingston and Montreal, 1983), 164-93; and T. P. 
Schoficld, 'Conscrvativc Political Thought in Britain in Response to thc Frcnch 
Revolution', Historical Journal, 29 ( 1986), 6o1-22. 

6 Fora uscful introduction to loyalist propaganda, sec R. Hole, 'British Countcr-
Rcvolutionary Popular Propaganda in thc 1790s', in C. Jones (cd.), Britain and 
Revolutionary France: Conjlict, Subversion and Propaganda (Exctcr, 1983), 53-69. Among 
thc most rcadily acccssiblc sourccs arc Liberty and Property preserved against Republicans 
and Levellers: A Collection of Tracts (London, 1793); and thc hugc collcction of loyal ist 
addresscs in thc London Gazette ( 1 792-3) and among thc Rccvcs papcrs in thc British 
Library, Add. MSS 1692g-31. 
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campaign to prevent the British people being seduced by the 
dangerous nonsense spouted by foreign and domestic rad-
icals. 

Whereas the radicals insisted that civil government was 
created in order to convert man's natural rights into civil 
liberties, both conservative theory and loyalist propaganda 
maintained that government was necessary to protect private 
property, to preserve the natural distinctions in society, and to 
restrain man's passionate and selfish nature. Governments 
should be judged by their beneficial effects and by their ability 
to serve the needs of society over many generations. Utility, 
expedience, and experience were much more important than 
pure reason in assessing the value of any particular system of 
government. lt was dangerously conceited for even the wisest 
of men to presume to elevate their reason above thejudgement 
of centuries. A reverence for the past and an acceptance of 
traditional authorities were to be encouraged rather than 
efforts to create a new order on the basis of speculative 
theories and appeals to abstract general principles. The 
British constitution, in particular, was a complex organism 
which could not be easily remodelled and ought not to be 
lightly altered: 

Improvements, suggested by speculation, are of all others the most 
suspicious, the most precarious, and the most dangerous. Nothing so 
much mocks the pride of human wisdom, as the result of these 
political experiments, which have been founded on theories so 
specious, as not only to delude the imaginations of the weak; but to 
establish the füllest conviction of their excellence and utility, in the 
minds of persons, who are most distinguished by solidity and extent 
of understanding. The aggravation of misery and. oppression has 
often been the issue of those exploits and measures, which seem the 
best calculated for the extension offreedom and happiness. By such 
examples, providence admonishes mankind to be fearfully cautious 
in the region ofpolitical adventure; to distrust their own wisdom and 
foresight; to consult experience rather than theory ... 7 

Conservative theory and loyalist propaganda rejected the 
notion of natural equality and opposed the claim that all men 

7 T. Somcrvillc, Observations on the Constitution and Present State of Britain (Edinburgh, 
I 793), 53• 
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should possess the same political rights. Although all men 
shared a common humanity, they were so unequal in physical 
and mental abilities that it was both natural and inevitable 
that they would acquire varying amounts of property andenjoy 
unequal degrees of power in the state. A great deal of loyalist 
propaganda, aimed explicitly at the lower orders, defended 
inequality as natural and divinely ordained, and urged the 
poor to be content with their lowly station in life. Great care 
was taken to inform the people that God had ordained that 
there should be rich and poor as a way of rewarding the 
industrious and punishing the lazy. The poor were also 
informed that wealth brought particular problems to those 
who possessed it. Unlike the poor, the rich were rarely content 
because they could not enjoy the benefits of continuous labour 
or the pleasures of a simple, frugal existence. Furthermore, the 
rich were burdened with the cares of government and the 
responsibility of providing employment and a whole range of 
charitable institutions for the benefit of the labouring poor. 
Even if the rich were divested of their property, the poor 
would still need to work. lndeed, many of them might find it 
harder to secure gainful employment if their labour were not 
needed to provide for the real needs and artificial wants of the 
wealthy.8 The poor should remember: 

We are all a ebain; Providenee bas so ordered it, tbat tbe Rieb 
eannot do witbout tbe Poor, nor ean tbe Poor do witbout tbe Rieb. 
As to being equal in property, 'tis all my Eye and Betty Martin. lt 
never was, nor ever ean be, unless men are just alike.9 

Since this was the case, all men should be aware that only 
the dissolute dregs of society could benefit from an attack on 
the existing social order. All other sections of the population, 
even the industrious poor, would suffer from a policy designed 
to level those natural distinctions in society that were the 
result of the inevitable differences between men. The poor 
man, with but a shilling in his packet and cheap clothes on his 

8 A Serious Caution to the Poor (London, 1792); W. Paley, Reasons for Contentment, 
Addressed to the Labouring Part of the British Public (London, 1793); R. Watson, 'A 
Sermon preached before the Stewards of the Westminster Dispensary', in id., 
Miscellaneous Tracts (2 vols.; London, 1815), i. 448----93; and 'Dialogue between a 
Labourer and a Gentleman', in Liberty and Property Preserved .. " 8---12. 

9 Advice to Sundry Sorts of People, by Job Nott (London, 1792). 
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back, had as much to lose as the richest man if all property 
rights were not defended: 

If a duke or an earl has not a right to his great estate, what right has 
the small landowner to his freehold-What right has the shopkeeper 
to his shop, the tenant to his farm, the corporation to its privileges 
and freedom, the master tradesman to the work of his apprentices 
and servants, or any working man to his comfortable meal, while 
there is a beggar in the street that wants it? 10 

Since men naturally possessed different amounts of property 
and since governments were primarily established to protect 
property rights, then, claimed the conservative theorists, men 
had no natural and inalienable right to enjoy equal political 
power in the state. Property conferred power on its possessors 
and the men of greatest wealth were best equipped to exercise 
political influence over the affairs of the state. They were 
obviously more likely than poor men to possess solid 
judgement, ample intelligence, and the ability to command 
others. All men undoubtedly possessed the right to justice and 
to the legal protection of their life, liberty, and property, but 
they did not have a natural right to exercise political power in 
the state nor to vote for the members of the legislature. The 
stability of the British constitution and the traditional liberties 
ofBritish subjects could be preserved only so long as property 
was allowed to exercise its natural influence. The existing 
electoral system, despite its acknowledged irregularities and 
even its apparent absurdities, produced a House ofCommons 
which represented the powerful and legitimate interests in the 
country. Since the best men sat in parliament, it mattered 
little how they were elected. 11 The small freeholders and 
property-owners who possessed the franchise were warned 
that: 

if the mode of election be altered, and the scale of it extended, men of 
property, interested by that property in the real welfare and stability 
of the nation, would not be chosen; but cunning, low-minded men who 

' 0 A Few Plain Questions and a Little Honest Advice to the Working People of Great Britain 
(London, 1792), 13. 

11 A Serious Caution to the Poor; Advice to Sundry Sorts of People, by Job Nott; Sir William 
Ashurst's Charge to the Grand Jury ofthe County of Middlesex (London, 1792); A Few Plain 
Questions to the Working People ofScotland (Edinburgh, 1792), 8--g, 11; and thc Tomahawk, 
53 ( 28 Dcc. 1 795). 
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had nothing to lose. Actuated by the lust of power and gain, under the 
mask of Equality, they would give the watchword to their friends 
without doors-declare the King and Lords useless (as the case was 
in the days of Cromwell), and fabricate what they would call a 
Republic, but, in other words, a violent usurpation of all the Lands and 
property of the kingdom, which would be at the disposal of them and 
their adherents. 12 

Loyalist propaganda consistently reiterated that Britain 
benefited from a political system in which property not 
persons were represented. Arthur Young was not alone in 
warning the nation: '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 1s DESTROYED. We know then what to think of the 
proposals for reform hitherto made in this kingdom.' 1 3 If the 
franchise were extended, then Parliament would be flooded 
with ill-designing men who were activated by the Just for 
power and gain. They would sweep aside men of property, 
usurp their possessions, and level all the natural distinctions in 
society. Modem democrats undermined social hierarchy and 
political stability with their notions of popular sovereignty. In 
their appeal to reason the radicals were in <langer of letting 
loose the will of the propertyless and uneducated masses on 
the fragile order of society: 

To remind the people of their power has too often been sufficient to 
execute a revolution. But if, in addition to that, they are told that 
they have a right to order all things at their pleasure, and that their 
will should be law, the first use they will make of the discovery will 
be to remedy what, in their eyes, appears the greatest hardship, the 
unequal distribution of property. 14 

Many conservative theorists endeavoured to spell out the 
benefits of Britain's mixed government and balanced constitu-
tion, with its beautiful system of checks and balances and its 
capacity to represent all the important interests in the state, 
but most loyalists were content simply to assert that Britain 
enjoyed the best constitution that human wisdom could 

12 The Englishman's Catechism (London, 1792). 
l:i A. Young, The Example of France, a Warning to Britain (London, 1793), 44 n. 
14 Thou,l!,hls on the Ne"! and Old Principles of Political Obedience (London, 1793), 32. 
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contrive. In the hundreds of addresses to the King in the 
winter of 1 792-3, most loyal associations took intense pride in 
the prevailing political order. The loyalist association at 
Horbury in West Y orkshire, for example, solemnly and 
unequivocally declared: 

That the government of these realms, consisting of a King, Lords, 
and Commons, in whom are combined the advantages of monarchy, 
aristocracy, and democracy, is the most perfect form of all governments; 
Uniting in it the powers of dispatch, wisdom, and responsibility, as 
weil as possessing, at all times, the competency ofinternal regulation 
and redress. 15 

By sheer repetition and by emotional appeals to a simple 
patriotism, loyalist propaganda sought to instil in the ordinary 
people an. admiration for the British constitution. Almost as 
incessant, though even cruder and more reprehensible in tone, 
was the outpouring of loyalist propaganda designed to arouse 
a deep hatred of the French, as Britain's traditional enemy, 
and a profound loathing for those British radicals who seemed 
ready to follow the violent example of their near neighbours. 
Loyalist propaganda appealed to the rampant xenophobia 
and anti-Gallicanism which had long been a feature of British 
society. Frequent references were made to those French 
attempts at universal dominion since the reign of Louis XIV 
that had embroiled Britain in a succession of expensive wars 
to preserve her constitution, her trade, and the balance of 
power in Europe. lt was the French who had encouraged the 
Stuarts to pursue their dangerous papist policies, who had 
supported the J acobite rebellions, and who had fomented the 
American Revolution. The French Revolution had overthrown 
the absolute monarchy of the Bourbons, but, far from bringing 
liberty to France or harmony to Europe, it had overthrown all 
government, all property rights, and all religion within France 
and it was threatening to spread carnage, oppression, and 
desolation throughout Europe. Every patriotic Briton was 
therefore urged to guard against the open hostility and the 
secret treachery of the French. They must be prepared to 
make sacrifices if they were to preserve all the liberties and 

15 BL, Add. MS 16931, fo. 76'. 
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privileges which they held most dear. 16 As a recruiting poster, 
seeking volunteers for the Royal Navy, put it, in simplistic 
fashion: 
Let us, who are Englishmen, protect and defend our good King and 
Country against the attempts of all Republicans and Levellers, and 
against the designs of our natural enemies, who intend in this year to 
invade Old England, our happy country, to murder our gracious 
king as they have done their own; to make whores of our wives and 
daughters; to rob us of our property, and teach us nothing but the 
damn'd art of murdering one another. 17 

The British radicals, who were regarded as allies of the 
French and traitors to their own country, were condemned as 
men of weak heads and bad hearts. They were invariably 
portrayed as dangerous and ambitious demagogues, who were 
jealous of the deserved honours of the governing classes and of 
thejustified wealth ofmen ofproperty. The only Britons who 
would be seduced by such Jacobin radicals were the idle and 
the dissolute, the thieves, cheats, drunkards, and propertyless 
beggars of society. The aims of the British Jacobins were 
deliberately misrepresented and the consequences of adopting 
their ideals were grossly exaggerated. Parliamentary reform 
was depicted as being the first step towards the destruction of 
monarchy and aristocracy. Attacks on political privileges were 
condemned as the prelude to an assault on private property 
and the levelling of all social distinctions. In their wild efforts 
to make all men equal, the radicals would plunder the rich 
and min the poor. 18 

This kind of challenge to the British constitution and to the 
existing social order was condemned as a blasphemous 
complaint against the dispositions of God that could only end 

16 Sec c.g. A Serious Caution to the Poor; The Alarm, being Britannia's Address to her People 
(1793); [W.Joncs), One Penny-Warth More (London, 1793); Ten Minutes Rejlection on the 
Late Events in France (London, 1793); An Antidote against French Politics (London, 1 793); 
[Rcvd Dr Hawkcs], An Appeal to the People of England, on the Subject of the French 
Revolution (Bath, 1794); G. Hili, lnstructions A.fforded by the Present War, to the People of 
Great Britain (Edinburgh, 1793); R. B. Nickolls, The Duty of Supporting and Dejending our 
Country and Constitution (York, 1793); and thc Tomahawk 1 (27 Oct. 1795), 40 ( 12 Dcc. 
1795), and 43 (16 Dcc. 1795). 

17 National Maritime M~scum, Greenwich. Thc postcr is to bc classificd at 355. 
2 1 1. I t was printcd in Lcwcs in thc 1 790s. 

18 Sec c.g. Facts, Rejlections, and Queries, submitted to the Consideration of the Associated 
Friends of the People (Edinburgh, 1792), 28. 
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in anarchy and mob rule. To counter this, the existing social 
hierarchy was sanctioned by religion. In many sermons and 
especially in the Cheap Repository Tracts, which circulated in 
vast numbers, the labouring poor were encouraged to 
cultivate such moral virtues as sobriety, frugality, industry, 
obedience, and submission. Religion, not political reform, was 
offered as their guide and solace. Although the poor could not 
expect to achieve great material benefits in this world, they 
might assuredly gain their just reward in heaven. 19 Some 
loyalist tracts went further than this and followed Edmund 
Burke's lead in claiming that the excessive violence and 
instability in France stemmed from the Revolution's attack on 
organized religion. Revolutionaries in France and radicals at 
home were portrayed as totally immoral and as the worst 
possible guides for the lower orders. The French had given a 
dangerous lead by forsaking truth and virtue and by 
succumbing to profligacy and infidelity. As their political 
guide they had substituted the unrestrained will of man for the 
providential dispensations of God. To prevent the French 
spreading their principles and, with them, violence and 
misery across the face of Europe, Britain must engage in a 
veritable holy crusade against the French Revolution: 
lt is for national existence, that we arm. lt 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 God, and of our country, and in defence of our lives, our 
families, and our all. 20 

II 

Much research on radical activity in the 1 790s has highlighted 
the creation of new political organizations and societies and 
the growth of their appeal to the middling and lower orders, 
especially in London and the larger provincial towns. These 
developments were indeed impressive and there is no doubt 

19 S. Pcdcrson, 'Hannah More mccts Simple Simon: Tracts, Chapbooks, and 
Popular Culturc in Latc Eightccnth-Ccntury England', Journal of British Studies, 25 
(1986), 84-113. 

20 T. Hardy, Fidelity to the British Constitution, the Du!J and Interest of the People 
{Edinburgh, 1794), 33-4. Sec also thc samc author's The Importance of Religion to 
National Prosperity {Edinburgh, 1794). 
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that dozens of radical societies sprang up all over the country 
in the early r 790s and that they secured at least the temporary 
support of thousands of Britons. lt needs to be remembered, 
however, that the political reaction to these developments 
resulted in the creation of many more loyalist organizations 
andin the enlisting offar greater numbers in the loyalistcause. 

Although the Rational Dissenters provided many of the 
leading ideologues in the radical cause and although some 
rank-and-file Methodists and other Christians were drawn 
into the campaign for political reform, it is clear that 
organized religion in general rallied to the defence of the 
British constitution and the existing social order. Since the 
various Christian Churches formed the most widespread, 
popular, and influential institutions in the state and since 
their educated leaders, through innumerable sermons and 
printed tracts, could disseminate propaganda more widely 
than any radical organization, they formed the earliest, the 
most consistent, and, arguably, the most successful, defenders 
of the established order. 

A huge number of printed sermons in the r 790s reflected 
adversely on events in France and urged their readers to rally 
to the defence of the constitution in Church and State. 
Loyalism was not only preached by the leading High Church 
spokesmen. While it is true that such prolific High Church 
propagandists as George Horne, Samuel Horsley, George 
Berkeley, and William Jones of Nayland produced and 
stimulated a host of loyalist tracts,21 other religious groups 
were not far behind. Bishop Porteus of London encouraged 
Hannah More (the evangelical writer, who had made a great 
hit with her anti-Painite tract Village Politics) to produce the 
enormously successful Cheap Repository Tracts, which were 
aimed explici tly at the lower orders. Many leading evangelicals, 
including Henry Thornton, Zachary Macaulay, and John 
Venn, contributed to these tracts.22 Even Anglican clergy-
men, who were usually found on the liberal wing of the 
Established Church, rallied to the defence of the existing 

21 N. U. Murray, 'The Innuence of the French Revolution on the Church of 
England and its Rivals, 1789-1802', D.Phil. thesis {Oxford, 1975), 44-79. 

22 Ibid. 259-307; Pederson, 'Hannah More'; and Hole, 'British Counter-
Revolutionary Popular Propaganda', 64-5. 



Popular Loyalism in Britain in the 1790s 515 

social order. William Paley produced the enormously influen-
tial Reasons for Contentment, addressed to the Labouring Part of the 
British Public ( 1793), whereas Bishop Richard Watson, who 
had previously alienated conservative opinion because of his 
liberal views, now proclaimed his loyalty to the existing order 
and even defended the war against France in his Address to the 
People of Great Britain (1798), a tract which was printed and 
dispersed gratis by the government and which went through 
fourteen London, and many other pirated, editions.23 

Other religious groups were scarcely less active than the 
established clergy in demonstrating their loyalty to the 
existing constitution. The conservative leaders of the annual 
Methodist Conference regularly proclaimed their loyalty to 
the constitution and resisted the attempts of more radical 
spirits in the movement to voice their grievances. Methodist 
loyalty was also demonstrated in such tracts as Henry 
Moore's Fear God: Honour the King (1794) and Thomas Wood's 
Essays on civil govemment and subjection and obedience to higher powers 
(Wigan, 1796). By the end of the 1790s official Methodism 
had become, on political matters, little more than a vehicle for 
government propaganda.24 The older Dissenting Churches 
also officially declared their loyalty to the existing constitution, 
even though Rational Dissenters were the intellectual back-
hone of the radical and liberal cause in the 1 790s. The leading 
Dissenters in several towns, including London, Manchester, 
Southampton, and Folkestone, expressed sincere attachment 
to the constitution and even joined loyalist organizations or 
preached to Volunteer forces. In 1790 the delegates of 
Dissenters in several midland counties declared that the 
constitution was their pride and glory. At the national level 
the Committee of the Dissenting Deputies and the General 
Body of Protestant Dissenting Ministers ofthe Three Denom-
inations issued a succession of declarations ofloyal support for 
the King and the constitution. 25 

2" Murray, 'The lnflucnee of the French Revolution', 108-g and 112-3. 
24 lbid. 212-58;]. Walsh, 'Methodism at thc End ofthe Eighteenth Century', in 

R. Davics and G. Rupp (eds.), A History ofthe Methodist Church in Great Britain (London 
1965), i. 303-8; and B. Semmel, The Methodist Revolution (London 1974), 127-30. 

