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Researching this book has at times felt like writing a Victorian triple- 
decker novel following the fates of generations of interrelated families 
across a restricted geographical area. Ending as it does with Elizabeth 
Gaskell, the analogy may seem especially appropriate, but the appearance 
belies a scope and method that I would like to sketch out more fully in this 
brief introduction. Networks of Improvement ranges from around 1780 to 
the early 1830s— roughly speaking, the period of “the shorter Industrial 
Revolution.”1 Geographically, it concentrates on the area long regarded as 
the heartland of this phenomenon, taking John Aikin Jr.’s Description of  
the country from thirty to forty miles round Manchester (1795) as its 
matrix. The argument of Networks of Improvement engages with recent 
claims about the “industrial enlightenment,” or “the intellectual origins 
of the Industrial Revolution” associated with scholars such as Margaret 
Jacob and Joel Mokyr, displacing their model of the “knowledge econ-
omy” into a distinctive network analysis that looks at the emergence of 
a new structure of feeling within apparent continuities of networks and 
institutions traced back to Aikin’s book and its connections.

Tracing this emergence requires an alertness to that slippery term 
“liberal.” The institutions and cultural forms discussed here became 
familiar parts of the lived experience of nineteenth- century liberalism, 
not least in its celebration of free trade, open discussion, and freedom 
of religious opinion. Its precipitated nineteenth- century forms, where 
liberty of opinion included a resistance to curbs on industrial expansion 
and ideas of environmental codetermination hardened into “molding” 
human character, had a complex relationship with the “liberal” dispo-
sition found in Aikin’s book and its sense a more diverse culture of “im-
provement” discussed in chapter 1. The transformation was a dynamic 
and uncertain “part of the material process itself,” as Raymond Williams 
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might have put it, whether viewed as the precipitation of something al-
ready in solution or, to my mind more appropriately, the transmutation 
of one structure of feeling into another within a “pattern of recurring 
links.”2 By the early 1830s, the trade union leader John Doherty could 
throw the word “liberal” back in the face of Benjamin Heywood’s pre-
tensions to stewardship by defining it as “averse to all reform, save that 
which will give him power, and additional control over the producers of 
the nation’s wealth.”3

Part of this historical process, as Doherty bitterly recognized, was a 
sharpening restriction of certain “liberal” values— including the Oxford 
English Dictionary’s “free from bias, prejudice, or bigotry; open- minded, 
tolerant; governing or governed by relaxed principles or rules”— to par-
ticular spheres, including spaces conceived in terms of at least formal 
equality akin to the eighteenth- century idea of the republic of letters, now 
existing inside a hierarchical world increasingly defined outside in terms 
of the marketplace. An idea of “knowledge” was imagined into being that 
could maintain the arts and the sciences at a precarious distance from 
political and religious strife and from moneymaking. “Useful knowledge” 
from this perspective was understood not, or not only, instrumentally but 
also in terms of what it could do for the moral order of civil society, even if 
in a form of “virtuous commerce” increasingly disembedded from social 
relations. The pairing of the “arts and the sciences,” so ably described 
by Jon Klancher in its London context, witnessed continuous debates 
about the relationship between imaginative literature and other aspects 
of knowledge. In some powerful definitional moves, discussed in relation 
to Thomas De Quincey in my first chapter, this reconceptualization of 
knowledge involved disaggregating the “power” of literature from the 
broader ecology of knowledge. De Quincey’s move might be regarded as  
a defensive gesture intended to sustain the importance of the arts against 
a restrictive idea of useful knowledge, but others continued to argue for 
literature’s place within the broader paradigm. The archive offers “little 
suggestion,” as Philip Connell reminds us, “that the rise of utilitarian 
radicalism made an essential impact on their pursuit of humanistic lit-
erary edification in tandem with popular scientific enquiry.”4

One of this book’s claims to originality is its focus on institutions as 
actants in these developments, especially the role of the formal literary 
and philosophical societies in the area around Manchester. I use the term 
“actants” here, after Bruno Latour, to draw attention to the fact that they 
were not simply the manifestation of the will of human actors, although 
most of my account of networks is human- centered, a point to which I re-
turn to later. The foundation documents and regulations of these institu-
tions routinely lay claim to an ecumenical commitment to improvement 
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that proved hard to sustain because of the encroachments of a variety 
of differences that brought with them, for instance, fractious debates 
about what constituted knowledge. In this regard at least, institutions 
displayed a relative autonomy from the hopes and desires of their found-
ers that makes them best understood as assemblages, people and things 
connected in an ongoing and frequently conflicted process of organizing, 
rather than the solid achievements of bricks and mortar that the word 
“institutions” might otherwise imply.5 I understand institutions to be in 
a complex relationship with networks in this regard. They may repre-
sent a consolidation of informal networks, they may represent a claim to  
a certain kind of authority, but they may also retain the fluidity of net-
works and even represent the site where two or more networks become 
entangled or even come into conflict over competing claims to authority, 
over certain ideas of “knowledge,” and over a certain civic visibility felt 
to be all the more important because of the lack of any local institutions 
of higher education. Beyond but including networks of authors and texts, 
Networks of Improvement is concerned with the emergence of a particular 
constellation of cultural forms in the heartlands of the Industrial Revo-
lution, although it acknowledges the controversial status of the figure of 
“revolution,” and indeed is partly concerned with its emergence as a way 
of describing the deep- seated, unevenly distributed transformations that 
happened in its period. Rather than reading them as “expressions” of 
middle- class dominance, its understanding of these institutional actors 
shares Mitchell Dean’s wariness of using “categories and concepts which 
it regards as products of the transformations it is seeking to analyse,” 
even if their use is also inescapable.6

Networks of Improvement does not understand the development of 
these institutions as driven by any cogent preformed ideology, especially 
not one understood as some kind of spirit shaping the bodies of those 
forms. In this regard, the project has benefited from Latour’s encour-
agement to follow “the traces left by [the] activity of forming and dis-
mantling groups.”7 Latourian attention to connections mitigates against 
reducing historical processes to some kind of intention or spirit, even 
though these links may seem to have ultimately conformed to a singular 
logic something very like the “mission” that Karl Marx invoked in Capital 
in a passage following his fantasy of John Aikin rising from his grave to 
witness the horror of mid- nineteenth- century Manchester. Nevertheless, 
for all it understands institutions as actants of a sort, this project is not  
a directly Latourian one, certainly not in the sense that jettisons critique. 
Although I understand Marx’s ghostly parable of Aikin rising from his 
grave to imply that A Description of Manchester cannot be reduced to an 
immanent historical destiny, it should be apparent from my references 
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to Raymond Williams that I do not take this to be the same thing as aban-
doning the idea of determination.8 Rita Felski believes that traditions of 
historical critique are necessarily deadening in their search for “hidden 
causes, determining conditions, and noxious motives.” A major part of 
her project has been to use Latour’s notion of letting “the actors have 
some room to express themselves” to stake a claim for the autonomy of 
textual effects. Despite the fact that she praises Latour’s “modes of exis-
tence” over “cartographic metaphors” like “field and domain” because 
they imply “discrete and bounded spaces,” this view rather downplays 
the relativity of that autonomy and the way that the aesthetic has always 
been in a complex and unresolved relationship with other kinds of knowl-
edge (including whether it denotes a form of “knowledge” at all).9 That 
question took specific forms within the institutions studied here, worth 
studying for the Latourian reason of not assuming the autonomy of a cat-
egory prior to its connections. Why, indeed, not let the actors have a little 
room when it comes to debates over the relationship between the literary 
and useful knowledge?

The richness Networks of Improvement aims to recover is the richness 
of institutional forms that have sometimes been too easily written off as 
expressions or symbols of middle- class power. These institutions were 
actants with their own kinds of relative autonomy, which allowed them 
to be perpetuated in ways that were not reducible to the wishes of their 
members, not all of them all the time anyway, or to some higher social 
force. This approach has involved an understanding of these institutions 
as constituted out of books, lectures, meetings, and even buildings and 
collections as they made competing claims for what Latour would call 
representative authority. Societies like the Manchester Literary and Phil-
osophical Society and their proliferation across the region provide the 
narrative focus of part 1, driven in many ways by a power of emulation 
that did not entirely coincide with the hopes of their founders (note how 
often the forms available to those hopes and wishes were already scripted 
in other books of rules and regulations). For all this formal regularity, 
institutions were partners in an unstable and variegated topology, full of 
overlaps, obstructions, and what Caroline Levine calls broken “hinges.”10 
Unsurprisingly the book finds a prehistory of its own method in its ob-
jects of study, most obviously in Aikin’s Description, but also with the 
medical men who brought to these institutions a sense of the entangled 
relations between organic bodies and their circumstances. At the fore-
front of these societies, especially in the 1780s and early 1790s, were a 
group of medical men, students of William Cullen, who shared with their 
colleagues recently discussed by Goodman a “recognition of abstracted 
causes in immediately felt effects, the presence of the remote in the  
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proximate, the external world in the body.”11 Increasing, though, the 
sense of lively matter, which early on at least, extended even into pa-
pers on the perceptive power of vegetables published by the society at 
Manchester, narrowed into an assumption of stewardship over passive 
materials, whether they be items collected in museums or human beings 
gathered in its factories and plantations. This dark materialism may be 
regarded as an affordance of an earlier style of environmental thinking, 
I have argued, but it was neither its necessary nor only outcome.

In thinking about this project’s relationship to Latour, I was drawn 
back to Raymond Williams’s skepticism about “epochal” readings. The 
general method of Networks of Improvement is sympathetic to Williams’s 
account of the role of the emergent, the residual, and the dominant in his-
torical processes, if with a recognition of Levine’s reservations about the 
ways that this method still tends toward a narrative of linear unfolding.12 
Although a powerful logic of exploitation and control emerges in these 
pages, sometimes hidden within the distinctively liberal idea of steward-
ship, it was made up of many threads, not all of which simply resolved 
into the dominant cultural form that Williams named “industrialism.” 
Elsewhere I have suggested that the coinage represents a fall away from 
his own best practice, which was exemplary in its grasp of the complexity 
of social processes, the uneven way they are precipitated (a characteristic 
metaphor) into cultural forms, and the importance of taking this under-
standing into critiques of power and exploitation.13

The role of nonhuman things as actants has always been a significant 
aspect of Latour’s accounts of networks, a feature particularly impor-
tant to recent ecological criticism and those varieties of new materi-
alism that paint a picture of a lively universe. Somewhat in this spirit, 
I have drawn attention to the entanglements of regulations, museum 
exhibits, books, and experimental instruments in the assemblages that 
were the literary and philosophical societies. The relations between 
these things reveal fault lines about representative authority in the 
societies, including fundamental questions about the way boundaries 
of knowledge were drawn around them. These boundaries were impor-
tant because “knowledge” of certain kinds— demonstration or reading, 
for instance— was deemed to have relative autonomy from power as the 
societies purported to represent a space of equality within the outside 
world of differentiated hierarchies. If these issues are not immediately 
exhausted by questions of power, they were necessarily determined by 
them, at least in the complex sense Goodman understands the word.14 
Beyond the walls of the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society, 
the emergence of the steam- factory system might very well be understood 
as akin to a Latourian laboratory, a network constituted from operatives,  
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machines, even the penumbra of steam fetishism that surrounded them. 
There may have been benefits to Networks of Improvement paying more 
attention to the entanglement of machines and humans in the factory 
than it does, but to leave it there would be to ignore what was at issue 
between C. T. Thackrah’s account of the illnesses caused by factory con-
ditions and Edward Baines Jr.’s claim that all the demands of labor fell 
on the machine. For all the difficulties associated with integrating ma-
chinery into the new factories, the process produced and was produced 
by asymmetries that operated in the interests of some participants over 
others.

A distinctive aspect of Networks of Improvement in terms of literary 
studies of the Romantic period is its focus on a restricted geographical 
area, the area around Manchester identified by Aikin. Far from being an 
organic territorial unit, its identity partly depended for Aikin upon an 
implicit contrast with the entrenched power of London and the exclu-
sivity of the universities at Cambridge and Oxford. Part of my project is 
the recovery of what I call the “transpennine enlightenment,” a strate-
gic appropriation of the “industrial enlightenment” of Jacob and Mokyr. 
Far from closed to global traffic, the area depended on access to wealth 
that flowed through Liverpool to Manchester and beyond, wealth derived 
from raw materials, markets, and capital generated by enslaved labor and 
techniques repurposed from across continents (e.g., Indian patterns and 
dyes), without being entirely reducible to those flows. When William 
Wordsworth wrote of this “inventive age” in The Excursion (1814), it 
was to distinguish between poetic creativity and the inventions associ-
ated with the Industrial Revolution and its useful knowledge. This last 
category is often implicitly treated by scholars of Romanticism as if it 
were a species of inert matter to be contrasted with the lively spirit of 
their inspired texts. My aim in this book has been to look at the other 
side of this question, to look at the ideas and forms that tumbled out of 
the region, whether caused by or causing the Industrial Revolution (an 
issue that may simply be for all intents and purposes irresolvable), and 
how they formed their own “literature” that could include both a plea-
sure in Wordsworth’s poetry and a “romantic” wonder at James Watt’s 
steam engines. When as a hierophant of Wordsworth, De Quincey de-
cried the power of “connexion” in these same circles, he was implicitly 
noticing the way networks had been put to work to undermine traditional 
authority, even if he represented his own outrage as newly “romantic” 
in its defense of poetic genius. The contradictory ideological trajectory 
of this networked “connexion” often identified itself against traditional 
authority and for liberty of conscience but came to work more and more 
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frequently against those it claimed to be liberating, whether in factories 
or on plantations, and for freedom of markets.

“We begin to confront the thinginess of objects when they stop work-
ing for us,” famously wrote Bill Brown. These networks frequently had to 
face the frustration of their attempts to mold circumstance in the ways 
they wished, or to use circumstance to mold others. “Agency,” Felski says 
in her defense of Latour against monocausal explanations, “is distrib-
uted, uncertain, and hard to pin down.”15 A case in point might be the 
specimens of the wombat and the platypus gifted to the Newcastle society 
in 1799. Getting the wombat to Newcastle, the first to arrive in Europe, its 
body preserved in a barrel of spirits, and its fate thereafter constituted 
a complex affair. Uncertain as to what it was, or how to classify it, the 
specimen was put to one side, until rediscovered in the 1820s, whereupon 
it was stuffed inappropriately standing on its hind legs. Here was a thing 
that refused, in Jane Bennett’s phrase, “to dissolve completely into the 
milieu of human knowledge.”16 Even in a display case, it was a mockery 
that perhaps kept something of itself “withdrawn,” as proponents of new 
materialism would say.17 The wombat plays a part in a rich and compli-
cated story, told in chapter 2, but that story cannot deny that control was 
exerted over the animal, social power legible in the very positioning of 
its body on display, even if the awkwardness also speaks of a certain re-
calcitrance. It remains on display today, perhaps mocking the human 
observer’s demand for scientific accuracy, but still well and truly stuffed!

Whatever the debatable political benefits in our present emergency 
of shifting the anthropocentric view of agency into an interconnected 
world of vibrant matter, this book traces the emergence of a narrowing 
view of “liberal” possibilities. The project gains its urgency because this 
narrowed purview remains powerful, perhaps even dominant, within the 
world today, and seems able to reinvent itself and gain assent in the face 
of numerous challenges to its authority. My own experience in the archive 
has had its own humbling aspect, of course. Following the connections of 
these networks has involved dealing with destruction and decay, hard- 
to- read correspondence, silences in minute books just where they might 
have explained a decision, making sense of published accounts that seem 
at odds with each other and the archival record, and so on. Their rich-
ness is part of the resistance of these material objects. Had there been 
time and space enough, those agents in all processes of writing, it would 
have been well to have dwelled on more specific instances, such as the 
fight over the library in Newcastle, discussed at length in chapter 2, but 
following the connections across time makes its own demands. A global 
pandemic has played its own part in shaping my response, as typhoid and 
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cholera at different times played their parts in forming and re- forming 
the networks described in these pages. Those answers were also shaped, 
as I have said, by flows of power, by capital generated from global trade, 
as those things have also determined my own position at a time when 
universities are failing to give the humanities the protection that might 
be expected in the face of demands for education to be narrowly focused 
on STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) subjects. 
I have had the privilege of time and space to trace these constructions 
of power as they shaped that world and continue to shape our own, even 
if, as I continue to believe with Raymond Williams, “no mode of produc-
tion and therefore no dominant social order and therefore no dominant 
culture ever in reality includes or exhausts all human practice, human 
energy, and human intention.”18

Networks of Improvement is divided into two parts. The first begins 
with an analysis in chapter 1 of John Aikin’s Description as a matrix for 
understanding the territory explored by the book, introducing the groups 
that played a part in founding the Literary and Philosophical Society in 
Manchester, and contrasting the more familiarly “romantic” vision of 
De Quincey’s opposition to the power of “connexion” wielded by them. 
Chapters 2 and 3 are more directly concerned with the forms of the socie-
ties and processes of negotiation and conflict that formed them as they 
spread across the region into the early decades of the nineteenth century. 
Networks of families, friends, and religion proved remarkably durable 
across fifty- odd years, but the forms and substance of the knowledge they 
produced mutated. If the territory imagined by Aikin in 1795 seems to 
be consolidated by 1830, if the vision of Thomas Percival when he set up 
the Manchester society seems fulfilled by societies in Leeds and Sheffield 
forty years later, then the formal similarities betray the emergent dif-
ferences I have indicated. Part 2 of the book investigates these fissures 
in terms of particular debates, paying special attention to the way the 
belief in the environmental philosophy that everything— mental and 
physical— was susceptible to improvement came to power disparate ideas 
of relations between humans and between humans and their material 
environment. Chapter 4 is most directly concerned with the emergence 
of an environmental medicine among the Edinburgh- trained literary 
physicians associated with the early phase of the Manchester Liter-
ary and Philosophical Society. Their concern with the body- entangled 
mind opened up many avenues of inquiry, including a tradition of re-
search into conditions in the emergent factory system. Chapter 5 looks at 
Hannah Greg as a case of a women excluded from the formal institution 
of the Literary and Philosophical Society but integral to the networks of 
improvement that sustained it. Her exclusion provides a case study in the 
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gendered assumptions about space and the forms of knowledge exchange 
in these networks. Her own children— whom she organized into the Duo-
decimo Society in preparation for their graduation to the Manchester 
society— were educated into an idea of stewardship that her sons carried 
on into the 1830s, indicating a dark side to her interest in the relation-
ship between habit, attention, and environment in the development of 
character. Chapters 6 is directly concerned with the retraction of the ex-
pansive environmentalism described in chapter 4 into a justification of 
the molding of the individual in the factory system. Chapter 7, the final 
chapter, looks more directly at the way the region’s tradition of social 
inquiry shriveled into James Phillips Kay’s analysis of working- class 
“demoralization,” no longer to him a problem of environment but of the 
moral failings of those who suffered. These “failings” were understood as 
a drag on enlightened minds who advocated free trade and mechanical 
inventiveness, especially when they took the form of positive resistance 
from those classes who were the objects of reforming intentions. Ed-
ward Baines Jr. and his ilk increasingly came to view the natural world as  
a limitless resource at their disposal. “There are no limits,” insisted his 
supporter the economist J. R. McCulloch, “to the powers and resources 
of genius.”19 Correlating the Anthropocene with liberal individualism, 
Dipesh Chakrabarty has suggested that “the mansion of modern freedom 
stands on an ever- expanding base of fossil- fuel use.”20 This book shows 
that this idea had a complex trajectory that contained and never entirely 
repressed some very different ways of understanding relations between 
human beings and their environment.
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In his discussion of surplus value in Capital, Karl Marx gave an account 
of the development of the manufacturing classes in Manchester up to 
“the rise of machinery.”1 His main source was John Aikin Jr.’s Descrip-
tion of the country from thirty to forty miles round Manchester (1795).2 
Marx ended his account with a simple question: “What would the good 
Dr. Aikin say if he could rise from his grave and see the Manchester of 
to-day?” Marx’s next paragraph inveighs against the gospel of “accumula-
tion for accumulation’s sake.” This aggressive “formula” of accumulation,  
Marx claimed, “expressed the historical mission of the bourgeoisie,” 
which “did not for a single instant deceive itself over the birth- throes of 
wealth.”3 If this sentence might imply a strong sense of bourgeois ideol-
ogy as a determining force, “an epochal rather than a genuinely historical 
consciousness of ideas,” to use the words of Raymond Williams, then the 
comments on Aikin suggest a more complex sense of the contradictions 
of the historical process: one potentially open to the idea that the out-
comes of the Industrial Revolution were not simply present as the prior 
intentions of historical actors.4 I want to start by going back to Aikin’s 
account to place it within a distinctive networked culture of improvement 
more or less contemporaneous with the early decades of the Industrial 
Revolution— roughly speaking, 1780 to the 1830s— to begin an inquiry 
into the way that the liberal and progressive impulses of these networks 
hardened into something more like the “historical mission” described by 
Marx. Kurt Heinzelman has described “improvement” as “that massive 
cultural category that so dominated eighteenth- century century theory 
and practice,” but exact definition is elusive for a term that operated 
across so many fields. Joanna Innes contrasts it with “reform” as “the 
ultimately unthreatening word for ameliorative change.”5 Improvement 
was not just a catalog of ideas but also a set of practices reinforced, if 
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not learned, by many English Dissenters— Aikin included— at Scottish 
universities and sustained, as we will see many times in this book, by con-
stant traffic across the border. Its synonyms could range from “reform” 
through to “progress,” “utility,” and “innovation.” David Hume saw a “fer-
mentation” in the “spirit of the age” liable to “to carry improvements 
into every art and science,” but the word’s primary association probably 
remained with agriculture, where it was especially linked to improving 

FIgur e 1.  Title page from John Aikin Jr.’s A Description of the country 
from thirty to forty miles round Manchester (London, 1795). Photograph 

courtesy of the Huntington Library, San Marino, California (RB 204522).
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yields and reclaiming “wastes.”6 The eighteenth century was a dynamic 
period for agricultural improvement in Scotland, but Hume and his as-
sociates wrote on the idea across an astonishing range of subjects, avidly 
read by English readers. Most uses of the word “improvement” in Aikin’s 
Description do appear in an agricultural context, especially in relation to 
reclamation schemes such as the ones at Trafford Moss and Chat Moss 
with which his friend William Roscoe was closely involved (as Aikin notes, 
383), but the book also extended its use to mechanical innovations in the 
cotton trade, including the gradual introduction of steam engines, only 
just beginning as Aikin wrote, and especially the innovations in inland 
navigation associated with James Brindley discussed later in the chapter. 
In 1784, Richard Price believed that the “progress of improvement will 
not cease until it has excluded from the earth most of the worst evils,” 
extending it into the political and religious spheres in ways that others 
were more wary about, especially after the French Revolution.7 If muted 
on these topics compared with Price and some of Aikin’s other writing, 
the picture of improvement painted by A Description is one of innovation 
building upon innovation— a “fermentation,” in Hume’s terms— that was 
creating a culture of ongoing development, with particular praise handed 
out to those who disseminated their improvements in a “liberal” manner, 
as he put it in relation to Brindley (145), by refusing to take out patents.8

a  t r a N s p e N N I N e  e N L I g h t e N m e N t

Aikin’s book was not just about the pace of change in its time. It is also 
obviously turning a geographical space into a particular kind of place, 
populated by specific kinds of historical actors connected in distinctive 
ways, human to human but also human to various nonhuman forms, in-
cluding machines and other inventions. Aikin was identifying a certain 
territory— the country for the thirty to forty miles around Manchester, 
far from a natural organic place, divided as it was by a range of hills called 
the Pennines— with what would only decades later come to be described 
as the Industrial Revolution. Aikin’s country “round” Manchester was 
constituted from an area that was home to diverse forms even of textile 
production, in terms of the raw materials— most obviously cotton, flax, 
and wool— and also in the organization of production. The woolen man-
ufacture of the West Riding of Yorkshire, for instance, was still domi-
nated by a domestic economy, described at length by Aikin, and generally 
regarded by his contemporaries as a morally and physically healthier 
form of economic organization than the factory system becoming dom-
inant on the other side of the Pennines.9 Aikin’s spatial gambit marks  
a key moment in the development of a tradition that started to associate 
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deep- seated change in the nature of human relations with this specific 
geographical area and to define its contours in a metaphorical “sort-
ing process.”10 In the decades after 1795, this assemblage of networked 
relations was maintained and given more definition by other kinds of 
writing and their related associational practices, many still only emer-
gent when Aikin wrote. In the same process, it was also transformed by 
them so that certain aspects of his perspective came to be discarded or, 
more accurately perhaps, hardened into new ideas of human being that 
simplified the complexity of its relations to its historical and material 
environments.

For many scholars, Manchester and the country around it continue to 
be understood, as it was understood by Marx, as the crucible of the Indus-
trial Revolution. The trope of an industrial “revolution” has been much 
contested, an unstable consensus settling around the idea that there 
was a longer period of uneven change.11 The neo- Malthusian account of 
E. A. Wrigley identified at least two phases of growth: the first based on 
an “advanced organic economy,” derived from agricultural innovations, 
improvements in the division of labor described in Adam Smith’s par-
able of the pins, and massive changes in transport infrastructure such as 
canals and roads. This period of Smithian growth was succeeded in Wrig-
ley’s account by a second mineral- based “revolution” that he describes 
as fueling a step change that confounded the steady state (and worse) 
anxieties of the classical economists, including most obviously the dire 
predictions of Thomas Malthus about excess population.12 Aikin was writ-
ing on the cusp of this transition— however it be described— just as the 
steam engine was starting to be introduced in and around Manchester 
as the power source for recent technical innovations such as the cotton 
mule, but this process was an uncertain one, and the triumph of steam, 
despite its many advocates, was not really confirmed, so claims Andreas 
Malm, until the 1830s.13 Part of my fascination with writing across this 
period is how contemporaries from within the region, or closely associ-
ated to it, as Aikin was, thought about and mediated this phenomenon as 
it was happening around them.

