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I’m going to be talking about a brilliant generation of women and men—imaginative 

writers and public intellectuals—whose lives, careers and reputations were irrevocably damaged 

by the British government’s orchestrated determination to crush domestic opponents in the 

1790s.  It was a tumultuous decade, described by the political theorist Harold Laski as the “last 

great period in British history of open debate about the fundamentals of civil government.  Never

since…have there been such concerted popular efforts to bring monarchial government and 

aristocratic oligarchy to an end in England.” 

Putting on our history hats for a moment, we may recall the fall of the Bastille prison in 

Paris on July 14, 1789 and the beginning of the French revolution as a good thing. The so-called 

Reign of Terror five years later as not good at all.  That Napoleon came to power in 1799 and 

waged war in Europe as bad for everyone involved, and the defeat of French armies at Waterloo 

in 1815 as good for Great Britain and rest of Europe (though people in France may have a 

different opinion about that!).  

What is less known is that throughout the 1790s—wars were waged by European 

monarchs, largely funded by Great Britain, against the French republic; wars that they lost when 

the French people en masse successfully defended their national territory and revolution.  What 

is also little known, but of central importance to our story today, is that there was a huge 

movement in Great Britain that saw in “France’s revolution (as in America’s before) an 

inspiration for liberalizing reforms at home—a movement that viewed William Pitt’s 

government’s opposition to France as an infuriatingly wrong-headed stand against the progress 
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of civil liberty”—of which England was supposed to be the world’s champion—or so everyone 

thought. (Kenneth Johnston, Unusual Suspects: Pitt’s Reign of Alarm and the Lost Generation of the 1790s.) 

And lest you think there was no need to reform the standing order in Great Britain during 

that decade, consider the following: less than 2% of adult males in Great Britain had the right to 

vote (suffrage for women wasn’t even on the radar); half of British ridings were owned outright 

by eleven aristocratic landowners whose tenants were obliged to vote in a public ballot or face 

eviction; 56 ridings set up in the Middle Ages were almost completely depopulated in the late 

18th century but had MPs anyway who bought and sold these ridings to the highest bidder; and 

major, burgeoning cities like Manchester had no representation in parliament at all.  In addition 

to this, under the Corporation and Test Acts passed in the late 17th century, Unitarians and 

members of other Dissenting denominations had no freedom to openly assemble, pray or practice

their religion; they were excluded from public office and universities; their meetings were 

riddled by government spies; their mail was systematically read by government monitors; and 

they faced malign social exclusion both overt and insidious.

 And just what was it that was so objectionable about Unitarianism in the eyes of both 

Church and State in late 18th century England?  Was it their practice of self-governance that 

instilled an appreciation for the democratic process, the rights of the individual and political and 

religious liberty?  Was it their denial of the divinity of Jesus and atonement theology that rescued

human nature from the notion of inherited sin and undermined the whole apparatus of state-

sponsored sacramental priestcraft?  Add to these factors the increased prosperity of Unitarian 

parishoners against manifold odds—and altogether it encouraged the expression in printed 

works, private letters and congregational behaviour the major tenets of their faith and politics.
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When the venerable Unitarian minster Richard Price preached in November 1789, that 

“next to the introduction of Christianity…the American and French revolutions may prove to be 

the most important step in the progressive course of human development,” he was expressing the 

widespread belief of both Unitarians and the masses of people in Great Britain demanding 

sovereignty for the people, fairer representation in parliament, universal male suffrage, religious 

tolerance and an support for the people of France.  They actually thought that by taking these 

actions the government could forestall radical revolution at home and enable England to join the 

vanguard of meaningful political reform and religious freedom.  Vain hope.

Instead, William Pitt and his government panicked; and beginning in 1791, it rolled out a 

massive domestic state machinery of espionage, legislative and extrajudicial repression and 

cultural campaigns in which all calls for reform, political or religious, and any hint of support for

France’s revolution, were categorically labeled and acted upon as subversive and treasonous.  

Though British Unitarians were not the only targets, they figured prominently in the 

government’s repressive campaign.  In the House of Commons, the famous MP Edmund Burke, 

set the stage for what was to come by singling out Unitarians and calling them “insect reptiles…

objects of the greatest terror” who “fill us with disgust….What would they do if they had power 

commensurate with their menace?  God forbid! … I would rather have Louis the Sixteenth 

than…Dr. Priestley…their cabals…and “low-bred insolence.”

It’s Priestley’s house, library and laboratory set ablaze on the cover of the order of 

service.  Think Albert Einstein—that gives us an idea of Priestley’s renown as a scientist in that 

era; but he was even more (in)famous then as a controversial Unitarian minister, historian and 

arch critic of the status quo.  Priestley was the first target of the government’s attempt to shut 

down liberal dissent.  In July 1791, rioters acted according to a planned attack of orchestrated 
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terror while the police stood idly by.  Actually, the ‘King and Country’ mob violence in 

Birmingham lasted five days.  Thirty, mostly Unitarian, homes were destroyed, as were four 

meeting houses of Unitarian and Dissenting worship.  Priestley and his family barely escaped 

with their lives.  George III was delighted by the events.  “I cannot but feel pleased,” he wrote to 

his Home Secretary, “that Priestley is made to suffer for the doctrines he and his party have 

instilled.”  After three years of surveillance, harassment in the street, hounding by the press, and 

his adult children rendered unemployable, Priestley and his family immigrated to the States in 

1794 where they could work, write and worship freely.