25 D. Lovcgrove, 'English .Evangclical Dissent and thc Europcan Conflict 178g-
1815', Studies in Church History, 20 (1983), 266; Public Rceord Office, Horne Office 
Papers, 42/16/52-3; D. Turner, An Exkoriation to Peace, Loyalty, and the Support of 
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The first organizations committed to the defence of the 
existing constitution in Church and State were created in 
response to the religious and political demands ofthe Rational 
Dissenters led by such propagandists as Joseph Priestley and 
Richard Price. At least two years before the alarmed and 
widespread loyalist reaction got under way at the end of 1792, 
there were already signs offormed opposition to the Dissenting 
campaign for the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts and 
for the reform of Parliament. In several provincial cities, but 
particularly in Birmingham and Manchester, the forces of 
Anglican reaction began to wage a campaign against both 
religious change and political reform some time before the 
September Massacres in France in 1792 raised widespread 
fears of the consequences of radical demands in Britain. lt 
soon became increasingly clear than many disputes between 
loyalism and radicalism were the consequences of long-
standing religious divisions in a number of towns that 
involved social, economic, and political rivalry as weil as 
disputes on purely religious matters. 

By late 1 792 the revolutionary violence in France, the 
creation of the French Republic, and the outbreak of war in 
Europe had so alarmed conservative opinion in Britain that a 
much wider campaign was launched to rally loyalist opinion 
throughout the country in an effort to overwhelm the radical 
cause at harne. This campaign was undoubtedly encouraged 
by the government, but the loyalist organizations which were 
set up, and the wealth of propaganda which they disseminated, 
owed much to the popularity of conservative opinions among 
many in the middling and even in the lower orders of society. 
On 21 May 1 792 a royal proclamation called upon all loyal 
subjects to resist the radical attempts to subvert all regular 
government and it requested JPs and magistrates to make 
diligent enquiries to discover the authors, printers, and 
disseminators of seditious writings.26 This appeal encouraged 
over 150 meetings of magistrates throughout the country to 
declare their loyal support for the government and elicited 

Govemment, addressed to a Congregation of Protestant Dissenters2 (Hcnlcy, 1793); and BL, 
Add. MSS 16924, fo. I06'; 16929, fos. 12", 24', 69', 84'; 16930, fos. 54'-55'; and 
16931, fo. 67'. 

26 London Ga~ette, 1g--22 May 1792; and PRO, HO 42/21/478-84. 
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nearly four hundred loyal addresses in defence of the existing 
constitution.27 A similar proclamation, on I December 1792, 
urged magistrates to take precautions to defeat the threat of 
disorder and the aims of those ill-disposed persons who were 
seeking to subvert the law and the constitution. 28 

Impressed by such displays of public support, the govern-
ment began to consider how best to exploit loyalist opinion in 
the country in order to overawe the radicals. On 23 November 
1792 a public announcement in the Star, a pro-government 
evening newspaper, announced the founding of an Association 
for the Preservation of Liberty and Property against Repub-
licans and Levellers. 29 This Association was founded at the 
Crown and Anchor tavern on 20 November 1792 by John 
Reeves, who later claimed to be acting independently, but 
who was on close terms with the officials of the Horne Office 
and who was employed as the government's paymaster of the 
Westminster police judges. If he was not directly encouraged 
by the government to set up the Association, at the very least 
he knew that the scheme would meet with ministerial 
approval. The government certainly welcomed the proposal 
and helped to publicize it.30 

The rapid and quite astonishing success of the Association 
movement undoubtedly rested, however, not upon govern-
ment backing, but upon the genuine popularity of the loyalist 
cause among all ranks in society. Within days of the Crown 
and Anchor Association being publicized in the London and 

27 London Ga;:,ette, Junc-Dcc. 1792; and R. R. Dozicr, For King, Conslitution, and 
Country: The English Loyalists and the French Revolution (Lcxington, 1983), 21. 

28 Ibid. 33. 
29 On this Association, ibid. eh. 3; A. Mitchcll, 'Thc Association Movcmcnt of 

1 792-3', Historical Journal, 4 ( 1961 ), 56-77; D. E. Gintcr, 'Thc Loyal ist Association 
Movcmcnt of 1792--g3 and British Public Opinion', Historicaljournal, 9 (1966), 17g-
90; and E. C. Black, The Associalion (Cambridge, Mass., 1963), eh. 7. 

" 0 Dozicr, For King, Constitution, and Country, 57. For cvidcncc ofpossiblc collusion 
bctwccn Rccvcs and thc govcrnmcnt sec also thc suggestive lcttcr datcd 2 Aug. 1792, 
from Rccvcs to Evan Ncpcan in PRO, HO 42/21/277-80; and thc draft papcr, datcd 
17 Nov. 1792, suggcsting thc advantagcs of an 'Anti-Lcvclling Socicty', ibid., HO 42/ 
22/401-8. Lord Grcnvillc's intcrcst in such an Association is also indicatcd in thc 
lcttcrs in Huntingon Library, Stowe MS STG, box 39 (6) andin HMC Fortescue MSS, 
ii. 336-7, 344-5, 349, 352, 354-5. Evan Ncpcan ofthc Horne Office askcd thc Sun to 
publish thc first two advcrtiscmcnts of thc Association, BL, Add. MS 16919, fo. 111''. 

Two mcn, Charles Townshcnd and Sir John Dick,joincd thc Association, but askcd 
to bc cxcuscd from scrving on thc committcc bccausc thcy hcld junior ministerial 
appointmcnts. Ibid., Add. MS 16919, fos. 71' and 132'. 
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provincial press, John Reeves and the secretary of the 
Association, John Moore, were inundated by a flood ofletters 
from sympathizers from all over the country. Same corres-
pondents assured them (or the government ministers directly) 
that their towns were entirely loyal and were united in 
opposition to the political demands of the radicals.31 Matthew 
Campbell wrote to Reeves from Wigton, for example, claiming 
that the 'distribution of loyal and constitutional publications 
in this country is only administering good medicine to a 
healthy body' .32 Many other correspondents offered to set up 
loyalist associations in their areas, advised on how the lower 
orders might be reached with effective propaganda, and sent 
in loyalist tracts or offered to write them or to pay for them to 
be distributed throughout their localities.33 By December 
1 792 several other associations had been estabished in the 
metropolis and throughout the neighbouring counties. Early 
in 1 793 loyalist associations spread first to the west, then to 
the midlands, and finally to the north and east. Although 
rather weak in Norfolk, Lincoln, Cumberland, and Westmor-
land, the Association movement soon became the largest 
political organization in the country.34 The Reeves papers, 
now in the British Library, record nearly two hundred 
associations, but there were many more associations than 
those which sent letters and addresses to the parent organiza-
tion at the Crown and Anchor. The movement was clearly 
much stronger in Scotland than the evidence in the Reeves 
papers would suggest. 35 Robert Dozier has calculated that 

:n For thc loyalty of Maidstonc, Fromc, Downing, Mcdlands, Gainsborough, 
Madresficld, Rcading, Liverpool, Louth, and Wycombe, sec the lctters in thc Rccvcs 
papers, ibid., Add. MSS 16920, fos. 25'-26'; 16923, fos. 73', 151'; 16924, fos. 29', 
168'; and PRO, HO 42/20/436; 42/22/481-2, 496; and 42/23/145, 247. 

'12 BL, Add. MS 16924, fo. 27', 5 Jan. 1793-
:i:l This correspondence is in the Rceves Papers in BL, Add. MSS 16919-28. The 

subsequent loyal ist addrcsses of many of thcsc associations wcrc collccted by Reevcs 
and arc in subsequent volumes ofthis collcction, ibid., Add. MSS 1692g--31. 

'14 Dozier, For Kinl!,, Constitution, and Country, 66. Dozier is wrong to claim that thcrc 
wcre no associations in Cumbcrland or Northumberland, sincc thc Recvcs papcrs 
includc loyalist addrcsses from associations in Carlisle, Newcastlc, and Berwick. He 
has also unaccountably ignorcd the London Gazette as a source, where hc would havc 
found thc dctails of sevcral hundred loyal ist addrcsscs scnt in 1792-3. 

:is Sec thc list of Scottish groups approving of the rcsolutions of thc Crown and 
Anchor Association in Letters &c. from Friends of the People, or the Last Words and 
Dying Advice of a Weaver to his Children (Edinburgh, [1793] ), 14-15. 



Popular Loyalism in Britain in the 1790s 519 

only nine out of thirty-eight associations he has discovered in 
Essex and only eight out of the thirty-four in Yorkshire are 
known to have corresponded with Reeves or Moore. In 
Worcestershire the ratio was one in eight andin Sussex one in 
six. 36 Alan Booth has also shown that the Reeves papers only 
document associations in eight towns in the north-west of 
England, but he has unearthed evidence of loyalist organiza-
tions in at least thirty towns and he claims that, by the end of 
1 795, there were no less than twenty-two loyalist clubs in 
Manchester alone. 37 

The total number of loyalist associations undoubtedly ran 
into the hundreds and may well have been as high as the two 
thousand societies which Reeves himself claimed to have 
fostered. Active membership, so far as this can be ascertained 
from the lists of committee members, was largely confined to 
local men of property, though there can be no doubt that these 
associations did enlist the enthusiastic support of many 
thousands of humbler men in the winter of 1 792-3. In many 
rural areas substantial landowners, yeomen farmers, and the 
Anglican clergy played a prominent role on the organizing 
committees of these loyalist associations, whereas in urban 
areas the activists were mainly merchants, manufacturers, 
and professional men. Many of these men were also involved 
in local government and Church affairs. The majority of 
committees appear to have included such local worthies as 
mayors, aldermen, common councilmen, JPs, parish clergy, 
church wardens, overseers of the poor, governors of the 
poorhouse, etc. The committee of the association at Deal, for 
example, included the mayor, all the local magistrates, nine 
Anglican clergy, and five naval officers.38 The committee of 
twenty-five in Kensington included five Anglican clergy, two 
church wardens, three overseers of the poor, one doctor, one 
Royal Navy captain, eight esquires, and five plain misters. 39 

In Manchester, 37 per cent of the committee of the very active 

" 6 Dozicr, For King, Constitution, and Country, 61. 
" 7 A. Booth, 'Reform, Repression and Revolution: Radiealism and Loyalism in the 

North-West of England, 178g--1803', Ph.D. thesis (Lancaster, 1979), 110, 112-13; 
and id., 'Popular Loyalism and public violence in the north-west of England, 1790--
1800', Social History, 8 ( 1983), 295-3 1 3. 

'18 BL, Add. MS 16929, fo. 54'. 
:m Ibid., Add. MS 16931, fo. 81". 



520 HARRY T. DICKINSON 

Bull's Head Association were manufacturers, 14 per cent were 
merchants, a further 4 per cent were men engaged in both 
activities, and 8 per cent were gentlemen, whereas in 
Birmingham a third of the committee were Anglican clergy-
men, including the Revd Dr Madan Spencer, who was such a 
bitter opponent of Joseph Priestley and the Dissenting interest 
in the town.40 

Although the lower orders were not prominent among the 
activists on the organizing committees of the loyalist associ-
ations, there is abundant evidence to suggest that they 
attended the initial meetings which set up these associations, 
that they engaged in subsequent loyalist demonstrations, and 
that they supported the huge number ofloyalist addresses sent 
to King and Parliament. Some three thousand men of 
property attended a meeting of loyalists in the Merchant 
Taylors Hall in the city of London, in December 1 792, but 
humbler men must have joined the 8,032 people who 
subsequently signed the resolution drawn up in defence ofthe 
existing constitution.41 More surprisingly, just as many 
people turned up to found the Rochester Association on 12 
December and, soon afterwards, nearly 1,500 attended a 
meeting of loyalists in the hundred of Blything in Sussex.42 

Hundreds of members were rapidly enrolled in loyalist 
associations in such places as Trowbridge, Yarmouth, and 
Deptford,43 while support for loyalist resolutions or addresses 
reached impressive levels in many parts of the country. Many 
associations reported hundreds of local people signing their 
resolutions. In distant Cromarty 280 out of 300 heads of 
families signed and, it was confidently asserted, had the time 
given to sign been extended a few days langer, all but three 
would have demonstrated their loyalty in this way.44 In other 
places there were some very impressive totals: over r ,ooo 
signatures were collected in Hang West, r, r 29 in St Albans, 
1,200 in Newcastle upon Tyne, over 1,500 in Newark, in 
Prescot, in Truscot, and in Halesworth, 1,656 in St Maryle-
bone, r, 700 in both Kidderminster and Wakefield, 1,996 in 

40 Ibid., Add. MS 16929, fos. 12'-13'; and Mitchcll, 'Association Movcmcnt', 65. 
41 PRO, HO 42/23/247; and London Gazette, 18-22 Dcc. 1792. 
42 BI., Add. MSS 16922, fo. 49'; and 16924, fo. 46'. 
43 Ibid., Add. MSS 16922, fo. 49'; 16923, fo. 55'; and 16929, fo. 60'-". 
44 Ibid., Add. MSS 16924, fos. 128"-129'; and 16931, fo. 48'-''. 
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Huntingdonshire, several thousand in Bristol, 5,033 in Bath, 
and over 12,000 in Liverpool.45 

Figures such as these clearly indicate that the Association 
movement often reached beyond the propertied middle classes 
into the humbler ranks of society. This can be demonstrated 
quite explicitly in some areas. In Cheapside the journeymen 
and servants to Robert Pickering, a paper-hanging manu-
facturer, 'resolved that feeling ourselves equally anxious to 
show our loyalty and approbation of the constitution of King, 
Lords and Commons, as those of a superior order, we do 
hereby publickly express those sentiments, and declare our 
willingness to conform to the laws of the kingdom'.46 When a 
gentleman of Oundle went around the town and its neigh-
bourhood, in December 1792, seeking out support for a 
loyalist address, he not only enlisted the local farmers and yeo-
men, but 'in going round to the different clubs the night before 
( clubs formed by the lower ranks for the purpose of assisting-
such of their members as are disabled by sickness) though he 
was not expected, he found they had already taken up the 
business among themselves and were eager to testify their 
loyalty'.47 In Newcastle and North Shields in the same month, 
the members oflodges ofFree and Easy Johns testified to their 
zeal for the constitution and their opposition to those who 
promoted sedition; and similar declarations were made by 
friendly societies in Gateshead and Castle Eden.48 Even the 
debtors of the King's Bench prison were anxious to proclaim 
their attachment to the King and the constitution and their 
support for the principles of the Crown and Anchor Associ-
ation. 49 

In most places where they were established, the members of 
these loyalist associations easily outnumbered the local 
radicals. Even in places where the radicals were quite 
strong-in London, Birmingham, and Manchester, for 
example-the militant loyalists appear to have gained the 
upper hand. Only in Sheffield do the loyalists appear to have 

45 Ibid., Add. MSS 16922, fo. 124'; 16923, fo. 67'; 16924, fos. 46', 162", 179'; 
16925, fos. 2', 33'-34'; 16931, fos. 9', 101', 127'; and Dozicr, For Kinl;, Constitution, and 
Country, 63. 46 BL, Add. MS 16929, fo. 123'. 

47 HMC Fortescue MSS, ii. 354. Earl ofCarysfort to Lord Grcnvillc, 10 Dcc. 1792. 
48 Newcastle Courant, 29 Dcc. 1792 and 5 Jan. 1793. 
49 BL, Add. MS 16931, fos. 83'-84'. 
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been forced on to the defensive, though even here they made a 
respectable showing. Most of the loyalist associations won so 
much local support that they soon ceased active operations 
because it became quite clear that they had silenced or 
intimidated their radical opponents. A few associations did 
have a longer life in those places where the reform movement 
proved more resilient. In Manchester, for example, the 
powerful and militant Bull's Head Association survived until 
1799 because continuing radical activity justified its exist-
ence.50 In the metropolis, where the radicals began to recover 
from the initial loyalist onslaught by late 1 793, Grove Taylor 
dedded it was necessary to establish another popular loyalist 
movement along the lines of the original association set up by 
John Reeves. In October 1793 he sought and secured 
government approval for his Association of Loyal Britons 
which he set up in Southwark and there were soon at least 
eight of these loyalist organizations spread across the metro-
polis.51 

As the threat of internal revolution receded (at least 
temporarily) in the mid-r 790s, the loyalist propaganda effort 
waned and the activities of many of the local associations lost 
focus and direction. On the other hand, as the dangers of a 
French invasion increased in 1794-5, some loyalist organiza-
tions turned their attention to assisting the war effort. Militant 
loyalists increasingly joined forces with those whose prime 
purpose was to defend the country and to win the war against 
France. Loyalist associations in many parts of the country 
offered bounties to men who would volunteer to serve in the 
Royal Navy, collected funds to relieve the dependants of men 
killed or wounded in the war, and purchased warm winter 
clothing or extra supplies for the army serving in Flanders. 
Tens of thousands of pounds were collected for these purposes 
in London, Portsmouth, Southampton, Newcastle, Manches-
ter, and other towns.52 As the war expanded and the threat of 
invasion grew, the loyalist associations even became a source 

''0 Booth, 'Reform, Repression and Revolution', 113. 
51 Dozier, For Kinl/, Constitution, and Country, 124-5; PRO, HO 42/26/701-and 42/ 

27/510--14 and 625. 
52 Dozier, For King, Constitution, and Country, I08-12; PRO, HO 42/24/526; 42/25/ 

35; 42/27/131; 42/28/88-9; and BL, Add. Ms 16925, fo. 22'. 
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of recruitment for an armed defence force designed to resist 
any invasion, but also to intimidate the surviving radicals at 
home. 