This writing can be understood as exerting its own productive force in 
shaping the changes that it might appear to be simply describing. Many 
of the writers discussed in the chapters that follow, for instance, influ-
enced or at least lobbied government on the economy and related social 
issues. The early Victorian idea of “social reform” as a site of state and 
government intervention distinct from the economy as such was a prod-
uct of this process.14 James Phillips Kay, for instance, a crucial figure in 
my final chapter, first came to public notice with his text The Moral and 
Physical Condition of the Working Classes Employed in the Cotton Manu-
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facture in Manchester (1832), which was a late product of the networks of 
improvement that had made Aikin’s book possible. Economic historians 
have become increasingly interested in the determining power of ideas, 
writing, and related associational practices in the industrial transforma-
tion of Britain. Whereas Wrigley places his emphasis on energy sources, 
especially the presence of coal near the textile industry, as the primary 
competitive advantage for Britain, scholars such as Margaret Jacob and 
Joel Mokyr have made the circulation of “knowledge” the defining factor 
in Britain’s Industrial Revolution.15 Their work makes the communica-
tion of ideas central to the industrial transformation of Britain. “Brit-
ain’s intellectual sphere had turned into a competitive market for ideas,” 
claims Mokyr, “in which logic and evidence were becoming more impor-
tant and ‘authority’ as such was on the defensive.”16

Mokyr’s work has tended to stress the role of a vital “select few” sa-
vants and their influence on “macroinventions” that “triggered a contin-
uous flow of secondary and incremental inventions and improvements.”17 
Other scholars see the thirst for experimental knowledge dispersed 
around broader networks and register the role of numberless anony-
mous artificers in technical developments and their dissemination. For 
these scholars, locations such as Birmingham and Manchester were the 
defining spaces of Britain’s Industrial Revolution because they sustained 
a culture of knowledge transfer between multiple participants. Aikin’s 
Description of Manchester, like John Kennedy’s later “Observations on 
the Rise and Progress of the Cotton Trade” (1815), discussed in chap-
ter 6, described the influence of instrument makers and other small 
technical innovations in the transformations taking place in their locale. 
More than Mokyr, whose emphasis has most often been on codification 
in print, scholars including Maxine Berg, Lilaine Hailaire- Peréz, and 
Larry Stewart have understood knowledge in the context of a networked 
environment that variously included print, public lectures, face- to- face 
exchanges on the factory floor, and debate in institutions and voluntary 
societies.18

Berg and Pat Hudson have suggested that economic revisionists such 
as Wrigley underestimate the depth of the transformations taking place 
at the end of the eighteenth century by using an aggregated national 
accounts framework and focusing on productivity growth. “Contem-
poraries,” they argue, “appear to have had little doubt about the mag-
nitude and importance of change in the period, particularly industrial 
change.”19 Location is important in making these judgments.20 Berg and 
Hudson point out that particular locales— the area around Manchester 
especially— experienced deep- seated transformations that were cumula-
tive across time and spread their effects across the country and the globe 
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over succeeding decades. Cotton textiles quickly became the fastest- 
growing manufacturing industry in the world, probably supplying more 
than half of British productivity growth between 1788 and 1856. Stimu-
lated by patterns of global demand to find substitutions for high- quality 
Indian cottons, a wave of inventions, many described in Aikin’s book, 
preceded the steam- factory system in what has been called “the age of 
manufactures.”21 This response relied on a supply of raw materials from 
plantations in the West Indies, among other places, and, increasingly 
after 1800, the United States. “Never before in the history of mankind,” 
as Giorgio Riello puts it, “had such a confined area produced for such 
a vast number of consumers across the world.”22 Aikin’s Description of 
Manchester conveys a strong sense of a region connected to global trade 
without the supervening presence of London and other traditional au-
thorities. When it comes to contemporary scholars who acknowledge the 
role of ideas and innovation in the Industrial Revolution, they nearly all 
follow Aikin— whether they use his text or not— in granting a major role 
to figures located outside entrenched hierarchies, constellated into flat 
networks, committed to experimental exchange and the distribution of 
useful knowledge. Most of them at least mention the Manchester Literary 
and Philosophical Society, founded in 1781, as the decisive knowledge 
institution for the boom in cotton manufactures described by Aikin (him-
self a member of the society from its foundation).

One question often ignored is the place of the “literary” within such 
societies and within the broader transformations described by Jacob 
and Mokyr. Was “literature” regarded as a “useful knowledge” in these 
circles? What delimited Mokyr’s “technical knowledge” from other kinds 
of writing, including poetry, in its usefulness? To some extent, distinc-
tions between the categories were solidified in this period, but they were 
rarely as settled as they may appear in hindsight or in theory. One fa-
mous attempt to draw boundaries was Thomas De Quincey’s distinction 
between literatures of “power” and of “knowledge,” categories that are 
unhelpful if they are assumed to correspond to natural kinds constituted 
as a binary. Before the work of Jacob, Mokyr, and others interested in the 
cultural origins of the Industrial Revolution, there was already a substan-
tial body of work on the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society 
by historians of science. Originally, this scholarship discussed societies 
like the one in Manchester as think tanks whose main purpose was the 
mediation of scientific discoveries into technological applications. In 
the 1970s, a revisionist wave argued that they might more properly be un-
derstood as institutions of eighteenth- century polite culture as it spread 
across provincial Britain.23 Roy Porter, for instance, drew attention to the 
number of medical men involved in the societies who used their cultural 
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activities to establish their social credentials and develop a client base. 
Porter was building on Arnold Thackray’s “Manchester model,” which 
placed its emphasis on the cultural role of science in a process that saw 
eighteenth- century “marginal men” develop into a nineteenth- century 
liberal elite. Both Porter and Thackray suggested that the Protestant Dis-
senters who featured so strongly in earlier accounts of the societies as 
creative outsiders were often seeking to assimilate to the dominant Angli-
can culture. Certainly, someone like Thomas Percival, founding member 
of the Literary and Philosophical Society in Manchester, seems to have 
accommodated himself to the Tory- Anglican medical elite in the 1770s 
and early 1780s, and then, in the later 1790s, to have collaborated with 
the evangelical loyalist Thomas Gisborne. Between these years, however, 
Percival had cooperated with a group that pushed for reform at the Man-
chester Infirmary and shortly afterward became notorious for its sup-
port for the French Revolution, developments discussed in more detail 
in chapter 2. To my mind, Thackray’s account of the emergence of liberal 
hegemony is less convincing than the description of a more fraught and 
uncertain process found in John Seed’s writing on the subject.24

Both Porter and Thackray did notice the importance of the “literary” 
in the societies, even if their accounts of “social legitimation” are some-
what reductive. Thackray understood the scientific and literary interests 
of the Manchester society as primarily “ornamental.” Porter suggested 
that the literary aspects of the societies ought to be taken more seriously 
but spent little time discussing them.25 Mokyr, too, pays little or no atten-
tion to the “literary” side of these societies as part of the general com-
mitment to improvement. Literary studies and cultural history, for their 
part, have not really taken up this challenge, either; unsurprisingly, per-
haps, since the authority of the category of “Romanticism” within the dis-
cipline, mediated by highly partisan contemporaries such as De Quincey, 
has defined its keys terms— especially “genius” and “imagination”— 
against the dissemination of knowledge and the role of networks and 
institutions in literary production. I’ll return to De Quincey at the end 
of this chapter, but I’ll also be suggesting that the “knowledge economy” 
described by historians such as Jacob and Mokyr was rather more con-
flicted than they allow and certainly not as unambiguously committed to 
accumulation as they (and Marx) imply. Their rather constrained version 
of “useful knowledge,” familiar enough now, underestimates the inclu-
sion of the diverse “literary” inquiries pursued in conjunction with more 
medical and scientific interests. Aikin, for instance, contributed papers 
to the Manchester society on medical and literary subjects. Literary phy-
sicians of his ilk were an especially discernible phalanx in the society and 
exerted a powerful influence on its direction, part of a more general traf-
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fic between aesthetics and medicine in the period, of which Erasmus Dar-
win, a corresponding member of the Manchester society and its successor 
in Newcastle, is perhaps the best- known example now.26 Aikin and then 
John Ferriar, another member and honorary physician to the Manchester 
Infirmary, reviewed poetry and medicine in the Monthly Review for most 
of the 1790s and early 1800s.27 The sheer volume of their output suggests 
that Aikin and Ferriar regarded literary endeavor as a serious part of their 
commitment to improvement. The fact Aikin’s dual role at the Monthly 
was passed on to Ferriar also suggests something of the continuing in-
fluence in this metropolitan review of the Manchester “connexion,” to 
repurpose De Quincey pejorative term for these circles. In this context, 
the “literary” is not easy to discern as an area of activity autonomous 
from improvement more generally construed. My general approach to 
these societies is concerned with this more general understanding of 
“improvement,” the institutional forms they developed (textual and as-
sociational), and how they changed over time and under pressure from 
external conditions, less so with the question of causation in relation to 
the Industrial Revolution.28 Societies such as the one in Manchester self- 
consciously operated through “networks,” and— at the microlevel of orga-
nizing meetings and discussion groups but also in connections between 
societies— they were invested in discovering the optimal condition for 
transmitting, producing, and defining knowledge.

The founders of the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society 
in 1781 were Aikin’s fellow literary physician Thomas Percival, the dyer- 
apothecary- chemist Thomas Henry, and the minister Thomas Barnes, 
who presided over the progressive congregation at Cross Street Chapel, 
where the society held its meetings until 1799. Cross Street comprised 
a cross section of Rational Dissent that disavowed fixed dogma or even 
fixed forms of worship.29 In 1789 there seems to have been a minor schism 
when a rival chapel was set up in Mosley Street, with its own “Manches-
ter” liturgy. Joseph Priestley, who saw Barnes’s Arianism as a block to 
Unitarianism proper, preached there in 1789 and 1791, but these dif-
ferences don’t seem to have persisted into a major division between the 
two congregations.30 The leaders of the Cross Street congregation were 
prosperous merchants and professionals, including one or two landed 
gentlemen, generally oriented toward worldly issues and pleasures, 
including literary tastes, that distinguished them from their Puritan 
forebears.31 All three of the founders of the Literary and Philosophical 
Society, like Aikin, were associated with the Warrington Academy, the 
chief center in England for the education of Dissenters from 1759 un-
til its closure in 1784. Joseph Priestley lectured at Warrington as a col-
league of Aikin’s father, conducted important experiments in gases, and 
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debated the controversial theological ideas that appeared in his Disqui-
sitions relating to Matter and Spirit (1777). The Manchester Literary and 
Philosophical Society awarded Priestley a grant in the 1780s to fund his 
researches in Birmingham (in the laboratory destroyed by a loyalist mob 
in July 1791). John Aikin Jr., who was educated and later taught at the 
Warrington Academy before returning to practice medicine in the town, 
was deeply influenced by Priestley. He also worked closely with his sister 
the poet Anna Laetitia Barbauld. Brother and sister shared Priestley’s 
advocacy of the abolition of the slave trade, parliamentary reform, and 
the civic rights of Dissenters. Barbauld’s writing on “devotional taste” 
spoke for the general orientation of this formation away from Presby-
terian puritanism and toward an affective life that included literary but 
also scientific interests and more worldly pleasures.32

Aikin’s account of the area around Manchester drew on information 
sent in from a network of improvers who still lived in the region, many 
of them members of the Literary and Philosophical Society, Percival 
chief among them.33 Strictly speaking only the arranger and compiler of 
a project that originated with the publisher John Stockdale, Aikin em-
phasized the power of “connexion” that had made it possible.34 In refer-
ence to the idea of an “industrial enlightenment” associated with Jacob 
and Mokyr, I refer to this specifically located network as the “transpen-
nine enlightenment,” as it linked together the industrial and commer-
cial towns on either side of the Pennines, the spine of northern England 
whose fast- flowing rivers drove the early water- powered textile mills. 
Crucial to the networked account of improvement in A Description of 
Manchester was the developing road and canal infrastructure that bound 
these towns into a distinctive territory in Aikin’s eyes. Like the other ma-
jor town’s in the region covered by Aikin’s book, Manchester was one of 
the ten most populous English towns by 1800. None of them would have 
appeared in a list of this kind in 1600.35 Aikin identified the transforma-
tive influence on Manchester of “the cotton manufacture; a branch of 
commerce, the rapid and prodigious increase of which is, perhaps, abso-
lutely unparalleled in the annals of trading nations” (3). He also traced 
its spirit of improvement in burgeoning civic institutions, including the 
Literary and Philosophical Society: “an example to the provincial towns 
of this kingdom by . . . uniting the pursuits of science and literature with 
commercial opulence” (200). The four volumes of its transactions— 
Memoirs of the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society— he took 
as signs of its success at home and abroad.36 By the early 1820s, the major 
towns in Aikin’s book all had their own literary and philosophical society. 
The territory of my “transpennine enlightenment” expands the matrix 
provided by Aikin northward to Newcastle upon Tyne as it was there that 
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the Unitarian William Turner, predictably enough a Warrington student, 
carried the flame lit in Manchester and kept alive his connections with 
the area over the next forty years.

Although the unprecedented growth in the textile industries provided 
the ostensible focus of Aikin’s volume, transport and communications 
fired his imagination equally, if not more. Canals, bridges, and turnpike 
roads perfected “internal communication” (117) and opened up new mar-

FIgur e 3.  “Index Map to the Canals, Rivers, Roads, &c” from  
John Aikin Jr., A Description of the country from thirty to forty miles  

round Manchester (London, 1795). Photograph courtesy of the 
Huntington Library, San Marino, California (RB 204522).
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kets for the region’s manufacturers on national and international scales, 
in the process smoothing the way for information for his volume to reach 
him in London. Wrigley claims that this kind of infrastructural improve-
ment had taken the first “organic” phase of industrial development as 
far as it could go before the steam engine (the future influence of which 
Aikin’s book could only dimly discern).37 Free communication is certainly 
a refrain of Aikin’s book, as it is in Mokyr’s Enlightened Economy, if there 
with a narrower sense of what it was that was being circulated. Suspicious 
of court and aristocracy, if in a more muted way than in some of his polit-
ical writing for the London bookseller Joseph Johnson, Aikin suggested 
that Manchester’s status as “an open town, destitute . . . of a corporation, 
and unrepresented in parliament” was “probably to its advantage” (191), 
a point Jacob and Mokyr also make about the new industrial towns. Aikin 
was also invested in the idea of a flat network promoting the circulation 
of goods and ideas against inherited vertical hierarchies and aristocratic 
hegemony: “Manchester is, as it were, the heart of this vast system, the 
circulating branches of which spread all around it” (3). In Aikin’s eyes, 
the town becomes the most important node in a decentralized network 

FIgur e 4 .  “As it were, the heart. . . .” A detail from “A New Map of the 
country round Manchester,” in John Aikin Jr., A Description of the country 

from thirty to forty miles round Manchester (London, 1795). Photograph 
courtesy of the Huntington Library, San Marino, California (RB 204522).
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ranged across the Pennines and stretching to the world beyond: effec-
tively a validation of the emergent identity of the prosperous and cultured 
provincial middle class against the entrenched interests of London. Ap-
propriately for a literary physician, Aikin’s disposition of his maps with 
their networks of roads, canals, and rivers make Manchester look like  
a heart surrounded by a complex network of veins and arteries.

If Manchester is the “heart” of his account, Aikin didn’t render this 
effect as uniform in its operations or organize his book into a narrative 
sequence around a series of technical innovations of the kind described 
by Edward Baines Jr. four decades later in his History of the Cotton Man-
ufacture in Great Britain (1835). Aikin’s book retained the conventions 
of topographical writing sufficiently enough to follow the contours of the 
country, “consisting of the description of particular places” (7), as he put 
it, taking account of technological innovations in the context of other 
features of the locations he described. The heart is part of a complex web 
of nerves and arteries. The familiar star inventions of the early Industrial 
Revolution all feature without being linked in the main to any named in-
ventor. The flying shuttle, the spinning jenny, Arkwright’s water frame, 
and the mule all appear but not as a sequence of causes and effects driving 
improvement forward. The topographic structure disperses innovation 
around its localities, resisting any impulse to render a complex system 
into a unified narrative.38

a  v I r t u o u s  C o m m e r C e ?

Strangely, Aikin’s book is not referenced in either Jacob or Mokyr’s dis-
cussions of Manchester’s importance to the knowledge economy of the 
industrial enlightenment, even though its account of the town as part of 
an open network would seem to be grist to their mill. The reason may be 
Aikin’s reservations about growth disembedded from social and other re-
lations, although this aspect of his thinking is to some extent more muted 
in his Description of Manchester than elsewhere in his writing, perhaps 
in response to calls from friends to tone down his politics in the years just 
after the execution of the French monarch. Aikin did register his reser-
vations about the moral implications of unbridled capital accumulation, 
as Marx understood, including, for instance, the role of the slave trade 
in Liverpool’s affluence. He also discussed the research done by Percival 
and Ferriar into the conditions in and around the new machine- based 
factories.39 In the immediate aftermath of the defeat of the campaign for 
the repeal of the Test and Corporation Act in 1790, Aikin had rallied his 
readers by insisting they were the natural leaders of improvement: “Your 
natural connections are not with kings and nobles. You belong to the most 
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virtuous, the most enlightened, the most independent part of the com-
munity, the middle class. If this nation is ever to improve, or even if it is to 
retain, the freedom it possesses, to this class alone must it be indebted for 
the blessing.”40 The opposition of these groups to colonial slavery, often 
sincere enough in itself, was frequently used as a marker of their virtue, 
a form of “moral capital,” as we will see in the following pages, but the ar-
ea’s improvement relied on wealth generated by the global trade, includ-
ing exports of finished goods to Africa, and drew its raw materials from 
plantations in the West Indies and after 1800 increasingly the United 
States.41 Claims to moral leadership were constantly weighed against eco-
nomic consequences when it came to slavery. A boycott on slave- grown 
cotton as well as sugar was considered but rejected by abolitionist leader 
Thomas Clarkson because “it would take away the bread of a million of 
our fellow subjects the innocent poor of his country.” He had written to 
the cotton merchant and political reformer Thomas Walker in 1788 to as-
certain what proportion of goods made in Manchester were for the Af-
rica trade and whether the town had flourished as much when the trade 
was depressed. Walker with others in these Manchester circles formed 
an important node in the networks that Olaudah Equiano created on his 
book tour for his Interesting Narrative (1789), as he acknowledged in  
a letter to the Manchester Mercury.42 In Liverpool, William Rathbone III, 
primarily a merchant in the American timber trade, eventually became 
an abolitionist, for which he won Clarkson’s praise. His son William Rath-
bone IV, a staunch friend of Roscoe, may have been the main influence 
in his father’s conversion; even so, he made his own fortune trading in 
plantation- grown American cotton, starting on a small scale in the 1780s. 
A compromised “moral geography” plagued responses to the issue of 
slavery in the region. The Quaker merchant James Cropper still worried 
about the contradiction of importing cotton from America while calling 
for the abolition of slavery in British colonies in the 1820s, as his planter 
opponents delighted in pointing out.43

Aikin’s confidence in the possibilities of virtuous commercial im-
provement waned somewhat in the course of the 1790s. His “Enquirer” 
essay on the prospects for “the future melioration of mankind,” published 
in the Monthly Magazine for February 1799, complained that “the pres-
ent system of trade” could “only be maintained by the slavery or subju-
gation of great numbers of mankind; and while the East and West Indies 
compose links in the chain of European commerce, cruelty and injustice 
must be the means by which it is made to hold together.”44 Like many oth-
ers associated with the Literary and Philosophical Society in Manchester, 
Aikin’s vision of middle- class virtue did not have commercial success as 
its ultimate goal. He subscribed still to what Karl Polanyi called “the econ-
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omy embedded in social relations.”45 Likewise, speaking at the opening of 
the Manchester Academy in 1786, the successor to Warrington, Thomas 
Barnes had encouraged the development of literary taste as an antidote 
to mere profit making and other “low debasing pleasures” he associated 
with trade.46 Nor was Aikin’s version of “virtuous commerce” any more 
comfortable with the idea of improvement as a form of mastery over na-
ture, even in his Description of Manchester. The distributed nature of the 
networks he celebrated implied a more complex set of relations with the 
cultural and natural environment. Reservations about domination even 
inflect his praise of the hero of his account of the transport revolution,  
“the wonderful self- instructed genius” James Brindley (112): “The tri-
umph of art over nature,” Aikin suggested, “led [Brindley] to view with  
a sort of contempt the winding stream, in which the lover of natural 
beauty delights” (141). Aikin praised the engineer as an example of “true 
inspiration, which poets have almost exclusively arrogated to themselves, 
but which men of original genius in every walk are actuated by, when from 
the operation of the mind acting upon itself, without the intrusion of for-
eign notions, they create and invent.” (144). But if the description of the 
“mind acting upon itself” celebrates Brindley’s untutored inventiveness, 
it also hints at the potential social and ecological irresponsibility of the 
“enthusiast” (141), with all the negative implications of that word for 
the eighteenth century. The comparison of the poet with the engineer as 
“genius” is one that this book returns too, for instance, in relation to the 
reputation of James Watt in the 1820s, but not, even then, simply to be 
understood as a simple validation of a narrow idea of “useful knowledge” 
over literary taste.

In general, Aikin did not regard poetry as useless knowledge, even if 
he thought it could be improved by a dialogue with the sciences. His early 
Essay on the Application of Natural History to Poetry (1777) bemoaned 
the insipidity of poetry that did not keep pace with the expanding knowl-
edge of the natural world. He corresponded about the principles of his 
essay with his friends: Thomas Percival incorporated its ideas into his 
own children’s books, as did William Roscoe.47 Aikin’s reservations about 
Brindley echoed those of Roscoe’s on specialism in a paper he gave at the 
Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society (discussed in chapter 2). 
Their caution about narrow enthusiasm signals an ongoing issue about 
the relationship between the inventions of genius— whether engineer 
or poet— and their environment. Aikin’s writing on biography— which 
were voluminous— tended to celebrate untutored genius over privilege. 
He promoted useful knowledge, which included literature, over martial 
heroism and aristocratic values, but he tended to see inventions in any 
sphere as the products of more general social and historical forces and 
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saw them as more properly directed back toward the general good rather 
than either personal gain or mastery over nature. This sense of inno-
vation as a product of distributed agency is manifested in his weighty 
General Biography (1799– 1815), originally compiled with his Warrington 
friend William Enfield, with its preference for poets and scientists over 
kings and generals. “How much higher does a Brindley rank,” they wrote 
there, “directing the complex machinery which he himself has invented, 
than an Alexander at the head of his army!” Even when it came to useful 
knowledge, though, there could be “no precise line” between “invention 
and improvement”: all the “great discoveries” are the product of “gradual 
advances given to them by successive improvers.”48

There was a general tendency in the circles associated with Cross 
Street Chapel, as Herbert McLachlan noted long ago, toward the “ex-
aggeration of the influence of external circumstances, education, and 
habits,” that “inspired a doctrine of works, which found expression in 
zeal for social and political reform.”49 The tendency, identifiable enough,  
had a more complicated history than McLachlan’s summary allows. Cer-
tainly, it did not always assume the “passive receptivity of the mind” he 
claims, not in the hands of those literary physicians who were such an 
important influence in the early life of the Literary and Philosophical 
Society. These physicians fully participated in the changes that witnessed 
the “receding influence of mechanism on medical thinking and the resur-
gence of environmental medicine” noted by Kevis Goodman, exhibiting a 
strong sense of the precarity of the relationship between any organism and 
its environment. An Edinburgh training, such as the one Aikin received as  
a pupil of its leading professor, William Cullen, prepared its students with 
a sense of the vitality of the body’s nervous system and the complexity of 
its responsiveness to circumstances beyond immediate stimuli.50 Aikin’s 
Description of Manchester, like his General Biography, placed individual 
genius in a feedback loop with material networks of at least three kinds: 
ecological, through human interaction with the natural environment; 
social, through the relationship between “genius” and gradual advances 
made by many anonymous innovators; and physiological, in the under-
standing of the entangled relations between the imagination, the body, 
and their environment. One might add infrastructural, since Aikin 
viewed canals less as a communicative channel connecting two points 
and more as a medium in the sense discussed by Robert Mitchell— that 
is, as generating “something new and valuable.”51 Each of these issues and 
the changing nature of the relationships they describe will be important 
themes in this book.

Several of the early papers given at the Manchester Literary and Phil-
osophical Society insisted on the idea that “taste” would provide a moral 
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framework to improvement, encouraging the “happy adjustment” be-
tween the body and its circumstances explored in the aesthetic theory 
of Cullen’s friend Lord Kames.52 Literary taste was its own form of useful 
knowledge from this perspective, not least in the context of a boomtown 
such as Manchester, as a meliorating influence on the acquisitiveness of 
the commercial spirit. What Mokyr calls “a competitive market for ideas” 
was not always conceived in commercial terms, but there is less reason to 
doubt his more general claims about the importance of the literary and 
philosophical societies to the dissemination of knowledge, even if one is 
skeptical about their causative relationship to the Industrial Revolution: 
“The Industrial Enlightenment and the intellectual activities it spawned 
were distinctly provincial events, located in institutions such as the sci-
entific societies in smaller English towns or the Scottish universities of 
Glasgow and Edinburgh.”53 The influence of the Scottish universities on 
the ethos of the English literary and philosophical societies was palpable. 
Many of its medico- literary members, including Aikin, Ferriar, and Per-
cival, had as students enjoyed the literary clubs of Edinburgh that allowed 
them to mix with luminaries of the Scottish Enlightenment. After they 
relocated to Manchester and Liverpool, respectively, Percival and his 
friend James Currie— another student of Cullen’s— kept in close touch 
with these Scottish networks, especially with their revered teacher. They 
reproduced the medico- literary sociability they had experienced in Ed-
inburgh when they met up with their friends Aikin and John Haygarth— 
also educated in Scotland— in Chester and Warrington in the 1770s and 
1780s.54 Perhaps the most obvious literary monument to these Anglo- 
Scottish networks of literary physicians was the edition of Robert Burns 
that Currie edited with William Roscoe’s assistance. Many of its values— 
for instance, the idea of the genius of Burns as the product of the Scot-
tish educational system— are akin to those found in Aikin’s biographical 
writing. Both “accentuated the historicity of sciences and arts and their 
relation to past and present acts of institution.”55 They also suggest the 
influence of the Scottish “Common Sense” tradition of Thomas Reid and 
Dugald Stewart, especially on Currie, recently discussed by Nigel Leask, 
with its sense of the complex relationship between volition and social 
circumstance that often registered in these circles as reservations about 
Priestley’s emphasis on necessity.56

Situated midway between Manchester and Liverpool, Warrington was 
an important transport hub through which many of the ideas discussed 
in this book passed, especially before 1800. Together with the Scottish 
universities, the Warrington Academy was the most important academic 
institution in the transpennine enlightenment described by Aikin. Its 
progressive syllabus was bolstered by an extramural culture of conversa-
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tion, where students could mix with tutors such as Priestley, Enfield, and 
John Aikin Sr. As children, John Aikin Jr. and his sister Anna reveled in 
this atmosphere. Its pedagogical values were disseminated in their later 
books for children, as they were in the various editions of Thomas Per-
cival’s A Father’s Instructions (1776) and its follow- up Moral and Liter-
ary Dissertations (1784), the latter largely containing papers given at the 
Literary and Philosophical Society. Joseph Johnson published all these 
books from his shop in St. Paul’s Churchyard in London, as he had, from 
1767, Percival’s medical essays, and the poetry of Anna Laetitia Barbauld 
and her brother.57 Harking from a Baptist family in Everton, only a village 
outside Liverpool at the time, Johnson advertised himself as the exclu-
sive London agent for the Warrington Academy, but he was effectively the 
London publisher and distributor of the wider transpennine enlighten-
ment until his death in 1808. When Barbauld and her brother left the area 
in 1774 and 1784, respectively, they also acted as London agents for their 
friends in the north, regularly receiving guests, putting authors in touch 
with publishers, distributing reviewing jobs, and generally cementing the 
“connexion” later deplored by De Quincey.