Emboldened by the “success” against Priestley, Pitt’s government thereafter indicted and 

tried twelve political activists for treason in 1794 for daring to call for parliamentary reform and 

a constitutional convention.  Hundreds of additional arrest warrants were signed by the Home 

secretary in anticipation of a government victory. In October 1795, despite massive popular 

protests, the government passed the infamous Gagging Acts making it a crime to “write, print, 

preach, express, utter or declare any words or sentences of criticism which tended to bring the 

person of his Majesty, his heirs or successors or the government into disrepute” and for holding 

unauthorized public meetings of more than fifty persons.  The chilling effect was immediate and 

profound.

First, in the next five years, hundreds of people were tried and sentenced for sedition—far

more than in all of England’s history before and after.  Convictions brought harsh fines and 

prison sentences, as well as exile to prison colonies in Australia.  Those “transported” included 

the Unitarian minister and political reformer Thomas Fyshe Palmer who died a miserable death 

there.  The Unitarian publisher Joseph Johnson, who had employed William Blake as an 

engraver, provided bail for Thomas Paine, author of The Rights of Man and The Age of Reason, 
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who published Gilbert Wakefield’s incendiary Reply to the Bishop of Llandaff, and had taken 

Mary Wollstonecraft under his wing and published her Vindication of the Rights of Women, was 

charged and convicted as a “malicious, seditious and ill-disposed person.” It’s hardly surprising 

that thousands of British subjects immigrated to the fledgling United States during this period—a

place seen, in the words of Tom Paine, as “the asylum for the persecuted lovers of civil and 

religious liberty.” (by analogy—think of the flight of Jewish intellectuals and scientists from 

Germany in the 30s.)

These events were profound and troubling; those affected were, in the main, public 

figures; that is, well-known for their liberal political zeal and for publishing and broadcasting 

works of “criticism which tended to bring the government into disrepute”—which meant, in fact,

once the Gagging Acts were enacted, that it was nearly impossible to utter a syllable of 

discontent whatsoever.  But there was something else, and that’s the overflow effects of state 

repression and vigilantism; it churned out miasmic, corrupting waves of mistrust, lost hope, self-

censorship and paralysing fear that dashed the careers and stifled the cultural and artistic 

production of a generation of intellectuals  and writers. 

Some examples:  you can hear the fear at work in the novelist Amelia Opie whose father 

was a noted Unitarian minister, and who, in her youth, was an enthusiast for the French 

Revolution and domestic political reform. She interrupts her reminiscences at the age of eighty 

and looks back at the mid 1790s when, as a young woman, she first moved to London, 

“demanding from me a decided confession,” she says.  Meditating on the sedition trials going on 

back then, she writes,

“I knew, in the secret of my heart that my own prospects for life would be changed and 
darkened…when even innocent men were accused of treasonable intentions, practices and talk.”
I was filled with “fears of the evil to come…and recall with emotion the pain and 
disappointment.” 
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Anna Laetitia Barbauld, was also the daughter of a Unitarian minister, raised to believe 

she was equal in every way to her brethren.  In her day, she was close to Priestley and supported 

the revolution in France and reform at home.  She denounced as impious calling on God to bless 

the war against France in 1793.  “We have,” she wrote, “just calmly voted for slaughter and 

merchandized destruction…for maiming…for the making of widows and orphans…and for 

corrupting citizens and subjects into spies and traitors.”  Wordsworth and Coleridge had once 

praised her poems and essays to the skies; that is, until the political winds turned, and with them, 

they too turned and turned on Barbauld calling her an “old snake” and sneered at her as a mere 

“lady author,” the outcome of which, as Barbauld wrote, buried her under a “mudslide of 

oblivion” and made it impossible for her to be published again.

That term—“mudslide of oblivion” can be extended to Thomas Beddoes, promised a 

prestigious professorship in chemistry at Oxford, who found himself persona non grata for his 

political writings, and whose marriage plans were scotched by the would-be father-in-law in 

view of Beddoes diminished financial prospects and soon-to-come run ins with the law. 

William Frend, one of Britain’s most renowned classics and maths scholars, was kicked 

out of Cambridge for his turn to Unitarianism and liberal reform politics.  His second career 

consisted of joining the Rock Life Assurance Co. as an actuarial expert.  William Godwin, 

husband to Mary Wollstonecraft and brilliant political theorist, was blackballed from writing and

publishing in his own name.  Thereafter, her limped on the margins of poverty through his last 

decades writing children’s versions of classical myths and legends under a pseudonym to support

his family, which included young Mary, who later became the author of Frankenstein.