As early as December 1792 some sympathizers with the 
Association movement were suggesting that they should be 
armed or that distinct volunteer companies should be formed 
'either to repel our foreign or keep under proper subjection 
our domestic enemies' and 'for ye sole purpose of defending 
persons & property from ye depredations of a lawless 
rabble'.53 The government was reluctant to encourage such 
organizations at this time, but, by early 1 794, when its 
manpower resources to resist invasion or to put down intemal 
disorder were stretched to the limit, it was more willing to 
listen to such suggestions. In March 1 794 William Ogilvie 
urged the govemment to allow the rich to arm themselves: 'By 
the rich I would be understood here to mean not only the rich 
so called; but every man who has any property; the merchant, 
the manufacturer, the shopkeeper, the tradesman, the farmer, 
the housekeeper, in opposition to those who have nothing, 
neither Settlements, possessions nor property.' The military 
associations, he claimed, 'could at once repress sedition, check 
innovation, and overwhelm those a.fflicted societies, which the 
promoters of mischief are endeavouring to introduce into this 
kingdom, in imi tation of the J acobins in France'. 54 

In March 1794 the govemment agreed to authorize the 
raising of armed Volunteer companies. The élite cavalry units 
were to provide their own horses (which, of course, restricted 
the force to men of property), but the govemment was to 
provide them and the infantry regiments with arms, uniforms, 
and equipment. To pay for these the govemment tumed not 
to Parliament for revenue, but appealed directly to the 
loyalists in the hope that they would raise the necessary public 
subscriptions. The govemment did not hope in vain. Within 
weeks, seventeen counties and six towns had pledged nearly 
£ wo,ooo. Despite some opposition, this money was raised 
from thousands of loyalists. The aristocracy and the gentry 

5" BL, Add. MS 16920, fos. 110', 129'. For othcr proposals to crcatc armcd 
associations, sec PRO, HO 42/19/574; 42/22/402; and 42/22/490-1. 

54 Ibid., HO 42/29/285, 287. Thc italics arc in thcoriginal lcttcr. Sec also ibid., 42/ 
28/270-5 and 42/29/ 450-1. 
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made the largest contributions, but smaller amounts were 
raised from many in the middling ranks in society. The largest 
sums were raised from such counties as Yorkshire and 
Wiltshire. In several towns, including London, Birmingham, 
Manchester, Exeter, and Bradford, the loyalist associations 
raised their own Volunteer companies or transformed them-
selves bodily into armed associations. In many other areas the 
loyalist associations provided much of the finance and many 
of the senior officers for the new defence force. Large numbers 
of men were raised before the end of 1794, but the Volunteer 
force continued to expand until it was about 450,000 strong 
when Britain faced invasion in 1804. lt was undoubtedly the 
largest organization in the whole country and it was dedicated 
to resist French ideas and to defend the British constitution 
and the existing social order.55 

Although never called upon to meet the French,56 the 
Volunteers did become a major police force dedicated to the 
preservation of internal order. They were certainly used 
against rioters an a number of occasions.57 lt is true that in 
some areas the plebeian recruits in the Volunteer companies 
were reluctant to turn out against food rioters and that they 
even, on occasion, joined the rioters. This was the case at 
Honiton in 1795, at Teignmouth in 1797, andin various parts 
of Devon in 1800-1.58 In Wolverhampton the Volunteers 
informed a magistrate that they had enlisted 'to protect their 
King and Constitution and that they held such offers sacred; 
but that it was never intended by them to give security to the 
human oppressor, whilst the poor are starving in the midst of 
plenty'.59 The landed élite were sometimes worried that the 
Volunteers might recruit men who were not entirely loyal and 
hence help to arm the disaffected. They were also concerned 
when the Volunteers asserted their right to remove unpopular 

55 Dozier, op. eit. 141--g; andj. R. Western, 'The Volunteer Movement as an Anti-
Revolutionary Force, 1793-1802', En,~lish Historical Review, 71 (1956), 603-14. 

56 Thc Bristol and Swansca Voluntccrs were callcd out whcn a few French troops 
landcd in Wales in 1797; PRO, HO 42/39/354. 

57 Ibid., HO 42/33/!60, 162'-", 232,240; 42/34/!97--8; and 42/35/377, 385-6, 434, 
and Western, 'Thc Voluntcer Movcment', 608. 

58 J. Bohstcdt, Riols and Community Politics in England and Wales 1790--1810 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1983), 4g-51. 

59 Quoted by 1.. Colley, 'Whose Nation? Class and National Consciousncss in 
Britain 1750--1830', Past & Presenl, 113 (1986), 114. 
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officers and exercised their right to elect their officers and did 
so in an inappropriate way. One corps in Devon, for example, 
chose a butcher as its captain, while the colonel of a London 
Volunteer company kept a bakery shop.60 

None the less, such evidence should not be allowed to 
obscure the fact that the Volunteer companies did not betray 
radical sympathies and did not exploit their power in order to 
extort political concessions from the government. Their value 
as a weapon to suppress food riots in particular can be called 
into question, but it must be remembered that their primary 
significance was as an instrument of propaganda. The 
Volunteers demonstrated the willingness of the propertied 
classes to fight in order to preserve their privileges. Anglican 
clergymen of all types were quite prepared to preach loyalty 
and submission to these armed associations.61 There is no 
doubt that, at first, every effort was made to enlist only the 
totally reliable poor, and then only under the command of 
their landlords and employers. The government discouraged 
the arming of the very poor or the disaffected in certain areas. 
lt was claimed of the Manchester Volunteers, that 'They are 
from the common mass of Artists [sie] and Labourers, but 
selected with care. They mix with the whole body and are 
useful to spread loyalty and detect and suppress sedition and 
mischief and they are very well employed'. 2 The willingness 
to serve at any level became a test of loyalty to the existing 
regime. The parades, the military exercises, and the patriotic 
speeches at celebration dinners were all designed to demon-
strate the strength, unity, and commitment of the propertied 
classes. The Volunteers sought not only to intimidate their 
radical opponents, but to encourage loyalty and patriotism 
among the public at large. The committee of the Chiswick 
Armed Association pointed out that the Volunteers 'encour-
aged and restored a due principle of subordination amongst 
the different classes of the people ... induced the heedless to 

60 Ibid .. Scc also, PRO, HO 42/34/I 12-3; 42/42/30; and 42/44/23-4, rno-1. 
61 For cxamplc, Rcvd. T. Robinson, Address to the Loyal Leicester Volunteer lnfantry 

(Lcicestcr, 1795); Rcvd. G. H. Glassc, A Sermon Preached . .. before the Members of the 
Voluntary Armed Association (Brcntford, 1798); and Rcvd. S. Hodson, A Sermon 
Delivered ... at the Consecration of the Colours of the Thrapston Corps of Volunteer Cavalry & 
lnfanlry (W cllingborough, 1800). 

62 PRO, HO 42/50/48; and Western, 'Thc Voluntccr Movcmcnt', 611-12. 
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reflect fairly upon the advantages they actually enjoy and the 
doubtful issue of innovation ... rendered disloyalty un-
fashionable, sedition dangerous and insurrection almost 
impossible'_. 63 

III 

Research on the Bri tish radicals of the 1 790s has revealed how 
they developed a number of sophisticated tactics designed to 
achieve their political objectives. They have been credited 
with propaganda successes, the capacity to reach a mass 
audience, and the ability to raise the political consciousness of 
the people. Their efforts to mobilize public opinion through 
addresses, petitions, and public demonstrations and the 
willingness of a minority of them to use force or contemplate 
revolution have all been the subject of much recent research. 
What has often been ignored, however, is the abundant 
evidence that the loyalists employed many of the same 
methods and tactics and achieved much greater success. 

The loyalist associations adopted the organizational struc-
ture and some of the tactics of the radical societies. Each 
association appointed an executive committee and a chairman, 
a secretary, and a treasurer as its chief office bearers. 
Subscriptions were raised; discussions, dinners, and proces-
sions were arranged; addresses and resolutions were endorsed; 
and the associations corresponded with each other. Following 
the example set by the reformers in the Society for Constitu-
tional Information, the loyalist associations also produced and 
disseminated, at their own expense, a vast range of printed 
propaganda. These tracts were explicitly and consciously 
written in a style designed to make them acceptable to the 
lower orders. In most cases they reached a much wider 
audience than the publications produced by the radical 
societies. Selections from Burke were published in provincial 
newspapers64 and, in the intense Burke-Paine controversy, 
the publication of conservative tracts far outnumbered those 

63 Quotcd ibid. 613. 
64 For cxamplc, in thc Newcastle Advertiser, 13, 20, and 27 Nov. 1790. Extracts from 

thc Reflections wcrc also publishcd in scvcral London ncwspapcrs, including thc London 
Chronicle, thc St. James's Chronicle, and thc Public Advertiser, in Nov. 1790. 
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on the radical side.65 The distribution of the series of moral 
tales, written by Hannah More and her associates for the 
Cheap Repository Tracts, reached the astonishing total of over 
two million copies between 1 795 and I 798. Though often 
bought in bulk and distributed free to the army and the navy, 
and to schools, hospitals, workhouses, prisons, and places of 
employment, they must have reached a higher proportion of 
the lower orders than any radical publication, including 

· Paine's Rights of Man. Although they were not directly 
political, these tracts were designed to persuade the poor to 
accept the existing social order with its inequitable distribution 
of wealth and power.66 

Conservative newspapers and periodicals also clearly out-
sold those produced by the radicals and they remained in 
existence for much longer. In London the loyalists were 
supported by such newspapers as the Star, the Sun, the True 
Brilon, and the Observer, while in the provinces they could 
count on the backing of such newspapers as the York Courant, 
the Chelmsford Chronicle, the Sussex Weekly Advertiser, the 
Liverpool Phoenix, the Manchester Mercury, the Leicester Journal, 
the Newcastle Courant, the Newcastle Advertiser, the Caledonian 
Mercury, and the Edinburgh Herald. In towns where there were 
rival loyalist and radical newspapers, as in Manchester, 
Leicester, and Newcastle, it was the loyalist press which 
ultimately prevailed. Among loyalist periodicals, some, such 
as the Looker On ( I 792-3) and the Tomahawk ( I 795-6), had a 
precarious existence, but others were pronounced successes. 
The Anti Jacobin was a very popular weekly with the educated 
classes. lt not only reached weekly sales of 2,500 copies, but 
was gathered into a collected edition and republished four 
times. Its successor, the monthly Anti jacobin Review and 
Magazine, reached sales of about 3,250 for each number and 
continued publication until 182 1. In other kinds of publica-
tions capable of carrying a political message, including verse, 
popular ballads, novels, and caricatures, the loyalists also 
outshone and outsold the radicals.67 

65 Gaylc Trusdcl Pendlcton, 'Towards a Bibliography of the Rejlections and Ri_1;hts 
of Man Controversy', Bulletin of Research in the Humanities, 85 (1982), 65-rn3. 

66 Pedersen, 'Hannah More', 84-113. 
67 M. Butler, jane Austen and the War of ldeas (Oxford, 1975), 88-123; and H. T. 
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Of course, 1t 1s not possible to assess with any certainty 
what influence any of this loyalist propaganda had on those at 
which it was explicitly aimed. lt seems unlikely that it had no 
impact at all; but at the very least, this loyalist propaganda 
reveals the political convictions of those who wrote it and of 
those who distributed it so assiduously. Certainly there can be 
no doubt that the loyalist associations distributed a greater 
range of political tracts to a larger audience across the entire 
country than the radicals managed to achieve. The Crown 
and Anchor Association published about fifty different tracts 
and it distributed tens of thousands of these through its 
network of provincial associations. The Mayor of Maidstone, 
for example, distributed 6,000 copies of Association tracts 
within the town and more than a thousand more in the 
surrounding countryside, while the Corporation of Blandford 
disseminated some 5,000 copies of Sir' William Ashurst's 
Charge.68 The loyalist association in Salford distributed 8,000 
tracts at the end of I 792 and one of the most active provincial 
associations,69 the Bull's Head Association of Manchester, 
handed out 10,000 copies of its loyal address in March 1793 
and, in 1 795, disseminated no fewer than I 6,200 pamphlets 
and broadsides. 70 Copies of Sir William Ashurst's Charge and 
Hannah More's Village Politics were distributed to every 
householder in Fulham by the local loyalist association, 71 

while the Woodbridge association ordered five hundred copies 
of the celebrated caricature, The Contrast, to be pasted up in 
public houses, barber's shops, and other conspicuous places 
about the town. 72 

Petitioning for political purposes is another tactic usually 
associated with the reform movement in the later eighteenth 
century, but, in the 1 790s, loyalist resolutions, addresses, and 
petitions were more geographically widespread and probably 
enlisted greater numerical support than the efforts of the 
radicals. A massive demonstration of sympathy and loyalty to 

Gillray caricatures were published in the Antijacobin Review, while Rowlandson's The 
Contras/ was used as a frontispiece to The Anti Gallican Songs/er. 

68 Mitchcll, 'Association Movcment', 72; and.BL, Add. MS 16922, fos. 20', 129v. 
69 Ibid., Add. MS 16923, fo. 132'. 
70 Booth, 'Reform, Repression and Revolution', 125. 
71 BL, Add. MS 16924, fo. 30'. 72 Ibid., Add. MS 16925, fo. 116'. 
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the King himself occurred as early as r 789, when more than 
750 addresses were drawn up to congratulate the King on his 
recovery from illness. 73 When attempts were made in r 792 to 
rally loyalist support for the constitution, the results were 
certainly impressive. The response to the royal proclamation 
of May r 792 included nearly five hundred loyal addresses, 
and the creation of hundreds of loyalist associations in the 
winter of r 792-3 was followed by another flood of addresses 
and resolutions. In later years, too, the loyalists demonstrated 
massive support for the existing constitution. When the 
King's life appeäred to have been threatened in October r 795 
nearly six hundred loyal addresses of sympathy and support 
poured in. In 1800 another threat to the King's person 
produced almost as many loyal addresses. In both cases the 
addresses were sent from towns and counties across the 
nation, from every kind of religious denomination, from 
various societies, and from dozens of Volunteer companies. 
Loyal addresses were also sent to the King on the occasion of 
great naval victories during the war and, in r 797, in 
condemnation of those seamen who mutinied in the fleets at 
Spithead and the Nore. Only in the debate on the burden of 
the war did the critics of the administration appear to 
outnumber the loyalists. Y et, even on this issue, and at a time 
when many poor people were suffering acute distress, the 
loyalists could still rally as many as r 3,938 supporters in 
Manchester for a pro-war address in J anuary r 795, 74 and they 
also organized significant numbers of pro-war petitions from 
across the country in that year, and again in r 797-8. 

When the lower orders wished to express their loyalty, 
however, they did so primarily through street demonstrations 
and even violent crowd disturbances. In the winter of r 792-3 
there were dozens of demonstrations of popular hostility to the 
seditious views of Thomas Paine in towns and villages across 
the whole country. There were at least thirty such incidents in 
the north-west alone, 75 and almost as many occurred in 
Northumberland and Durham. At Felton the words 'Tom 
Paine, a sower of sedition, and libeller of our happy and 

73 These addresses, and the others mentioned bclow, were published in the l.ondon 
Gazette. 74 Booth, 'Reform, Repression and Revolution', 173. 

75 lbid. 144-53. 
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envyed constitution-Britons beware of his democratic prin-
ciples, and avoid his merited fate' were pinned to his effigy 
before it was burned, while, in Chester-le-Street, the Loyal 
Society led a procession through the town with the band 
playing 'God save the King' and an effigy of Paine tied to a 
pole. 76 A public procession in Spalding, Lincolnshire, was 
even more elaborate in its symbolism and ritual; with music, 
songs, banners, slogans, cockades, and triumphal arches, as 
well as considerable drinking. 77 The winter of 1792-3 saw the 
greatest number of loyalist street demonstrations, but there 
were other occasions when public celebrations occurred, 
including the King's birthday each year and after major naval 
victories, particularly in 1 794 and 1 797. 

One purpose of popular street demonstrations of this kind 
was the psychological intimidation of radicals, but loyalist 
crowds could also use physical force against their political 
enemies. The most serious Church and King riots were in 
Birmingham in J uly l 791 and in Manchester in J une and 
December 1792. When, on 14 July 1791, the Dissenters of 
Birmingham planned to celebrate Bastille Day and combined 
their political declarations with injudicious attacks on the 
Established Church, they provoked a serious riot which 
resulted in the destruction of a Unitarian meeting-house and 
the private property of Joseph Priestley and several other 
leading Dissenters. The violent mob was openly encouraged 
by the local Anglican parson and several prominent local 
magistrates deliberately turned a blind eye so long as the 
rioters restricted their attacks to Dissenting property. 78 In 
Manchester, too, the activities of Dissenting radicals provoked 
an Anglican backlash which led to the creation of the 
Manchester Church and King Club in 1 790. In J une 1 792 the 
club's members issued a public declaration of their loyal 
support for the constitution and of their determination 

to reprobate the wild theories and seditious doctrines respecting the 
Rights of Man, which have been lately promulgated by the enemies 
of our most excellent constitution in church and state, as they are 

76 Newcaslle Adverliser, 5 Jan. I 793· 
77 BI., Add. MS 16924, fo. 58'. 
78 R. B. Rose, 'Thc Pricstlcy Riots of 1791 ', Pas/ & Present, 18 ( 1960), 68--88. 
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subversive of all civil authority; and that, if they were put in 
practice, would tend to nothing but anarchy and confusion, which is 
contrary to all order. 79 

There was serious rioting in Manchester that month and in 
December 1792; and altogether there were at least 25 violent 
disturbances organized by the loyalists in the north-west of 
England between 1 792 and 1 795. At Thorpe, near Royton, 
several thousand loyalists, incited by the local parson, 
attacked the local reformers on 2 1 April 1 794. 80 Attacks of this 
kind occurred in many parts of the country, including 
Yarmouth, Warwick, Exeter, Cambridge, and even radical 
Sheffield, where the reformers 'driven from every house, are 
obliged to hold their pious meetings in the open fields' .81 

Although there are several instances of incitement, the crowds 
were often too large to be simply hired bands of ruffians. I t is 
quite evident that there was genuine popular hostility to 
radicalism in many parts of the country and that militant 
loyalism had an ugly side to it. 