Before turning in more detail to De Quincey’s criticism of these con-
nections, let me say more about their status as networks. In his History 
and Present State of Electricity (1767), written while he was tutor at War-
rington, Joseph Priestley had suggested that the proliferation of knowl-
edge since the formation of the Royal Society meant that it was now “high 
time to subdivide the business” into “smaller combinations.” Anticipat-
ing the values of Aikin’s biographical writing, Priestley insisted that their 
success would have more to do with the self- reliance of reasoning individ-
uals than aristocratic or royal patronage: “Princes will never do this great 
business to any purpose.” He was skeptical of the paternalism of met-
ropolitan institutions, including the Royal Society, and, as Jan Golinski 
puts it, “their proximity to the tentacles of the government patronage 
machine.” Golinski shows that Priestley “cultivated a network of follow-
ers and friends in other provincial circles” as the institutional corollary 
of a broader “democratic epistemology.”58 The Literary and Philosophical 
Societies of Manchester and Newcastle, directly influenced by Priestley, 
were “self- organizing” institutions, to use Klancher’s phrase, develop-
ing out of private and informal conversation groups, with an emphasis 
on “small, sociable, and readily duplicable scenes of experimentation.”59 
This self- organizing virus was carried by Warrington alumni when they 
graduated, often sent to provincial towns to minister to Dissenting con-
gregations, just as doctors acted as leavening when they took up new posts 
around the country. Relationships between families and friends helped 
perpetuate the rollout of these knowledge institutions. After Priestley left 
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Warrington to become minister of Mill Hill chapel in Leeds in 1767, for 
instance, he started up an informal group there whose members included 
William Turner of Wakefield. When the Barbaulds visited their friends 
the Priestleys in West Yorkshire, they met Turner’s son, also William, 
to whom Barbauld presented her poem, “Verses written in the Leaves 
of an Ivory Pocketbook,” on the importance of early impressions to the 
development of the mind. Predictably enough, Turner went on to study 
at the Warrington Academy and join the Manchester Literary and Philo-
sophical Society, a journey that winds its way through several chapters of 
this book into Turner’s obituary of Barbauld— where her poem was first 
published in full— and, a few years later, his friendship with the novel-
ist Elizabeth Gaskell. It is no surprise that Turner founded the Literary 
and Philosophical Society in Newcastle upon Tyne in 1793 or that his son 
played a major role in the society founded in Halifax in the early 1830s.60

Gaskell’s novel Mary Barton (1848)— “A Tale of Manchester Life”— is 
a sign of the way that the progressive social values of Aikin (with their 
contradictions magnified) remained an important part of the knowledge 
economy well into the nineteenth century, but from at least the 1820s it 
was possible to see things rather differently. Looking back from 1826 on 
the proliferation of scientific societies in Britain and across the world 
over the previous four decades, the geologist Charles Lyell celebrated the 
role played by “the recent establishment of literary and philosophical 
institutions in our metropolis and many of our provinces.” He identified 
Manchester as “the first example, in one of our provinces, of a large as-
sociation of private individuals for the purpose of contributing funds 
for the publication of literary and scientific memoirs.” Instructively, he 
saw it as retaining its commitment to “Physics and Belles Lettres,” even 
complaining that its published transactions “remained almost equally 
divided between literary and scientific articles,” but the more general 
thrust of his survey was to celebrate the almost miraculous survival of 
scientific knowledge from the wreckage of the French Revolutionary and 
Napoleonic Wars. Only “happy accident,” he claimed, had allowed escape 
from “the spirit of political controversy.” In this account, as Klancher 
puts it, the flow of knowledge had continued “almost magically free of so-
cial contradiction, public controversy, political struggle, or the complex 
and contingent relationship between ‘knowledge’ and ‘practices’ of many 
kinds.”61 The minute books, publications, and correspondence emanat-
ing from these societies shows that knowledge and its boundaries were  
anything but uncontested in the period.

The pages that follow here have much to say about the conflicts and 
contradictions masked by narratives such as Lyell’s. Modern scholar-
ship using networks analysis often suffers from a related assumption 
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that information flows smoothly through connecting points across  
a smooth two- dimensional plane, where relations are open and dynamic. 
In practice, networks require a degree of engineering, attention to keep-
ing valves open, and maintenance to avoid blockages and breakdown. The 
topology of networks, the contouring of the spaces between nodal points 
that determine the relations between them, is important in this regard. 
“What matters,” Galloway and Thacker note, “is less the character of the 
individual nodes than the topological space within which and through 
which they operate as nodes. . . . To be a node is to exist inseparably from 
a set of possibilities and parameters.”62 This idea of topological space 
understands relations between points to pass through spaces formed 
by curves, ruins, and other disruptions rather than “stable and well- 
defined distances.”63 The societies discussed in this book were links— 
institutional nodes, they might be called— in the spread of improvement 
across the region and beyond, but they also constituted networks them-
selves, bringing together members committed to improvement, although 
it often turned out that tension warped the relations between them— for 
instance, on the grounds of religious and political differences. Moreover, 
those relations exceeded the boundaries of the institutions themselves to 
include, for instance, women excluded from formal membership: an is-
sue explored at length in chapter 5. Questions of inclusion and exclusion 
in this regard exerted their own pressures on the shape and stability of  
any particular node and on the spread and nature of the kind of knowl-
edge it circulated. In the process, these networks were places where  
a liberal middle- class identity was coming flickeringly into being.

Although the emphasis in this book is on the production of human so-
cial networks and their role in allowing us to see the emergence of certain 
kinds of liberal ideology, not simply expressed through them, the Literary 
and Philosophical Societies might also fruitfully be viewed as complex 
assemblages in which “lively things”— books, biological specimens, even 
stuffed wombats, apparatuses, and the buildings themselves— exerted 
their own agency, even if they could not fully resist the operations of 
human power.64 Donations of books and specimens— some of which 
passed between societies to ease the pressure or were shared to reduce 
costs— could be a problem that caused individual societies to rethink 
their spaces, as was the case with the Philosophical Hall of the Leeds 
Philosophical and Literary Society soon after it was built.65 Chapter 2 
discusses the conflict over whether books or scientific apparatuses were 
to be granted priority in Newcastle. Purpose- built premises offered  
a sense of permanence but could also operate as an exclusive barrier be-
tween humans. Participants in the societies wished to create an environ-
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ment to support their sense of productive exchange, but neither things 
nor other people were necessarily amenable to their wishes. Outside the 
societies, for instance, in the factory work space, improvements some-
times met resistance not just from the practical and technical problems 
of integrating new kinds of machinery into factories but also from the 
human beings who were supposed to work with these machines. Neither 
the new disciplines of labor nor the educational opportunities offered at 
the Mechanics’ Institutes encouraged by the Literary and Philosophical 
Societies were simply accepted. Nor, of course, did slave- grown cotton 
come to Liverpool and Manchester without continual resistance from 
enslaved laborers on plantations in the British West Indies and in the 
United States.

If the Literary and Philosophical Societies of Manchester and New-
castle with their offshoots formed nodes in the networked geography 
of a transpennine enlightenment, they might equally be seen as knots 
wherein knowledge became tangled and often transformed. Certainly, 
what went into them was not always what came out. The struggle to un-
block the flow of knowledge could change the institutions behind the fa-
cade of continuity. Listing up the spread of institutions such as theaters, 
assemblies, and literary and philosophical societies as signs of enlight-
enment risks “blackboxing,” in Latour’s sense, the contested nature of 
their activities and makes it easier to believe they constituted a neutral 
zone, when they more often represented sites where hegemony was con-
tinually contested.66 There was certainly a desire among participants to 
engineer the smooth circulation of knowledge at every level— a feature 
of Aikin’s writing about the transport revolution— and to create the best 
possible conditions for its production, but a desire for ease of flow across 
a level plane could not and should not be taken for granted as its outcome. 
Nor was the ambition neutral in itself. Aikin articulated a distinctively 
liberal desire for the circulation of knowledge against older hierarchies. 
The analogies between free- trade economics and the dissemination of 
knowledge, between the steam engine and the printing press, were often 
drawn, but in practice— as John Clennell, a local hatmaker with an ap-
petite for knowledge, found out in Newcastle— manufacturers were re-
luctant to share their secrets. One reviewer of Clennell’s Thoughts on the 
Expediency of Disclosing the Processes of Manufactories (1807)— based 
on two papers he had read at the Literary and Philosophical Society— 
put the matter bluntly: “When public spirit shall generally triumph over 
selfishness, then Mr. Clennell’s proposition will be adopted: but, as long 
as trade is carried on with views of private gain, so long will the manu-
facturer, who has a profitable secret, endeavor to keep it to himself; and 
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he will not be easily persuaded that he shall gain more by divulging it.” 
Mokyr’s “open- source” industrial enlightenment was partly blocked by 
the competitive ethos he sees it as espousing.67

Not the least of the problems facing this ambition as it developed was 
the way bodies in rooms could disrupt or hamper the ideal of rational 
debate— blushing, arguing, simply failing to engage or even turn up. Re-
calcitrant bodies could test the boundaries of polite exchange, a problem 
not without its ironies given the formal commitment to strenuous debate 
as a positive and generative value in these circles. Anxieties about the 
unpredictability of bodies meant that liberal ambition for open access 
always brought with it a disciplinary aspect manifested inside the socie-
ties themselves in the desire to engineer the best conditions for knowl-
edge to flow. In these circumstances, management was as important as 
authorship to knowledge production. Witness the roles of Aikin and Bar-
bauld as London fixers for the transpennine enlightenment. In a more 
formal institutional context, Klancher draws attention to the “adminis-
trator as cultural producer”— that is, those figures who “organized, medi-
ated, or otherwise worked secretly or openly to ‘administrate’ culture.”68 
Bruno Latour’s contrast between “intermediary” and “mediator” offers 
a further nuance. Mediators “transform, translate, distort, and modify 
meaning,” whereas intermediaries “transport meaning without trans-
formation.”69 Few of the figures discussed in this book simply acted as 
intermediaries. Knowledge was rarely— if it ever is— simply transmitted 
across networked space or across time. The three- dimensional genera-
tional aspect of this book shows how participants transformed, distorted, 
and possibly degraded the knowledge they communicated.

t h e  d e  Q u I N C e y  “ C o N N e x I o N ”

If economic historians may at times have given too much weight to the 
importance of the country around Manchester in their accounts of the In-
dustrial Revolution, then literary, cultural, and even social historians 
have arguably been too neglectful of its importance in their spheres. 
Certainly, industrial Manchester has a place in Victorian historiography 
rarely granted to it in cultural and social histories of the late Georgian 
period, as Hannah Barker has pointed out in her account of the prolifera-
tion of polite institutions across the region.70 For literary historians, it is 
often associated with a restricted idea of useful knowledge that functions 
as the defining other of Romanticism. Partly based on the responses of 
such major canonical figures as Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Robert Southey, 
and William Wordsworth, the association seriously underestimates the 
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complex evolution of this liberal culture, which contained its own cri-
tiques of industrial capitalism, even as it also developed various kinds of 
intellectual justification for the steam- factory system. I end this chapter 
with the microhistory of Thomas De Quincey’s response to the circles 
associated with Aikin, partly because it was a coherent and consistent— if 
disingenuous— account from someone born in Manchester, whose father 
mixed with members of the Literary and Philosophical Society of Man-
chester, and whose early life included encounters with figures such as 
Currie, Percival and Roscoe. Fresh from his success with Confessions of 
an English Opium Eater (1822), De Quincey published a series of essays 
as “Letters to a Young Man whose Education has been Neglected” in the 
London Magazine. Against what he saw as the rise of a mechanical sys-
tem of education, De Quincey recommended education in nature and the 
privacy of the mind. Tellingly, he specifically railed against Isaac Watts—  
a major influence of the ethos of the Warrington Academy— and what 
De Quincey described as “the sectarian zeal of his party in religion.” In 
the third of his letters, De Quincey gets to an early statement of his fa-
mous distinction between the literatures of “knowledge” and “power:” 
“All, that is literature, seeks to communicate power; all, that is not liter-
ature, to communicate knowledge.”71 His later elaborations of this idea 
were predicated on the categorical difference between the fine and me-
chanical arts: a steam engine could be superseded by a better model, De 
Quincey thought, but Homer could not be improved upon by Wordsworth. 
The contrast in itself was far from original. William Roscoe’s paper on 
the distinction between the arts and sciences given at the Literary and 
Philosophical Society in Manchester in 1788 suggests that he might even 
have agreed with the argument in general terms. Roscoe’s admirer Wil-
liam Hazlitt used language similar to De Quincey’s in “Why the Arts are 
not Progressive,” first published in 1814, but he did not weaponize the 
distinction in the way De Quincey did to suggest that the Roscoe circle 
was involved in an empty exercise of mechanical reproduction.72

Born into a prosperous merchant family just outside the town in 1785, 
De Quincey experienced several early traumas in Manchester, including 
the death of his father in 1793, that resurface in his mature autobiograph-
ical writing and its soundings of the “romantic” self. His response to 
Manchester, if sometimes played for comedy in his writing, nearly always 
appears as a foil to his sense of his own psychological and imaginative 
depth.73 De Quincey’s Autobiographical Sketches (1853) contains a vivid 
description of his battles with factory boys, who showered the smartly 
dressed De Quincey brothers with stones on their way to class. Manches-
ter for De Quincey was identified with factories, spiritual aridity, and 
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nascent forms of industrial conflict. From an early age he longed to es-
cape, and he did run away from Manchester Grammar School in 1802, 
defying his mother Elizabeth De Quincey in pursuit of his dream of going 
to Oxford. Intriguingly, the family doctor in Manchester was none other 
than Thomas Percival, who De Quincey accepted was “a literary man, of 
elegant tastes and philosophic habits” in Autobiographical Sketches. Yet, 
in a typical double move, De Quincey recalled the physician’s papers to 
the Literary and Philosophical society with an airily dismissive gesture: 
“These I have heard mentioned with respect, though, for myself, I have 
no personal knowledge of them.” De Quincey then spent a few sentences 
relishing the story that his mother suspected the doctor of atheism be-
cause of his correspondence with French philosophes. Percival certainly 
had these kinds of connections, but De Quincey belatedly made hay with 
them by reimagining them as part of a risible clash between two empty 
value systems: Enlightenment free thought (Percival) and evangelical 
religion (his mother).74

Percival got off lightly in comparison with his friends in the Roscoe 
circle, whom De Quincey travestied as “the Liverpool coterie.” Here the 
idea of these circles as a mere “connexion” is given its fullest strategic 
statement as the antithesis of imaginative “power,” informed by the 
insider knowledge gleaned from a series of visits to Liverpool when he 
was a young man. His host was the banker William Clarke, Roscoe’s fel-
low laborer in the field of Italian cultural history.75 De Quincey’s letters 
from his 1801 visit to the area suggest that he delighted in the company 
of Clarke and his daughters. In 1837, though, De Quincey mocked the lit-
erary pretensions of the Roscoe circle in an essay for Tait’s Edinburgh 
Magazine, using them to demonstrate “the natural character and ten-
dencies of merely literary society— by which society I mean all such as, 
having no strong distinctions in power of thinking or in native force of 
character, are yet raised into circles of pretension and mark, by the fact 
of having written a book, or of holding a notorious connexion with some 
department or other of the periodical press.” Apart from Roscoe himself, 
the primary targets of his attack were James Currie, whose major edi-
tion of Burns was “just then published (I think in that very month), and 
in everybody’s hands,” De Quincey explained, and their friend William 
Shepherd, the Unitarian minister at Gateacre, just outside Liverpool.76 
De Quincey provided a short caricature sketch of each, carefully mixing 
partial acknowledgment of their achievements with satirical analysis  
of their shortcomings defined in relation to his romantic idea of literary 
genius. Roscoe he represented as “simple and manly in his demeanour” 
but discovered in him “the feebleness of a mere belle- lettrist, a mere  
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man of virtù, in the style of his sentiments on most subjects.” Shepherd, 
De Quincey simply dismissed as “decidedly . . . a buffoon . . . his grotesque 
manner and coarse stories, more than was altogether compatible with 
the pretensions of a scholar and a clergyman.” Such a man, thought De 
Quincey, with an Oxford education behind him by the time he wrote 
his essay, “could not have emerged from any great university, or from 
any but a sectarian training.” With another of his characteristic double 
moves, it then amuses him to think that “the pale pink of his Radicalism 
was then accounted deep, deep scarlet” (190– 91). A pattern emerges in 
the essay, also found in his treatment of Percival, of acknowledging the 
achievements and then erasing them as the superficial accomplishments 
of self- important poseurs. In the process, what he seems to acknowledge 
as masculine virtues are implicitly feminized.77 The climax is his account 
of Currie’s Burns edition, whose sociohistorical analysis, he suggests, 
completely failed to grasp the poet’s “wild and almost ferocious spirit  
of independence” (193). Even though the Roscoe circle had no doubt as 
to the poet’s greatness, they measured it against criteria unacceptable to 
De Quincey.

De Quincey’s list of their achievements scarcely seems to warrant the 
charge that the circle had been “petrific” (187) in its influence. In truth, he 
was building up the narrative to reveal his own idea of imaginative power 
in contrast, based on his “discovery,” in their midst, as he represents it, 
of Wordsworth’s poetry: “A grand renovation of poetic power— of a new 
birth in poetry, interesting not so much to England, as to the human 
mind— it was secretly amusing to contrast the little artificial usages of  
their petty traditional knack, with the natural forms of a divine art” (191). 
This “power” represents a “a phenomenological aesthetics of genius,” to 
use Tilottama Rajan’s phrase, where authentic reading is understood as 
a form of private communion between the reader and the mind of the 
author: it is opposed by definition to this inauthentic “connexion” and 
its critical method of reading texts in their circumstance.78 De Quincey’s 
idea of Wordsworth’s “divine art” transcends “sectarian” carping and, 
more seriously, any kind of understanding of culture in terms of com-
plex environmental relations (or, for that matter, as an “experiment,” 
as Wordsworth himself described Lyrical Ballads, in “the history and 
science of the feelings”).79 Unfortunately for De Quincey, William Shep-
herd was still alive when the essay appeared in 1837, and he supplied  
a characteristically sharp retort in the press, pointing out its many dis-
tortions, especially the account of the group’s attitude toward Burns, but 
it’s worth dwelling more specifically on some of the particular terms of De 
Quincey’s travesty, not least because his technique often identifies posi-
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tive qualities before reducing them to burlesque.80 Daniel Sanjiv Roberts 
has suggested that this technique reveals some of the tensions between 
the original scene as experienced by the seventeen- year- old and the ret-
rospective attitudes of the mature author. De Quincey’s mature critical 
method was predicated on “identification with the author,” to return to 
Rajan’s vocabulary, “preserving the ‘inspired’ text from interpersonal 
difference,” in this case the values of discussion and debate celebrated 
in the Roscoe circle.81 The irony is what Roberts calls “the prior issue 
of mediation”— that is, the fact that Lyrical Ballads had already found  
a ready audience in these circles. The Roscoe circle may even have been 
the source of De Quincey’s own awareness of Wordsworth and Coleridge’s 
collection. Lyrical Ballads probably was understood in these circles as 
an “experiment”— to use Wordsworth’s word— possibly in the same vein 
of literary “Jacobinism” that De Quincey’s mother spied in Currie’s edi-
tion of Burns. Roberts suggests that the younger, more liberal De Quincey 
would have understood the two projects as “companion manifestos.”82

The later De Quincey well understood the Roscoe circle to be part of  
a discernible networked “connexion.” His journey to Everton in 1801 had 
seen him pass along the canal network that facilitated their dissemina-
tion of knowledge, including Wordsworth’s poems. Whereas for John 
Aikin Jr. this traffic of improvement was active across domains that 
properly included both engineering and poetry, the later De Quincey 
represents it as a web of inauthentic social relations, opposed to the pure 
sympathy of mind with mind that defines his relationship with Words-
worth and, more fundamentally, his idea of the literary imagination. 
Furthermore, when the later De Quincey describes the Liverpool coterie 
in terms of “connexion,” he implies that it was a kind of secret establish-
ment, to be unfavorably compared with the freshness of his response to 
Lyrical Ballads, despite the fact, partly acknowledged in his essay, as we 
have seen, that its members were associated with the radical opposition 
and collaborated in the campaign for the abolition of the slave trade. 
For De Quincey in 1837, they are presented as already old- fashioned in 
1801 and lacking any deeper understanding of the “spirit” of sacred texts 
(whether the Bible or Wordsworth). Theirs is a literature of the letter 
and not the life. Their “connexion” is part of a larger system of commu-
nication that carries ideas, goods, and bodies across roads and bridges in 
Aikin’s book. De Quincey’s response to Wordsworth is a transport of “the 
human mind:” a faculty he does not really locate in any place in the world. 
The “Liverpool coterie,” in contrast, is defined for him by the partiality 
of their distinctively provincial location, despite their many European 
and transatlantic contacts. “Coterie” is a deliberately chosen word in his 
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essay, effeminizing the men while eliding the presence of the women such 
as the daughters of William Clarke, central to the literary sociability of 
these circles, an issue I’ll return to in chapter 5.

◆

My primary concern in this book is not with the pathologies of De Quin-
cey’s response but the complexities of the “connexion” he identifies only 
to dismiss. Networks of Improvements aims to bring back into literary, 
cultural, and even economic history a fuller sense of the influence and 
complexity of the intellectual networks emanating from the manufactur-
ing towns of the nascent Industrial Revolution. This process of improve-
ment was self- consciously aware of the role of mediation to its success 
and the allied importance of what it called “emulation.” Emulation drove 
the proliferation of infirmaries and theaters, not to mention factories, 
roads, and bridges, across these towns and cities. Of central impor-
tance to this book’s account is a focus on institutions of literature that 
provides a deliberate contrast with De Quincey’s valorization of private 
and absorptive reading. Arguing the issues out was what these societies 
were about, functioning almost as a kind of extended mind for the re-
gion, and they were just as interested as De Quincey was in psychological 
depth, especially in the context of the medico- literary interests shared 
by the literary physicians discussed in this book. What makes this study 
more than merely “provincial” is that the process was taking place in 
the context of a fundamental change in human society through indus-
trialization with global consequences. The transpennine enlightenment 
was increasingly conscious of its transformative position within a new 
kind of world economy, as the following chapters disclose. Some of the 
participants enthusiastically adapted their sense of human possibility to 
the new circumstances of the factory and the machine, a response that is 
still being worked out in other later industrial revolutions, including the 
one in which I am writing. De Quincey’s distinction between power and 
knowledge has usually been understood as a “romantic” response to the 
emergence of a dark materialism willing to sacrifice the forces of life to 
the imperatives of technical improvement. Less often recognized is that 
he also deliberately travestied another side to this process that continued 
to struggle to preserve an idea of cultural production in networked terms, 
even if this way of thinking afforded a variety of more open or closed ver-
sions discussed in greater detail in the chapters that follow. De Quincey 
staked his version of the “literary” on a depth where the authentically hu-
man was preserved in a mental space that willed away issues of mediation 
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and transmission. Geographically speaking, he could not imagine a lit-
erary culture flourishing in these manufacturing and commercial towns 
rising to view in this period. In many ways, he reinscribed the traditional 
places of learned authority in London and Oxford. Networks of Improve-
ment offers a more decentered view of a located culture that shaped and 
was shaped by the networked relations of its global position.



The French Revolution cast a dampening shadow over the networks of im-
provement John Aikin Jr. described. Although reviews of A Description of 
Manchester agreed across the political divide that commercial and tech-
nical progress stood out against the broader picture of international and 
domestic turmoil, drawing different conclusions about the reasons, ideo-
logical divisions certainly impacted the development of the Manchester 
Literary and Philosophical Society and its imitator at Newcastle, which 
was founded just as the long war against republican France began. “Ideas 
about the proper forms of civic activity (including science), which had 
become common during the decades of the Enlightenment,” found them-
selves, as Jan Golinski has shown, “subjected to conservative challenge.”1 
This challenge brought a contraction in the public culture of improve-
ment and bore down on the way that the exchange of ideas more gener-
ally was understood to best function. In the institutions discussed in this 
book, “the cultural centrality” of print interacted with an array of other 
forms of knowledge production and dissemination, including— as well as 
libraries of printed materials— conversation, discussion, reading aloud, 
museum exhibitions, scientific demonstration, and lectures.2 Relations 
between these media were often fraught in ways that exposed tensions 
about what constituted “knowledge” and how it ought best to be created, 
nurtured, and circulated. This chapter follows these conflicts after the 
manner of Bruno Latour to disclose the processes of group formation and 
dissolution. A conflict between books, for instance, as a storage system 
of “knowledge”— useful, poetic, or otherwise— and the promotion of the 
lecture as a medium to demonstrate certain kinds of scientific knowledge 
threatened to split the society at Newcastle. Such tensions help bring to 
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light basic assumptions about what constituted improvement. Should 
one invest in a library as a repository of knowledge (and perhaps private 
reading) or purchase a steam engine to demonstrate chemical and tech-
nological ideas? However, what may seem a straightforward contest be-
tween science- as- useful- knowledge and literature- as- books was a more 
complicated dispute that was as much about modes of communication 
and access as about its content.

Concerns about these issues stemmed from and went on to shape some 
basic questions about the appropriate format for intellectual and infor-
mation exchange down to the level of the regulation of bodies in rooms. 
In this regard, the flow of ideas that these networked relations between 
and within societies generated, understood to be powered by a positive 
energy of emulation, was sometimes felt to be threatened by the mate-
rial conditions of their production. The commitment to knowledge being 
produced and not just transmitted by the friction of debate was haunted 
by fears of bodies in rooms fueling conflict and, in consequence, by the 
question of the relationship of improvement to religion and politics as 
inflammatory topics. Literary and philosophical societies worked hard 
to find the appropriate forms— in their memberships, their regulations, 
and their delivery systems— to keep the lid on political and religious 
conflict, but foundational figures such as Joseph Priestley had suggested 
that improvement of whatever kind was necessarily keyed into freedom 
of inquiry in religion and to a more democratic politics. When these as-
sumptions were challenged by a loyalist mob burning Priestley out of his 
laboratory in July 1791, there was an uneven retreat among his friends 
and supporters toward an idea of knowledge— literary or scientific— as 
beyond the claims of ideology, but it was always difficult to maintain  
a domain of knowledge on these terms. The rapid progress that had 
been promised stalled somewhat around 1800, despite the best efforts of 
managers such as Thomas Percival in Manchester and William Turner 
of Newcastle. When a revival came after 1815 (the topic of chapter 3), it 
brought with it a proliferation whose velocity and asymmetries— for in-
stance, between moral and technical progress, middle- class assumptions 
of stewardship and working- class demands for access— seemed only to 
throw further doubt over the dream of an in- step march of the intellect.

p h y s I C s  a N d  t h e  B e L L e s  L e t t r e s

Regardless of changed circumstances, those societies established in the 
post- 1815 revival routinely granted precedence to the institution founded 
in Manchester in 1781. Thomas Percival’s preface to the first volume of 
the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society’s Memoirs provided 
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them with a useful statement of purpose. He had presented a European 
Enlightenment as the natural outgrowth of a vigorous culture of associ-
ation and dissemination: “The progress that has been made in Physics 
and the Belles Lettres, owes its rapidity, if not its origin, to the encourage-
ment that these societies have given to such pursuits, and to the emula-
tion which has been excited between different academical bodies, as well 
as among the individual Members of each institution.”3 Closer inspec-
tion reveals a number of important features to Percival’s account that are 
worth dwelling on further as they open up a series of issues central to this 
book. Although the society’s published Memoirs began by proclaiming 
the encouragement of King George III, its content embodied Priestley’s 
idea of knowledge as a relatively flat transnational network.4 Percival’s 
preface conceded the importance of the metropolitan center but— like 
Priestley in his History of Electricity— implies that the flow of knowledge 
may become silted up if its channels are not extended to “the principal 
towns in this kingdom.” Percival gives a sense of the Manchester society 
riding a gathering wave in tune with Aikin’s vision of the manufacturing 
towns and their new institutions as the lifeblood of a vigorous economy 
of improvement.