“Mudslide of oblivion” clings to Robert Bage, perhaps the finest novelist of his 

generation we’ve never heard of.  Bage deeply influenced Jane Austen’s work, including the 
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phrase “pride and prejudice,” though she never acknowledged any of it.  Close friend to 

Priestley, Erasmus Darwin (Charles’s grandfather), and other Birmingham Unitarians, Bage was 

a successful mill owner who published six novels, each increasing in psychological depth and 

social and political sophistication and critique.  (I’m going to be running out to find a copy of his

last novel Hermsprong, or Man as He Is Not.)  But that was just the problem in William Pitt’s 

England of the 1790s.  For Bage gave real names to the habitations and character of his 

antagonists: tyrannical aristocrats, corrupt lawyers, profane clergymen, pliable judges and 

fortune-hunting predators of both sexes: think Austen, but with radical politics and coruscating 

critiques of class, church and state.  Bage fell into oblivion due to systematic harassment from 

the Excise Office and the self-appointed cultural police of the early 19th century; the latter calling

Bage’s work inferior, anti-social, anti-moral and anti-religious—all rooted in an unenviable 

class: “too much in vogue among the half-educated” and written by the “son of a miller from a 

little country town.”  That did the trick, and Bage and his novels sank from view almost forever.

Except for time, I could cite other examples of the determination of William Pitt’s 

government to thwart and mangle the potential of promising, brilliant men and women who, in 

one case after another, were condemned to live on in what the literary scholar Kenneth Johnston, 

calls “an after or second life markedly different and reduced from what they had envisioned for 

themselves.”  Especially poignant and painful, perhaps, “is to see how youthful enthusiasm for 

the French Revolution” and domestic political reform in the 1790s “were treated later in the 19th 

century, as signs of mental instability, temporary insanity, sinfulness, or personal immorality by 

these persons themselves and very often by their biographers.” (Johnston, 16)

Branded as seditious troublemakers, dangerous and immoral freethinkers, where the 

memory of them survived at all, even well into the last century, it was under a cloud of these 
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accusations (and more), that put all of them in doubt as to the value of their political and creative 

lives and works.  But let me call out some of their names anyway, ones I haven’t mentioned 

heretofore: 

James Montgomery, Helen Maria Williams, John Thelwell, William Drennan, Elizabeth 

Inchbald, Charles Lloyd, Mary Hays, Charlotte Smith, Thomas Holcroft, Daniel Isaac Easton, 

William Hazlitt Senior, and Eliza Fenwick.  There are scores of others, but I don’t know their 

names.

Some words about the emergence of Romantic literature following close on the decade of

the 1790s, and then I’ll bring these remarks to an end.  In Jerome McGann’s 1983 study of 

romantic ideology, in wrote: “the poetry of Romanticism is everywhere marked by extreme forms

of displacement…where the actual human issues with which the poetry is concerned are 

resituated in a variety of idealized localities.”  What I take this to mean is that the lives of many 

young liberal writers entailed first, a determined forgetting and distancing from their former 

enthusiasm for the end of aristocratic oligarchy and their participation in the reform movements 

of the 1780s and 90s.  And second, it meant the end of a democratic idiom or language of the 

people and their cause for justice and liberty that lasted for a very long time indeed.  

For example, William Wordsworth’s massive poem The Prelude, though written mostly 

in the 1790s, was held back until after his death in 1850, and then only in highly edited and 

sanitized versions.  Listen to these original lines from Book X that refer directly to William Pitt 

and his ministers:

Our shepherds…Thirsted to make the guardian Crook of Law
A tool of Murder…
In their weapons and their warfare base
As vermin working out of reach, they leagued 
Their strength perfidiously to undermine
Justice, and make an end to liberty. (645-50, 653-6)
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“What difference would it have made to English poetry if the greatest of all Romantic 

poets” (Barrell) had published The Prelude and these lines at the start of the 19th century?  What if 

Thomas Holcroft’s plays had been published and performed; if Gilbert Wakefield had survived 

imprisonment; if Anna Barbauld and Robert Bage had not been ridiculed and harassed into 

silence?  And on and on… questions! 

In writing a number of the scripts for “Encountering Our Ancestors” worship services, I 

kept coming across stories about late 18th century British Unitarians, and time and again noted 

that something dreadful had happened to them.  Why was Joseph Priestley attacked and hounded 

into exile?  Why were Joseph Johnson and Gilbert Wakefield imprisoned?  Why were Anna 

Barbauld and Mary Hays silenced?  Why was William Hazlitt’s father, in spite of his erudition 

and good works, internally exiled to a remote rural congregation? Why did Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge forsake the Unitarian ministry and end up a bloated, opium addled apologist for a 

debauched and corrupt monarch? 

In one sense all these questions are pointless; but asking them is at least one way to think 

about the huge damage tyranny can do, not just to a generation of writers, but to the development

of a whole culture; and to just those of that age long past, but to our own in the present.. (see John 

Barrell, “To Stir up the People,” TLS, 23 January 2014)   It’s also one way to remember, to acknowledge the 

ferocious disadvantages thrust upon many of our Unitarian ancestors, along with other dissenters 

religious, political and cultural during this era of terror and alarm.  And finally, rehearsing this 

story makes me grateful for these ancestors and for the freedoms which, perhaps, I take all-too-

often for granted.
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