Not surprisingly, loyalists in armed associations and 
Volunteer companies were also prepared to act with the civil 
authorities to put down disorder and attacks on property. 
Most loyalist associations, however, favoured more subtle 
forms of intimidation. They initiated prosecutions of those 
printers and booksellers who distributed radical works and 
they offered rewards for any evidence which would lead to the 
arrest of seditious persons.82 In several places the magistrates 
were persuaded to refuse licences to the owners of inns and 
public houses if they allowed their premises to be used for 
radical meetings.83 In several towns the innkeepers and 
publicans caved in to such threats and promised 'to prevent 
within our dwellings the reading of any treasonable or 

79 T. Walker, A Review of Some of the Political Events which have Occurred in Manchester 
during the Last Five Years (London, 1794), 17-18. 

80 Booth, 'Reform, Repression and Revolution', 144-53; and id., 'Popular 
Loyalism', 300-1. 

81 PRO, HO 42/27/I31'"; Walsh, 'Methodism at the End of thc Eighteenth 
Century', 302; and W. R. Ward, Religion and Society in England 1790--1850 (London, 
1972), 24-5. 82 BL, Add. MSS 16929, fo. 41'; and 16931, fo. 149'. 

"" Ibid., Add. MSS 16921, fo. 73'; 16929, fos. 14', 34'", 74', 76'-77', 86'; 16930, fos. 
38'-39', 51'-52'°, 67'-68', 77'-78', 85'-86', 99'-100'; 16931, fos. 38', 64', 81', 116"-
l !7', 112'-126', 130'; and PRO, HO 42/20/313'-". 
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seditious book, pamphlets or newspapers-political dis-
putes-or any treasonable songs, toasts, or sentiments, which 
only tend to mislead the unwary, and poison the minds of the 
honest labourers.'84 Other forms of intimidation employed by 
militant loyalists included the refusal to hire radicals, the 
threat to dismiss them from employment, the withdrawal of 
custom from radical tradesmen and shopkeepers, and the 
expulsion of radicals from benefit and friendly societies.85 

Perhaps most insidious of all were the efforts of several loyalist 
associations to pressurize every local householder into signing 
their addresses and resolutions. A refusal to sign, especially 
when these abstainers were in a decided minority in their 
community, obviously required considerable moral courage. 
Few men would have the nerve to stand out against their 
neighbours in this way. No doubt the Revd Sneyd recognized 
this when he informed John Reeves: 

An instrument ofthe Association shall be sent to every parish within 
the division address'd to the minister or principal person thereat 
desiring him to present the same to every householder for his 
signature, & when compleated to return the !ist to his secretary, 
together with the names of those who refuse to join in the 
Association, & the reason assigned for refusing.86 

The wealth of evidence about loyalist ideology, organiza-
tions, methods, and tactics clearly indicates that the radicals 
lost the battle for the hearts and minds of a majority of the 
British people in the I 790s. Although the government 
undoubtedly resorted to statutory repression, official harass-
ment, and judicial persecution, it seems that the deep-rooted 
and inherent loyalty of the British people made it very 
unlikely that the radicals could have persuaded significant 
numbers of them to join their cause, still less to engage in 
revolutionary activity. This does not mean, of course, that the 
government would not have faced a more serious political 
challenge if it had not employed repression and persecution, 

84 Manchester Mercury, 25 Dcc. 1 792. Sec also BL, Add. MSS 16929, fos. 1 ', 1 IO'; 
16930, fo. 25'; and 16931, fos. 61'-62'. 

85 Ibid., Add. MS 16931, fos. 151 ', 154'; Manchester Herald, 20 Oct. 1 792; Chester 
Chronicle, 20 July 1792; and PRO, HO 42/23/13. 

86 BL, Add. MS 16924, fo. 23'·. Sec also ibid., Add. MSS 16929, fos. 34'", 50'; and 
16931, fos. 120', 155". 
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but it does appear to be the case that the use of such tactics 
has enabled those modern historians, who are sympathetic to 
the radical cause, to exaggerate the popularity of reforming 
ideas and to play down the strength of loyalism among all 
sections of society and in all parts of the country. 
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Conceptions of Revolution in the English 
Radicalism of the 1 790s 

J OHN DINWIDDY 

Ever since the treason trials of 1 794, the most persistently 
controversial question about the English radicals-or, in the 
terminology of the late eighteenth century, the 'patriots' or 
'Jacobins'-of the 1790s has been how far they were revolu-
tionaries or potential revolutionaries. The purpose of the 
present paper is to survey the conceptions of revolution that 
were current in radical circles in the 1 790s, and to examine 
what can be learnt from the language and propaganda of the 
radicals about the strategies of change that they envisaged. 
The traditions or discourses on which they drew, and to some 
of which their conceptions of revolution were related, were 
numerous and diverse. They included 'Commonwealth' or 
'Country' ideology, the myth of the ancient constitution, 
millennial religion, natural-rights theory, American republic-
anism, French J acobinism, lrish insurrectionism. Some of 
them were quite closely linked to one another both historically 
and conceptually, as American republicanism was to Country 
ideology. Others, such as historic rights and natural rights, 
were theoretically more distinct; but none the less they were 
often treated in practice as mutually reinforcing rather than 
competing modes of argument, and radicals moved to and fro 
between them without any great regard for logical consistency. 1 

lt will be suggested, however, that although the various 

For hclpful discussion and scvcral uscful rcfcrcnccs, I am indcbtcd to Professor H. T. 
Dickinson, M rs Jcnny Graham, and Dr Marilyn Morris. 

1 On the idcological cclccticism of thc radicals, cf. G. Lottes, Politische Aufklärung 
und plebijisches Publikum: Zur Theorie und Praxis des englischen Radikalismus im späten 18. 
Jahrhundert (Munich, 1979), csp. eh. 4, sec. 1. Fora gcncral survcy ofradical idcology 
in thc 1 790s, sec H. T. Dickinson, Liberty and Property: Political ldeology in Eighteenth-
Century Britain (London, 1977), eh. 7. 



JOHN DINWIDDY 

infh1ences are often hard to disentangle there were shifts in 
fashion and different concepts of political change were in the 
ascendancy at different times. 

lt is well known that in the early stages of the French 
Revolution the English people who greeted it most enthusi-
astically were members of the educated classes, many of them 
associated with the heterodox (anti-Trinitarian) branches of 
Dissent. The political outlook of such Dissenters was formed 
by a combination ofinfluences including 'classical-republican' 
ideas, Enlightenment optimism, and religious millenarianism.2 

In the cases of Joseph Priestley and Richard Price, the last 
element was particularly important in producing a cast of 
mind that responded with something like rapture to the events 
of r 789 and the immediately following years. Even before the 
Revolution, they had interpreted the moral, political, and 
scientific progress of their age as a process of preparation for 
Christ's Second Coming. In a sermon delivered and published 
two years before the fall of the Bastille, Price said that there 
were already many signs of improvement in the state of the 
world, which could be seen as harbingers of a coming 
'revolution in favour of human happiness'. Hitherto, he said, 
the kingdom ofthe Messiah had been in its infancy. 'The light 
it has hitherto produced has been like the dawn of the 
morning. lt will hereafter produce a bright day over the whole 
earth.'3 Priestley, who had lang been deeply interested in the 
elucidation of biblical prophecies, struck a similar note in a 
sermon of r 788;4 and when the French Revolution broke out it 
seemed to both of them to presage the fall of Antichrist and 
the approach of the millennium. Price's sermon to the 
Revolution Society in November r 789, in which he spoke of 

2 Thc first and third of thcsc arc particularly strcsscd in J. Fruchtman, Jr., The 
Apocalyptic Politics of Richard Price and Joseph Priestley: A Study in Late Eighteenth-Century 
English Republican Millennialism (Philadelphia, 1983); but for somc rcscrvations about 
thc close conncction hc postulatcs bctwcen thc two thcmcs, sec thc rcvicw by Martin 
Fitzpatrick in BritishJournalfor Eighteenth-Century Studies, 8 ( 1985), 236-8. Sec also C. 
Garrctt, 'Joseph Pricstlcy, thc Millennium and thc French Revolution', Journal of the 
History of ldeas, 34 ( 1973), 51-66; and 1. Kramnick, 'Religion and Radicalism: English 
Political Thcory in thc Agc of Revolution', Political Theory, 5 ( 1977), 505-34. 

3 R. Pricc, The Evidence for a Future Period of lmprovement in the State of Mankind, with 
the Means and Duty of Promoting it (London, 1787), 4-5, 24. 

4 Sermon on the subject of the Slave Trade, 1 788, in Theological and Miscellaneous Wortes of 
Joseph Priestley, ed.J. T. Rutt (25 vols.; London, 1817-31), xv. 387. 
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kingdoms 'starting from sleep, breaking their fetters, and 
claiming justice from their oppressors', is weil known.5 

Priestley said in a sermon delivered in Birmingham in the same 
month: 

Let us, with our prayers and good wishes at least, aid a 
neighbouring nation, and all who are now struggling for liberty, 
throughout the world; that the voice of the oppressor may every where cease 
to be heard; that by this means we may see the nearer approach of 
those glorious and happy times, ... when the kingdoms of this 
world shall become the kingdoms of God and of his Christ.6 

Two years later, when he wrote his reply to Burke's Reflections, 
he was equally sanguine, saying that the French and 
American Revolutions had effected 'a change from darkness to 
light, from superstition to sound knowledge, and from a most 
debasing servitude to a state of the most exalted freedom'; it 
was only now that one could expect to see what men were 
capable of being and doing. 7 

There were many other radicals who were not interested in 
the direct association of the French Revolution with the 
fulfilment of predictions in the book of Daniel or Revelation, 
but whose enthusiasm reflected a secularized kind of pseudo-
millenarianism. They too saw the Revolution as shifting 
humanity on to a new plane of existence, or at least of 
potential; and their notions of transformational change were 
often expressed in a language that was partly borrowed from 
religious chiliasm. Their language and mode of thinking were 
also heavily influenced, of course, by the style in which the 
French themselves conducted and portrayed their revolution. 
Many historians, one of the most recent being Lynn Hunt, 
have emphasized that what chiefly distinguished the French 
Revolution from previous revolutionary movements was a 
willingness to 'break with the national past' and to treat 
innovation as something to be embraced rather than avoided 
or disguised. Whereas the American patriots of the 1 770s had 
largely employed the language of 'Old Whig' and 'Country' 
opposition groups in England, the French invented a new 

5 R. Pricc, A Discourse on the Love ofOur Country (London, 1790), 50. 
6 J. Priestlcy, The Conduct tobe Observed by Dissenters, in order to Procure the Repeat of the 

Corporation and Test Acts, 5 Nov. 1789, in Works, xv. 403-4. 
7 J. Priestley, Letters to the Right Honourable Edmund Burke (Birmingham, 1791), 251. 
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language ofrevolution for themselves.8 lt was a grandiloquent 
language, characterized by messianic intensity, theatrical 
bravura, and a heavy reliance on imagery and metaphor; and 
a similar rhetoric was used by many British supporters of the 
Revolution. A metaphor that commonly appeared in their 
writings was that of a sudden and exhilarating illumination. 
James Mackintosh for instance, in his Vindiciae Gallicae of 
1791, wrote of 'this flood of light that has hurst in on the 
human race'.9 Another common metaphor, which again had 
biblical overtones, was a sudden awakening from sleep or 
torpor. Such figures of speech were conspicuous in the 
correspondence of the Revolution Society with the National 
Assembly and other bodies in France, and in the addresses 
sent by the English radical societies to the French Convention. 
An example which brings together several rhetorical devices is 
the peroration to the address of the Society for Constitutional 
Information, approved on 9 November 1792: 

The lustre ofthe American republic, like an effulgent morning, arose 
with increasing vigour, but still too distant to enlighten our 
hemisphere, till the splendor of the French revolution burst forth 
upon the nations in the füll fervour of a meridian sun .... I t dispels 
the clouds of prejudice from all people, reveals the secrets of all 
despotism, and creates a new character in man. In this career of 
improvement your example will be soon followed; for nations, rising 
from their lethargy, will re-claim the Rights of Man with a voice 
which man cannot resist. 10 

Language of this kind, as has been suggested above, was 
naturally associated with a conception of political change that 
was transformational, and this meant that the original connota-
tions of the term 'revolution' were very largely eclipsed. The 
term, having been used initially in astronomy to describe the 
cyclical movement of celestial bodies around the Earth, had 
acquired a political meaning in the seventeenth century, and 
at that time it had usually retained cyclical connotations, 
being used to denote a circular political process in which there 

8 L. Hunt, Politics, Culture, and Class in the French Revolution (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles, 1984), 27, 50. 

9 J. Mackintosh, Vindiciae Gallicae (London, 1791 ), 345, cit. R. Paulson, Representa-
tions of Revolution (1785r1820) (New Haven, 1983), 47. 

' 0 Second Report of thc Committcc of Secrecy of the House of Commons 
respecting Seditious Practiccs, 6June 1794,joumals ofthe House ofCommons, xlix. 691. 
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was a return to an original point of departure. For some 
seventeenth-century writers, including Hobbes and Clarendon, 
the English 'revolution' was associated with the Restoration of 
1660. 11 At the same period, however, and especially after 
1688, the term was coming tobe used in what is now a more 
familiar sense, to signify a sudden political upheaval such as 
the overthrow of a regime or dynasty; and by the late 
eighteenth century the equation of the term with discontinuity 
and innovation, and with drastic transition from one political 
situation to another, was common though not invariable 
practice. 12 

However, although linear conceptions of revolution were 
fashionable in reforming circles in England in 1 789 and the 
early 1 790s, two points should be noted. One, to which we 
shall return later, is that from 1 793 or thereabouts such 
interpretations became much less widely and positively held. 
The other is that the enthusiasm for revolution expressed by 
English preachers and pamphleteers was, in the majority of 
cases, rather disembodied and vicarious. Despite the sweeping 
nature of their rhetoric, and their general belief that the 
French Revolution marked a cosmic advance for the cause of 
political and religious freedom, very few of them were more 
than parliamentary reformers in the British context; and it is 
significant that the most uninhibited condemnations of the 
British constitution that were expressed in these years came 
from people who were in one way or another exogenous to the 
English political scene. Alongside the obvious example of 
Thomas Paine-that 'transatlantic republican', as one con-
temporary writer called him 13-we may citejohn Oswald, the 
Scottish poet, vegetarian, and ex-army officer who settled in 
Paris, became a vocal member of thejacobin Club, published 

11 Eugen Rosenstock, 'Revolution als politischer Begriff in der Neuzeit', in Festgabe 
der rechts- und staatswissenschaftlichen Fakultät in Breslaufor Paul Heilhorn (Breslau, 1931 ), 
csp. 90-1. Sec also V. F, Snow, 'The Concept ofRevolution in Seventcenth-Century 
England', Historicaljoumal, 2 (1962), 167--90; Felix Gilbcrt, 'Revolution', in Dictionary 
ofthe History of ldeas, ed. P. P. Wiener (5 vols.; New York, 1973-4), iv. 152--67. 

12 Thomas Paine, it has becn suggested, did much to bring this use ofthc term into 
currency, and 'to redefine rcvolution as a phenomenon that looked to the future 
rather than to the past'. J. P. Greene, 'Painc, America and the Modernization of 
Political Consciousness', Political Science Quarter(),, 93 (1978), 91. 

13 I. Hunt, Rights of Englishmen: An Antidote to the Poison now vending hy the 
Transatlantic Repuhlican Thomas Paine (London, 1791). 
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in I 793 a 'plan for the constitution of a universal republic' 
arguing for a bizarre form of direct democracy, and died in the 
same year leading a regiment against the rebels in the Vendée. 
In his Review of the Constitution of Great Britain, written in 1 790, 
he said that the emancipation of America and the fall of the 
Bastille were indications that the human soul was awakening 
from 'a long lethargy'; that the example of 'the late glorious 
revolution in France' would sooner or later be followed by 
every nation in Europe; that in Britain a parliamentary reform 
might serve for a time to amuse the people but could never 
'eradicate the deep-rooted vices of the Government'; and that 
what was needed there was a National Assembly. 14 

There were others who were excited by first-hand experience 
of events in France and who might have welcomed a 
revolution in Britain. Thomas Cooper, the Manchester 
Unitarian, lawyer, and manufacturer, clearly went through a 
very militant phase, spending several rapturous weeks in Paris 
in the spring of 1 792. Back in London, he passed on to 
Thomas Walker in Manchester a report of the events of IO 
August, and after recounting that the Swiss Guards had been 
cut to pieces, the King and Queen forced to take refuge in the 
National Assembly, and six members of the Assembly 
beheaded, he concluded: 'Te Deum laudamus'. 15 His friend 
James Watt, son of the inventor, was prepared to defend the 
'absolute necessity' of the September Massacres; and Henry 
Redhead Y orke, who was in Paris in the same year, confessed 
later that he and others like him brought back to England 
'much of the ferocity of the French character' as weil as 
'much of the bombast of their style'. 16 However, the great 
majority of the English middle-class reformers and (in Burke's 
terminology) 'New Whigs', though they rejoiced at the 

14 J. Oswald, Review of the Constitution of Great Britain3 [?Paris, I 792], 44-5. Sec thc 
'Advcrtiscment' in this cdn. for thc dating of thc original vcrsion. For an attcmpt to 
import 1 ,ooo copics from Francc in Oct. 1792, and thc confiscation ofthcsc aftcr Earl 
Camdcn had pronounccd that thc author was 'a most wickcd and unprinciplcd 
inccndiary, and his work diabolical', sec Public Rccord Office, HO 48/2, 365-g3. Sec 
also D. V. Erdman, Commerce des Lumieres: John Oswald and the British in Paris, 1790-
1793 (Columbia, Mo., 1986). 