“Emulation” was celebrated as an almost autonomous energy shaping 
the institutions identified by Percival and Aikin. Percival understood it as 
a dynamic and generative force. These societies do not merely copy each 
other to disseminate knowledge; “emulation” is imagined as a positive 
energy that produces new discoveries out of the encounter with differ-
ence. It is not slavish imitation but what Alexander Dick calls— using  
a language that draws attention to the aims of its human agents—  
“an attempt to overcome or compete with the person or act being cop-
ied . . . but also to surpass them in accomplishments and prestige.”5 Dick’s 
account places the term in relation to the Scottish Enlightenment, an 
important source for so many of the practices found in the Manchester 
society.6 The gamut of extramural intellectual activity enjoyed by Aikin 
and Percival when they were students in Edinburgh was designed quite 
self- consciously to encourage “a spirit of emulation” through which “im-
provements become universally known; and merit receives the testimony 
of public approbation.”7 Emulation from this point of view is constitutive 
of social knowledge, as Dick explains, rather than “merely registering im-
pressions derived from sense experience (including books), . . . the mind  
is already involved in a competitive social process through which those 
impressions become new ideas.”8

Just how this process was understood to be competitive is moot. At 
least, it wasn’t necessarily encouraged in the market terms used by Mokyr. 
For the moderate party of the Kirk in Scotland, emulation was “a theo-
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logical principle,” a manifestation of “the drive to praise God by working 
towards or improving nature and the self.”9 Most of the Unitarians active 
in the Manchester society had traveled a road from Presbyterian puri-
tanism to a providential sense of virtuous commerce with the world in 
the name of improvement. “Association” rouses men out of “indolence,” 
says Percival in his preface, and is in itself a means of discovery that 
might be lost to the individual inquirer: “Science, like fire, is put in mo-
tion by collision.— Where a number of such men have frequent opportu-
nity of meeting and conversing with each other, thought begets thought, 
and every hint is turned to advantage. A spirit of enquiry glows in every 
breast. Every new discovery relative to the natural, intellectual, or moral 
world, leads to a farther investigation; and each man is zealous to dis-
tinguish himself in the interesting pursuit” (vi– vii).This passage almost 
certainly had its origins in Isaac Watts’s Improvement of the Mind (1741),  
a Warrington textbook, and Percival echoes its claim that the benefits  
of privatized reading soon reach a limit if not encouraged by the spark of 
social interaction: “By Conversation you will both give and receive this 
Benefit; as Flints when put into Motion and striking against each other 
produce living Fire on both Sides, which would never have risen from the 
same hard Materials in a State of Rest.”10 Toward the end of his preface, 
Percival mentions unpublished papers stored in the society’s archive for 
retrieval if relevant topics came up in discussion later (viii). Several pa-
pers that were printed in the Memoirs allude to their role as products of 
conversation aiming to stimulate further discussion inside and beyond 
the society through publication.11 Percival provides a glimpse of a me-
dia ecology where read papers, print, and discussion operate together to 
stimulate wider networks of improvement.

Improvement in Percival’s preface is explicitly understood as a mat-
ter of “Physics and the Belles Lettres” (my emphasis), the movement 
together of two spheres of inventiveness. If “useful knowledge” became 
a byword of the literary and philosophical societies, then a literary edu-
cation was understood to have its own kind of utility.12 The Manchester 
society is probably still most famous as the place where the chemist John 
Dalton set out his atomic theory in the series of papers published in the 
Memoirs in the later 1790s. His public lectures drew large audiences of 
nonmembers that included women, but Dalton first made his way into 
these circles through a small debating group that met in the nearby Man-
chester Academy— where Thomas Barnes was the principal— to discuss 
questions relating to philosophical materialism that were later to cause 
trouble for the larger society. If by the end of the period covered by this 
book, the arts and the sciences, not to mention moral and technological 
progress, could seem to be moving alarmingly out of kilter, the idea of  
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a general improvement was never entirely abandoned by the literary and 
philosophical societies.

The early papers given at the Manchester society certainly insisted 
on the importance of works of the imagination and of science in together 
providing a moral framework to the activities of a commercial town. It 
was a topic addressed by Thomas Barnes, Charles de Polier, and Thomas 
Henry, among others. In several papers published in the Memoirs, Barnes 
insisted on the importance of the imagination and taste. Sir Isaac New-
ton, he argued in his paper “On the Influence of the Imagination and the 
Passions upon our Understanding,” depended on a “brilliant imagina-
tion” to conceive of his theories of the universe. De Polier quoted from 
Henry Home, Lord Kames, his conviction that “a just taste of the fine arts, 
. . . prepares us for acting in the social state, with dignity and propriety.”13 
In his paper “On the Advantages of Literature and Philosophy in general,” 
Henry proclaimed the social benefits of knowledge of all kinds: “In pro-
portion as a nation acquires superior degrees of it, her state of civiliza-
tion advances, and she becomes distinguished from her less enlightened 
neighbours by a greater refinement in the manners of her inhabitants, 
and a departure from those ferocious vices, which mark the features of 
savage countries” (7). Notwithstanding the serious commercial interest 
in the application of chemical knowledge to dyeing witnessed in several of 
the papers he gave to the society, Henry insisted on the usefulness of “the 
English classics” as “a rich fund of entertainment and improvement” 
(17). In terms of contemporary writing, Henry also claimed that young 
men would gain from “sweet converse with the fair sex. A Montague,  
a Carter, a Barbauld, and a Seward, justly demand his notice,” a claim that 
I’ll return to in chapter 5. Henry’s essay imagined that reading the work 
of these women writers would “refine . . . taste, polish . . . manners, and 
meliorate . . . morals” (18).

Generally speaking, then, this early group of papers asserted the im-
portance of taste to any notion of improvement as a virtuous commerce, 
a social knowledge that operated beyond mere self- advancement. Pro-
moting literary and scientific knowledge was portrayed as performing 
a public function requiring questions of sect and party to be put to one 
side for the sake of the broader community, but claims to disinterest-
edness were not readily credited, especially when they came from those 
outside the Church of England. The Manchester society presented itself 
as taking the step from a private conversation club into an institution 
with a public role in the international republic of letters. This civic role 
was especially important for Dissenters whose civil rights were, in theory 
at least, limited, but the decision to publish Memoirs of the Literary and 
Philosophical Society of Manchester invited wider scrutiny, and Percival 
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quickly discovered there was no easy ground that could be claimed to be 
beyond political, religious, and other differences. In the decades to come, 
these societies had to continually argue for an idea of improvement that 
transcended differences of sect and party. In the process, the purview 
of what was understood to be improvable was revised and constrained.

Percival presented the origins of the Manchester Literary and Philo-
sophical Society as a “weekly club” that met for the purpose of “literary 
and philosophical conversation” (vi). The step into a more public role 
was the consequence of various “respectable gentlemen” pushing to be 
involved in the more informal group. From a longer perspective, he might 
have mentioned the role of the Warrington Academy, but this would have 
been to invoke a sectarian origin at odds with a broader public project 
claiming the patronage of the king. He might equally have mentioned 
the influence of his education in Edinburgh and his convivial meetings 
with the region’s medical men in correspondence with William Cullen, 
but this might have made the society seem too narrowly the child of pro-
fessional interests. The early rules of the society made it quite clear that 
discussion was to avoid “Religion, the Practical Branches of Physic, and 
British Politics.”14 The regulation was a common feature of the attempt of 
knowledge institutions to delimit a sphere of improvement where tradi-
tional party spirit and religious differences could be set aside, but it was 
open to being understood as a preference for freedom of inquiry that was 
itself a political position, a more or less veiled preference for the liberal 
side of the question, especially when associated with Dissenters.

Percival was almost certainly aware that his experiment had been 
preceded by an attempt in Liverpool by his friend James Currie. With 
the Quaker William Rathbone IV and the Italian scholar William Clarke 
(De Quincey’s host at Everton in 1801), Currie set up a society in 1778, 
decades before the more durable Literary and Philosophical Society 
founded in Liverpool in 1812.15 Again medical men were a noticeable pres-
ence, including the Quaker abolitionist Jonathan Binns. Absent for rea-
sons unknown was William Roscoe, despite the presence of so many of his 
friends. Predictably enough, the topics discussed by the Liverpool society 
included many that were to become important in Manchester, including 
“The Influence of Physical and Moral Causes,” “Remarks on Laws, Police, 
and Government, and Hints at Reforming sundry Defects,” and William 
Rathbone’s “Reflections on the Dispositions to contain diversions gen-
erally deemed inconsistent with humanity & benevolence.” Currie gave 
papers on biography, on hypochondria, and on “The Influence of Clima-
tion [on] human Nature.” These were all questions that came naturally to 
a student of environmental medicine such as Currie. No doubt questions 
of environment also shaped discussions in these societies about which 
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conditions would help their own debates flourish. Variously known as the 
Philosophical and Literary Society or the Society for Useful Knowledge, 
the early Liverpool society was unable to solve the question for its own 
survival. It was abandoned in October 1783 owing to the lack of “zeal” 
among its members, an issue that never entirely disappeared even in 
those societies that lasted for decades.16

Some of what zeal there was transferred to the Manchester Liter-
ary and Philosophical Society, which Currie, Rathbone, and Roscoe all 
joined soon after it began. Each of them contributed papers that were 
published in the Memoirs. In March 1787, for instance, Roscoe gave a pa-
per at Manchester “On the Comparative Excellence of the Sciences and 
Arts,” a topic that showed he was keenly aware of the issues interesting to 
these circles.17 His contribution was distinctive, though, for its fear that 
the polite arts were in danger of being overwhelmed by commercial val-
ues and a tendency— “injurious both to our improvement and happiness” 
(241)— toward a disciplinary specialism associated with the sciences at 
odds with his idea of liberality. Science ought to be embedded, claimed 
Roscoe, in “that enlarged and general view of our nature and destina-
tion, by which we ought to ascertain, and arrange in due succession the 
proper objects of our pursuit” (242). He accepted that natural philosophy 
could provide such a broad view, as it was not necessarily tied to applied 
knowledge, but he granted preeminence to painting and poetry because 
they serve “to act upon our affections and passions . . . and to regulate, 
correct, and harmonize them” (258). There may seem little difference 
between the views of earlier essays in the society, which also grant the 
arts a regulative function within useful knowledge, but the way Ros-
coe firmly placed them above natural philosophy (unlike, for instance, 
Henry) seems to have caused sufficient stir to be registered in a lengthy 
and otherwise sympathetic account of the third volume of the Memoirs 
in the Analytical Review.18 Restating the importance of both the arts and 
sciences to “the great whole or final purpose to which the pursuits of men 
ought to be directed,” the review implies that Roscoe gave put too much 
faith in the principle of taste. The following month Roscoe wrote to his 
wife Jane from a visit to Joseph Johnson in London to tell her that even 
their friend Henri Fuseli had upbraided him for the essay. It left him de-
spondent enough to hope it would “cure me of Authorship,” but Roscoe’s 
commercial humanism always remained on its watch against the nar-
rowing of the category of useful knowledge, as proved to be the case in his 
1817 speech at the Liverpool Royal Institution discussed in chapter 3.19

More generally, though, these circles were suspicious of placing too 
much trust in taste as a moral sense, especially where it seemed to court 
sentimental indulgence of the feelings. It was a note Anna Barbauld 
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struck in a poem to Samuel Taylor Coleridge, published in her brother 
John Aikin Jr.’s Monthly Magazine in 1799, which echoed the more gen-
eral concern in these circles to carefully calibrate relations between the 
imagination and scientific knowledge, especially when it came to ques-
tions of the public good.20 Even the controversy going on about material-
ism in the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society in these years, 
discussed in chapter 4, can be construed as partially a disagreement 
about the role of the imagination in mental processes, but these were all 
instances of differences of opinion within Rational Dissent against the 
background of a larger set of shared assumptions. Not everyone in the 
society, though, shared this Unitarian delicacy about freedom of con-
science. Although generally speaking a friend to Dissent, De Quincey’s 
tutor Samuel Hall— an Anglican clergyman— insisted that neither taste 
nor knowledge could provide a substitute for the Bible supported by the 
institutions of church and state in his paper “An attempt to show that  
a taste for the beauties of nature and the fine arts has no influence fa-
vourable to morals.” His kind of worry about the orientation of the society 
brought resignations from Anglican members at various critical points 
in the first decade, culminating in a partial counterrevolution in 1792.

The question of how far the society was a creature of Dissent was cer-
tainly a sensitive one. Although the membership was mixed in religious 
terms, those driving its activities were strongly associated with Cross 
Street Chapel. Of the forty- three original members listed in 1785, fifteen 
were or were related to trustees or minsters at the chapel.21 Henry had 
converted to Unitarianism in Manchester in the 1760s after coming to 
work as an apothecary in the infirmary. Barnes, who remained a staunch 
Arian, trained at Warrington and became minister at Cross Street in 
1780. Eager to disseminate Warringtonian principles, he contributed  
a series of papers on education to the Memoirs, including “A plan for the 
improvement and extension of liberal education” and “Proposals for . . . 
a plan of liberal education for young men designed for civil and active 
life.” In June 1783, Barnes played a key role, again with Henry and Per-
cival, in the foundation of a College of Arts and Sciences designed to 
help young men transition from school to business. Percival served as 
president. Henry lectured on chemistry, and the respectable Anglican 
physicians Charles and John White offered lectures on anatomy and 
physiology.22 Then in 1786 Manchester Academy was set up, taking over 
most of the resources of the by then defunct academy at Warrington. To-
gether Barnes, Henry, and Percival formed a powerful bloc of opinion at 
the center of the Literary and Philosophical Society that was seeking to 
extend its influence, but their public aspirations for the society required 
the disavowal of any formal association between it and Dissent. The rules 
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outlawing religion and politics from the society’s debates may have been 
designed to protect against the suspicions of the town’s Anglican elite. 
These were difficult to allay. Was the public good not served by the in-
stitutions of church and state? Were not educational initiatives driven 
by the Cross Street Chapel interest sectarian by definition? Barnes had 
to publish a newspaper paragraph making it clear that the Manchester 
Academy— an explicitly nonconformist educational institution— laid no 
claim to a formal relationship with the Literary and Philosophical Soci-
ety.23 The presence of a Tory- Anglican medical elite within the Literary 
and Philosophical Society provided a point of opposition, especially af-
ter its members resigned their infirmary posts in 1790 to protest against 
the reforms piloted by Ferriar and Percival (discussed in chapter 4). At 
least one of those physicians, Alexander Eason, wrote disparagingly of 
the academy to his friends: “It is to be on a small footing, and if it fails, 
which I think it must do, the loss will not be great.”24 Similar opposition 
met the College of Arts and Sciences. Thomas Henry told Benjamin Rush 
that “Bigotry and Party rage strove to impede our designs.” Resignations 
followed, mainly from the ranks of the respectable rather than the tal-
ented, thought Henry: “Our loss, except in one instance, was not great. 
Academical degrees are not always the concomitants of well- informed 
and philosophic minds, and our seceders were in general Men who had 
contributed little or nothing to the support of our Society.”25

Despite these controversial episodes, Henry’s confidence in a project 
of improvement broadly conceived was justified through the 1780s and 
no doubt buoyed by the gathering support in Manchester for the aboli-
tion of the slave trade and the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts. 
Apart from anything else, these campaigns provided a training in the 
organization of opinion. Thomas Cooper, James Watt Jr., and Thomas 
Walker (who joined the society in 1785, 1789, and 1790, respectively) were 
more voluble in their hopes for reform than Barnes, Henry, and Percival. 
The group associated with Cooper and Walker formed the Manchester 
Constitutional Society in 1792 to campaign for parliamentary reform. 
Earlier Percival seems to have cautiously cooperated with their sense 
of a broad remit for improvement: witness his paper on the “Principles 
and Limits of Taxation” in the third volume of the Memoirs. Cooper and 
Walker were campaigning together against Prime Minister William Pitt 
the Younger’s tax on fustian (a sturdy twilled cotton fabric) at the time, 
a tax finally repealed in 1795, in the face of opposition from the calico 
lobby led by Sir Robert Peel, first Baronet and father of the future prime 
minister.26 Percival’s paper accepted the payment of taxation as a public 
duty only as long as government was properly constituted. Significantly, 
Cooper’s “Propositions respecting the Foundation of Civil Government,” 
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read to the society in 1787, appeared in the same volume and ended with 
a vision of “political oppression” tottering around the globe: “Its day is 
far spent: the extension of knowledge has undermined its foundations, 
and I hope the day is not far distant when in Europe at least, one stone 
of the fabric will not be left upon another.”27 Republished as an appendix 
to his Reply to Mr. Burke’s Invective (1792), which cannot have pleased 
the conservatives in the Literary and Philosophical Society, it was being 
weaponized in a very different context, with Cooper a protagonist in an 
international controversy about the French Revolution. Even at its first 
appearance, Cooper’s paper was pushing the society’s rules about topical 
politics to the limit.28 Published in 1790, the third volume of Memoirs, 
where Cooper and Percival’s papers appeared with Roscoe’s on the arts 
and sciences and others by James Watt Jr. and Ferriar, was probably the 
high- water mark of the reform surge of these early years.

On 16 January 1788, Currie wrote to Percival to praise “the judicious 
and spirited” papers on the abolition of the slave trade that he and Coo-
per had sent to him but also sounded a note of caution: “they are not of a 
temporizing nature; they speak a language that admits no compromise.”29 
These reservations were typical of Currie’s anxieties about the abolition-
ist platform in Liverpool in comparison with Manchester: “My situation, 
as you may imagine, is delicate. Every thing I would say I cannot write.” 
Currie was writing to Percival shortly before his friend the Unitarian 
minister John Yates confronted his congregation with their complicity 
in the slave trade. Hannah Lightbody’s diary contains what may be the 
only description of the sermon, discussed at more length in chapter 5. 
Later entries record the way it dominated conversation for many weeks 
and months thereafter. Perhaps still feeling the reverberations of the 
clarion call sounded by Yates, Currie looks forward to meeting Percival 
in Warrington, where they could discuss the issue freely: “I have longed 
to converse with you; and if you can foresee any circumstance that may 
call you to Warrington for an evening, long enough to give me notice in 
time, I should have much satisfaction in meeting you there.” If Currie 
thought the situation in Manchester allowed more freedom for progres-
sive opinion, a few years showed him things tightening there, too. In the 
wake of the French Revolution, opinions such as Cooper’s on the downfall 
of tyranny started to be subjected to intense scrutiny beyond the local 
contexts where they first appeared. In February 1790, Currie wrote to 
Percival to discuss sending delegates to a meeting in Warrington as part 
of the campaign against the Test and Corporation Acts but counseled the 
Manchester delegates against “fiery zeal.”30 Currie’s letter framed his 
caution in relation to news of the Church and King club recently founded 
in Manchester: “What turn things may take here, I know not. A few days 
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ago, there was no chance of the opposite party moving against us; but the 
example of Manchester, and the warmth diffused by the meeting there, 
may perhaps reach us.”31

These tensions were brought to a head by events in Birmingham in 
July 1791 when Joseph Priestley’s home and laboratory were destroyed by 
loyalist rioters. Priestley, as we have already seen, was an inspirational 
figure in these circles. He had been made an honorary member of the 
Manchester society early on. In a muted version of trouble ahead, vari-
ous Anglican members resigned when Priestley was granted fifty pounds 
toward his research. Priestley was effectively the presiding deity of the 
confident expansion of the society in the 1780s. Manchester had both  
a material and a symbolic stake in the laboratory destroyed by the riot-
ers. Currie wrote to Percival to see if he had further details of what had 
happened in Birmingham “for the life and safety of Dr. Priestley is an 
object that must interest every enlightened mind.” Percival’s reply seems 
to have contained an address prepared for the Manchester society can-
vassing a statement of support for Priestley: “The accounts I received of 
the issue of the business [of a motion in support of Priestley] you had the 
goodness to communicate to me, at your society, prevented me troubling 
you farther, as they decided me against attempting anything of the kind 
here. I must confess, I heard the decision at Manchester with great regret, 
as well as its consequences.”32 The incident exposed rifts that had been 
there from the beginning. Priestley himself later claimed that the ad-
dress was “negatived by a considerable majority,” despite the fact that it 
carefully excluded “any approbation of my civil or religious principles.”33 
The radical group associated with Cooper and Walker resigned in protest. 
Although the founding generation of Barnes, Henry, and Percival were all 
devotees of Priestley, they remained members, as did John Ferriar, until 
at least 1797, perhaps reluctant to surrender to the loyalist reaction the 
civic space that the society occupied. John Aikin Jr., when he learned of 
the resignations, grieved: “If the cause of it was purely party difference,  
I lament that letters and science at least are not kept sacred from their in-
trusion.” Remaining, though, meant retreat from the more expansive ver-
sion of improvement found in the third volume of the society’s Memoirs.34

Gatrell and others have seen these events as a watershed, part of a wide 
and deliberate coup against liberal opinion in Manchester culminating 
in the trial of Thomas Walker in 1794. Thirty- four radicals in the city 
were identified for possible prosecution by the Church and King club; 
some thirteen of these were or had been members of the Literary and 
Philosophical Society, including Samuel Greg, William Hibbert, George 
Philips, and Thomas Robinson, all of whom were Unitarians, but it would 
be wrong to suggest that the society simply turned to focus on Dalton’s 



[  5 2  ]  C h a p t e r  t w o

scientific inquiries.35 Using the minute books that have since been de-
stroyed, E. M. Fraser revealed that Robert Owen, for instance, gave pa-
pers whose titles, at least, suggest an idea of improvement still tied to 
social reform: “Thoughts on the connection between universal happiness 
and practical mechanics” and “On the origin of opinions, with a view to 
the improvement of social virtues.” James Watt Jr. wrote to John Ferriar 
at the end of the year complaining that “it is the order of the day to sup-
press all Jacobin innovations.” Despite his growing political notoriety, 
both Ferriar and Henry tried to woo him back to their society.36

Arnold Thackray influentially claimed that science emerged out of 
this situation as the main form of cultural expression in Manchester be-
cause it could be presented as a “value- transcendent pursuit.”37 Much the 
same perspective was offered by Lyell’s review of 1826, where science is 
lauded as a miraculous survivor of three decades of ideological division. 
Both underplay the conflicted nature of the process and the fragility of 
its outcomes. Furthermore, Thackray’s claim could and was equally made 
for the “literary” side of the society’s activities. In the spring of 1794, 
Samuel Argent Bardsley, another physician in the infirmary, gave a pa-
per on “Party prejudice, moral and political” that insists on a neutral 
zone of improvement beyond ideology, if now with a decidedly defensive 
cast. “Amidst the horrors and confusion of a revolution or a sedition,” he 
warned, “the voice of moderation and humanity will have little chance of 
being heard.” Was this comment meant to tell the Church and King fac-
tion within the society that it had gone too far? Or was the warning about 
revolution and sedition aimed at those liberals who remained? He would 
not have alienated the conservative Tory Party with the papers that were 
later published as Critical Remarks on the Tragedy of Pizarro (1800), 
where he complained that the politician- playwright Richard Brinsley 
Sheridan made his characters sound too much like political orators.38 
More fundamentally, though, Bardsley both retained the idea of literary 
topics as appropriate to the Manchester society and hoped they might 
open onto a domain beyond ideological difference. Katrina Navickas 
has seen this period as one when literary and cultural activities began to 
displace politics in the Roscoe circle precisely because they were a safe 
space, but, as Bardsley’s account of Sheridan demonstrated, the literary 
seemed to many observers to be only too saturated with politics. Over in 
Liverpool, after all, De Quincey’s mother told her son that Currie’s edition 
of Robert Burns was a “Jacobin” text.39

For his part, in the mid- 1790s, Thomas Percival seems to have entered 
a period of dialogue with the evangelical moralist Thomas Gisborne. 
Close to William Wilberforce and an important member of the Clapham 
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sect, Gisborne’s idea of the circulation of knowledge was always framed 
by a sense of Christian duties somewhat stricter than Samuel Hall’s.  
A founder member of the Derby Philosophical Society, as was Erasmus 
Darwin, Gisborne was unlikely to have encouraged the address that the 
Derby society published in support of Priestley after the Birmingham 
riots. Charles Hope, another Derby clergyman, condemned the address 
from the pulpit and was expelled from the society for his troubles.40 
Gisborne’s sole contribution to the Manchester society’s Memoirs was 
a paper communicated via Percival in 1796, “On the Benefits and Du-
ties resulting from the Institution of Societies for the Advancement of 
Literature and Philosophy,” insisting that freedom of inquiry should be 
subservient to the moral authority of the Bible. Most of the paper is pre-
occupied with the dangers of science imagining itself superior to reve-
lation: “The philosopher is sometimes found to advance in the road to 
infidelity in proportion as he devotes himself to scientific researches.”41 
Similar comments, more specifically directed at the medical profession, 
appeared in his influential Enquiry into the Duties of Men in the Higher 
and Middle Classes of Society in Great Britain (1794). Although Percival’s 
Medical Ethics (1803) saluted Gisborne’s system of morals, Percival did 
not entirely defer to it, especially when it came to the place of religion by 
the sickbed, as we will see in chapter 4. The nuances of their relationship 
hints at the complexity of the accommodations made by liberal opinion 
in the 1790s as it attempted to keep open a route to improvement without 
entirely succumbing to counterrevolution.