15 T. Walker, The Original, cd. Blanchard Jerrold (2 vols.; London, 1874), i. 86. 
16 E. Robinson, 'An English Jacobin: James Watt, Junior, 176g-1848', Cambridge 

Historicaljoumal, 11 (1955), 353; M.J. Lasky, 'Thc Rccantation ofHcnry Rcdhcad 
Yorkc', Encounter, Oct. 1973, 73. 
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downfall of popery and Bourbon despotism, were by no means 
democrats or revolutionaries themselves. Their views on the 
practical politics of reform in Britain were conditioned by 
relatively temperate traditions, such as the Commonwealth 
ideology or civic humanism which could be traced back into 
the seventeenth century and beyond. This emphasized, not 
popular sovereignty and the rights of man, but constitutional 
balance, the elimination of 'corruption' and executive influ-
ence, and the need to confine political rights to those who were 
'independent'. 17 Some members of the Society for Constitu-
tional Information, such as Major John Cartwright, were 
willing to argue strongly for manhood suffrage; and a few, 
going beyond the rather etiolated strand of so-called republic-
anism in the eighteenth-century Commonwealth tradition, 
seem to have shared the hostility of Paine and his fellow-
American Joel Barlow towards the hereditary elements in the 
British constitution. But such opinions were very untypical in 
propertied and professional circles. 

What of the radicalism of the popular or artisan societies, 
the London Corresponding Society and its provincial counter-
parts? Was this substantially more militant and thorough-
going? Republicanism, in the sense of hostility to hereditary 
monarchy, was probably more widespread among reformers 
of this dass. Francis Place said that the majority of members 
of the LCS-influenced even more, it seems, by the American 
than by the French example-regarded a republic as ideally 
the best form of government, and that many of them hoped 
that a republican system might be brought into existence in 
England by a gradual process of change. 1 However, given the 
laws of treason and seditious libel, and given also the extent of 
popular attachment to the royal family and the genial public 
image which George III had acquired by the 1790s, 19 it made 

17 Cf. I. Hampshcr-Monk, 'Civic Humanism and Parliamcntary Reform: The 
Casc of thc Society of thc Fricnds of thc Pcople', Journal of British Studies, 18 ( 1979), 
70-89. Traccs of thc same idcology, but with different cmphascs and concomitants, 
arc to bc found in thc litcraturc of thc popular radical socicties; sec Lottes, Politische 
Aufklärung, 267 ff. 

18 British Library, Add. MSS 27808, fo. 113'. Sec also A. Shcps, 'The Amcrican 
Revolution and the Transformation ofEnglish Republicanism', Historical Reflections, 2 

(1975), 22. 
19 L. Collcy, 'Thc Apothcosis of George III: Loyalty, Royalty and thc British 

Nation 1760-1820', Past & Present, 102 ( 1984), rn6 ff. 
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good sense for the society to keep its ulterior republican hopes 
in the background. In its publications and correspondence it 
was consistent in maintaining that its only direct political 
object was a radical reform of Parliament; and Maurice 
Margarot of the LCS said in a letter to the reformers of 
Norwich in November I 792 that questions such as monarchy 
should be avoided, and that once the House of Commons 
genuinely represented the people, it would be able to take 
whatever further steps might be necessary.20 

lt was clear that the implications of the programme of 
manhood suffrage and annual parliaments which the plebeian 
societies adopted in 1 792 were potentially 'revolutionary', in 
the sense that if it had been possible to achieve such a reform 
it might have opened the way to other drastic changes. This 
was true not only in the constitutional field but also in the 
social one. Paine, in the second part of his Rights of Man, had 
linked political democracy to a redistributive programme of 

· graduated taxation and social reform. One of those who 
followed up this line was James Parkinson of the LCS, whose 
pamphlet Revolutions without Bloodshed ( 1794) enumerated 
twenty-four ways in which a reform of the representation 
would be likely to increase the happiness of the people. He 
suggested, among other things, that indirect taxes on the 
necessaries oflife would be abolished; the game laws and laws 
against workmen's combinations would be repealed; the 
expense of litigation would be reduced and the severity of the 
penal code mitigated; anational system of education would be 
established for the children of the poor; and provision would 
be made for the aged and disabled.21 

On the other hand, the democratic societies couldjustifiably 
point out that their immediate and overt political objectives 
fell within the bounds of constitutional reform and had been 
advocated quite recently by the Duke of Richmond, who had 
since become one of Pitt's ministers. Also, although the 
radicals quite often used arguments based on natural rights to 
enforce the case for manhood suffrage, they frequently 

20 Maurice Margarot to Unitcd Constitutional Socictics at Norwich, 26 Nov. 1792, 
PRO, TS 24/Io/16. 

21 U, Parkinson], Revolutions without Bloodshed; or, Reformation preferable to Revolt 
(London, 1794). 
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underlined the constitutionality of their aims by maintaining 
that they were simply trying to restore the ancient constitution. 
The idea that the constitution had degenerated from an 
original state of purity was a feature of Commonwealth or 
Country ideology; but in that context purity was usually 
associated with balance. The radicals-though they occasion-
ally invoked this concept of balance themselves22-harboured 
a rather different vision of the past, maintaining that a model 
of free and popular government had existed in Anglo-Saxon 
times. The notion of the recovery of ancient rights could 
sometimes be associated with a cyclical concept of revolution: 
in Charles Pigott's Political Dictionary, published by Daniel 
Isaac Eaton in 1 795, the definitions of the term 'revolution' 
included 'a re-assumption by the People of their long lost 
rights'. 23 More usually, however, the Anglo-Saxon myth was 
linked to the idea that the radicals were aiming at restoration 
rather than revolution.24 

Moving from the aims of the popular radicals to their 
methods, one may ask by what means they hoped to see their 
programme realized. As we shall see, they did not generally 
rule out the possibility of using physical force: in fact towards 
the end of the decade some of them came to regard this as the 
only practical option. But in the first two or three years after 
the first popular societies came into existence in 1792 they 
seem to have imagined that the force of public opinion might 
induce the political establishment to concede reform. They 
did not have much faith in the tactic of petitioning Parlia-
ment,25 which was tried rather half-heartedly in the spring of 
1 793; but they did pin considerable hopes on the idea of 
summoning a national convention. This move had been 
advocated by Paine in his Letter addressed to the Addressers 
( 1 792), and Joseph Gerrald of the LCS, in a pamphlet called 

22 Address of the London Corresponding Society to the British Nation, June 14, 1798 
(London, 1798), 3. 

23 C. Pigott, A Political Dictionary: explaining the True Meaning of Words (London, 
1795), 117-18. Sec also D. A. Lambert, 'Thc Anglo-Saxon Myth and Artisan 
Mcntality, 1780-1830', unpublished Ph.D. thesis (Australian National Univcrsity, 
1987), 173, 321. 

24 See e.g. A Narrative of the Proceedings at the General Meeting of the London 
Corresponding Society, held on Monday, Jury 31, I 797 (London, 1797), 11, 22, 29. 

25 See LCS to Shcfficld Constitutional Socicty, 4 Mar. 1793, Commonsjournals, xlix. 
7o5. 
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A Convention the only Means of Saving us from Ruin ( 1793), 
recommended 'the interposition of the great body of the 
people themselves, electing deputies in whom they can 
confide'. 26 The Sheffield Constitutional Society used almost 
the same expression in a letter of 27 May 1793, saying that a 
reform of Parliament could only be brought about by 'the 
powerful interposition of the great body of the people 
themselves'. 27 A convention which was actually held in 
Edinburgh towards the end of that year was dispersed by the 
Scottish authorities, but in the following spring the English 
societies were planning to arrange a sequel in England. 

The device was a conveniently ambiguous one. On the one 
hand; it could simply be portrayed as a means of bringing 
reformers together to decide on a generally acceptable plan of 
reform and on the best means of campaigning for it. On the 
other hand, there was the possibility that, with the delegates 
being elected in a democratic fashion all over the country, the 
convention might claim to be a more genuinely representative 
body than the House of Commons, and might actually 
challenge the authority of Parliament. The government 
decided to assume that what was being planned in the spring 
of 1794 was a revolutionary anti-parliament, and this was the 
chief pretext it gave for arresting the radical leaders and 
suspending the Habeas Corpus Actin May. The Commons 
Committee of Secrecy alleged in its report of the same month 
that the radical societies had been engaged in 'an open 
attempt to supersede the House ofCommons in its representa-
tive capacity'. 28 Among the radicals themselves there seems to 
have been some real uncertainty about what the role of a 
convention would be. lt appears that at least a few of them, 
including Henry Redhead Yorke, were thinking in terms of an 
anti-parliament; but others such as Thelwall referred rather 
vaguely to 'the force of collective opinion' and seem to have 
envisaged a convention as a means of bringing moral pressure 
to bear on Parliament and the governing dass. 9 lt is 
significant that although the Committee of Secrecy did its best 

26 J. Gcrrald, A Convention the Only Means rifSaving usfrom Ruin (London, 1793), 85. 
27 Commons Journals, xlix. 716. 28 Ibid. 609. 
29 T. M. Parssincn, 'Association, Convcntion and Anti-Parliament in British 

Radical Politics, 1771-1848', English Historical Review, 88 (1973), 514-15. 
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to make out that arming had been going on in conjunction 
with the planning of a convention, it was able to find very little 
evidence of this. Nevertheless, the convention strategy was 
probably the most challenging one that the radicals seriously 
contemplated before the late 1790s. 

After the repressive measures of 1 794 and 1 795, the LCS 
stuck for some time to a collective policy of attempting to 
sustain constitutional agitation. When John Binns and John 
Gale Jones were sent as deputies to Birmingham in March 
1 796, they were instructed to state that the sole aim of the 
society was parliamentary reform and that all that was needed 
to obtain it was a 'strict union' of those who were convinced of 
its necessity.30 Six months later the LCS said in a letter to a 
society at Leicester: 'Our Association renounces every thought 
ofRevolution it is alone friendly and zealous in a Reformation 
of the House ofCommons.'31 lt is clear, however, that at this 
time some radicals were consoling themselves with the hope 
that the existing system would somehow collapse of its own 
accord. In particular, there were hopes that this would occur 
as a result of financial failure. The notion that the financial 
system, with its growing national debt and its growing volume 
of paper money, was fundamentally unsound, was an idea 
that Price among others had expressed at an earlier date; but 
it was popularized in 1796 by Thomas Paine's tract The Decline 
and Fall of the English System of Finance, originally published in 
Paris and reprinted in the same year by Thomas Williams of 
Blackfriars. Paine did not in fact prophesy an immediate 
national bankruptcy: he merely said that such an event was 
bound to occur within the next twenty years. But there were 
others who maintained that financial breakdown was likely to 
take place at any moment. William Williams, a law student 
who belonged to the London Corresponding Society, claimed 
in a pamphlet of 1796 that the funding system was 'on its 
deathbed';32 and when the Bank of England suspended cash 

30 Report of the Committcc of Secrecy relating to Seditious Societies, 15 Mar. 
1799, Reports from Committees of the House of Commons, reprinted by order of the House ( 15 
vols.; London, 1776--1806), x. 809. 

31 LCS to Leicester, 6 Aug. 1796 (draft), BL, Add. MSS 27815, fo. 117'. 
32 W. Williams, Rights of the People or Reasonsfora Regicide Peace (London, 1796), 62. 
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payments in February of the following year it seemed that 
such predictions were being fulfilled. 33 

Some radicals adopted in this situation a rather passive or 
fatalistic attitude. Writing to the LCS in March r 797, the 
Friends of Liberty at Sheffield said that it was only necessary 
to wait for the collapse of the whole system of corruption 
operated by the 'Treasury Panders, Loan Jobbers and 
Borough Mongers'. 

Let them [Ministers] go on then, till the roots themselves decay-till 
the very enormity of the corruption (as it shortly must) works its 
own eure .... This is the state of things to which the present 
Administration are hastening forwards, with unparalleled rapidity: 
by adding Loan to Loan, and profusion to profusion .... Let us wait 
then with patience for the approaching crisis.34 

Francis Place indicated in his autobiography that he and his 
closest associates in the LCS were of much the same opinion. 
They believed, he wrote, that abuses would go on increasing 
until 'corruption had exhausted the means of corrupting'; at 
that point 'an explosion would be caused' and 'the whole 
system of Government would break up'. But those who 
anticipated this sequence of events, he added, were 'strenuous 
in their exertions to have the people well instructed in the 
principles of Representative Government', in the hope that 
these principles could be implemented when the crisis came.35 

Political education had always been a principal concern of 
the Society for Constitutional Information and the corres-
ponding societies, and this concern was often associated with 
the idea that it was only on the basis of a transformation of 
attitudes that a successful transformation of political institu-
tions and machinery could be achieved. Indeed, it was 
sometimes held that a change of attitudes would necessarily 
entail political change. The most important exponent of this 

33 See Moral and Political Maga;:.ine of the London Corresponding Society, Mar. 1797, 
135-6, for a warning that thc English currency would suffcr thc samc fatc as the 
assignats in France. C[ R. Dinmorc, An Exposition of the Principles ofthe Englishjacobins2 

(Norwich, 1797), 36. 
34 Fricnds of Libcrty at Shcßicld to LCS, 15 May 1797 (printcd), BL, Place 

Collection, set 38, iii. 67-8. 
35 The Autobiography of Francis Place (r77r-r854), cd. M. Thale (Cambridge, 1972), 

197; BL, Add. MSS 27808, fo. 114'. 
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idea was William Godwin, whose Enquiry conceming Political 
Justice had a great influence on many educated and self-
educated radicals. He wrote in the first edition ( 1 793) that 
'the revolutions of states, which a philanthropist would desire 
to witness, ... consist principally in a change of sentiments 
and dispositions in the members of those states'; and he said 
in the second edition ( 1 796) that imperfect institutions could 
not long survive once they had come to be generally 
disapproved of: at a certain point 'they may be expected to 
decline and expire almost without an effort'.36 Such ideas 
were often expressed by the members of radical societies. The 
Sheffield Constitutional Society said in an address of 1794: 
'People of Britain, cultivate Reason! ... Let revolution of 
sentiment precede reformation in government.'37 When the 
LCS launched its Moral and Political Magazine in mid- 1 796, 
Godwin's influence was apparent in the emphasis that was 
placed on the need to bring about a general process of 
education and enlightenment. The aim of the periodical, in 
the words of its prospectus, was 'to form a pure channel of 
instruction to the peasant, the artificer, and the labourer: of 
instruction, as weil concerning the natural and proper duties 
and rights of men in general, as respecting the temporary 
posture of their public concerns.'38 And the LCS said in a 
letter to Perth in the following autumn that the society's 
objective was the propagation of political knowledge, in order 
to effect 'a Revolution in the Minds of [the] Nation ... An 
enlightened nation immediately becomes free.'39 What re-
mained very unclear, of course, was how-or at least how 
soon-far-reaching political change could be expected to result 
from this process of enlightenment. 

The outstanding question still to be considered about the 
radicals' conceptions of 'revolution' is what their attitudes 
were towards physical force. In the early years of the French 
Revolution it was possible to take the view that huge and 

36 W. Godwin, Enquiry concerning Politicaljustice, 1st cdn. (2 vols.; London, 1793), i. 
202; 2nd cdn. (2 vols.; London, 1796), i. 276. 

37 Proceedings of the Public Meeting, Held at Sheffield, in the Open Air, on the Seventh of 
April, 1794; and also an Address to the British Nation (Sheflicld, 1 794), 44. 

38 The Political and Moral Maga;:_ine of the London Corresponding Society. Prospectus, 
printcd sheet datcd 30 May 1796,John Rylands University Library ofManchcster, R 
94736. 39 BL, Add. MSS 27815, fo. 130'. 
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beneficent changes had been achieved in France at the cost of 
surprisingly little bloodshed. Early in 1792 Joel Barlow could 
write in his Advice to the Privileged Orders of 'that mildness and 
dignity which have uniformly characterized the French, even 
in their most tumultuous moments'; and in Paris in the 
following November, when presenting an address from the 
Society for Constitutional Information to the National Con-
vention, he said that as a result of the French example 'les 
revolutions vont devenir faciles' .40 Even Godwin, in the first 
edition of his work, was prepared to view the French 
Revolution and its effects in a quite favourable and sanguine 
light. He said that the American and French Revolutions had 
both evinced 'a general concert of all orders and descriptions 
of men, without so much (if we bear in mind the multitudes 
concerned) as almost a dissentient voice'; and there was 
reason to hope, he added, that before very long France, 'the 
most refined and considerable nation in the world', would 
'lead other nations to imitate and improve upon her plan' .41 

After the Terror and the Thermidorean reaction, however, the 
view of revolution as a basically benign, consensual, linear 
process obviously became hard to sustain. In his 1 796 edition, 
Godwin put a strong emphasis on the costs ofrevolution, on its 
tendency to replace one tyranny by another, and on its 
capacity for interrupting rather than advancing the course of 
improvement. 

None the less, there were some radicals in the mid- 1 790s 
who showed a tendency to glorify political violence or to hark 
back to violent episodes in the past. In Pigott's Political 
Dictionary there were entries expressing approval of tyrannicide, 
and 'Citizen' Richard Lee, in one of the cheap tracts he 
published from 'The British Tree of Liberty', Soho, in 1 795, 
included the following passage on 'King-Killing': 

If an individual believes that an act of seasonable violence on his 
part will operate as a salutary example to his countrymen and 
awaken them to the energy and dignity of their characters by 
breaking the wand whose magic power lull'd them into sloth and 

40 J. Barlow, Advice /o the Privile,i:ed Orders in the Several Sta/es of Europe, Resuftin,i:from 
the Necessity and Propriety of a General Revolution in the Principles of Governmenl pt. i 
(London, 1792), 8; Gazette nationale ou Le Moniteur universal, 29 Nov. 1 792. 

41 Godwin, Politicaljustice, 1st cdn., i. 203, 225. 
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inaction, does he not in committing that act of violence perform his 
duty as a member of the community whose interests are closely 
connected with bis own.42 

There was a plot of a kind to assassinate George III in 1794: 
the so-called 'Pop-Gun Plot', whereby a poisoned dart was to 
have been fired at the King from an airgun in the form of an 
imitation walking-stick. But the person who organized the 
plot seems to have clone so with the deliberate intention of 
betraying it to the government. Generally speaking, the 
radicals seem to have thought that demystifying satire was a 
better way of striking at the monarchy then melodramatic 
violence. An example of such satire is a poem that was 
occasioned by this very episode, and which played on the 
King's reputation for being intellectually dense: 

But sure your hair will stand on end when once I do begin, sir, 
The dreadful story to relate of our most gracious King, sir; 
How that a poison'd arrow, by some base plebeian hand, sir, 
In his most sacred guts was intended to be cramm'd, sir. 
But, ah, the dark design!-what a blessing for the nation!-
Was happily discover'd while 'twas in contemplation: 
For had it pierced his Royal paunch, he surely bad been dead, sir, 
Tho' possibly he'd not been hurt if it had struck bis head, sir.43 

So far as collective violence was concerned, the contexts in 
which the radicals were most inclined to contemplate it were 
those of 'self-defence' and 'resistance'. Thelwall wrote in The 
Tribune in 1 795 that he was not in favour of 'violence and 
massacre' but that every man should defend himself and his 
principles when attacked; and in a speech delivered at an LCS 
public meeting in the same year he said: 'Let us cultivate our 
reason; and, if violence comes, let it come from our oppressors; 
and that, in so barefaced and unprovoked a way, that all 
moderate men shall be compelled to cry out against them.'44 

42Pigott, Political Dictionary, 3, 12~13; PRO, TS 11/837/2832, R. v. Richard Lee, draft 
indictmcnt. 