“ B o N d  o F  u N I o N ”

My introduction noted some of the banal difficulties of taking Latour’s 
advice to follow “the traces left by [the] activity of forming and disman-
tling groups.”42 Minutes of meetings, for instance, by their nature, are 
often quite guarded about the conflicts that came with the collision of 
mind with mind. Tantalizingly, they sometimes explicitly note a deci-
sion not to give details where disagreements have grown warm. Apart 
from their natural guardedness about what they record, archives often 
survive only by happenstance: the materiality of networks is liable to de-
cay. Even purpose- built venues do not always survive. The destruction of 
the Literary and Philosophical Society of Manchester’s building with its 
archives in the Second World War means that some of the complexities at 
stake in the accommodation of liberal opinion to counterrevolution in the 
1790s are lost to us, although insights are available in correspondence like 
Ferriar’s and Henry’s with James Watt Jr. Fortunately, extensive archives 
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of Manchester’s most immediate offspring— the Literary and Philosoph-
ical Society of Newcastle upon Tyne— have survived and provide clearer 
“traces” of the formation and deformation of these networks.43

The equivalent figure to Thomas Percival in Newcastle was the Uni-
tarian minister William Turner, whose role was overdetermined, to say 
the least. He grew up in the circle that surrounded Priestley after he had 
moved across the Pennines to Leeds. On one of her visits to the area, Bar-
bauld presented the young William Turner with her “Verses written in the 
Leaves of an Ivory Pocketbook”:

Accept, my dear, this toy, and let me say,
The leaves an emblem of your mind display— 
Your youthful mind, uncoloured, fair, and white,
Like crystal leaves, transparent to the sight,
Fit each impression to receive, whate’er
The pencil of instruction traces there.
O then transcribe into the shining page
Each virtue that adorns your tender age;
And grave upon the tablet of your heart
Each lofty science, and each useful art!44

First published in full over fifty years later by Turner in his obituary of the 
poet, the poem is testament to the durability of those “connexions” de-
spised by De Quincey. More to the point here, though, it was originally in-
tended as a friendship gift that would make an “impression” on the boy’s 
mind, shape his character, and help him take his place in the world.45

Barbauld’s poem provided a script that Turner followed for the rest of 
his life. Predictably, he went on to become a student at the Warrington 
Academy, from 1777 until 1781, where John Aikin Sr. and Jr. were among 
his tutors.46 Barbauld herself had left the area by this stage, but Turner 
would surely have been aware of her virtual presence, not least via “con-
versation” in Thomas Henry’s sense of reading. Continuing the path 
laid out for him by the poet, he was made an honorary member of the 
Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society in 1783, after a year at 
Glasgow University. While Turner was at Warrington, John Howard was 
also in residence, working with John Aikin Jr. on The State of the Pris-
ons in England and Wales (1777). Its influence is explicit in the paper on 
the relative merits of corporal and capital punishment Turner published 
in the second volume of the Manchester society’s Memoirs. Predictably 
again, Turner argued that capital punishment was “absurd and impoli-
tic,” merely repeating “those habits which are the foundations of all vi-
cious conduct.” Like many in these circles, he had a strong sense of the 
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role of habit and environment in shaping human conduct, “vicious” or 
otherwise, as set out in Barbauld’s gift poem. He also shared her faith in 
the ability of reason to reshape these environmental influences. Echoing 
the principles of Aikin and Howard, Turner called for punishment to be 
proportionate and rational.47

By the time his paper was published, Turner had moved to Newcastle 
as minister to the Unitarian chapel at the Hanover Square, a congrega-
tion that continued to meet in the open spirit of Warrington. “A Volun-
tary Association,” he described it in 1811, “of Individual Christians; each 
one professing Christianity for himself according to his own views of it, 
formed upon a mature consideration of the Scriptures, and acknowl-
edging the minister’s right to do the same belonging to no one sect and 
holding to no particular set of doctrines.”48 Soon after his arrival in New-
castle, he had set up a small informal conversation club. A proposal for 
a formal Literary and Philosophical Society followed a few years later: 
Speculations on the Propriety of Attempting the Establishment of a Liter-
ary Society in Newcastle (1792). The step from a private conversation club 
to an institution with civic ambitions was the one trodden by Percival 
and his friends in Manchester; an example Turner explicitly invoked as 
“eminently serviceable to that flourishing town,” in encouraging, “the 
improvement of its extensive manufactures.”49 As might be expected of 
anyone educated at Warrington, Turner also subscribed to the produc-
tive collision of mind with mind. Emulation of Manchester didn’t mean 
simply copying, of course. Turner was alert to local circumstances in the 
way Priestley had suggested would always benefit provincial societies 
and define their contribution to the common good. Newcastle already 
had a flourishing print culture serviced by two newspapers, and its coal 
industry was booming.50 Whereas the cotton manufactures were never far 
away from the papers produced in Manchester, whatever their ostensible 
topic, Turner oriented himself toward geology and, more practically, the 
mineral resources of the Newcastle area, hoping to set up a registry for 
the area’s coal mines.51

The practicalities of building networks through transport infrastruc-
ture were always on the minds of men like Turner, who argued that com-
munication of “Literary Intelligence” would be particularly facilitated 
by Newcastle’s geographical position between London and Edinburgh. As 
a major port, there was also a “favourable prospect . . . of being regaled 
with specimens of eastern literature; which is daily becoming more and 
more important in a commercial view, and which appears to be fraught 
with various beauties, both of sentiment and diction.”52 Intriguingly 
the membership did show a sustained commitment to ordering “east-
ern literature” for the library, at least early on. John Clennell ordered  
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a large number of such works soon after joining the society, although the 
committee sometimes balked at the cost.53 Several evenings in 1797 were 
spent discussing Clennell’s paper on the relative merits of Anacreon and 
Hafeez. Nor was this global perspective simply a matter of books. The new 
colony in New South Wales sent specimens of a wombat and a duck- billed 
platypus. A member of the committee sketched the platypus into the min-
ute book for February 1800. The uncertain description— “An Amphibious 
Animal”— and the naïveté of the drawing  both suggest something of the 
difficulties of incorporating such donations into the rational project of 
the society: a difficulty made much more explicit by the decision— in the 
1820s— to stuff the wombat standing on its hind legs.54

The first meeting of the Literary and Philosophical Society was held 
in February 1793 at the town’s dispensary. Despite the prospects enthusi-
astically outlined by Turner in his Speculations, the times were not pro-
pitious for founding a society devoted to the circulation of knowledge on  
a global scale. Less than a month after Louis XVI’s execution, just as Brit-
ain and France were going to war, the Newcastle society embarked on its 
journey at a time when “improvement” was becoming a dirty word, and 
the prospects for trade of all kinds were retarding. The following year 

FIgure 5.  “An Amphibious Animal” (1800). Sketch from 
a committee minute book. Photograph courtesy of the Literary 

and Philosophical Society of Newcastle upon Tyne.
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Turner’s father’s friend Theophilus Lindsey wrote to say that he was glad 
that Priestley had emigrated to the United States because “the prejudices 
against Dissenters, especially the more liberal sort, as enemies to their 
country because they are against the present war, are so violent.”55 Turn-
er’s role as the town’s most visible Dissenter was likely to cause suspi-
cion, something that dogged him even into the 1830s, long after he had 
ostensibly become one of the town’s elder statesmen. His achievement, 
something like Percival’s, was in navigating his society through these 
stormy waters over the next fifty years, but in the process, both by nature 
cautious, they also sacrificed more than a little of the radical inheritance 
bestowed on them by Priestley.

The committee of the Newcastle society originally contained four 
Unitarians, besides Turner, but also two members of the Newcastle loy-
alist association. Religion and politics were banned as topics from the 
monthly meetings— as in Manchester— and books of religious or politi-
cal controversy were supposed to be excluded from the library, but these 
rules were a source of constant conflict, judging by the pages of the rec-
ommendation book where members could suggest acquisitions to the li-
brary or changes to the regulations.56 Robert Doubleday, a local devotee 
of William Godwin, consistently ordered works associated with political 
reform, including Anecdotes of the Founders of the French Republic.57 Ever 
zealous for widening the circuit of knowledge, Clennell suggested that 
women should be encouraged to join and also ordered books such as Mary 
Hays’s Appeal to the Men of Great Britain for the library. He was also part 
of a failed attempt to have honorary memberships awarded to Barbauld 
and Hays in 1801. More than a few items requested were postponed or 
canceled, just as this proposal was ignored, but despite the committee’s 
caution, Robert Hopper Williamson, recorder of Newcastle, still with-
drew from the society, “fearing that such institutions, with their methods 
of research and enquiry, might lead to anarchy and rebellion.”58 The obit-
uary for Robert Doubleday published in the bookseller John Marshall’s 
Northern Reformer’s Monthly Magazine later claimed that “the governing 
part of the town, the aristocracy, the established clergy, the pensioners, 
and dependants on the government, seeing the materials of which it was 
composed, and the liberal nature of the establishment, for the most part 
stood aloof, jealous of its prosperity, and fearful lest increasing knowl-
edge might lead the people to dispute the claims of the privileged classes, 
and assert their independence of their ‘natural leaders.’”59 If inflected by 
Marshall’s own radicalism, the description seems a reasonable account of  
the atmosphere of the first decade, and the relative absence of local gen-
try and aristocracy from its affairs, at least through the 1790s.60

Other tensions were less obviously political and had more to do with 
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fears of the passions in any transmission of knowledge that involved 
bodies in rooms. Turner’s plans for the collision of mind show a clear 
concern that creative exchange should not descend into conflict. A desire 
to avoid acrimony in debate ran through Turner’s career and included 
an aversion to rancorous disputes over points of theological difference 
within the Unitarian tradition. He and Lindsey agreed that Priestley 
had “ever been too unguarded in things that he has thrown out to the 
public.”61 Early on into the life of the Newcastle society, Turner consulted 
with James Anderson, editor of the Bee in Edinburgh, on the best way 
to ensure constructive exchange. Anderson told him that “discussion in 
the society viva voce” was crucial if its energy was to be kept up: “Where 
meetings are confined to drily reading a paper and briefly throwing forth 
a few indiscriminate applause to the writer— nothing can become less 
interesting to its members in general— It is freedom, restrained only by 
the rules of politeness that calls forth the exertions of the human mind.” 
The fear of entropy was continually balanced against the need to keep 
within the bounds of polite exchange. Seeking to provide a model for em-
ulation to other societies, Anderson in turn published the society’s rules 
and regulations. Unfortunately, the Bee didn’t last many more issues as 
the political context of the war years closed the opportunities even for its 
modest remit of intellectual exchange.62

Most of the papers presented in the early months of the Newcastle 
society reflected Turner’s interest in chemistry and geology, fulfilling 
his idea that the topics should suit the local situation, but they were by 
no means confined to these subjects. The society participated in de-
bates about the formation of a vernacular literary canon, for instance, 
through the presentation at the monthly meetings of two papers by Wil-
liam Enfield, principal at Warrington while Turner was there. One was 
“An Essay on the Cultivation of Taste as a Proper Object of Attention in 
the Education of Youth,” the topic that so engaged the members of the 
Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society in its early years. Enfield 
insisted that “to cultivate the Taste and form the Heart is at least of equal 
importance as to exercise the understanding and judgment.” Bravely, 
given the political situation in late 1793, Enfield placed his inquiry in 
the context of “the present age of bold examination” and the “free spirit 
which has stript Royalty of its divine right.” Marshall republished En-
field’s essay in 1818, a year after he was excluded for publishing A Political 
Litany.63 The other early Enfield paper was “An Enquiry whether there 
be any Essential Difference between Poetry and Prose,” later published 
in the Monthly Magazine (like several other essays read at the Literary 
and Philosophical Society).64 As literary editor at the Monthly from its 
inception in 1796, John Aikin Jr. continued to promote his broad idea 
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of improvement in straitened political times. His reorientation of the 
language of poetry toward the vernacular in his Essays on Song- Writing 
may even have influenced Wordsworth.65 John Guillory has shown how 
important the members of the group around Aikin were to this period 
of vernacular canon formation. Enfield’s anthology The Speaker (1774) 
was a Warrington textbook that celebrated the pedagogic practice of 
John Aikin Sr. and contained a poem by Barbauld addressed to the acad-
emy.66 Predictably enough, the issue of the difference between poetry and 
prose had been discussed in Manchester early on by Thomas Barnes, who, 
like Enfield, made the passions not formal qualities the basis of the dis-
tinction.

Guillory’s point that Lyrical Ballads was “scarcely anomalous in its 
literary milieu” is reinforced by the Newcastle order for the volume soon 
after publication.67 There were also prompt orders for Coleridge’s Poems 
(1796) and Fears in Solitude (1798), together with Southey’s Poems (1797 
and 2 vols. 1799). The society’s librarian John Marshall’s bookshop— 
moved to Newcastle’s populous Flesh Market in 1810— bridged the world 
of antiquarian inquiry and popular song by “the common people.”68 Even 
Byron’s Don Juan was ordered for the library in 1819, but there was an 
objection from a local evangelical and a very public controversy followed, 
recently described by David Stewart.69 Where there appeared to be a more 
definite boundary from early on was the line drawn at fiction. William 
Crawford’s order for Maria Edgeworth’s Castle Rackrent was refused by 
the committee because “objectionable as a novel.”70 The same objections 
reappeared in 1831 when a motion that there was nothing in “the spirit or 
letter of the rules” to prevent the purchase of the new Waverley edition of 
Scott’s novel was rejected with the rules tightened to make it plain that “it 
is not the plan of this Society to admit novels into the Library.”71 What 
emerges from these struggles is not any simple expression of a settled 
middle class definition of useful knowledge, but a constant battle around 
its meaning.

Requests for nonfiction prose by Godwin, Hays, and Mary Wollstone-
craft, including an order for Godwin’s edition of Wollstonecraft’s post-
humous works, seem to have been successful, surprisingly given the 
fraught circumstances of the 1790s. Most of these recommendations were 
made by a group associated with Clennell, Doubleday, and Marshall, who 
had been appointed librarian in 1799.72 Turner’s position in relation to 
this group has parallels with the position of Barnes and Percival in Man-
chester, as they struggled to mediate between radicals such as Thomas 
Cooper— whose Tracts (1789), with its controversial discussion of mate-
rialism, Doubleday presented to the Newcastle society in October 1795— 
and more conservative parts of the membership, many of whom would 



[  6 0  ]  C h a p t e r  t w o

have been suspicious of Unitarians of whatever political stripe. Turner 
was more successful in keeping things together perhaps, certainly when 
one compares the resignations in Manchester over the vote on Priest-
ley, but in 1817 he ended up supporting Marshall’s expulsion, even if he 
afterwards continued to provide him with work publishing some of his 
sermons.73

The group around Clennell, Doubleday, and Marshall may have shared 
an idea that Wordsworth’s “experiment” was part of a recalibration of 
poetry in relation to modern vernacular knowledge going right back to 
Aikin’s essays on songwriting. De Quincey’s effective rewriting of this 
history was a twist in the process whereby, to use Guillory’s terms, “the 
conservators of literature have erased its origins even in the act of writ-
ing its history.”74 On the ground in Newcastle, these developments were 
caught up in arguments about whether useful knowledge might be better 
invested in books or scientific apparatus. They were not— within these 
circles, anyway— primarily cast in terms of any categorical opposition 
between science and literature. Turner’s original plan, he later insisted, 
made the purchase of books subservient to the discussions to the monthly 
meetings (whatever their topic). From this point of view, privatized read-
ing needed to feed into the collision of mind to reap its benefits. Never-
theless, committee minute books show that a wish for “a general library” 
had been expressed by the members soon after the society began.”75 The 
minutes and recommendation book for the next few years are taken up 
with many of the practical details and expenses of maintaining a physi-
cal library, from the question of which texts did not fall foul of the rules 
against religious and political controversy to payment for a permanent 
librarian, first Robert Spence and then, from 1799, the bookseller Mar-
shall.76 The committee noted that the membership seemed to increase 
with the purchase of books. Turner seems to have been less sanguine 
about the growth of the library, which he claimed was never central to 
his plan. The commitment to debate seemed to wane as the books in-
creased. Fewer papers were being offered for discussion: Turner became 
concerned that book buying was draining resources and diverting energy. 
The faction associated with Marshall, joined by another local bookseller, 
Eneas Mackenzie, thought otherwise: the library provided a “bond of 
union” between the members. The phrase suggests they viewed books as 
things that enabled social life.77

Problems relating to these differing assumptions about what consti-
tuted knowledge and how it should be communicated started to surface 
when Turner decided to give a lecture series in chemistry. Turner’s gen-
uine commitment to this specific aspect of Priestley’s influence was pal-
pable right from his early Speculations. Judging by the first volume of 
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“Papers read at the Society” still held in the archives, topics of this kind 
provided the focus for more than half the early papers. Reflecting a desire 
to accelerate this aspect of the society’s business among other members, 
Turner’s friend and ally Thomas Bigge proposed a lectureship in “some of 
the most useful branches of Natural and Experimental Philosophy.” The 
innovation was not just about content. It was also intended to reanimate 
the intellectual energy of the society.78 For other members of the society, 
though, the lecture series that developed into “the New Institution” rep-
resented an unwelcome diversion of funds. A paper war broke out in 1808 
that included vitriolic personal attacks on Turner. The opening salvo ap-
peared in a letter simply signed “Mentor”: “The Institution is considered 
as a heavy burthen upon the Society, and means are now taking to prevent 
the funds from being diverted from the original course, in the purchase 
of unnecessary or useless machines, expensive printing jobs, &c.”79 The 
dispute that followed spilled out into squibs and pamphlets and onto the 
pages of the local press. Little would be known of the detail if it were not 
for the assiduous collecting of Anthony Hedley, who used a whole inter-
leaved volume to gather the manuscript and print record of the dispute 
as it ran over 1808 and up to the general meeting of March 1809.

Turner’s initial antagonists were the silversmith Ralph Beilby, “an ar-
dent Churchman,” and Henry Moises, headmaster of the grammar school 
and early advocate of a “general library.”80 The “Mentor” letter hints at 
latent resentments about the influence of a Unitarian minister in the so-
ciety: “A Minister of the Gospel might be better employed than in the vain 
pursuits of practical philosophy; they cannot perceive, either in the con-
duct or the opinions of philosophers, any thing which might give them 
a high opinion of its efficacy in leading minds to a serious sense of the 
duties of religion.” Early in 1809 Mackenzie and Marshall— members of 
Turner’s congregation— began to attack from another angle, more con-
cerned with the question of access to knowledge. Apart from the expen-
sive outlay of resources on apparatus, the roles of Sir John Swinburne 
and the Duke of Northumberland in raising finances encouraged their 
ire. Mackenzie published a two- page broadsheet sardonically presenting 
himself as someone “whose business engages my attention almost unre-
mittingly, from an early hour” ranged against self- described “gentlemen 
of character.”81 The committee minutes are tight- lipped apart from the 
brief note in November 1808 depreciating the irruption of “personali-
ties” into the society and earnestly recommended “every Member to 
avoid them.” The matter was finally resolved at a meeting— the day after 
Mackenzie’s two- page broadside was published— which preserved at least 
the facade of unity.82

The distaste shown for the incident by the historians of the society 
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rather blinds them to the complex issues it raised.83 One interpretation of 
the dispute sees it as the manifestation of an ongoing tension between the 
development of the library and Turner’s “colloquium,” as Derek Orange 
has described it, “consisting of a small number of active members meet-
ing regularly for discussion and exchange of scientific intelligence.” This 
interpretation, though, threatens to collapse a complex situation into an 
overly neat binary between “a reading club and a scientific society.” Roy 
Porter seems closer to the mark in his suggestion that what the mem-
bers wanted was “broad access to culture rather than science per se.”84 
The problem was the different understandings of this broad culture, 
its modes of exchange, and who should gain access. Turner was always 
concerned that the society should generate knowledge and not just be-
come a repository of books. His correspondence with Anderson, as we 
have seen, shows he consulted on the best means to fire the mechanism 
of “literary” conversation without descending into disputatiousness. The 
issue of enlivening exchange still concerned him after the dispute over 
the New Institution was resolved. In January 1814, Turner read to the 
parent society a paper justifying the foundation of what he describes as 
a “Literary Club,” whose members were committed to writing papers for 
discussion. The library, Turner complained again, had become so much 
the principal object of attention that it was extinguishing the spirit of 
live exchange (only two papers, he pointed out, had been submitted to 
the monthly meetings in the past year).85

Turner and his ally James Losh, a friend of Wordsworth’s from the 
1790s, had already started a smaller “Literary Club” within the larger 
society. Each member had to write (or “procure to be written”) a paper. 
Activity was being bought by contraction. In his diary, Losh described 
“the first meeting of our new society for literary conversation and writ-
ing essays” as a “pleasant rational evening and such as one that prom-
ises profit and amusement hereafter.” Sometimes describing it as “our 
Conversation S[ociet]y,” elsewhere in the diary he expressed impatience 
when the papers were too specialized.86 For all its seeming celebration 
of the coming together of diverse perspectives, the spark of conversa-
tion was usually felt to work best when those involved were in sympathy 
with one another to the extent that disagreement would not descend into 
wrangling, a feeling that may have been lost in the monthly meetings 
of the Literary and Philosophical Society but preserved in the smaller if 
more exclusive Literary Club. Social class was always an issue in the way 
these judgments were made. On January 30, 1815, Losh’s diary mentions 
“a sensible well written paper” by someone from “whose appearance and 
manners I should not have expected any good on the subject.” The ques-
tion of the social complexion of knowledge haunted the Literary and Phil-
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osophical Society. It was an issue Eneas Mackenzie complained about in 
1823 when it moved to the grand building it currently occupies.87

These episodes were never a straight fight between science (the New 
Institution) and books (“a general library”). A more complicated and 
tangled field of forces stretched between chemical lectures, library re-
source, and the desire for participatory exchange within disparate social 
limits. These differences could be understood in Latour’s terms as an ar-
gument over which objects— books or apparatuses— had representative 
authority in the society, but they were also shaped by questions about the 
mode of interaction (lecture or monthly meeting) and the definition of 
the participating group.88 This last question was to become increasingly 
complicated after 1815 in the wider context of revived political unrest on 
the national scene accompanied by mounting pressure from the working 
classes for a place in the knowledge economy. The College of Arts and 
Sciences in Manchester had made some moves in this direction as early 
as 1785 by providing free tickets for lectures to skilled workers. In New-
castle, the same spirit took the form of advice on setting up book clubs 
and reading societies through the weekly periodical the Oeconomist 
(1798– 99). Produced by Losh and a circle of friends that included Turner, 
the magazine sold for only one and a half pence, much more cheaply than 
most magazines at the time. In its pages was a recommended course of 
reading and “Hints of a Plan for a Book Club.”89 In his funeral sermon 
for Losh in 1833, Turner described the Oeconomist as “one of the first 
attempts to enlighten the mass of the people by means of cheap publica-
tions.”90 His comments placed the magazine in the context of initiatives 
that included the Mechanics’ Institutes of the 1820s, discussed at greater 
length in chapter 3. The connection also hints at an assumption of stew-
ardship that bedeviled such initiatives. The Oeconomist also signaled 
the trajectory of the “parent” society as it retreated from the confidence 
of the late 1780s and early 1790s into the war years. Explicitly framed, 
Klancher points out, as a defense against “the political difficulties of this 
awful moment,” the Oeconomist represented a form of paternalistic out-
reach that turned the diffusion of knowledge toward personal improve-
ment, even if one that still maintained the forms of social reading in its 
advice on clubbing together over books.91 Its emphasis on “improvability 
of the rational faculties” came with sharp warnings “to beware of indulg-
ing the imagination and enfeebling the understanding by books of mere 
amusement” that seems at odds with the more generous take on the plea-
sures of taste in the early papers given in Manchester, although the Oeco-
nomist did published poems, including Barbauld’s “Mouse’s Petition” and 
a sonnet to Jane Roscoe by her husband.

After 1815, a new wave of working- class radicalism was increasingly 
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taking these matters into its own hands. Mackenzie and Marshall were 
actively involved in radical debating societies that were starting to spring 
up around Newcastle. Marshall’s activities probably played their part in 
his dismissal as librarian at a time when the society was anxious about 
any radical associations. In 1817, the society wrote to the metropolitan 
press to distance itself from Thomas Spence, whose followers had re-
cently been involved in the Spa Fields Riots in London; it had done the 
same thing in the crisis year of 1798.92 Turner also asked Losh to seek legal 
reassurances that the societies’ meetings would not be sanctioned under 
the government’s crackdown on seditious meetings. Mackenzie as a local 
antiquarian kept up a commentary on the Literary and Philosophical So-
ciety that mixed local pride with a sense of the diminished possibilities 
entertained by the society, especially after it sought patronage among the 
gentry to pay for its grand new premises, opened by the Duke of Sussex.93 
Mackenzie challenged Turner’s paternalist genealogy by claiming to have 
been the prime mover behind the Mechanics’ Institute: “I have written 
the resolutions and appointed the speakers. . . .]Though the yearly sub-
scription is small, I have no doubt we shall have as much money to spend 
as the other society [the Lit Phil], which is daily becoming more exclusive 
and aristocratic.”94

◆

The obituary of Robert Doubleday published in Marshall’s Northern 
Reformer’s Monthly Magazine the year of the opening of the grand new 
building claimed that the Literary and Philosophical Society had “arisen, 
like a phoenix, out of the ashes of the old institution.” This earlier Philo-
sophical Society of the 1770s had expelled Thomas Spence for delivering 
the first version of his radical land plan. Doubleday’s participation in 
both societies suggested the possibility at least of a more complex and 
less respectable genealogy for the town’s knowledge networks than its 
more respectable members wished to recognize. The Doubleday obitu-
ary also echoed Mackenzie’s critical account of the society’s progress to 
its fine new building. Raising funds had meant cozying up to “the gov-
erning part of the town.” “By strictly avoiding all political controversy, 
and a careful attention to this matter in their selection of their Library,” 
the obituary continued, “several of the aristocratical class have been in-
duced to become members” with the result that “its general utility dimin-
ished.”95 Useful knowledge here is understood in a much more democratic 
way than was often the case in the 1820s, especially in the context of the 
decade’s drive to set up Mechanics’ Institutes. In the context of these 
contrasting views of the development of the Literary and Philosophical 
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Society, Turner’s “literary club” might be seen as a step in a more general 
process that increasingly restricted the collision of mind into specially 
insulated conditions, small vetted groups, and purpose- built venues, 
where no spark might fly out to ignite any more general conflagration. 
The Literary and Philosophical Society of Newcastle upon Tyne entered 
its grand new home in 1823. The Manchester society had entered its own 
purpose- built premises in 1799. Both societies had to wait for well over  
a decade after their inaugurations to acquire their own homes. The Phil-
osophical and Literary Society Leeds had its Philosophical Hall within 
three years of its foundation in 1819. There were special conditions  
in Leeds, discussed in chapter 3, but there was certainly an accelerating 
drive toward boundaries being drawn around the free exchange that Mar-
shall and Mackenzie understood as the bond and union of the Literary 
and Philosophical Society.





Britain and the world after the Napoleonic Wars were very different 
places than they had been when the Manchester Literary and Philo-
sophical Society was founded in 1781. Contrary to Linda Colley’s idea 
of Britons emerging from the war effort united as a nation, deep- seated 
differences had been incubated in the years of conflict, exacerbated by 
class and region, not least as those differences were rapidly reconfigur-
ing in relation to the Industrial Revolution.1 Among the ruling classes, 
still largely a landed oligarchy, the 1820s saw the beginning of the slow 
process of reimagining Britain as a workshop of the world that would ex-
port manufactured goods and import most of its food. The Tory admin-
istrations of Lord Liverpool and his successors, despite their traditional 
reliance on the support of country gentlemen hostile to reform, reacted 
to these changes with cautious pragmatism.2 Liverpool and, especially, 
his lieutenant William Huskisson could see the importance of the cot-
ton manufactures and the technological innovations in engineering, but 
they remained ambivalent enough about them to equivocate over public 
funding for a statue of James Watt after his death in 1819. Looking back 
from 1826, Charles Lyell hailed “the rise and swift growth of cities, and 
the sudden affluence to which commercial or manufacturing industry 
has raised districts hitherto insignificant and thinly peopled.”3 Provin-
cial public opinion had certainly been feeling its strength, congratulat-
ing itself on successful campaigns against the slave trade (1807) and the 
restrictions of the Orders in Council (1812). The prospects of synchro-
nous improvement in the arts and sciences together remained a pleasing 
prospect in such quarters, even if the terms of their relationship were far 
from unquestioned. Other— mainly short- lived— literary and philosoph-
ical societies had followed the examples of Manchester and Newcastle 
in the war years. Only the cessation of large- scale international conflict 

[  C h a p t e r  t h r e e  ]
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brought renewed confidence in the possibilities of emulating them on 
a larger scale across the region covered by this book.4 Joseph Hunter of 
Sheffield, for instance, looked to the resumption of improvement after  
“a state of painful disunion” in 1819, and he had his wishes fulfilled when 
the Sheffield Literary and Philosophical Society was established at the 
end of 1822.5 In Leeds, a Philosophical and Literary Society was set up 
in 1819 after a debate in the pages of the local liberal- Whig paper, the 
Leeds Mercury.6 Figures such as Edward Baines Sr. and Jr., both editors 
of the Mercury; Thomas Asline Ward in Sheffield; and James Losh in 
Newcastle upon Tyne— all of whom took up leadership roles in the lit-
erary and philosophical societies of their respective cities— were to play 
important parts in agitation surrounding the Reform Bill of 1832. Roscoe 
had an earlier political victory when, during his brief period as member 
of Parliament (MP) for Liverpool in 1806– 7, he helped steer the bill for  
the abolition of the slave trade through Parliament. The Liverpool Liter-
ary and Philosophical Society set up in 1812 was very much the product 
of his circle, even if financial difficulties meant he did not become active 
in it until 1817.

Although still devoted to the idea of a space of knowledge free from the 
divisive issues of party and religion, in many ways the literary and philo-
sophical societies look like the engines of a liberal- Whig faith in reform 
in the broadest sense. Most of those named in the foregoing paragraph, 
for instance, were associated with Henry Brougham’s various campaigns 
against “Old Corruption.”7 They tended to present this liberal vision of 
improvement as transcending divisions of sect and party, but others saw 
in it the emergence of a distinctive political and cultural phenomenon, 
clearly wedded to the manufacturing interest. William Cobbett, with 
typical vehemence, called out the elder Baines as “Brougham’s grand 
puffer, the great LIar oF the North, publisher of that mass of lies 
and nonsense called the Leeds Mercury . . . this swelled up, greedy and 
unprincipled puffer who has been the deluder of Yorkshire for twenty 
years past.”8 The proliferation of knowledge institutions might appear to 
be the partial payment of a peace dividend. However, any prosperity was 
short- circuited by the widespread unemployment of returning soldiers, 
a series of downturns in the trade cycle, and then a spectacular financial 
crash in 1825, none of which left the societies untouched. The struggle 
for parliamentary reform revived only to be vigorously put down by Lord 
Liverpool’s government, most obviously in the form of the Six Acts of 
1819. Freedom of opinion was a cardinal point of the faith in improve-
ment, especially among those Dissenters loyal to the dimming memory 
of Joseph Priestley, but faced with an increasingly organized working 
class and calls for radical reform, even those who held to this inheritance 
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became anxious about limits, an anxiety made clear in the changes at 
Newcastle when it sought aristocratic patronage for its grand new home 
it moved into in 1823.

The Peterloo Massacre of August 1819 provides a telling critical point 
in the disappointment of hopes for the postwar settlement, but its signif-
icance is complicated. The Manchester magistracy was largely acting in 
the interests of “Old Corruption” rather than the manufacturing classes, 
at least in any direct sense.9 Present— it seems as observers— on the day 
of Peterloo were the millowner Samuel Greg and his son Robert Hyde 
Greg. Appalled at the conduct of the militia, they brought forward their 
neighbor the Reverend Edward Stanley, rector of Alderley, as a witness 
to the illegality of the magistrates’ actions on the day. Nevertheless, their 
status as observers speaks of the limits to their sympathies.10 The Man-
chester journalist Archibald Prentice may have placed Greg among those 
who had “remained true to his early principles” in the postwar period, 
along with the recently deceased Thomas Walker, but those principles 
did not readily translate into the mass platform politics of a new era.11  
A few days after the massacre, Hannah Greg wrote to her daughter Bessy 
that “the savage & intemperate Character of the populace will make  
a large party in favour of the Suppression— the Mode of it was the dreadful 
business.” She ended her letter with a paranoid fantasy that “the Radicals 
in this neighbourhood go the full length of Equalization of property.”12

Also present at Peterloo, probably on the platform with Henry “Or-
ator” Hunt, was Edward Baines Jr. He too was an observer rather than  
a participant, reporting on proceedings for the Leeds Mercury, which had 
played a part in exposing the spy “Oliver” in the run- up to the meeting. 
Again, though, it campaigned against mass platform politics and radical 
reform. Edward Baines Sr. urged those looking for universal male suf-
frage to seek financial help instead or even assistance with emigration 
to North America.13 Around this time, Baines father and son were also 
putting their energies into the creation of the Philosophical and Literary 
Society at Leeds. Their work there was in part an attempt to cement the 
cultural authority of a liberal- Whig settlement. Even within the emer-
gent urban elite of Leeds that clustered around the institution, however, 
their influence was far from uncontested, especially when it came to their 
attempts to have political economy enshrined as a kind of master narra-
tive. “Bainesocracy,” as it came to be known in Leeds, was committed to 
political economy as the driving discipline of improvement, placing its 
greatest emphasis on the creative power of technological innovation and 
free trade, but the subject struggled to achieve validation, never mind 
hegemony, in these institutions across the 1820s. “Improvement” in the 
1820s offered a landscape of shifting, grinding plates rather than any 
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integrated new hegemony, defined as much by its differences, as by any 
sense of the triumph of a coherent set of values, despite every effort to 
present itself to the world in that aspect.

t h e  F L o r e N C e  o F  t h e  N o r t h

Agitation in the Leeds newspapers to start a literary and philosophical 
society explicitly responded to a call to arms made by William Roscoe 
in his inaugural address to the Liverpool Royal Institution in November 
1817.14 A member of the Manchester society from 1784, he had praised 
the role of institutions in supporting provincial improvement in the arts 
and sciences from as early as his Ode, On the Institution of a Society in 
Liverpool, for the Encouragement of Designing, Drawing, Painting etc 
(1774). In 1802, speaking at the opening of Liverpool’s Botanic Garden,  
he had argued for “the great superiority of a public institution over 
private collections in promoting botanical sciences,” implicitly con-
trasting the combined powers of a commercial town against aristocratic 
patronage.15 These collective enterprises, Roscoe argued, had “already 
excited a spirit of emulation in some of the principal towns of the king-
dom, where proposals have been published for institutions on a similar 
plan.” After the several false starts, detailed in chapter 2, Liverpool was 
finally rewarded with its own Literary and Philosophical Society in 1812. 
Surprisingly, Roscoe was not initially involved with the new society, but 
many of those in his circle were. The group that met to discuss founding 
a new society in February 1812 included his old Rathbone allies, their 
friend the Unitarian minister Theophilus Houlbrooke, and Thomas 
Traill, who had worked with Roscoe at the Botanic Garden.16 Roscoe’s 
close friend and staunch ally William Shepherd was a member by March 
1812, as was James Currie’s son and John Bostock, stepson of John Yates, 
whose sermon against the slave trade had rocked Hannah Greg in 1788. 
Shepherd successfully proposed William Henry— son of the cofounder of 
the Manchester society— at the May 1812 meeting. The powers of repro-
duction in these networks is startling. The meetings discussed “literary 
intelligence” and more formal papers: William Tartt, for instance, spoke 
on the commonsense philosophy of Thomas Reid and Dugald Stewart, 
always major influences in these circles.17 Traill encouraged the young 
Quaker architect Thomas Rickman to give a paper on the topic of what 
was to become his influential Attempt to Discriminate the Styles of En-
glish Architecture (1817). His friend Edmund Aikin, son of John Aikin Jr., 
also joined the society. At the meeting that elected Rickman, a poem was 
presented in celebration of Roscoe’s role in the city’s progress. The follow-
ing November he was kept in their minds by the donation of a medallion 



 Improvement Redux [  7 1  ]

celebrating his achievements. Roscoe himself, struggling with financial 
difficulties over this period, only applied to join in December 1817, at 
which point— inevitably enough— the meeting unanimously invited him 
to become president.18

When Roscoe opened the Liverpool Royal Institution on November 25, 
1817, he celebrated the provision of a civic space dedicated to knowledge, 
including rooms for the Literary and Philosophical Society, on the basis 
of pledges of funding made at a public meeting back in 1814.19 Roscoe sat 
on the committee with the plantation owner Sir John Gladstone. They 
had once been loosely allied in the campaigns against the town’s Tory 
oligarchy, Gladstone supporting Roscoe in the 1806 election on an aboli-
tionist ticket. A decade later Gladstone had become the major spokesman 
for the sugar interest after acquiring plantations in Demerara and else-
where.20 Nevertheless, despite these differences, including Gladstone’s 
initially standing in opposition to Roscoe, the broad- based support of 
wealthy merchants made sure money was quickly raised, with even the 
town’s Common Council lending its aid.21 The institution was intended to 
provide courses of lectures for the sons of the merchant elite who did not 
wish for the expense of Cambridge or Oxford, or were otherwise barred 

FIgure 6.  “Liverpool Royal Institution, Colquitt Street.” Drawn by  
G. and C. Pyne. Engraved by F. Hay. Additional note below the title  
reads, “To Wm Roscoe, Esq. This Plate Is Respectfully Inscribed,  

By The Publishers. Fisher, Son & Co. London 1829.” Private collection.
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from entry. It also supported a library and museum as well as the Liter-
ary and Philosophical Society, and it provided space for the Academy of 
Artists and— from 1826— for a philomathic society (for the attainment 
of knowledge by discussion), not to mention supporting plans for an ob-
servatory and developing a series of schools. From the very beginning, 
it lay claim to a broad civic role that would “diffuse a general taste for 
scientific and literary subjects, so as to enable the town of Liverpool to 
keep up with, if not excel, other populous communities, as well abroad 
as at home.”22 The sheer breadth of its activities suggests the hunger for  
a provincial higher education institution in the English regions. Its even-
tual downfall later in the nineteenth century probably resulted from the 
strain placed on its resources by trying to do too much.23

By 1817, Roscoe was acquiring something of the status of an elder 
statesman who could rise above partisan differences. His scholarly en-
deavors had brought international acclaim, most conspicuously through 
his Life of Lorenzo di Medici (1795) and The Pontificate of Leo the Tenth 
(1805). After the collapse of his financial interests in 1816, one corre-
spondent told William Shepherd that even “those who disapproved of the 
violence of his Politics, must always have admired and loved the Scholar 
& the Man.”24 Early in its life, William Dixon had argued that the Liter-
ary and Philosophical Society could host “communication unclouded by 
Political animadversion or Sensual excess.” Edward Baines Sr. later de-
scribed its activities as more like “regulated conversation than debate.”25 
Roscoe’s inaugural address for the LRI sounded the same accommodat-
ing note about the arts and sciences advancing together under the aegis 
of commerce, despite the historical differences between the American 
and West India merchants, abolitionists and slavers, Dissenters and An-
glicans, who all made up his audience. The same principle underpinned 
his two Italian cultural histories, wherein he presented the city- states 
as flourishing under a system of liberty until the Medici corrupted re-
publican government into an oligarchy. Parallels with the situation in 
Liverpool where Roscoe and his friends had waged a long war against 
the self- perpetuating oligarchy of the Common Council were obvious.26 
Roscoe’s friend John Aikin Jr. devoted a lengthy appendix to the story 
of its usurpation of the original rights of the freemen of Liverpool in his 
Description of Manchester, but Roscoe’s 1817 address veered away from 
conflicts of the past to tell a story more flattering to the commercial in-
terest as a whole. Aikin may not have been entirely tongue- in- cheek when 
he wrote to Roscoe soon afterward to express his hopes that one day the 
institution might “convert Liverpool into an Athens or a Florence.”27 The 
role of slavery in generating this wealth, the differences between Glad-
stone and Roscoe, seem laundered away in a celebration of commercial 
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liberty guided by the LRI. Blackwood’s, not yet quite the Tory magazine 
it would shortly become, likewise heaped praise on the idea, using it to 
browbeat the association of Cambridge and Oxford with monasticism.28 
Roscoe sent a copy of his speech to Thomas Jefferson, who wrote back to 
tell him “your Liverpool institution will also aid us in the organisation of 
our new University [of Virginia].”29

Where it was received rather less warmly was at the Royal Institution 
in London, as Jon Klancher has shown. Its new Journal of Science and 
the Art published a hostile review partly predicated on a predictable ob-
jection to provincial confidence in the alliance between trade and knowl-
edge. Under the spell of Humphry Davy’s bravura performances in its 
lecture theater, the Royal Institution in London was increasingly a site 
of aristocratic patronage. What also seems to have triggered the irrita-
tion of the London society was Roscoe’s belief in the effects of histori-
cal circumstances on both the arts and sciences: “It is to the influence 
of moral causes, to these dispositions and arrangements in the affairs of 
mankind, that are particularly within our own power, that we are to seek 
for the reasons of the progress or decline of liberal studies” (26). There 
was nothing intrinsic in the development of either domain, Roscoe be-
lieved; both were equally sensitive to arrangements of power. For the 
Journal of Science and the Arts, on the other hand, there were intrinsic 
differences: “Painting, sculpture, poetry, music, magic, and astrology, 
have been peculiarly subject to these alternations of real and sometimes 
imaginary rise and decline.” With regard to the sciences, argued its re-
viewer, “no person will hesitate to pronounce that the patrimony of such 
learning is continually improving, and sometimes increasing.” Roscoe,  
in sharp contrast, as Klancher points out, “treated the two domains as 
equally” vulnerable to the rise and fall of states, and also suggested both 
were “fundamental to local and national prosperity.”30

The shadow of a new kind of oligarchy haunted Roscoe’s speech in the 
fear that manufacturers might turn into a “commercial aristocracy,” to 
use a phrase of William Turner’s.31 Early opinion in the Liverpool Liter-
ary and Philosophical Society had been relaxed about the relationship 
between improvement and industry: “The enlarged state of our home 
Manufactures,” said Dixon, “furnishes an ample field for Mathematical 
investigation and Chemical experiment.”32 Roscoe was rather less san-
guine: “The effects of manufactures is different;” he thought, “and upon 
the whole not so conducive perhaps as agriculture to the formation of in-
tellectual character” (43). Here one might see why someone with Jeffer-
son’s agrarian prejudices admired the paper. The problem for Roscoe was 
the division of labor and the consolidation of capital in fewer and fewer 
hands. Roscoe gave it an inflection that recalled the Scottish Enlighten-



[  7 4  ]  C h a p t e r  t h r e e

ment debates in which he was well versed.33 In the essay he had sent to the 
Manchester society back in the 1780s, his reservations had been with the 
narrowing effects of specialism engendered by scientific studies. In 1817, 
his mind seems to have been turning toward the specific case of manu-
factures and, in particular, on the “unavoidable tendency of these em-
ployments to contract or deaden the intellect, and to reduce the powers 
both of mind and body to a machine, in which the individual almost loses 
his identity and becomes only a part of a more complicated apparatus” 
(43– 44).The general terms of the address certainly agreed with Dugald 
Stewart’s view, quoted in it later on, that “all the different improvements 
in arts, in commerce, and in the sciences,” were “co- operating to promote 
the union, the happiness, and the virtue of mankind” (71– 72). Eager to 
retain the nonconfrontational line developed through the lecture, he ap-
pended a note to the published version of his speech that qualified his 
criticism of manufactures by acknowledging that “sufficient has cer-
tainly been done, in some of our largest establishments, to prove that the 
comfort and respectability of this laborious part of the community may 
be attained not only without detriment or expence, but with great and 
positive advantages to those who have adopted so judicious and humane  
a plan” (44). Perhaps he was thinking of friends such as the Gregs at 
Quarry Bank, where he was a regular visitor, or even Robert Owen, whom 
he met and corresponded with around 1813. Nevertheless, despite their 
reputations as model employers, the “condition of the persons employed,” 
as Roscoe put it, was to become an increasingly fraught issue in the 1820s 
that threatened the surface unity of knowledge institutions around the 
region.34

Perhaps because of the influence of Roscoe, however, political econ-
omy did not play a big part in the syllabus at the LRI. Not originally 
proposed as a subject for a lecture series at Liverpool, J. R. McCulloch, 
sometimes described as the first professional political economist, did 
give a series in late 1824, even offering the first gratis.35 Although the lec-
tures were praised by B. A. Heywood (of the banking family), Roscoe’s 
successor as president, who described the subject as “of the utmost im-
portance to the best interests of the nation,” it still didn’t catch on as  
a popular topic at the LRI. Mixing the report on McCulloch with news of 
lectures by Traill on science and others on Italian culture, even Heywood 
seemed most concerned with refuting critics who had accused the insti-
tution of “incongruously mixing . . . the praise of Phidias and Michel An-
gelo, with admiration for commercial excellence.”36 Other developments 
in Liverpool’s institutional architecture over the decade were subject to 
related tensions. The opening of a Mechanics’ and Apprentices’ Library 
was celebrated with great pomp in 1823, including speeches by Sir John 



 Improvement Redux [  7 5  ]

Gladstone and the display of a white silken banner sent from the appren-
tices of New York with the name “rosCoe” emblazoned on it.37 “Contro-
versial divinity” and “party politics” were, as usual, excluded from the 
library, but standard works on religion and “approved writings” on po-
litical economy and legislation were allowed, with even “Approved Works 
of Fiction” finding space on the shelves.38 The library quickly became  
a School of Arts that offered classes and lectures. Traill played the same 
major role as he did at the LRI, encouraging a broad range of books in 
the library and allowing some participation of the working classes in the 
management committee, to the approval of Henry Brougham. Somewhat 
prematurely, his 1825 address claimed that “it was no longer necessary to 
offer any defence of a principle so generally acknowledged as the utility 
of the diffusion of knowledge among all classes of society,” but his speech 
was rather less confident than these sentiments might suggest. Aware 
that Leeds and Manchester had chosen a much less democratic manage-
ment structure, he feared that “the inexperience of the operative classes 
in the management of such undertakings” had sometimes directed its 
choices “more to amusing than to useful objects.” For all the relative di-
versity of its library, later envied by Edward Baines Jr. in Leeds, Traill 
insisted that its primary aim should be “communicating sound mechan-
ical principles to the working classes,” a principle that failed to drum up 
the expected enthusiasm, as was the case in nearly all these initiatives.39

Any idea of a stable and united commercial hegemony in Liverpool 
were disturbed when the question of slavery resurfaced to undermine the 
armistice between the various factions of merchant opinion, even ruffling 
the surface of the minute books of the Literary and Philosophical Society. 
The Quaker merchant James Cropper, a foundational member of the Lit-
erary and Philosophical Society, close to the Rathbones, drew on Adam 
Smith’s Wealth of Nations to advance the argument that slavery would 
always be driven out by the productivity of free labor. Many advocates 
of the abolition of the slave trade in 1807 had mistakenly assumed that 
slavery itself would naturally wither away with the trade, as Roscoe later 
admitted to Cropper.40 Instead, emancipation had become mired in argu-
ments about policing international waters. Cropper helped reignite the 
national campaign by arguing against state support of the West Indian 
economy through preferential tariffs. The government made encourag-
ing noises but did nothing. In Liverpool itself, Cropper set up a local soci-
ety for the “mitigation & gradual Abolition of Slavery,” inviting his friend 
Roscoe to lend it his authority as president.41 An acrimonious newspaper 
war flared in the Liverpool press between Cropper and Gladstone. Glad-
stone pointed out that until recently Cropper had been an importer of 
American cotton. Now that he had turned to become an importer of East 
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Indian sugar, Gladstone argued, Cropper had self- interested motives for 
his new campaign. Gladstone, on his side, presented his introduction of 
modern factory discipline to the plantations as a sign of an improving 
spirit, but he was attacked by hard- line planters of the old school for in-
novations that also included inviting missionaries onto his estates. The 
latter were blamed for the Demerara uprising of 1823— centered on Glad-
stone’s estate and led by his enslaved namesake Jack Gladstone— partly 
because they were believed to have spread news of an imminent decree 
for emancipation. Whatever Gladstone’s own claims to be an improver 
intent on meliorating the worst effects of slavery, he showed few qualms 
about supporting the brutal repression of the uprising. These tensions 
appeared at the Literary and Philosophical Society when the Rev. Wil-
liam Hinch presented a paper at the end of 1825 called “Reflections on 
Slavery among the Ancients.” Classical history, as so often in these socie-
ties, circumvented the rules against topical controversies. Unusually, the 
minute books record something of the way the discussion went. Thomas 
Fletcher, an ally of Gladstone’s who had gone into print against Cropper 
in the newspaper war, argued that the treadmill was “less severe than 
the flail . . . the judicious employment of this machine as an engine of 
punishment is neither cruel nor unjust.”42 Here was improvement from 
the Gladstonian point of view!

Gladstone came to believe that Roscoe, Traill, and their allies had been 
able to “infect with radicalism a new generation of young men.”43 Traill’s 
memoir of Roscoe, delivered at a meeting of the Literary and Philosophi-
cal Society in the heady atmosphere building up to the Reform Bill, had no 
compunction about extensively detailing his active support of the French 
Revolution in the 1790s, including his widely circulated song, “From the 
vine- covered hills of France,” and also warmly praised his lifelong ab-
olitionism.44 Whatever his radical past, Roscoe’s broader vision of the 
cultural possibilities of commercial prosperity created a host of disciples, 
but many of them, as we shall see in the case of his imitators in Leeds, did 
not share his ambivalence about the accumulation of capital. Cropper’s 
belief in political economy as a logic of liberty in many ways captures the 
new spirit of improvement in the 1820s, as Eric Williams suggested in his 
epochal reading of the death blow given to West Indian monopolists by 
the spirit of free trade and industrial expansion, but it was not economic 
arguments that inspired the wider resurgence of the abolitionist move-
ment in Britain.45 Public opinion there only really rallied to the suffering 
of the enslaved people after the death in prison of the London Mission-
ary Society’s John Smith. Women evangelicals played a major role in this 
new burst of abolitionism, including Mary Anne Rawson, who founded  
a Sheffield Female Anti- Slavery Society in 1825.46 Her collaborations with 
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James Montgomery were powerful engines of philanthropic activism, 
driven by a religious energy not usually encouraged at the literary and 
philosophical societies fearful of the divisive power of zeal. Be that as it 
may, Montgomery and some of his male associates at least, Rawson be-
ing excluded on grounds of her gender, became important in the Shef-
field Literary and Philosophical Society from its beginning. On the other 
hand, advocates of political economy as a value- neutral system of knowl-
edge with a rightful place at the literary and philosophical societies faced 
battles of their own in the 1820s as they were suspected of peddling the 
profit- driven cant of the manufacturing interest, the formation that even 
from his early days at the Manchester society Roscoe had feared might 
pervert his vision of a virtuous union of commerce, science, and the arts.

“ B a I N e s o C r a C y ”  a N d  I t s  d I s C o N t e N t s

Across the Pennines in Leeds, finally linked to Liverpool by the comple-
tion of the Leeds- Liverpool canal in 1816, William Roscoe’s 1817 speech at 
the opening of the Liverpool Royal Institute (LRI) threw into relief its own 
lack of knowledge institutions, regretted in Edward Baines Sr.’s Gazetteer 
of the town: “With the exception of those arts which have an immediate 
reference to Commerce and Manufactures, Philosophical researches are 
not much cultivated in Leeds; still less do Literary pursuits engage the at-
tention of its inhabitants.”47 Leeds at this time was a thriving textile town, 
dominated by wool, worsted, and flax manufactures, as it long had been. 
Trailing after Manchester in terms of technical innovation, it was wit-
nessing the early stages of a massive transformation toward the factory 
system led by the two major industrialists, Benjamin Gott, in wool, and 
John Marshall, in flax, who had started building mills on a grand scale 
in the 1790s.48 These were men who had amassed enough capital to allow 
them to rise above the fluctuations in trade and involve themselves in 
cultural endeavors. Politically, the town was unreformed, dominated by  
a closed Tory corporation, still without a member of Parliament of its own, 
although Baines had started to campaign for the reform of the workhouse 
and other local institutions.49 His comment in the Directory— reflecting 
his general advocacy of improvement for the town— prompted a debate in 
the Mercury, as Baines had presumably intended, beginning with a letter 
from “Leodiensian” (probably his son Edward), printed on September 26, 
1818. The letter called for the formation of a society whose purpose would 
be the “discussion of subjects, historical, literary, and philosophical.”50 
A note alluded to Roscoe’s speech at the LRI and celebrated the institu-
tion’s role in uniting “commerce” and “literature” under the same roof  
in order to blend “the bold, vigorous and active character of the one with 
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the elegant accomplishments and lighter graces of the other,” rather 
under playing, perhaps, what Roscoe had to say about the active impor-
tance of the arts.

Much the same line was reiterated in the generally positive corre-
spondence that followed in the Mercury. On October 24, 1818, one writer 
noted the importance of “literature as a relief to the severe and dry study 
of science,” although more discordant voices followed. Someone using 
the pseudonym Juvenis, writing on October 31, expressed doubts about 
a provincial town sustaining this kind of cultural institution. Partly the 
anxiety was about the limits to improvement and the continuing fear that 
the collision of mind might be the harbinger of “faction and contention.” 
Juvenis explicitly deferred to the metropolitan model being developed at 
the Royal Institution in London, echoing the critical tenor of the review 
of Roscoe’s speech in the Journal of Arts and Sciences. Other correspon-
dents wanted the scope of the Leeds society to be more narrowly scien-
tific after the fashion of earlier short- lived Leeds societies that Priestley 
and the physician William Hey had encouraged.51 Their opposition to 
the familiar rubric of “Literary and Philosophical” had clearly not been 
persuaded by Roscoe’s restatement of the alliance of “Physics and Belles 
Lettres.” Better, from these perspectives, to rely on traditional channels 
that operated from high to low and radiated out from metropolitan au-
thority. Better also to avoid topics that might threaten the boundaries of 
“regulated conversation.”