H The Pop-Gun Plot Found Out, or Ministers in the Dumps, printcd broadsidc (n.d.), BL 
806. k. 16 (120); cit. Marilyn A. Morris, 'Monarchy as an Issuc in English Political 
Argument during thc Frcnch Rcvolutionary Era', unpublishcd Ph.D. thcsis (Univcr-
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44 The Tribune (3 vols.; London, 1795---6), i. 241;J. Thclwall, Peaceful Discussion, and 
not Tumultuary Violence, the means ofredressing National Grievance (London, 1795), 18. 
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The distinction between 'resistance' and 'revolution' was a 
common one: Godwin, indeed, devoted separate chapters to 
the two concepts in his Political Justice. In fact it was not 
always easy to differentiate between them, in either historical 
or theoretical terms, for the 'right of resistance' was often 
thought of as the basic justification for revolutionary action. 
But through the emphasis on 'resistance' the blame for 
political violence could be firmly pinned on the regime. 
'Resistance', by definition, was provoked, by an oppressive or 
authoritarian trend on the side of government, and the 
concept was usually linked to an explicit or implied con-
tractarianism: the subjects' duty of obedience lasted only as 
long as the ruler respected their rights and liberties. The 
praiseworthiness of resistance to arbitrary and oppressive 
government was a time-honoured theme which had a very 
wide appeal to oppositionist and radical groups, from the 
Foxite Whigs to the plebeian corresponding societies. Heroes 
and episodes from the national past could be invoked as 
precedents: Hampden and the resistance to Charles I, 
Algernon Sidney and the resistance to Charles II, and 
(though this was regarded with less favour by many radicals) 
the Glorious Revolution of 1688. There was also a wealth of 
literary authorities, including not only Locke but Blackstone 
and William Paley, who could be cited in support of an 
ultimate right of resistance. 

The emphasis on this right, however, carried with it certain 
problems. For one thing, it was very difficult to be specific 
about the circumstances in which a resort to the sanction of 
revolt would be justified and advisable. John Baxter of the 
LCS wrote in r 795 in his Resistance to Oppression, the Constitu-
tional Right of Britons that any act which was subversive of the 
constitution was 'ajust ground ofResistance'; but he went on 
to say: 'How far it may be expedient for a nation to exercise 
this Right, or what particular circumstances shall determine 
them to it, are questions which I will not take upon me to 
resolve.45 Similarly, the LCS itself said, in a circular of 
December of the same year, when the Treasonable Practices 
Act and the Seditious Meetings Act had just passed into law: 

45 J. Baxtcr, Resistance to Oppression, the Constitutiona[ Right of Britons [London, 1 795), 
4. 
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'We pretend not to say at what degree of depravity on the part 
of Government actual insurrection becomes the duty of the 
People.'46 When the possibility ofresistance was mentioned, it 
was almost always in a conditional sense: if oppression and 
corruption increased, or if the government persisted in 
refusing to redress grievances, revolution would become 
necessary and legitimate. lt is true that some quite militant 
things could be said behind the shelter of conditional clauses. 
Hazlitt said of Horne Tooke that he used to 'talk treason with 
a saving clause',47 and this syntactical device was certainly 
useful as a means of avoiding charges of treason or seditious 
libel. But it also had the inevitable effect of blunting the 
urgency of the rhetoric by postponing the need for action until 
some ill-defined future contingency. 

The fact was, of course, that a resort to arms by the radicals 
seemed to offer no more, or hardly more, chance of success 
than constitutional agitation, at a time when the bulk of 
articulate opinion seemed to be either hostile or indifferent to 
the radical cause, and when revolution on French lines had 
been deeply discredited. For most of the 1790s, the threat of 
revolution was more of a political stratagem, more of a feint, 
than a matter of serious intention or conspiracy;48 and 
affirmations of the people's right to overthrow an oppressive 
government were more often interpretable as warnings to 
those in authority than as efforts to foster a rebellious 
disposition in the people.49 In the later years of the decade, 
however, a more purposeful and pragmatic attitude to 
revolution did become apparent in some ultra-radical circles 
in Britain. There was a considerable amount of undoubtedly 
seditious activity, which was associated with the so-called 
'United Societies' and which lasted-with something of a Juli 
in 1799-1800---until the arrest of Colonel Despard and his 
fellow-conspirators in Lambeth in November 1802. There has 

46 Selections from the Papers of the /,ondon Corresponding Society, ed. M. Thale 
(Cambridge, 1983), 332. 

47 Complete Works oj William Haz/itt, ed. P. P. Howe (21 vols.; London, 1930-4). xi. 
52. 48 Cf. M.J. Lasky, Utopia and Revolution (London, 1977), 518. 
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been much controversy about the scale and seriousness of the 
agitations,50 and we shall not in this paper have space to 
tackle such major questions directly. Our attention will be 
focused on the concepts and models of revolution which the 
U nited Societies articulated. 

One of the principal schemes being canvassed in 1797-8 
was that a revolution might be staged in conjunction with a 
French invasion of the British Isles; and a subsidiary plan, 
often associated with hopes for an invasion, was that attempts 
should be made to subvert the armed forces. Earlier, the idea 
of invoking French help had not had much currency among 
English radicals. Even the British Club in Paris, which was 
heavily stocked with militants, rejected in J anuary 1793 
( though by the narrowest of margins) an address calling for a 
French invasion to rescue England from slavery;51 and when 
the Reverend WilliamJackson came over from France in 1794 
to investigate what the likely response to a French invasion 
would be, he was told by his informants that in England it 
would be generally resisted. He was told that in lreland, on 
the other hand, an invasion would be welcomed. Wolfe Tone, 
a leader of the United lrishmen, said in a memorandum 
written for Jackson that the situations ofEngland and lreland 
were fundamentally different, in that the English system of 
government was a 'national' one, while the Irish government 
was 'provincial' (i.e. colonial, or imposed from outside). Tone 
went on: 'The prejudices of the one country are directly 
favourable, and those of the other directly adverse, to an 
invasion. '52 

In lreland by the mid- 1790s the 'Defender' tradition of 
secret societies, oath-taking, and sectarian rancour had fused 
to some extent with an advanced radicalism which was heavily 
influenced by French revolutionary ideas as well as by long-
standing resentments against British political control; and in 
1795-6 the Society of U nited lrishmen adopted a secret oath-

50 Thc füllest account of thcm is R. Wclls, lnsurrection: The British Experience 1795-
1803 (Glouccstcr, 1983). 

51 J. G. Algcr, 'Thc British Colony in Paris, 1792-3', English Historical Review, 13 
(1898), 676. 
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bound system of organization, and a policy of seeking French 
support for an Irish rebellion against British rule.53 Soon 
afterwards, societies ofUnited Englishmen, United Scotsmen, 
and United Britons were being formed, on the same secret,· 
oath-bound model, in the parts of Britain where there were 
large numbers of Irish immigrants, especially in the north-
west and London. Irishmen played important parts in 
creating these organizations: Robert Gray andjames Dixon in 
Manchester, the Binns brothers and Dr R. T. Crossfield in 
London (all of whom had been prominent in the LCS), and 
Father O'Coigley, a priest from county Armagh who had 
studied at the Irish College in Paris and who travelled to and 
fro between Ireland, Manchester, London, and France in 
1 797-8, providing some of the main links in a chain of 
international conspiracy against the British government. 
Another Irishman who was involved was Colonel E. M. 
Despard, and plans were apparently laid for an insurrection to 
be attempted under his leadership in London as soon as the 
French landed in Ireland. 54 

The oaths and addresses of the U nited Societies used a 
language which was more explicitly revolutionary and repub-
lican than that of any other kind of radical propaganda in 
Britain in the I 790s. An oath administered to soldiers in the 
local garrisons in Lancashire contained a promise to obey the 
committee of the United Englishmen, 'and to assist with arms, 
as far as lies in my power, to establish a republican form of 
government in this country and others, and to assist the 
French on their landing to free this country'.55 An 'Address of 
the Secret Committee of England to the Executive Directory 
of France', written by Crossfield and found on O'Coigley 
when he was arrested at Margate on his way to France in 
February 1798, said that Englishmen were no longer 'the 
dupes of an imaginary Constitution' and recognized that 'in 
order to possess a Constitution they must make one'. The 
address went on: 

5:1 Sec M. Elliott, Partners in Revolution: The United lrishmen and France (New Havcn 
and London, 1982), chs. 1-4. 
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United Britain bums to break her chains .... We now only wait 
with impatience to see the hero of Italy, and the brave veterans of 
the great Nation. Myriads will hail their arrival with shouts of joy; 
they will soon finish the glorious campaign! Tyranny will vanish 
from the face of the earth, and, crowned with laurel, the invincible 
army of France will return to its native country, there long to enjoy 
the well earned praise of a grateful world.56 

One of the questions that such documents pose is how far 
they represented the views of British radicals as weil as those of 
Irish expatriates. There were certainly some pro-French 
extremists in radical circles in England who were not 
themselves of Irish origin. One notable example was in fact a 
Scotsman: Robert Watson, a doctor of medicine and former 
secretary of Lord George Gordon. He wrote in the Moral and 
Political Magazine of the LCS in the spring of 1797 that the 
people would soon 'have recourse to steel'; shortly afterwards 
he went down to Portsmouth during the naval mutiny with the 
apparent intention of turning it in a political direction; and 
later in the year he was sending information to Léonard 
Bourdon, French agent at Hamburg, to the effect that 50,000 
rnen in Scotland and 200,000 in England were ready to rise 
when a French landing occurred.57 He subsequently fled to 
Paris in 1798, following the exarnple ofjohn Ashley, a former 
secretary of the LCS who had taken the same step shortly 
before. Ashley submitted a rnernorandurn to Talleyrand in 
April 1 798 claiming that 30,000 'active and decided' Lon-
doners were ready to act against the governrnent when the 
opportunity arose; and Watson published in a French 
newspaper a highly rhetorical address in which he urged the 
patriots ofEngland to co-operate with the French in liberating 
their country.58 

Some prominent English democrats, on the other hand, 
undoubtedly had serious rnisgivings about how far the French 
could be trusted as 'liberators'. Thelwall had written in a 
parnphlet of 1796 that foreign interference could 'only, at best, 
produce a change of masters', and he said in a letter to 

56 Ibid. 813. 
57 Moral and Political Magazine, Mar. 1797, 114-15; Examinations ·of Henry 
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58 Goodwin, Friends of Liberty, 437; R. Watson, 'Au peuple de la Grande-Bretagne', 
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Thomas Hardy in May I 798 that the French Directory 
seemed determined to extinguish liberty, both in France and 
elsewhere.59 Also, when in April I 798 the General Committee 
of the LCS debated what the society's attitude to an invasion 
should be, Richard Hodgson (the president) said that liberty 
was currently 'at a lower ebb' in France than in England, and 
the general opinion seems to have been in favour of 
resistance. 60 There is little doubt that support for the idea of a 
French invasion was less common among English radicals 
than it was among Irish nationalists in I 797-8. 

lt should be added, however, that the idea of encouraging 
disaffection in the armed forces seems to have had attractions 
for the first group as weil as the second. While the evidence 
concerning attempts to spread political discontent in the navy 
suggests that most of the moving spirits were U nited 
lrishmen, it is probable that English ultra-radical networks 
were used for the distribution of subversive propaganda to the 
troops in May and June of 1797, when seditious handbills 
were found in army barracks as far apart as Carlisle, 
Newcastle, Bristol, and Chichester.61 The prosecutions of 
Henry Fellows of Maidstone (who was shown to have 
corresponded withjohn Bone ofthe LCS) and Richard Fuller 
of London for distributing such material were mentioned in 
the Report of the Commons Committee of Secrecy of I 799.62 

Moreover James Powell, a normally reliable spy, stated in a 
subsequent report that several leading London radicals had 
been involved, including Ashley, Hodgson, Bone, and (believe 
it or not) Francis Place.63 Underground agitation in Britain 
was checked by a number of arrests that were made in 
Manchester and London in the spring of I 798, and by the 

"'' ]. Thclwall, The Rights of Nature, against the Usurpations of Establishments (2 parts; 
London, 1796), pt. i, 45; J. Holland Rose, William Pitt and the Great War (London, 
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suppression of the Irish Rebellion in June. But spies' reports 
indicate that later that year attempts were still being made by 
the remnants of the United Englishmen in London to 
administer the oath to soldiers at Woolwich. 64 

In the years 1800-2 there was a revival of agitation, and this 
second phase was similar in some respects to the first: there 
was again, for example, a strong Irish component, and oath-· 
taking, including the swearing-in of soldiers, was again an 
essential feature of the movement. On the other hand, there 
were also some significant differences. For one thing, economic 
hardship--though it had certainly been stressed in earlier 
seditious literature-was an even more insistent theme at the 
turn of the century, when there was exceptional distress as a 
result of the bad harvests of r 799 and 1800. A printed 
pamphlet, embodying a clear call for revolution, which was 
circulating in 1801-2, enquired: 

Would not a speedy and honourable Death be a salutary refuge from 
accumulated horrors of the more protracted and lingering one by 
fatigue and famine? ... 1s not the present system precipitating all 
ranks to the Abyss of Distress and Despair? ... Look around to the 
situation of your fellowcreatures numbers of whom are pining in the 
most abject misery beneath the scourge of Hunger and Oppression.65 

The Committee of Secrecy of 1801, in making a case for . 
continued repression, alleged that the disaffected were seeking 
drastic economic change as weil as political revolution.6 

Place subsequently claimed that the Committee had exagger-
ated this element in the agitation in order to heighten the 
alarm; and he maintained, in particular, that the Committee's 
second report ( 15 May 1801) had given an unwarranted 
prominence to the ideas of Thomas Spence.67 

Spence did advocate a kind of social revolution. He believed 
that private ownership of land should be abolished, and he 
thought that a take-over of the land could be carried out by 
the people acting in unison. In his pamphlet The Restorer of 

64 Reports of John Tunbridge and William Gent, 6 Aug. 1798, PRO, PC 1/ 
42 A.144; cf. Wells, lnsurrection, 152. · 
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Society to its Natural State, published early in 1801, he held up 
the naval mutinies of 1797 as a model: the landowners would 
be no more able to resist united action on the part of the 
people than the officers had been able to prevent the seamen 
from taking over their ships.68 Place's point, however, was 
that Spence's whole approach was so open and naïve, and his 
following so paltry, that the Committee of Secrecy had no real 
grounds for suggesting in its report that his ideas were a 
significant strand in the current agitation. Place wrote that 
Spence was 'a simple honest harmless creature' and that no 
one could have doubted his harmlessness; and Spence himself 
may well have been justified in declaring, when he was put on 
trial for seditious libel in 1801: ' ... notwithstanding any 
insinuations of the said Report, I stand alone unconnected 
with any party, and except by a thinking few am looked on as 
a lunatic.'69 None the less, there is some evidence that ideas 
about the people's right to the land-whether or not they were 
traceable to Spence's influence-were featuring in the pro-
paganda of the United Societies in the opening years of the 
century. A printed Address to United Britons which came into the 
hands of a West Riding magistrate in the summer of 1 802 said 
that mankind, using the knowledge acquired from previous 
revolutions, should carry out one further revolution of 
'permanent utility', whereby 'every principle of monopoly' 
and 'every badge of usurped power' would be extinguished. 
The tract built up to a closing attack on 'the great monopolists 
of the soil, ... the tyrannic dass that supports all other classes 
of oppressors'; and it said that the people at large had been 
disinherited of their natural right to the surface of the earth: 
'God produces an earth for man in common, to whom he gives 
an equal right.' 70 

Another respect in which the agitation of 1801-2 differed 
from that of 1 797-8 was that there was less talk of reliance of 
French help. The possibility of an invasion had indeed 
receded, and from September 1801, when preliminaries of 

68 The Political Works of Thomas Spence, ed. H. l'. Dickinson (Newcastlc upon Tyne, 
1982), 78. 
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peace were signed, Britain and France were no langer at war. 
Both of the printed tracts mentioned above called for 
revolutionary action without making any reference to foreign 
assistance. lt has been suggested that in 1802 Colonel 
Despard was reluctant to let his more impetuous associates 
plan an insurrection in London and would have preferred to 
wait until it could be combined with an Irish rebellion and a 
French invasion. 71 But it seems none the less that an 
insurrection was planned at this time, independently of 
French help. The conspirators included a number of Guards-
men, and the intention was to seize the King on his way to the 
state opening of Parliament, to occupy the Houses of 
Parliament and the Tower, and, by stopping the stage-
coaches from leaving London, to give the rest of the country a 
signal which would have precipitated a general rising. 72 There 
is evidence that an organization of United Britons did exist in 
Yorkshire in the autumn of 1802, and that some pike-making 
had been going on there. 73 But few traces of similar 
preparations have been found elsewhere, and so far as most of 
the country was concerned hopes for a rising in response to a 
coup d'état in London seem to have rested largely on faith. 
When John Nichols, a London ultra-radical who escaped 
prosecution, made a tour of the provinces to collect money for 
the defence of the prisoners arrested with Despard, he 
returned with only a few pounds and reported that the 
London conspirators had been 'much deceived' about the 
number of 'patriots' in the country.74 

This paper has reviewed the main ways in which the term 
'revolution' was.used andin which the possibility ofrevolution 
was envisaged by radicals in England between 1789 and 1802. 
Some ofthe conceptions surveyed were associated with rather 
bombastic forms of rhetoric and others with scenarios of 
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varying degrees of plausibility. There is no doubt that there 
was more direct incitement to revolution towards the end of 
the period than there had been earlier, and it is also likely that 
the actual <langer ofrevolution was considerably more serious 
in the later years. Under the impact of sustained repression 
and wartime hardship some radical activists came to the view 
that pursuit of parliamentary reform was neither a feasible nor 
an adequate strategy. Thomas Hardy, founder of the LCS, 
said in a letter to Major Cartwright in J anuary 1801 that this 
was the clear lesson to be drawn from ministerial policies: 

They have been terrified at the word reform least [sie] it should tend 
to a revolution and terminate in a republic-they have efected [sie] 
such a revolution in the country which the most violent reformer never 
had the most remote idea of. The word reform may now be blotted 
out of the vocabulary-repeatedly and honestly have the rulers of 
this country been told within these forty years of the necessity of a 
reform in the democratic part of the constitution in order to save the 
Crown but the die is cast!!!75 

Moreover, there is much evidence to show that attitudes of 
alienation and disaffection were far more widespread at the 
popular level in the years round the turn of the century than 
they had been in the early 1 790s, when radicals, even in most 
industrial areas, had been an embattled minority subject to 
loyalist persecution. 76 

Whether an autonomous revolution would have been likely 
may be doubted: although occasional reports of arming 
reached the authorities, this does not appear to have taken 
place on a large scale, and the problems of organizing a co-
ordinated 'general rising' would have been formidable. On the 
other hand, if a French invasion had occurred, perhaps in 
association with an Irish rebellion, parts of the English 
population might weil have risen in support of it, especially if 

75 Hardy to Cartwright, 24Jan. 1801 (draft), BL, Add. MSS 27818, fos. 16'--17'·. 
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the moment had been one of acute distress. lt was fortunate 
from the point of view of the regime that it was never faced 
with such a conjunction of events. One of the most dangerous 
moments was the early part of 1798, when lreland was 
preparing for rebellion and before Bonaparte shifted his 
attention away from the English Channel towards Egypt. But 
wheat prices at that point were relatively low. In the early 
months of 1801 they were nearly three times as high; but the 
harvests of 1801 and 1802 were good, and when the threat of 
invasion returned in 1803 food prices were again at moderate 
levels and the underground societies had virtually ceased to 
operate. 77 

77 Data on monthly whcat priccs in Annual Re,i:ister; W. Smart, Economic Annals of the 
Nineteenth Century {London, 19rn), 47, 56. 
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The Revolutionizing of Consciousness 
A German Utopia? 