These doubters aside, the idea that the town needed such a society 
generated enough enthusiasm for a public meeting to be called in De-
cember 1818. The venerable Hey immediately pushed for a solely scien-
tific focus. The consensus, encouraged by the elder Baines, argued that 
“the society would interest a much greater number of persons and would 
consequently be more useful, if it had literature among its objects, like 
the societies of Liverpool and Manchester.”52 Hey acknowledged that the 
meeting was against him, and he promptly withdrew. The conciliatory 
approach that was to mark the society’s progress prevailed to the extent 
that the key terms were reversed in the title of the Leeds Philosophical 
and Literary Society. Still, the schedule over its first ten years did include 
lectures and papers on “modern literature.” Thomas Campbell, the star of 
the London circuit, who had already lectured at the LRI, was invited, and 
even Coleridge (without success in either case). The passing of Sir Walter 
Scott was commemorated with solemnity in 1832 as a further sign of the 
Leeds society’s seriousness about imaginative literature.53 The usual rule 
excluding politics and religion spoke to its aspiration to provide a civic 
space beyond party and denominational divisions. R. J. Morris’s detailed 
account of Leeds in these decades presents the society as negotiating  
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a safe haven from party and denominational divisions. It could not, how-
ever, heal the fissures beyond its walls, nor could they be entirely stifled 
within them, much as the society tried to prevent notice of them reaching 
the outside world.

Over the first few uncertain months of 1819, the Leeds Mercury kept 
up a steady stream of encouraging reports, certainly as compared with 
the more tight- lipped coverage provided in its Tory rival the Leeds Intel-
ligencer.54 The Intelligencer was on the alert for a covertly liberal- Whig 
project and for years suspected the Leeds Philosophical and Literary 
Society of being a creature of “Bainesocracy.”55 Apart from the support 
gained in the Mercury, the short- lived Leeds Literary Observer published 
a long essay in January 1819, also probably by Edward Baines Jr., wel-
coming the new society and seconding the resistance to Hey’s propos-
als. Advertised in the same day’s Mercury, the essay looks like part of an 
orchestrated campaign from the Baines camp to present the society as 
the natural successor to a variety of smaller societies based on religious 
denomination. The large new “mixed” society, in which “men of different 
political views and religious feelings unite,” thus appears as the result of 
a synthesis of difference from which everyone gains “a lively animation” 
and “that expansion which is the result of great variety.”56 This credo had 
been intrinsic to the vision of the literary and philosophical societies 
from the beginning, despite their struggles to distance it from too close 
an association with the freethinking of Dissent, just as the society in in 
Leeds struggled to escape the suspicions of the Intelligencer in this re-
gard. By the 1820s, this association was becoming hardened in the minds 
of its opponents into the more specific idea of a manufacturing interest 
hostile to the traditional authority of the church and state and eager to 
reform institutions out of its own self- interest.

The association was strongly identified with the Baines- Marshall al-
liance in Leeds as they managed to steer the aristocratic Whigs of the 
county— centered on the seat of the Fitzwilliam family at Wentworth 
House— toward an alliance with the manufacturing interest. When 
Brougham replaced John Marshall as the county MP at the 1830 election, 
it appeared the fulfillment of a deep- laid plan.57 Over the course of the 
1820s, the Leeds Mercury consolidated its position as the most important 
organ of middle- class opinion across the region and beyond. T. B. Macau-
lay described it as “now decidedly the best and most widely circulated 
provincial paper in England.”58 The term “liberal- Whig” is a useful way of 
describing its orientation, not least because it captures its support for the 
new republics of Europe and South America with its growing advocacy of 
political economy as a knowledge system that transcended the traditional 
social hierarchies of party politics. The Leeds Literary Observer essay was 
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robust in its welcome of the new society’s freedom from aristocratic pa-
tronage: “All cringing servility to superior rank or fortune, ought to be 
most studiously avoided. If this be once permitted, it will prove the cer-
tain bane of all free and manly discussion.”59 The sentiment was echoed 
throughout the early reports, although usually less polemically expressed, 
as one might expect given the slight preponderance of Tory voters in the 
general membership. Within this constituency, Michael Sadler formed a 
“radical Tory” opposition, which aimed to prevent the society becoming 
an incubator for liberal reform “in an age”— as Sadler put it to the Leeds 
Pitt Club in 1819— “when it appears as though every institution amongst 
us must be re- argued; when many in this country place so low a value on the 
stock of wisdom treasured up for us by our ancestors.” Sadler’s candidacy 
against Macaulay— imported from London by the Whigs— at the general 
election of December 1832 was emblematic of the differences that had  
churned beneath the surface of the society over the previous decade.60

The society was never simply the mouthpiece of the Baines- Marshall 
group. Present at the first meeting in December 1818, Sadler served as vice 
president and then president from 1828 to 1830 to provide a rallying point 
against “Bainesocracy.”61 On the other hand, Gott and Marshall, though 
Tory and Whig, worked together to fund the institution, their political 
and religious differences not disabling their manufacturing interests.  
Their wealth meant that from very early on a decision could be taken to 
invest in a purpose- built home for the society in what became the Phil-
osophical Hall.62 If the society was proud of its independence from aris-
tocratic influence, it was content to be influenced from within the ranks 
of the middle classes as proof of the town’s functioning meritocracy.63 
Even in its structure, though, an internal hierarchy prevailed between 
the financial influence of the proprietary members— some 20 percent of 
whom were either from the Gott or Marshall families— and the profes-
sional subscription members who provided the day- to- day energies.64 The 
Baines- Marshall alliance blurs this distinction a little. Edward Baines 
Sr. was a proprietary shareholder. With the elder Baines busy running  
a newspaper with broader political interests, it was his son who was most 
active at the society’s meetings. Marshall, on the other hand, despite be-
ing a man of business, was— much more than Gott— actively engaged as 
a polemicist for political economy. He gave papers “On the production of 
Wealth and the Propriety of discussing Subjects of Political Economy as 
distinguished to Politics” in 1824 and “On the Present State of Education 
in England” in 1826. He also published a textbook, The Economy of Social 
Life (1825), with an epigraph from Brougham: “That History, the nature 
of the Constitution, the doctrines of Political Economy, may safely be 
disseminated in a cheap form, no man now- a- days will be hardy enough 
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to deny.” The triad was very much Marshall’s idea of the liberal syllabus 
to be promoted in the Mechanics’ Institutes.65

Unfortunately for the Baines- Marshall axis, Sadler and his allies 
thought political economy to be as partisan as any other belief system. 
Marshall gave them provocation enough when his textbook complained 
that there were plenty of religious books but “none which appear to me 
to give true ideas of the mechanism of society, of the relative bearing of 
the different classes of mankind, of the objects and interests of each, and 
in short of the rudiments of economical science.”66 His opponents in the 
ten- hours movement (to shorten the standard workday from twelve hours 
to ten) undermined his pretensions to moral leadership by exposing the 
employment of children in his factories. In September 1832, Marshall’s 
son mocked Sadler’s “coquetry with the Radicals” to Brougham.67 Cer-
tainly the alliance may not have helped Sadler with Tories of Gott’s ilk, but 
neither were Marshall and his lieutenant Baines— Cobbett’s “Great Liar 
of the North”— easily credited as champions of value- neutral knowledge. 
If the acrimony generated by these disputes outside the society did not 
destroy it, there is certainly evidence from the minute books and else-
where that they put pressure on the rules about avoiding political and 
religious topics.

The first meeting in the Philosophical Hall was in April 1821, when the 
society heard Charles Turner Thackrah’s Introductory Discourse (1821), 
the winner of a competition to give the society’s inaugural address. 
Thackrah was the town surgeon, recently returned from Guy’s hospital, 
where he had been a contemporary of John Keats. Thackrah’s Discourse 
places him firmly in the line of literary physicians discussed in chapter 4, 
although it was only later in his career that he displayed their appetite for 
social inquiry critical of the factory system.68 At this stage, no impulse 
to ruffle the appearance of consensus appeared in his rather anodyne 
address. Like Roscoe, like nearly every one of these societies, Thackrah 
celebrated the progress of improvement with the customary recognition 
of the importance of association to the diffusion of knowledge. He lacked 
the cultural authority Roscoe could command at Liverpool— even his 
right to give the speech was questioned when the ballot was queried— but 
the general terms of his Introductory Discourse were not dissimilar from 
the address at the LRI in 1817. In that regard, Thackrah’s speech stayed in 
key with the Leeds society’s original Prospectus, which had compared its 
role in spreading intellectual enlightenment to the gas lighting that had 
recently been introduced to parts of the town. In both instances improve-
ment was “elite led,” to use Morris’s phrase, by a group that assumed its 
influence would radiate out to those excluded from direct participation: 
“Thus a taste for science and literature will be gradually diffused through 
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the different ranks of society, and literary friendships will be formed, 
perhaps the most durable and beneficial of any.”69 The debates certainly 
provided “a sounding board,” as Morris puts it, for “contemporary issues 
and ideas” and facilitated their application in Leeds. Very shortly after 
the Whig physician James Williamson gave a paper on “Early Education 
and Infant Schools,” for instance, the Leeds Infant School Society was 
founded. The Mechanics’ Institute drew on the older society for support 
in various ways.70 John Marshall Jr. kept Brougham abreast of its origins 
and development, explaining why Leeds had followed the Edinburgh 
model propounded by Leonard Horner to avoid falling into the error— as 
he saw it— of giving “too much of the direction of the establishment to the 
Mechanics themselves.” It was a policy to which Brougham was generally 
opposed, as he made clear in his Practical Observations on the Education 
of the People (1825), despite praising the initiative at Leeds (for which 
he credited Gott and Marshall). Edward Baines Jr. later regretted that he 
let the elder Marshall persuade him that the Mechanics’ Institute should 
not include literary material in its library. Instead it was to be dominated 
by technical education, and the proselytism of the elder Marshall’s Eco-
nomics of Social Life, despite the opposition on this score that his son 
also reported to Brougham.71 Shortly afterward, given the opportunity at 
a meeting in Bradford to discuss setting up a Mechanics’ Institute there, 
the younger Baines urged his audience not to simply encourage “scientific 
pursuits” but also to establish a library “to consist of works of arts and 
science, as well as in general literature, only excluding those on religion 
and politics.”72 From the beginning, he had believed that a more diversi-
fied remit was needed if the working classes were going to attend after 
twelve hours of daily labor.

At the Philosophical and Literary Society, the elder Marshall had not 
confined himself to political economy. He also gave papers on “The Rel-
ative Happiness of Cultivated Society and the Savage” (1820) and “On 
the Theory of the Foundations of the Earth” (1821), topics with more 
opportunity to provoke than the generalities of Thackrah’s Introductory 
Discourse.73 Coming from a Unitarian, discussions of the physical origins 
of the earth were always likely to be eyed warily by Anglicans and evangel-
icals. Details of Marshall’s paper were leaked in the Intelligencer, which 
avoided making the obvious religious connection (it probably didn’t need 
to) but sneered at Marshall’s intellectual pretensions by suggesting that 
he had lifted the content from “a lecture addressed to a small Philosoph-
ical Society still in existence.”74 The Council hurriedly met to discuss the 
smear, concerned at the ruffling of surface unity. A regulation was passed 
to ban such leaks. A stiff letter was addressed to the Intelligencer’s editor. 
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Whoever was responsible for the leak may have felt that Marshall was 
being allowed to flout the rules on religion and politics. The Intelligencer 
continued to monitor the relationship between religion and science at the 
society. In February 1822, it praised a public lecture on pneumatics for 
“properly” concluding that the science only contributed to the admira-
tion of the Almighty. At the end of the same year, it published an attack on 
Brougham’s friends at the Edinburgh Review that might serve— whether 
its central pun was intended or not— as a summary of its attitude to-
wards the Baines- Marshall group in the society, “through its prostituted 
pages the liberals are in the habit of feeling the pulse of the public, and of 
giving the watchword to their allies before they marshal their forces for 
any premeditated exploit of importance.”75

The first papers Edward Baines Jr. delivered to the society almost seem 
designed to provoke the Intelligencer. Superficially in step with Thack-
rah’s attempts to harmonize modern improvement with the achieve-
ments of classical Greece in his Introductory Discourse, they were in 
truth a barely concealed attempt to introduce the liberal perspectives of 
the Leeds Mercury as the only proper account of historical change. On 
April 12, 1822, Baines spoke on the “Rise of Art, Science, and Literature 
among the Athenians.” Notebook drafts open with the idea that a “man is 
the creature of education.” Both the intellectual and corporeal capacities 
of human beings, Baines argued, “allow wonderfully different degree[s] 
of improvement in their nature, & skill in their [‘application’ crossed out] 
employment.” He goes on in familiar style to press the analogy between 
the numerous small trading boats in Athenian harbors and the debates 
of citizens in the agora, closing with allusion to the value of the debates 
in the society itself. His next paper, on the Elgin marbles, which he ad-
mitted never to have seen, was bolder in tracing the triumph of the fine 
arts in Greece to free trade between independent republics. An ending, 
which celebrated the Greek struggle for independence, seems to have 
been crossed out. Perhaps he felt he had pushed at the boundaries of the 
society’s regulations enough. Many old- fashioned Tories were unhappy 
about George Canning’s recognition of the new republics in southern Eu-
rope and Latin America. Soon afterward, Baines spoke on the “History 
of Printing.” A draft begins with a note of censure against bibliomania, 
the fashionable taste for antique books that he sees as travestying the 
usefulness of the press as “a moral engine.” The word “engine” prepares 
for the analogy drawn shortly afterward between the printing press as the 
power behind the Reformation and the steam engine as the animating 
force of a new reformation: “the history of the art of printing affords one 
of the strongest possible illustrations of the folly of those, who oppose 
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mechanical improvement or intellectual cultivation— who think man is 
in danger with too little labour, or of becoming too wise— who would im-
piously reject the aid of science & the gifts of heaven— who dare to limit 
knowledge to the classes which at present enjoy it & in them to raise a 
barrier against its further advance.”76 The same defense of mechanical 
improvement was at the heart of his influential Address to the Unem-
ployed Workmen (1826) and elaborated at length a decade later in his His-
tory of the Cotton Manufacture in Great Britain (1835).77 Like Marshall, 
the younger Baines assumed that the proper study of political economy 
could persuade the unemployed working classes that machinery was not 
their enemy. By the end of the 1820s, working- class activists and Tory’s of 
Sadler’s ilk were uniting against this central creed of “Bainesocracy” in 
the ten- hours movement. Thackrah moved out from behind his general 
defense of improvement in his Introductory Discourse to provide them 
with ammunition aplenty.

Thackrah’s Introductory Discourse had warned the society’s members 
against “launching into the troubled waters of literary contention.” He 
acknowledged that “controversy has been said to sharpen the intellect 
and elicit truth” but cautioned that “it more frequently perverts the un-
derstanding, depraves the temper, and merges Philosophy in personal 
feeling” (46). Thackrah scarcely lived up to his own advice, as we will see, 
but Michael Sadler was particularly sharp against the emergent liberal 
paradigm. Always a loyal Tory advocate of the unreformed constitution, 
Sadler treated the society’s members to a series of lectures defending the 
poor laws in April and May 1825, “constituting a defence of their principle 
in opposition to the views of some more modern political economists.” 
The report of the council on which Marshall and Sadler both sat is tight- 
lipped: “Your Council are precluded, by obvious considerations giving 
any expression of their Opinion, or of the sentiments of the Society at 
large, in reference to the ability displayed by the Lectures of its own mem-
bers.”78 In November 1827, Sadler returned to the fray with “On the Bal-
ance of the numbers and food of animate beings,” developing the ideas of 
his Law of Population (1830), later lambasted by the Baines- Marshall ally 
Macaulay in the Edinburgh Review. The North of England Medical and 
Surgical Journal also gave them short shrift. Probably with insider infor-
mation from the coeditor Williamson, an ally of “Bainesocracy,” it noted 
that “some of them have frequently formed the subjects of debate, in the 
hall of the Leeds Philosophical Society.” It dismissed the arguments as 
the products of passion rather than reason, “strong prepossessions, aris-
ing, perhaps, from some excited feelings, have misled the author in his 
search after truth.” Sadler’s paper on the author of “The Deserted Village” 
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in the 1827– 28 season was quite likely a contribution to these debates by 
way of literary criticism.79

When in 1829 the younger Baines proposed to address the society 
directly on “the moral influence of free trade,” an objection was raised 
under the terms of the prohibition on religion and politics. The Baines- 
Marshall axis position won out at the council. Baines gave his paper. 
Three members resigned.80 These tensions were to move to the center 
of national politics when Richard Oastler detonated his famous letter 
on “Yorkshire Slavery” in the pages of the Leeds Mercury: “Thousands 
of our fellow- creatures and fellow- subjects, both male and female, the 
miserable inhabitants of a Yorkshire town are this very moment exist-
ing in a state of slavery, more horrid than are the victims of that hellish  
system— ‘colonial slavery.’” The elder Baines claimed to be shocked by the  
revelations.81 His editorial, though, threw doubts on the comparison with 
colonial slavery and complained at the violence of Oastler’s language. 
In an atmosphere heated further by the controversies surrounding the 
Reform Bill, Baines was burned in effigy outside his newspaper office. 
Oastler pulled no punches in his description of the Mercury: “that com-
mon sewer of defamation— that cesspool of villainy and slander . . . the 
toads themselves would do it honour by their spittle.”82 The conventions 
of regulated conversation within its precincts probably kept this kind 
language out of the society itself, or at least out of the minute books. How-
ever, questions continued to be raised there about the moral and scientific 
authority of political economy. Thackrah offered to give a paper on the 
“Comparative Mortality of the various Professions in Leeds” in 1829. The 
Council Minutes record the offer and then simply show “Rejected” with-
out giving any reason.83 Edward Baines Jr. was the society’s secretary at 
the time. Presumably the paper outlined the contents of the major book 
Thackrah published the following year: The Effects of Arts Trades and 
Professions on Health and Longevity (1831). When Sadler rose in Parlia-
ment to second the reading of the Ten Hours Bill in March 1832, he held 
Thackrah’s book in his hand to quote its description of conditions in the 
flax industry in which Marshall had made his fortune.84 Little wonder 
Thackrah’s paper had been rejected in 1829, despite the society’s claim 
to be a space of free exchange. Bainesocracy was confident that political 
economy was scientific knowledge that transcended religion and politics. 
Sadler believed that Thackrah’s book placed the ten- hours movement on 
a footing that squared medical science with traditional morality. These 
were differences emerging from and being fought over on the ground, 
never properly resolved, which continued to unsettle the liberal idea of  
a march of intellect into modernity.
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C L a s s I C  s h e F F I e L d

Sheffield had been among the major towns whose improvement was cel-
ebrated by John Aikin Jr. in 1795. Like Liverpool and Leeds, it had to 
wait until the nineteenth century to gain its literary and philosophical 
society. Sheffield had been associated with metalworking, especially cut-
lery, from the Middle Ages onward. Daniel Defoe’s Tour of Great Britain 
(1724– 27) had described its smoky forges at work. In his Description of 
the country from thirty to forty miles round Manchester (1795), Aikin 
claimed that Sheffield had “discovered more of industry than ingenuity” 
(547) until the development of silver- plating techniques in the middle 
of the eighteenth century. From this period, Aikin noted, trade with the 
Continent had opened up, roads and rivers were improved, and numerous 
small- scale manufactures flourished. Population exploded thereafter in 
a town that was, like Leeds and Manchester, without parliamentary rep-
resentation or even much local government. The 1790s saw it become an 
important center of radical opposition, perhaps the most important in 
England outside London, an experience that played an important part  
in the career of James Montgomery, who provided the Sheffield Liter-
ary and Philosophical Society— founded in 1822— with a figurehead who 
brought something of the cultural authority that Roscoe had in Liverpool.

Aikin’s account of Sheffield was updated in Joseph Hunter’s Hallam-
shire (1819). Hunter, who had a precocious taste for weighty antiquarian 
and topographical books, had read A Description of Manchester as a boy, 
borrowing it from the local subscription library. His own book captured 
the spirit of its precursor by celebrating the awakening of knowledge in 
the region after the war years: “We seem however to be rousing ourselves. 
Liverpool and Manchester have led the way; and it is hoped that the time 
is now arrived when the enlightened and liberal inhabitants of the town 
[of Sheffield] . . . will have within their reach a store of works in every de-
partment of literature” (128– 29).85 Hunter’s diary from the late 1790s re-
veals a young man nurtured in the Unitarian networks that had provided 
Aikin with his information on the area, complaining that the library 
wouldn’t subscribe to the Analytical Review and devouring the Monthly 
Magazine. Hunter’s private reading experience coincided closely with the 
appetites of the social networks that subscribed to the Monthly’s “liberal 
and unshackled plan” for “mental improvement,” especially the Society 
for the Promotion of Useful Knowledge (SSPUK), started in Sheffield in 
1804, which Hunter soon joined.86

Fortunately, detailed archives survive of the activities of this group, 
which supplement Hunter’s account of his private reading experiences 
in his diary, including summaries of and responses to the papers given 
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there, all of which helps us see the maintenance of the spirit of improve-
ment in the dark war years. To use Edward Baines Jr.’s terms, the SSPUK 
represented more of a “select” than a “mixed” society— that is, one 
wherein the participants could be fairly confident of a shared worldview, 
although the rule against religious and political topics remained, “as they 
might cause disputes.”87 Predictably enough, Benjamin Naylor, Aikin’s 
Sheffield informant and Unitarian minister at Upper Chapel, was also  
a member. His congregation provided the nucleus of the group (seven of 
the first fourteen members worshipped there), with a conspicuous num-
ber of medical men also involved.88 Less typical was Charles Sylvester, 
introduced to the society as “a lean unwashed artificer,” Hunter later re-
called. Sylvester was to become famous for designing the heating systems 
used for William Parry’s ships on the arctic voyages of 1818– 19.89 Further 
along the path of celebrity at the time was the Sheffield- born sculptor 
Francis Chantrey, later the creator of the contentious statue of James 
Watt, who attended as a visitor at least once. This group— with Hunter 
as secretary— met every fortnight for conversation, usually focused on 
a short paper given by one of the members. It defined its remit as “liter-
ary and philosophical.” The literary papers tended toward the medico- 
literary issues that could cause controversies in a more public forum of 
the kind explored in chapter 4. Here there was vigorous debate. A paper 
“On instinct,” for instance, met with a denial that it was anything dif-
ferent from physical imitation and intellectual experience. The Quaker 
Robert Barnard found his paper “On taste” contradicted by the meeting’s 
sense that it was “not more fluctuating than those principles on which our 
ideas of right and wrong are founded.”90

A notable absence from these meetings was James Montgomery, all 
the more noticeable because he was close to many of those involved. 
Hunter later recalled that Montgomery refused an invitation to join. 
There must be at least a suspicion that the poet’s growing religiosity was 
uncomfortable with the society’s medico- scientific bent.91 In 1804, Mont-
gomery was just at the beginning of a journey toward an evangelicalism 
uncomfortable with any idea that “taste” could provide a moral sense, 
although, as we will see, he remained friendly with Rational Dissenters 
well into the 1810s and beyond. Among those friends was Thomas Asline 
Ward, with whom Montgomery collaborated on many projects despite 
their divergence in religious opinions. Ward attended his first meeting of 
the SSPUK in October 1804, when he heard the apothecary Hall Overend 
put forward the materialist argument that “irritation and sensation are 
the movers of mankind.”92 Originally from an Anglican family of prosper-
ous cutlers, Ward had become a convinced Unitarian before the decade 
was out. The diaries and letters of Hunter and Ward provide an invalu-
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able resource for following the growth in Sheffield’s knowledge institu-
tions. Unlike his antiquarian friend, Ward became a radical supporter 
of Sir Francis Burdett, eventually standing unsuccessfully as a radical 
candidate in the 1832 election, and always insisted on the possibility of  
a democratic politics of improvement: “The real cause of hostility against 
[Political] Unions,” he told a wary Hunter, “is their showing the March of 
Intellect among the operatives, which too many of their superiors dislike. 
I believe there is less ignorance in them than you seem to imagine.”93 The 
SSPUK did not long survive Hunter’s departure to train as a Unitarian 
minister in York in 1805, but he remained in close contact with its circle, 
even after he took a ministry in distant Bath. Indeed Ward’s accounts of 
developments in Sheffield fed directly into the more contemporary sec-
tions of his Hallamshire book.

An ally for this group of rationally minded inquirers of truth emerged 
in the 1820s in the figure of Samuel Bailey, later nicknamed “the Hallam-
shire Bentham” by Brougham. Bailey, whose ideas have been thoughtfully 
discussed by Connell, was active in the meetings in the weeks leading up 
to the foundation of the Literary and Philosophical Society and consulted 
closely with Ward in devising its rules. He had only recently published his 
Essays on the Formation and Publication of Opinions (1821). In general 
terms, its advocacy of freedom of discussion sustained by networks of 
institutions is familiar enough by now in this book, not least in the fre-
quently drawn analogy with free trade: “To check inquiry and attempt 
to regulate the progress and direction of opinions, by proscriptions and 
penalties is to disturb the order of nature, and is analogous, in its mis-
chievous tendency, to the system of forcing the capital and industry of the 
community into channels, which they would never spontaneously seek.”94 
He did not, though, think the boundary between productive debate and 
controversy should go unpoliced. In January 1824, a year into the life of 
the new Literary and Philosophical Society, Ward made a proposal for  
a rule banning discussion of religion and British politics. One wonders 
how Bailey and Ward had avoided including it in the original regulations, 
so common a feature was it in these societies.95

Dissenters such as Hunter and Ward relished the idea of fulfilling a 
narrative of free debate defying illiberal superstition, as had “Bainesoc-
racy” in Leeds. Their relish included a sometimes self- regarding affirma-
tion of the credentials of Rational Dissent.96 To concentrate only on this 
story would be to ignore other important sources associational energy in 
Sheffield, not least the numerous religious societies in which Montgom-
ery was a key figure.97 Montgomery had started to attend Methodist meet-
ings from as early as 1803 and returned to the Moravian church in 1814, by 
which time he had become increasingly active in cross- denominational 
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Bible and missionary societies. His stalwart collaborator Mary Anne 
Rawson identified 1813, the anniversary meeting of the Sunday School 
Union, as the point of his “coming out publicly as an evangelical Chris-
tian.”98 Across the first four decades of the nineteenth century, a great 
variety of philanthropic initiatives in Sheffield were associated with the 
so- called Four Friends: Montgomery; Samuel Roberts, an anti– Poor Law 
campaigner and, like Montgomery, enthusiastic supporter of philan-
thropic causes through poetry; the missionary traveler George Bennet; 
and the Anglican gentleman Rowland Hodgson.99 No one, though, was 
more active than Rawson herself, who was the driving force behind the 
Ladies Anti- Slavery Society (1825) and the Ladies Association for the 
Universal Abolition of Slavery (1837).100 The evangelical philanthropy 
of this group operated across a patchwork of voluntary societies, usually 
brought together as the branches of a national organization. They would 
be regularly visited from headquarters in London, but their work cen-
tered on local philanthropic initiatives, often in cross- denominational 
collaborations, although these could be problematic, especially when it 
came to cooperating with Unitarians, who were suspected of a lack of 
religious warmth.101

Only Montgomery of the “Four Friends” became active in the Literary 
and Philosophical Society. Rawson was excluded by her gender from any 
major role, although she could attend lectures there, but she may have 
shared a feeling with Montgomery’s associates in the “Four Friends” 
group that “knowledge” was less important than moral activism. Al-
though other of Montgomery’s evangelical associates, including his bi-
ographer John Holland, did participate, Rawson thought the society’s 
rooms “gloomy,” presumably because she believed they lacked both phys-
ical and spiritual light.102 Montgomery occupied a relatively fluid space 
that allowed him friends from across the spectrum of religious opinion in 
Sheffield. Even if by the 1820s Unitarian friends such as Hunter and Ward 
feared in private that Montgomery had “certainly been wrecked” in “the 
gulph of Evangelicalism,” his religious faith was never tied too closely 
to any particular denomination.103 Missionary activity, for instance, 
he described as a sphere where potentially “discordant” elements were 
“blended till they are lost, like the prismatic colours in a ray of perfect 
light.”104 “It seemed as if nothing in Sheffield,” wrote Rawson, “would go 
well without him.”