RUDOLF VIERHAUS 

'We must hasten to speed the revolution in the human spirit 
[ Geist] in whatever way we can .... That is to say, let us set to 
work while daylight lasts!' These sentences in the first volume 
ofLudwig Wekhrlin's Hyperboreische Briefe, 1 which appeared in 
1788, were not written in anxious anticipation of the outbreak 
of a political revolution in France, but were, rather, the 
product of the debates of the European Enlightenment. This, 
the writer believed, had brought the 'day', in whose light the 
'revolution in the human spirit' could not only be set in train, 
but had indeed tobe impelled forward with increased vigour. 
For days come to an end, and night may once again begin to 
fall. 

Wekhrlin's statement is remarkable on three counts. 
Firstly, the concept of revolution is used here without 
apparent need of explanation to characterize a change in the 
perceptions, modes of thought, and guiding ideas of men. 
Secondly, this change is understood as a process which has 
reached an important stage. And that process must not simply 
be left to run its own course; it must be hastened and directed, 
because-and this is the third point-at some stage the time 
may no langer be ripe. 

Those who thought in this way welcomed the outbreak of 
revolution in France, or saw it as legitimate on the grounds 
that France had not managed to turn the principles of reason 
into socio-political reality-as the failure of the reforms 
Translated by Chris Turner (Material Word). 

1 Hyperboreische Briefe, i ( 1788), 308. 
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attempted in the r 770s and r 780s had shown-and the French 
government had shown itself incapable of pointing the way 
forward. Two interpretations were possible and both were 
aired in Germany. Either the political revolution was the non-
necessary but, in the circumstances, logical consequence of 
the Enlightenment or, alternatively, the political revolution 
would have been unnecessary if the Enlightenment had been 
embraced by the rulers of France and reflected in their 
legislation, administration, and education. Many believed 
that promising examples of such developments were tobe seen 
in Germany.2 'I know of no people in the world more ready for 
the peaceful reconquering of lost human rights than the 
Germans', announced the editor of the widely read Stats-
Anzeigen, the Göttingen professor August Ludwig Schlözer, in 
1 79 r. He justified his opinion by reference to the German 
constitution, 'so often slandered by the ignorant. Admittedly, 
the revolution will come slowly, but it is coming! Enlighten-
ment ideals are rising from below as they did in France: but 
here they are meeting with Enlightenment at the top too: 
where are there more cultivated sovereigns than in Germany?' 
And this process, he said, could not be arrested by military 
means. That it 'shall occur gradually, without disorder and 
without anarchy will, in all probability, be more the work of 
writers than of cabinets. Princes will remain princes and all 
German people will become free.' 3 

These lines were written before the Revolution in France 
took its radical turn, before Austro-Prussian intervention had 
begun, and before the fall of the monarchy, which led many 
German observers to turn away from the revolution in horror 
and disenchantment. Even if they had considered a similar 
revolution in Germany unnecessary and improbable, they had 
none the less hoped that the events in France would provide a 
powerful incentive for further 'improvements' in the actions of 
German governments-and, in so doing, help to avert 
revolution. In the Foreword ('An die Nation') to the first 

2 J. Voss (ed.), Deutschland und die Französische Revolution: Achtzehn Beiträge, 
Supplement to FRANCIA, 11 (Munich, 1983). R. Vierhaus, 'Politisches Bewußtsein in 
Deutschland vor 1789', Der Staat, 6 ( 1967), 175---96, repr. in id., Deutschland im 18. 
Jahrhundert: Politische Veifassung, soziales Gefüge, geistige Bewegun,tten: Aus,ttewählte Aufiätze 
(Göttingen, 1987), 183-201. "StatsAn'<.eigen, 16 (1794), 95 n. 
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volume of the Archiv für ältere und neuere, vorzüglich Teutsche 
Geschichte, Staatsklugheit und Erdkunde of r 790, one could read: 

What has occurred in recent times is a clear enough indication to 
you [the 'Princes of Germany'] of who is weak and who strong. 
Strength lies with the whole mass ofthe people, when, roused at last 
by the sense of oppression that has long weighed upon it, it suddenly 
insists upon its inalienable rights. You do not need to be clairvoyant 
The signs of the times speak loudly enough for themselves: the 
peoples are no longer immature. The victory of the human spirit is 
certain: there will be no more tyranny. 

The writer, Ernst Ludwig Posselt, calls on the princes to be 
just and humane; they will no langer be deified, but they will be 
honoured when they act, as they can and should, as fathers of 
the Fatherland. There was, he said, no constitution better 'in 
its design' than the German 'if only it is not abused'; no people 
would have more respect for its leaders, 'if only they were not 
so sloppy in their business'. Then, with markedly menacing 
overtones, he pointed out that the German was slow to 
become inflamed, but that if he did, he was more to be feared 
than the 'Frank'. He closed with the credo of Enlightenment 
man: 

The present revolution has been taken as grounds for the view that 
the Enlightenment is to be blamed for leading citizens into 
discontent and uprising ... Nothing could be further from the truth! 
Enlightenment is the soundest pillar of every good constitution, 
iron-clad protection for every prince. The enlightened prince will 
and can wish for nothing other than the happiness of his citizens; 
and enlightened citizens will willingly and joyfully do his ·benevolent 
will not from servile compulsion, but from firm inner conviction.4 

The radicalization of the Revolution in France, its turn 
towards military expansion, and the heightened reaction in 
the German states did, however, dampen down such optimism. 

Even those observers who took a more sceptical view of the 
political conditions in Germany and the development potential 
they offered, were still convinced that there was no need in 
Germany for a revoluüon of the French type; they believed, 
rather, that the necessary transformation, which had already 

4 Archiv fiir ältere und neuere, vorzüglich Teutsche Geschichte, Staatsklugheit und Erdkunde, 1 

(1790), pp. xvi-x. 



RUDOLF VIERHAUS 

been partially begun, could occur in an evolutionary manner, 
as a result of the insight of the rulers and the readiness of the 
ruled. In the early autumn of 1789, Karl Friedrich Reinhard, 
the son of a Swabian clergyman, was able to write from 
Bordeaux that the Revolution was 'a seed which sooner or 
later must necessarily bear fruit all over Europe'. Even in 
Germany, he had heard, movements were appearing; he 
thought, however, that a revolution in a single German state 
could only lead to greater 'oppression'. 'The very constitution 
itself, which hitherto has conferred freedom, peace and good 
fortune on many parts of Germany, is a hindrance to greater 
perfection. The various provinces of the Reich are estranged 
from each other by their different interests and constitutions; 
the princes would all be made doubly powerful by unification 
in a republic from which they alone wöuld largely benefit. In 
other words, Germany is the last country which could imitate 
France.' However, even Reinhard consoled himself and his 
readers with the assertion that 'the majority of German 
states', even those in which there were no Estates to restrict 
the 'arbitrary power' of the princes, were, in spite of imperfect 
constitutions, in a more fortunate position than France. And, 
employing a typical German Enlightenment argument, he 
added: 

Moreover, in such circumstances, public opinion and freedom ofthe 
press, which though not officially recognized in Germany, can never-
theless not be restricted, prevent the arbitrary and oppressive use of 
power. The improvement of national education, which has begun 
everywhere, and the felicitous enlightenment in matters of religion, 
which is the only way to prevent the ath,eism that is so widepread in 
France, cause subjects to exert beneficial influence upon the courts 
and vice versa.5 

Other observers were more pessimistic. 'Germany seems 
almost to have reached the limits of indifference and 
insensitivity' wrote Karl Ludwig von Knebel on 22 January 
1791 to Herder. 'But so lang as individual happiness remains 
entirely a matter for princely discretion, the spirit of the 
nation will not rise. '6 

0 Schwäbisches Archiv, 1 (1790), 516 ff. 
6 H. Düntzcr und F. G. v. Hcrdcr (cds.), Un,1;edruckte Briefe aus Herders Nachlaß, 

(Leipzig, 1862), iii. 73-4. 
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II 

Such statements-and we could easily cite more-indicate 
how much the Revolution in France caused Germans to 
enquire after the state of political development in their own 
country. Something similar had already occurred two decades 
previously under the impact of the news of the War of 
lndependence of the British colonies in North America, the 
political justification of the colonists that accompanied it, and 
the founding of the Union. France, however, was a neigh-
bouring country, a great power, and an example ofa centrally 
governed country, which for centuries had called the political 
tune on the Continent; what occurred there concerned 
Europe and the Germans directly. The principles of the 
Revolution, enunciated in the name of humanity as a whole, 
soon had effects beyond France's borders; German visitors to 
Paris provided on-the-spot accounts, whilst French emi-
grants sought refuge in the German Reich. And soon 
revolutionary legislation impinged directly on the rights of the 
Reich itself in Alsace. In Germany, however, the sense of 
national identity had become stronger in recent decades and 
an increasingly intensive public debate on questions of 
political constitution, social structure, and legal order had 
developed. The German public was in no sense completely 
unprepared when it was confronted with the Revolution in 
France. Almost all the themes of European political discussion 
in the eighteenth century had also been discussed in Germany 
and it had more or less become the fashion among writers to 
compare German circumstances with those in neighbouring 
countries. 

However-and this had effects on the interpretation of the 
French Revolution and its central ideas and mots d'ordre-
German political debate was to a large extent based on. 
premisses that were markedly different from those that 
applied in France. Without being able to go into this in detail 
here, we may remind the reader that German experience at 
this time was conditioned, on the one hand, by centrally 
organized monarchical states with no competition from the 
Estates (Stände) and, on the other, by the corporate Reich with 
its multiplicity of temporal and spiritual rulers, with differing 



RUDOLF VIERHAUS 

constitutions, and a heavy burden of tradition. No thorough-
going critique of absolutism existed, though one did hear a 
variety of criticism of the functional deficiencies of the Reich, 
inactive or 'despotic' governments, selfish nobles, etc. Two 
opposing reform models existed: firstly, a model based upon 
Estates, in which a regeneration of corporative liberty in the 
form of a reactivation and refunctionalization of political 
representation for the Estates would prevent 'despotic rule' by 
princes; and secondly, a model of enlightened government 
which, unhampered by the sectional interests of individual 
Estates, would seek to bring rational principles to bear in its 
politics and would possess the means for this-as an optimal 
pre-condition-in the unfettered rule of an enlightened 
monarch. 7 

The relatively modern concept of enlightened government 
was rooted in rationalistic Natural Law (Naturrecht), which 
was not in essence revolutionary, but rather sought to create a 
rationally ruled state informed by the principles of law and 
legality ( Gesetzes- und Rechtstaat), in which human beings were 
free as human beings, were equal as citizens before the law, 
and, as subjects, fulfilled their social functions within their 
social ranks and could assent freely to rational and just legis-
lation. By contrast, the model which we can, for the sake of 
simplification, call 'Estate-based' regarded enlightened 
absolutist government as the greatest threat to liberty, 
which could only be safeguarded through respect for historic-
ally based freedoms and in the institutional limitation of 
government by bodies of representatives from the various 
Estates. The proponents of this model looked not only to 
tradition, but also to Montesquieu's theory of the appropriate 
constitution. In Germany before the French Revolution, there 
therefore existed none of the theoretical presuppositions for a 
revolution which would assert popular sovereignty. 

All the same, the theme of an effective political constitution 
which did not merely maintain the existing order, but enabled 
improvements to be achieved, was also at the centre of public 
debate in Germany. Had this not been so, the reaction to the 
French Revolution would be incomprehensible. However, 

7 Cf. G. Parry, 'Enlightcncd Govcrnmcnt and its Critics in Eightccnth Ccntury 
Gcrmany', Historical Journal, 6 ( 1963), 1 78---g2. 
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tbat Revolution seemed Janus-beaded to the German pro-
tagonists and supporters of tbe Enligbtenment. On tbe one 
band, it seemed to demonstrate tbe irresistible power of 
rational ideas, wbicb, in tbe political conditions prevailing in 
France, necessarily had to impose themselves by force; on tbe 
other band, the Revolution discredited those ideas by acts of 
violence and terror. Did the movement that had begun in 
tbe name of Reason not end in unrestrained irrationalism? 
Had not the 'despotism' of the individual been replaced by the 
even worse 'despotism of the masses'? 

Those who recognized in tbe Revolution a sign tbat 
bumanity had progressed to a point were it was now reaching 
political maturity were convinced that the world-bistorical 
significance of these events was not invalidated by tbe 
borrifying phenomena that accompanied them. Only a few 
weeks after the storming of the Bastille, Georg Forster wrote 
to Heyne, bis father-in-law, in Göttingen: 

The Republic of twenty-four million people will give England more 
trouble than the despot with the same number of subjects. lt is, 
however, fine to see what philosophy has brought to fruition in the 
heads of men and then made a reality within the State, without our 
having any precedent for such a complete transformation ever 
having cost so little in blood and devastation. lt is, then, the surest 
course, to enlighten people about their true interests and their 
rights; the rest follows naturally.8 

Schlözer's position was no different: 'Where could there ever 
be a revolution without excesses? You can't heal a deep-seated 
cancer witb rose-water. And wbat if innocent blood was 
sbed? ... The responsibility for that blood lies witb you 
Despots and your despicable works which bave made the 
revolution necessary.'9 For Scblözer it was crucial that 
tbe Revolution gave tbe Frencb the chance to 'effect tbe 
bappiest possible reform of government', for 'the way for the 
current revolution in France was paved by tbe autbor of the 
Esprit des Lois: he taugbt wbat every truly learned man young 
or old now teacbes, and wbat, indirectly, Christ tbe Lord 
taugbt: no Herod, no Caiapbas sball abuse his fellow men.' 10 

Even Friedrich Gentz acknowledged at the end of I 790, 'I am 
8 Mainz, 30July 1789. G. Forster, SämtlicheSchriflen, ed. T. Huber (Leipzig, 1843), 

viii. 84-5. " StatsAnz:.eigen, 13 (1789), 467. '0 Ibid. 469 n. 
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still by no means inclined to doubt the good cause. I would 
count the failure of this revolution as one of the most 
unfortunate disasters that had ever befallen the human race. 
lt is the first practical triumph ofphilosophy, the first example 
of a reform of government which is based on principles and a 
coherent, logical system.' 11 Carl Leonard Reinhold wrote to 
Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi: 

I certainly do not have any higher hopes than you ofwhat will come 
of the manière fixe d'être gouvemé par La raison, yet I cannot conceal my 
joy at the power of reason evident in the presumptuous, inspired 
outbursts of the French as they speculate on their constitution. I 
believe that the spirit [ Geist] in the proper sense of the word has 
never had more part in any revolution, all in all, little as I believe it 
to be the initial-nor even the most important-motivation of the 
French Revolution. 12 

And in Hegel's Philosophy of History, we find the lapidary 
formulation: 'The French Revolution had its beginnings and 
its origin in thought.' 13 

What caused the above-mentioned writers-and many 
other German observers who did not become partisans of the 
Revolution or democratic republicans-to defend the Revolu-
tion both against its critics and against its deformations was 
the part which they saw Geist playing in it. They believed they 
could see in it, or at least in its programmatic intentions, the 
work of philosophy, the logical outcome of the Enlightenment. 
That it had become necessary in the course of the Revolution 
to use violence was understandable in the light of the hatred 
towards the long-suffered 'despotism' of the socio-political 
system it replaced, which had lost its prestige by its inability 
to reform and which was no longer in a position to legitimate 
its claim to recognition. lt need not, however, come to this if 
the ideas of freedom and justice were acknowledged by the 
rulers and respected by them in their conduct of government, 
if their efforts were directed not solely towards the main tenance 
of their own power, but towards the improvement of the 

11 Letter to Christian Garve (Berlin, 8 Mar. 1790), F. C. Wittichcn (ed.), Briefe von 
und an F. v. Gentz (Munich, 1909), i. 177--8. 

12 Jena, 24 Jan. 1790. R. Zoeppritz (ed.), Aus F. H. jacobis Nachlaß: Ungedruckte 
Briefe von und anjacobi und andere ... (Leipzig, 1869), i. 126. 

13 G. W. F. Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Weltgeschichte [Lectures on the 
Philosophy ofWorld History], ed. G. Lasson (Leipzig, 1944), 920. 
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conditions of those whom they ruled. Policies directed 
towards improvement would prevent revolution, with all its 
accompanying violence; a policy of oppression, however, 
would have the opposite effect, making revolution necessary 
and justifiable. 

This, then, was the opinion of those for whom the 
Revolution in France was an event that mankind could only 
reverse at its peril. Fichte was convinced, in r 793, that 
necessary improvements of 'State constitutions' occur in two 
ways: 'either by violent leaps forward, or by a slow and 
gradual, but sure advance'. By violent radical transformations 
a people could achieve immense progress at a stroke, even if 
this involved great misery and suffering, but such violent 
changes could also see it regress just as far. 'Violent 
revolutions are always a hold gamble on the part ofhumanity; 
if they are successful, then the victory won is well worth the 
hardships endured; if they fail, they drive men from one 
misery to the next. Gradual progress towards greater enligh-
tenment, and with it towards the improvement of the 
constitution, is safer.' In the eighteenth century, Fichte went 
on, humanity, 'particularly in Germany' had made great 
strides forward and it would continue to do so, 'if we are not 
disturbed'. This would happen if anyone sought to 'deprive us 
of our freedom of thought by oppression'. If anyone tried to 
obstruct 'the progress of the human spiri t', this might lead to 
the process being arrested; more probably, though, humanity 
would avenge itself most cruelly: 'revolutions will be necessary'. 
This was the lesson of the 'terrible spectacle ... provided by 
our age'. 14 

If the 'progress of the human spirit' is the decisive factor in 
the historical process, then the unfolding or obstruction of that 
progress determines whether a revolution is necessary or the 
happier path of 'gradual progress' can successfully be taken. 
In this perspective, freedom of thought is the most important 
freedom, for it gives rise to that 'enlightenment' which is the 
origin of political reform. This Enlightenment conviction also 
formed the credo of the early liberals; hence their view that 

14 J. G. Fichte, Zurückforderung der Denkfreiheit von den Fürsten Europens, die sie bisher 
unterdrückten: Eine Rede (published anonymously, 1793); rcpr. in id., Schriften zur 
Revolution, cd. B. Willms (Cologne and Opladcn, 1967), 10-11. 
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the freedom of thought, freedom of the press, and freedom of 
association were in practice the most valuable basic rights. 
The dérapage of the Revolution in France, which produced a 
fatal mix of systematic terror and pseudo-religious political 
fanaticism, frightened away its previous defenders not only by 
its violence, but also because a movement which had begun 
with Reason emblazoned on its banner had been transformed 
into an irrational one of moralistic terror, which eventually 
turned on its own creators-and, moreover, a movement 
which was supposed to serve the causes of liberation, 
humanity, and peace had led to war between nations. 

lt became more and more difficult solely or principally to 
blame the resistance of external or internal enemies of the 
Revolution for this development, as Fichte, for example, was 
for a long time prepared to do. With all those who believed 
firmly in the necessity and feasibility of social advance and 
transformation, reform, as an alternative to revolution, came 
to acquire increasingly central importance, as did the trans-
formation in thinking and 'disposition' ( Gesinnung) that were 
apparently its pre-conditions. In 1 797, Kant was convinced 
that evolutionary progress towards better conditions and, 
indeed, to a 'republication' government made it imperative 
that the state reform itself from time to time, but not that it be 
revolutionized. For only if this form of government was tested 
out and implemented not 'precipitously through revolutionary 
methods i.e. by the violent overthrow of a previously existing 
imperfect and corrupt [government]', but 'through gradual 
reform according to fixed principles' could it 'approach 
continually closer to the highest political good-perpetual 
peace ... ' 15 

'Gradual reform based on sound principles' and reform 
from the top down rather than revolution from below: this was 
not merely soothing political rhetoric now, nor was it a word 
of warning to those in power. They themselves now spoke of 
such reform and sought to bring it about in a planned, 
directed manner. Particularly among the Prussian reformers, 
an understanding of the necessity for comprehensive changes 
was, initially at least, stronger than the intention of preventing 

15 L Kant, Tke Metapkysical Elements of Justice (Part i of tke Metapkysics of Morals), 
trans.J. Ladd (Indianapolis and New York, 1965), 129. · 
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revolutionary developments. In the so-called Rigaer Denkschrift 
of 1807, Über die Reorganisation des Preußischen Staats ( On the 
Reorganization of the Prussian State), Hardenberg argued 
that what was to be achieved was a 'revolution in the good 
sense, one conducing to the great purpose of the ennobling of 
humanity by wise government and not by any violent 
impulsion either from within or without ... Democratic 
principles in a monarchical government: this seems to me the 
appropriate form for the present spirit of the age.' 16 

III 

Not revolution, but evolution: a process, then, which pursues 
its course from inner necessity; not revolution, but reform: 
transforming action 'from above' -both these ideas came 
together in the assumption that such reforms had to follow 
from an appreciation of their necessity and on the basis of 
rational principles. The men of the German Enlightenment, 
who had begun by welcoming the Revolution in France before 
turning away in horror at the course it had taken, became all 
the more firmly set on reforms 'from above', the principles of 
which could find open assent 'down below' among the ruled. 
Such assent, however, was increasingly dependent on more 
than rational understanding as_ defined by detached Enlight-
enment intellectuals. What was needed was joint political 
action by rulers and ruled on the basis of 'national' political 
feeling (Gesinnung). A transformation of the 'mode of thinking' 
and an individual and social renovation of political morality 
were called for. This transformation was declared to be the 
more important and fundamental revolution, the prerequisite 
for successful progress. Moreover, it was argued that Germany 
was predisposed to this kind ofrevolution-either because the 
country was not yet mature for a political revolution or 
because it did not desire and did not need such a revolution. 
'Of all European states, Germany is the one most suited to a 
revolution of the mind and the least suited to political 
revolution', asserted the philosopher Carl Leonard Reinhold 

16 K. A. von Hardenberg, 'Über die Reorganisation des Preußischen Staates' ( 12 
Sept. 1807); quoted from G. Winter (ed.), Die Reorganisation des Preußischen Staates unter 
Stein und Hardenberg, pt. r Allgemeine Verwaltungs- und Behördenreform, i (Leipzig, 1931), 
302. 
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in 1 790---typically enough as the epigraph to his Briefe über die 
kantische Philosophie (Letters on Kantian philosophy). 17 

This idea of a 'revolution of the spirit' found what is 
perhaps its best-known expression in Friedrich Schlegel's 
dictum of 1798: 'The French Revolution, Fichte's epistemology, 
and Goethe's Wilhelm Meister are the principal expressions of 
the age. Anyone who takes umbrage at this list, anyone who is 
unable to view any revolution which is not loud and material 
as important, has failed to attain a sufficiently broad and 
elevated attitude towards the history of mankind.' 18 lt is not 
the Revolution itself, Fichte's philosophical conception, and 
the literary quality of Wilhelm Meister that makes it possible to 
evoke them in the same breath, but the representative 'trends' 
of the age highlighted in all three and-more precisely-their 
significance for Friedrich Schlegel's generation, the pro-
tagonists of 'Early Romanticism'. In a historical perspective 
the political revolution is equally as important as the drafting 
of the philosophical system and the great literary work. They 
are breakthroughs opening up new possibilities in the 'history 
of mankind'; they confirm the capacity of human beings for 
creative action and mark the dawn of a new 'Age', character-
ized not only by new political institutions, but also by new 
thinking, new conceptions of the human being and human 
destiny. Joseph Görres, apparently taking up Schlegel, also 
spoke in 1804 of 'three great revolutions' coinciding 'in our 
time'. They were, he said, 'at one in their principles yet 
independent of one another, parallel in their courses, yet very 
different in their outcomes': they were revolutions in philo-
sophy, poetry, and politics, but only in the case of the latter 
were the results described negatively. 19 Görres had earlier 
drawn an historical parallel between Kant's philosophy and 
the French Revolution, which was quite common especially 
with reference to Kant's Project For A Perpetual Peace. Even in 
the Moniteur, which published extracts from this work in 
French translation, the Königsberg philosopher was presented 

17 C. L. Reinhold, Briefe über die kantische Philosophie (Leipzig, 1790), i. 16. 
18 F. Schlegel, 'Romantische Fragmente. Athenäumsfragmente' A 216 ( 1 798), in 

id., Seine prosaischen Jugendschriften, ed. J. Minor, i (Vienna, 1882). 
19 J. Görres, 'Aurora-Beiträge', no. 16; repr. in id., Gesammelte Schriften, iii: 

Geistesgeschichtliche und literarische Schriften I (1803-1808), ed. G. Müller (Cologne, 
1926), 88. 
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as a man who had brought about an 'intellectual revolution' 
in Germany. 20 

IV 

This revolution of the mind and spirit was not merely claimed 
as a German equivalent of the political revolution in France, a 
substitute for a realignment which was lang overdue, and as 
an outstanding achievement; it was also seen as a revolution 
that was more important in the long term because by 
transforming the consciousness of men it laid the. basis for 
their better action. Otherwise, men's actions would be so out 
of step with their principles that terror, anarchy, or a new 
despotism would be inevitable. The French Revolution 
brought the problem of the relationship of theory and practice 
to the forefront of debate with unprecedented sharpness. lt 
was to remain a constant problem of the 'modern world', a 
world in which political utopias were no langer established on 
imaginary islands, but attempts were made to transform 
social and political reality according to theoretical models, in 
the process of which the intended ends were to legitimate the 
means employed (though it was also possible that the means 
could end up discrediting the ends). 

Since then, we have seen the almost stereotypical repetition 
of the same objections and justifications (and these have 
continued right down to our own day): failure to achieve pre-
set objectives is blamed by the reformers on the stupidity or 
the recalcitrance-at best on the inadequacy--of men, whilst 
the opponents of change criticize the reformers and revolu-
tionaries for the unrealistic abstractness of their principles, for 
their destruction of the traditional order, and accuse them of 
ideological intolerance. They warn against basing reforms on 
general principles and point to historical evidence that the 
unrest must lead to disorder or attempted coups, whilst the 
liberals protest that failing to take reform measures in good 
time, implementing them only half-heartedly, or preventing 
them altogether has led to revolution in the past. The liberals 
were convinced that the alternative to revolution was not a 
clinging to the past but reform 'via the rule of law'. 

2° Citcd in A. Gulyga, Immanuel Kant (Frankfurt-on-Main, 1985), 280. 
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The debate between the 'party of movement' and the 'party 
of inertia' continued throughout the-none too peaceful-
Restoration period in Germany and intensified after 1830, as 
the different political movements increasingly developed 
programmes and became differentiated, releasing a flood of 
attempts at definition. The debate can henceforth only be 
understood against the background of thefact (and not merely 
the idea) of a political revolution. This debate meant that, 
even in a Germany which itself had not undergone a 
revolution, political argumentation and rhetoric were changed 
and political practice now took place in a different environ-
ment, in so far as the need for improvements in public life 'in 
line with the times' had now become irrefutable, and 
governments and administrations now saw themselves com-
pelled to act in economic, legal, social, cultural, and political 
matters not only from objective needs, but also on account of 
the pressures of public opinion and the example of the 
Napoleonic System. All political action now took place within 
a matrix of political forces in which the principle of popular 
sovereignty and the key idea of the democratic nation united 
in its political will loomed as potentially explosive, revolu-
tionary threats. The shallow suggestion of the 'revolution from 
above' foundered upon the resistance of the monarchy and the 
nobility, which had not yet in fact been defeated, and on that 
of the mass ofthe population, who were unused, and opposed, 
to change. Moreover, that 'revolution' at the time also came 
up against the limits of its own intentions, for governments 
recognized that the reforms they had introduced and assumed 
they could direct in fact began to develop a dynamic of their 
own, and they had to admit that the pre-conditions for many 
ofthe reforms were not yet present, as they were in England-
and had been for some time-or in France where they had 
been created by the Revolution. 

The 'revolution of the spirit', however, or revolutionizing of 
consciousness, remained limited to the narrow stratum of the 
educated. lndeed, numerous theories and conceptions of a 
bourgeois, free society in which individuals were equal before 
the law were developed, theories of a 'republican constitution' 
in Kant's sense, in which laws that are right-because they 
are rational and generally valid-will be freely assented to, 
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were institutionalized in a system of constitutional rule. To 
the question of how this was tobe tansferred into reality there 
was, however, no uniform answer. If the Enlightenment 
thinkers staked their all on the power of reason, which 
asserted itself in the sphere of political debate in the form of 
public opinion and was disseminated in the process of political 
education, and if the liberals, following in the footsteps of the 
Enlightenment thinkers, believed in progress on the basis of 
the free development of competing forces a 'civil' (bürgerliche) 
society, the Romantics saw the 'revolution of the spirit' as a 
new understanding of the organically articulated community-
state which embodied the natural-historical human order, and 
claimed not only the rational, but also the emotional, national 
allegiance of all citizens. Whilst the revolution only tore things 
down in order to be able to remould reality to abstract 
patterns of thought, the point was to renovate reality by 
drawing on history and the natural orders offamily and Volk. 
The Conservative-Romantic critique of revolution could turn 
into a radical critique of the times, or of the age, a critique 
calling for revolutionary change: not counter-revolution, but a 
revolution against the revolution. (Novalis's characterization 
of Edmund Burke's Rejlections as a revolutionary book against 
the revolution is instructive in this regard!) 21 

V 

Reinhard Koselleck has correctly observed that in Germany 
too the concept of 'revolution' lost its general ability to evoke 
the kind of consensus it had had among the men of the 
Enlightenment, and became a concept 'which basically 
compelled allegiance to a particular party.'22 However it was 
evaluated and applied, there was a general underlying agree-
ment that the French Revolution was a novel phenomenon of 
historical importance; attitudes towards that event did, how-
ever, differ violently-and not merely in terms of the division 
between those who were for or against it, but in terms of the 

21 F. von Hardcnbcrg (Novalis), Fragmente (1798). Quotcd hcrc fromJ. Baxa (cd.), 
Gesellschaft und Staat im Spiegel deutscher Romantik Ocna, 1924), 184. 

22 R. Koscllcck, 'Revolution', in 0. Brunner, W. Conzc, and R. Koscllcck (cds.), 
Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland 
(Stuttgart, 1984), v. 731. 
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fundamental understanding of the revolution too. Was it a 
contrived, staged event, an unnecessary break in continuity 
and therefore something which superior political thinking and 
more astute political action could have prevented, or was it 
the necessary acceleration of a process? As early as 1793, 
Johann Benjamin Erhard opined: 'With the growth of 
enlightenment, despotic monarchy will be brought to an end 
by a revolution which follows logically, as something belonging 
to the natural destiny of the human race ... .'23 And in 1832, 
Heinrich Heine offered the following definition: 'Ifthe state of 
mind of a people and the customs and needs that arise from it 
are no longer in harmony with the old institutions of 
government, it enters into a necessary struggle with these 
latter, which is called ... a revolution.'24 In the same year, 
the Harnbach democrat Brüggemann asserted that such a 
revolution followed 'from the necessary inner laws of the 
development of the State'. And yet, he said, it was evidence of 
a higher stage of development if a people achieved its 
revolution by legal means: 'Germany will have, must have its 
revolution; if its people show itself determined, then it is 
capable of carrying through a revolution legally ... '. 25 Joseph 
Görres, by contrast, in his work, Teutschland und die Revolution of 
1819 wrote: 'Revolutions are like death ... '. They were, he 
said, sicknesses in which one party tries to outdo the other, 
'until everything existing has been overthrown, everything 
solid smashed to pieces, everything noble dragged through the 
mud and all property is in different hands ... until in the end 
an internal or external catastrophe ... leads the extremes 
back again towards the middle. This was the course taken by 
the English and French Revolutions, as it was by all others. A 
German Revolution would be no exception to this natural 
rule'. 26 

lt was the ( constitutional) Liberals who found it most 

23 J. B. Erhard, Prüfung der Alleinherrschaft nach moralischen Prinzipien ( 1793), citcd in 
ibid. 735. 

24 H. Heine, 'Französische Zustände', in id., Historisch-kritische Gesamtausgabe, cd. 
M. Windfuhr, xii: 1 (Hamburg, 1980), 130-1. 

25 'Selbstverteidigung des Studenten K. H. Brüggemann vor dem Berliner 
Kammergericht'; quotcd from Koscllcck, 'Revolution', 746. 

26 J. Görrcs, Gesammelte Schriften xiii. Politische Schriften, 18r7 bis 1822, ed. G. 
Wohlcrs (Colognc, 1929), rno-1. 
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difficult to define their position against the pressure of 
Democratic Radicalism, on the one hand, and of the 
Conservatives, who suspected them of being revolutionaries, 
on the other. Only where the cause of freedom had been 
driven to an extreme course of action by brutal resistance 
should it have recourse to violence, maintained Pfizer in the 
Staatslexicon in 1840. Both violent destruction and despotic 
levelling were equally alien to the true spirit of freedom. 
Particularly after the experiences of the French Revolution, 
'Liberals of today were', he said, 'in great majority agreed that 
they should not strive for direct popular rule, but simply seek 
to achieve a situation in which it was no longer possible for a 
government constantly to stand out against the popular will 
and interest.'27 By contrast, in 1843, Arnold Ruge demanded 
'that Liberalism be dissolved into Democratism' and called 
for a renewed reform of political consciousness which would 
open the way to democratic reforms. 28 

lt was, then, above all, the national question which caused 
them-decided opponents of revolution that they were-to 
participate in the constitutional revolution of 1848, not least in 
order to prevent its further radical development by instituting 
'legal' reforms. When the Liberal governments of March 
sought to do this, they found themselves caught between the 
Scylla of revolution and the Charybdis of reaction. 

27 P. A. Pfizer, 'Liberal, Liberalismus' (1840); quoted here from R. Vierhaus, 
'Liberalismus', Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache (Stuttgart, 
1982), iii. 768-g. 

28 L. A. Ruge, Selbstkritik des Liberalismus (1843); quoted here from H. Fenske (ed.), 
Vormärz und Revolution, r840--1849: Quellen zum politischen Denken der Deutschen im 19. und 
20. Jahrhundert (Darmstadt, 1976), iv. 77 ff. 
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