There were reasons other than his broad- based evangelical activism 
why Montgomery was the obvious choice to give the main speech at the 
Literary and Philosophical Society’s first public meeting on December 12, 
1822. Regularly reprinted on both sides of the Atlantic, he was the only 
poet whose British sales consistently matched Lord Byron’s and Sir Wal-
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ter Scott’s.105 The Sheffield Iris, the town’s major newspaper, had a poet’s 
corner, and it is remarkable how many of Sheffield’s improvers published 
poetry there. Sheffield was a place for poetry. Even Bailey’s writing, as 
Connell notes, “included a sophisticated defence of imaginative, morally 
improving literature.”106 Like Roscoe, he thought that the fine arts could 
give a larger moral perspective to a society increasingly driven by special-
ist divisions. By the 1820s, Montgomery had been editor of the Iris for 
nearly thirty years, using it as a forum to drive his moral vision in poetry 
and prose alike. Montgomery’s longevity at the Iris offered an emollient 
relationship to the turbulence of the 1790s. When Hunter was growing up, 
Montgomery was “regarded as a martyr to the great cause of Human Free-
dom” because of his arrest and imprisonment for circulating seditious 
libels in 1795, an episode that seems to have affected his mental health 
for the rest of his life.107 For someone with Hunter’s background, Mont-
gomery retained the aura of a patriot who had sacrificed himself for the 
public good. The passing of time and his celebrity as a poet broadened his 
appeal, perhaps especially after he started drawing a contrast between 
post- 1815 radicalism and his own political heyday in the 1790s. Friends 
such as Ward may have grown frustrated with his failure to speak out on 
issues on which they knew he still agreed with them. Few of his earlier 
friends, if any, openly broke with him. Despite Ward’s involvement with 
the rival Sheffield Independent, which pushed a vigorous reform platform 
from 1819 onward, and his qualms about his friend’s vital religion, Ward 
managed to remain on good enough terms to act as a steward at Mont-
gomery’s retirement dinner in 1825.108

Kenneth Johnston includes Montgomery among those whose literary 
careers were warped by Prime Minister Pitt’s clampdown on sedition in 
the 1790s. “He gradually withdrew,” says Johnston, “to a much reduced 
posture of quietism.”109 Johnston’s compressed account may need some 
recalibration if the various public roles I have been describing are taken 
into account. If Montgomery no longer wrote as a radical, he certainly 
continued to celebrate the diffusion of knowledge. He threw the weight of 
his poetry and the editorials in the Iris behind campaigns for the aboli-
tion of child chimney sweeps with his friend Roberts. The Iris frequently 
inveighed against “the spirit of warfare” in the years before Waterloo, es-
pecially when Britain seemed more intent on aggression than defense.110 
But no single issue occupied Montgomery’s evangelical philanthropy in 
the Iris or anywhere else more than the abolition of slavery on which he 
worked closely with Roberts and, especially, Rawson. Montgomery used 
his retirement dinner to raise the issue “with peculiar emphasis” to the 
chairperson Lord Milton. “I sang the Abolition of the Slave Trade, that 
most glorious decree of the British legislature,” he told the peer. “Oh! How 
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I should rejoice to sing the Abolition of Slavery itself by some parliament 
of which your lordship shall be a member!” Rawson and her female al-
lies were disappointed at not being allowed entry to the all- male dinner. 
Six months earlier, the Sheffield Ladies Anti- Slavery Society had been 
formed under Rawson’s direction. Although she always pushed him to 
go further in his support for a more immediate and universal abolition, 
Montgomery regularly provided hymns for her meetings and contributed 
to The Bow in the Cloud (1834), the anthology Rawson published to cele-
brate the abolition of colonial slavery.111

Montgomery had adopted the pseudonym “Alcaeus” for the poems he 
sent to various metropolitan journals and published himself in the Iris 
after 1800. Many were gathered with the title poem— about the struggle for 
liberty against Napoleon— in The Wanderer of Switzerland (1806). When 
the volume ran to a third edition, Francis Jeffrey wrote an outraged re-
sponse for the Edinburgh Review. By this time, Jeffrey could acknowledge 
Wordsworth’s eminence but fumed at the idea that uneducated provincial 
poets, as he saw them, took Lyrical Ballads as an invitation to broadcast 
their own ill- educated effusions. He had recently aimed the same gibe at 
John Thelwall, a popular lecturer in the region when Montgomery’s poem 
came out. “Intoxicated with weak tea, and the praises of sentimental en-
signs, and other provincial literati,” said Jeffrey, Montgomery, Thelwall, 
and their fellows exploited the unformed tastes of “young half- educated 
women, sickly tradesmen, and enamoured apprentices.”112 Volumes of 
provincial poetry from the period are peppered with acknowledgments 
of Montgomery’s help. Many of them were printed from the Iris office or 
originally in the newspaper itself. Predictably enough, John Aikin Jr. had 
a rather more positive view of the efflorescence of the “provincial literati” 
than Jeffrey, and he began a warm correspondence with Montgomery, 
buoyed by the poet’s reputation as a martyr to liberty. Aikin’s daughter 
Lucy published a poem defending Montgomery against the Edinburgh 
Review attack, and she too began a long correspondence with him, last-
ing into the 1850s. Roscoe joined the Aikins in what might be seen as 
part of a long- term project supportive of provincial poetry that ran from 
John Aikin’s attacks on the insipidity of modern poetry in the 1770s, by 
way of Currie and Roscoe’s Liverpool edition of Burns, and on to include 
a taste for Wordsworth and Montgomery.113 The evangelical editors of 
Montgomery’s memoirs played down these relationships, although they 
did concede that “his intimate friends at this time were Unitarians, or 
at least persons who knew little and cared less about vital godliness.” Al-
though their religious differences had increased, Montgomery’s poetry 
confirmed Roscoe’s sense that “the highest class of poetry is that which 
is founded on a simple energy of expression which strikes immediately, 
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like an electric spark, from the breast of the writer to that of the reader.” 
Even in the 1830s, when Lucy Aikin was puzzled why he would allow his 
benevolence to be “marred by his devotedness to a monstrous system of 
religion,” she recommended his poetry along with Bailey’s metaphysics 
as examples of “provincial genius.”114

The choice of Montgomery to address the first public meeting of the 
Sheffield Literary and Philosophical Society on December 22, 1822 was 
surely, then, a perception of his ability to transcend denominational dif-
ferences and to speak to a wide middle- class constituency, as his poetry 
did. In much the same spirit, his speech focused on other luminaries of 
the town who could claim to have achieved renown farther afield: the 
botanist Jonathan Salt; Hunter the antiquarian; Sylvester the chemist, 
and Chantrey the sculptor (whom Montgomery rated the greatest of 
them all). Significantly, they had all— unlike Montgomery himself— at 
least visited the meetings of the SSPUK. Hunter was certainly among 
those who regarded the new society as the fulfillment of the promise of 
the earlier group, but he still regarded Montgomery as the best person 
to recommend it to their “fellow townsmen,” as he wrote from Bath on 
January 9, 1823 to thank him.115 He also followed Montgomery’s talk in 
harking back to “the men of 1794.” They had, agreed Hunter, only needed 
encouragement from those better instructed than they were, taking a line 
that chimed in with Montgomery’s support for the diffusion of knowledge 
under appropriate limits, even though they may not have agreed either on 
what knowledge was exactly or on what those limits ought to be.

The keynote for Montgomery’s speech had been sounded by a gibe By-
ron had made against “classic Sheffield” in English Bards and Scotch Re-
viewers (1809). Byron lauded “Sad aLCeus” as a fellow victim of Jeffrey’s 
vindictiveness, if not without throwing shade of his own:

Nipped in the bud by Caledonian gales,
His blossoms wither as the blast prevails!
O’er his lost works let classic sheFFIeLd weep:
May no rude hand disturb their early sleep.116

Still nettled by the condescension, Montgomery reiterated a point he 
had made in the Iris a few weeks earlier to insist that the general popula-
tion of Sheffield was far in advance of classic Greece or Rome in terms of 
knowledge: “I speak of the relative intelligence of the whole body of the 
people in each of these countries, compared with the actual measure of 
information diffused among our own local population.” He reiterated the 
general principle of the transpennine enlightenment when he insisted 
that “the aristocracy of learning has been the veriest despotism that was 
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ever exercised on earth.” The sentiments briefly drew him into contro-
versy with Francis Hodgson of Bakewell, near Derby, who mocked the 
idea that the harangues at political and religious assemblies of manufac-
turing towns could have had the same uplifting effect as the speeches of 
Pericles on the minds of the ancient Athenians.117 For all his alienation 
from post- 1815 radicalism and despite his growing concern for vital reli-
gion, Montgomery remained unrepentant in his defense of the provincial 
march of intellect. His heroes were local men whose deeds, he implied, 
could be emulated from within the town’s populace (a point he revisited 
in the society’s annual report of 1825 when he noted that all the lecturers, 
bar one, had been local, and the exception was James Williamson from 
Leeds).118

Montgomery the busy poet and hymn writer continued to be a main-
stay of the society, both as an officeholder and by contributing lectures 
on the history of poetry that he gave across the region and then in the 
Royal Institution in London in 1831 and 1832. The lectures took a broadly 
historical line that assumed “the books of every era must resemble those 
who wrote, and those who read them,” an approach that loosely fits with 
the environmental approach to genius typical in these circles.119 Neil 
Ramsey perceptively places Montgomery’s lectures in the context of  
a “condition of eventfulness.”120 “Eventfulness” was partly a product of 
intense media coverage as the circulation of information more gener-
ally was intensifying in British society, not least because of the rise of 
provincial newspapers like the Iris. For Ramsey, it also describes the 
period’s difficulty in securing a coherent narrative of the unfolding of 
history. Hunter and others had hoped that Waterloo would allow the 
history of improvement to resume, as we have seen, and in many ways, 
Montgomery’s participation in the Sheffield Literary and Philosophical 
Society was a signal of improvement redux. However, his lectures on con-
temporary poetry were not as sanguine as one might expect. Like many 
others, Montgomery identified “a new school,” responding to the spirit of 
the French Revolution, anticipated by Cowper, fulfilled by Wordsworth, 
Coleridge, and Southey. Praise for their achievements was clouded by  
a fear that “advancement” was coming into an unstable relationship with 
moral improvement. History was in danger of going too fast into an un-
known future. All the more striking because he was in general a propo-
nent of a provincial enlightenment, Montgomery saw the “dislocation, in 
fact, of every thing” as “one of the most striking proofs of the diffusion of 
knowledge— and its corruption too,— if not a symptom of its declension 
by being so heterogeneously blended till all shall be neutralised” (373). He 
numbered not just Byron, predictably enough, but also Campbell, Scott, 
Southey, and Wordsworth among those who had abandoned more tried 
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and trusted pathways to “scale the heights by leaping from rock to rock 
up the most precipitous side, forcing their passage through the impene-
trable forests that engirdle it, or plunging across the headlong torrents 
that descending various windings from their fountains at the peak” (377). 
Montgomery accused all these writers of straining to “attract attention 
and excite astonishment” (377), a striking contrast to the more familiar 
idea that Wordsworth was received as a kind of spiritual “balm” in the 
1820s and 1830s.121

“Advancement” from this point of view most obviously refers to the 
Industrial Revolution and the widespread anxiety that it represented a 
technological advance that was leaving moral questions behind. These 
events conjured, as Reinhard Koselleck phrases it, a troubling “aporia” 
opening up between “the space of experience” and “the horizon of ex-
pectations.”122 Edward Baines Jr. was lecturing about this future at the 
Leeds Philosophical and Literary Society just as Montgomery was giv-
ing his poetry lectures in the same venue.123 Montgomery possibly felt 
the pressure of this alternate version of historical development. He was 
certainly deeply skeptical about scientific determinism of all kinds. Ini-
tially interested in phrenology, Montgomery reacted violently against it 
when it was used to suggest a biological underpinning to theories of racial 
difference. This kind of science threatened his belief that all races could 
be improved by the encounter with Christianity, the foundation of his 
support for domestic and foreign missionaries.124 The Christian philan-
thropist in him was equally appalled by Arnold Knight’s suggestion that 
the health risks of the dry grinding process might be displaced from free 
labor onto criminals.125

By the later 1830s, Montgomery’s astonishment seems to have pre-
cipitated into something stronger. His late 1837 lecture on poetry at the 
Royal Institution— published in the Metropolitan Magazine— still regis-
tered awe at recent industrial innovations and even lamented the failure 
of poetry to capture “the romance of reality in our un- ideal age.”126 He 
praises “the inventors and employers of these wonderful creations, and 
the multitude who are regularly engaged in preparing and directing,” and 
then he breaks into an antipathy against their consequences: “our pres-
ent rectilinear career of all- equalizing improvements.” The lecture ends 
with a defiant quotation from his long poem The World Before the Flood 
(1815) stating his continuing faith in “the living spirit in the lyre.”127 For 
Montgomery, this idea of a “living spirit” was certainly to do with vital 
religion. He fought many battles at the Mechanics’ Institute “against 
fiction and infidelity,” to use Rawson’s characteristic conjunction. He ar-
gued against a subscription to Scott’s Waverley novels in 1831 and wrote 
directly to the working- class members of the committee to warn them 
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against the “loose and frothy’” allure of fiction. He refused to distinguish 
the rule against the acquisition of “novels and plays” from the regulation 
banning anything that undermined “Christian principles.” Beyond this 
tighter evangelical sense of “spirit,” however, he and someone like Bailey 
could agree that the extensive diffusion of knowledge needed a generous 
sense of the literary.128 The progressive middle classes, as Connell rightly 
notes, continued to find a space for poetry within their aspirations for im-
provement.129 The collaborations between Bailey and Ward might seem to 
mirror the Baines- Marshall axis in Leeds, but the Sheffield pair seem at 
once more democratic and more open to the pleasures of the imaginative 
life. Bailey’s “Essay on the Variety of Intellectual Pursuits” had insisted 
that the pleasures of the fine arts were “possessed by all, the terms in 
which they are treated of form the common language of daily intercourse, 
and every mind feels itself competent to pronounce on the positions in  
the expression of which they are employed.”130 Connell suggests that 
Bailey and his fellow members of the Literary and Philosophical Society 
likely agreed with Roscoe that “there exists no necessity for our separat-
ing the ideas of utility and of pleasure.”131 Imaginative life was not viewed 
simply as an elite compensation. Instead, for those like Bailey, it opened 
improvement to a more general public, able, as Roscoe and the Aikins 
understood Montgomery’s poetry, to reach more directly into the human 
heart.

◆

James Montgomery’s position as Sheffield’s most visible proponent of 
popular education still seemed secure enough in 1831 for him to be nom-
inated as the Sheffield Literary and Philosophical Society’s delegate to the 
first meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, 
held in York. William Turner attended for Newcastle, a connection with 
an older idea of improvement, but Montgomery chose not to go because 
the meeting was “rather Scientific than Literary.” Interestingly, he didn’t 
close the door on the idea that “science” might be reconstituted in its 
relationship to other domains of knowledge: “If they were to diversify 
their abstruse exercises at the ensuing meeting with some of the plea-
sures of the imagination,” then “it would be very acceptable to some of 
the younger philosophers, the bones of whose hearts are not yet set, and 
whose blood does not yet run— I mean stand— cold in their veins.”132 
Turner’s decision to attend was rewarded with at least one flickering 
of the inheritance of provincial improvement, although not one likely 
to have attracted Montgomery. William Henry— son of the founder of 
the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society— read a memoir  
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of Joseph Priestley. The specter of Priestley was greeted with objections, 
probably because it tainted the growing ethos of professional neutrality 
with the political and religious controversies of the past.133 Nevertheless, 
the presence of Henry and Turner shows how these networks that had set 
out in the 1780s endured into a new era. The year 1830 witnessed philo-
sophical societies set up in Halifax, Whitby, and Scarborough. Turner’s 
son played an important role at Halifax. This chapter has seen Edward 
Baines, father and son, at work in Leeds. Edmund Aikin joined the Liver-
pool society, and his father, John Aikin Jr., continued his support for ini-
tiatives in the region from his base in London.

Turner. Baines. Aikin. One could add the sons of Currie and Roscoe 
and their biographies of their fathers. The names persist but move around 
the network spatially, confirming its integrity as a system perhaps, but 
if the families and the forms recur, then the values associated with the 
improvement were subtly and unevenly shifting in the ways explored fur-
ther in part 2 of this book.
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Medical men played an important part in the early years of the Manches-
ter Literary and Philosophical Society, especially in its debates about 
relations between environment, innovation, and personal and social 
well- being. No physicians loomed larger in these debates over its first 
two decades than John Aikin Jr., Thomas Percival, and John Ferriar, the 
subjects of this chapter. Alan Richardson’s British Romanticism and the 
Science of the Mind (2001) opened a new pathway for literary scholars 
of this period by drawing attention to the emergence and first flourish-
ing of “a biological science of mind.” The trouble for any disinterested 
medical examination of biological accounts of mind- body relations was, 
as Richardson notes, that the idea of “an immaterial and indivisible 
conception of mind seemed an indispensable prop to established reli-
gious doctrine and even political stability.”1 He rightly understands the 
transnational nature of the inquiries that stretched across the European 
Enlightenment. They were sustained by networks of correspondence be-
tween doctors and scientists that we have seen linked Manchester with 
the latest French and German research and reached across the Atlantic 
to include such figures as Benjamin Franklin and Benjamin Rush (both 
of whom became members of the Literary and Philosophical Society). 
Nevertheless, Richardson’s concern with “ideas” threatens to drain 
these networks of their social energy, ironically producing a relatively 
disembodied species of circulation on an abstracted plane of print. The 
locations of these debates, I suggest, were crucial. Networked relations 
facilitated their dissemination and spoke to the belief of participants 
in the web of “connexion” disapprobated by Thomas De Quincey. On  
a regional scale, the country around Manchester was part of a provincial 
challenge to medical authorities in London, especially the Royal College 
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of Physicians, condemned by John Aikin as an example of the dampening 
powers of corporations.2 Moreover, in the process of becoming the “shock 
city” of the period, Manchester was being forced to confront unprece-
dented practical issues about public health and the suffering body in  
a newly industrializing society.3

On a microscale, fractious relations between bodies in rooms could 
give debates about these issues an additional edge, as one anecdote from 
Robert Owen’s autobiography, The Life of Robert Owen Written by Him-
self, reveals. Although not published until 1856, Owen’s Life provided a 
detailed account of his early years in Manchester. Having moved to there 
from London in the late 1780s, Owen quickly became the manager of and 
soon afterward a partner in Peter Drinkwater’s cotton mill, the first in 
the town itself to use the steam engine in the production of fine cotton 
thread.4 Owen was always hungry for knowledge and quickly associated 
himself with the town’s burgeoning cultural institutions. According 
to the Life, perhaps not always a reliable source, he spent time around 
Manchester Academy, where he joined the young tutors John Dalton and 
William Winstanley in a small discussion club. Also a likely participant 
was William Stevenson, Elizabeth Gaskell’s father, a lifelong friend of 
Winstanley’s.5 Their conversations were primarily about religious belief 
and the physical bases of the mind. Owen articulated his lifelong antag-
onism to all forms of Christianity. Apparently, Thomas Barnes, principal 
of the Academy, got wind of their discussions and became anxious that 
Owen would convert his assistants to his irreligious views. Their intellec-
tual recreations continued far enough to gain Owen a reputation as “the 
reasoning machine,” because, as he put it, “I made man a mere reasoning 
machine, made to be so by nature and society.”6

Despite this early- acquired reputation for irreligion, Owen’s suc-
cess in managing the new industrial processes won him an invitation to  
a meeting of the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society on Octo-
ber 4, 1793, where— at a presentation on Persian cotton— he was “intro-
duced to the leading professional characters, particularly in the medical 
profession, which then stood high in Manchester.” Owen’s Life then gives 
us a rare glimpse into the day- to- day functioning of the Literary and Phil-
osophical Society itself. I’ll return to the development of Owen’s thinking 
in the context of the society in chapter 6, but my primary concern here 
is with the insight Owen gives into a particular debate at the society on 
October 3, 1794. That evening John Ferriar gave a paper “On Genius” in-
tended, by Owen’s account, “to prove that any one, by his own will, might 
become a genius, and that it only required determination and industry 
for anyone to attain this quality in any pursuit.”7 The paper was met, 
unusually in this lively society, with a stunned silence. Owen decided to  
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intervene to move the evening along, if only for the edification of his 
guests Dalton and Winstanley. Owen rose to suggest that there must have 
been some error in Ferriar’s thinking as, although he acknowledged him-
self to be very industrious, no one had ever accounted him a genius. I’ll 
let Owen himself describe what happened next: “Dr. Ferriar rose to reply. 
He blushed or became so red with suppressed feeling as to attract the at-
tention of the members, and merely stammered out some confused reply, 
when to relieve his embarrassment, some members began to speak, and 
a discussion followed.” Contemporaries, even friendly ones, noted that 
Ferriar was prone to “warmth.”8 Involved in several controversies at the 
Manchester Infirmary, caustic at times, fond satire of a learned variety, 
but also given to identification with the suffering of others, Ferriar was 
a man for whom the experience of embarrassment figured in his flushed 
face provides a handy symbol of the interest he shared with many others 
in the society in the entanglements of mind and body discussed in this 
chapter.

The version of Ferriar’s essay later published in his Illustrations of 
Sterne (1798) suggests some deep- seated differences with Owen, rather 
travestied by the account in Owen’s Life. Owen’s materialism, as Owen 
himself boasted, was of a mechanical kind that made mental experience 
the product of proximate causes. Ferriar had a more complex view of rela-
tions between mind and body, as one might expect of a student of William 
Cullen’s.9 His essay on genius begins by pointing out problems caused 
by the stickiness of “our early reading even among those who boast an 
emancipation from all prejudices of education.” Among the prejudices 
passed on through studying classical literature, of which Ferriar was  
a serious student himself, the essay criticizes the occult idea of genius 
as “a kind of magic splendor over the heads of men of talents, which the 
herd of metaphysicians has beheld with awe.”10 The parallels with John 
Aikin Jr.’s General Biography are obvious. Genius is not a kind of magic 
but the product of complex influences, like the early impressions of read-
ing mentioned by Ferriar, talent— of the kind Aikin’s self- tutored hero 
Brindley showed— being one among them. Owen likely thought Ferriar’s 
paper smacked too much of voluntarism. Ferriar’s writing, for its part, 
was always wary of the search for final causes and tended to mock signs 
of “medical essentialism” among his colleagues.11 Like Aikin and Thomas 
Percival, the two other medical men discussed at length in this chapter, 
Ferriar was committed to the imaginative life, as the fact that he pub-
lished Illustrations of Sterne suggests, a life understood as the product 
of complex relations between mind and body and, in its turn, as much  
a determinant on mental and physical well- being as any more direct cir-
cumstance.
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The informal discussions about mind- body relations held by Owen 
and his little group at Manchester Academy were part of a broader de-
bate also being pursued at the grander Literary and Philosophical So-
ciety. “The phenomena termed mental,” as Thomas Cooper reminded 
the members, “are a frequent topic of discussion in this society.”12 These 
discussions were bound up with developments in Manchester’s medical 
institutions and the interventions by physicians such as Ferriar and Per-
cival in public health reforms that had far- reaching consequences. The 
rapid socioeconomic transformation of Manchester forced physicians 
early on to confront relations between humans and their environment 
of the kind later tabulated in Charles Turner Thackrah’s Effects of Arts, 
Trades and Professions on Health and Longevity. Writing about the public 
health reforms that Ferriar helped inaugurate in Manchester, John V. 
Pickstone contrasted his approach with those liberal reformers of the 
1830s, especially the physician James Phillips Kay, discussed in length 
in chapter 7, who conceived of the poor in terms of the “abstract, law- 
governed operations of an environmental system including and deter-
mining the conditions of men and women.” Pickstone represents Ferriar, 
in contrast, as the product of a medical training which “stressed the sen-
sibility of all body parts, and especially the nervous system.” “Sensibility,” 
of course, was much more than a medical term in this period. Pickstone 
says nothing about Ferriar’s interest in Laurence Sterne, perhaps the 
most obvious literary figure associated with sensibility in the period, or 
the other literary topics that occupied him.13 This chapter aims to supply 
this deficit and, more broadly, to argue that the literary interests of Man-
chester’s medical men in this period, far from being “ornamental,” in 
Arnold Thackray’s terms, were integral to their version of improvement. 
In their hands, the commitment to Percival’s “Physics and the Belles 
Lettres” showed a particular fascination with such medico- literary con-
cepts as “imagination,’ “taste,” and “sensibility,” interrogated in the in-
terests of understanding the relationship between environment, mental 
life, and health more generally.

J o h N  a I k I N ’s  m e d I C a L  N e t w o r k s

Physicians in this period produced a variety of writings that could switch 
between medical and literary discourse and also inhabit a hybrid ge-
neric space populated by case histories, medical biographies, and edu-
cational tracts. No one was more conspicuous in this varied field than 
John Aikin Jr., whom Kathryn Ready has described as “among the first to 
think seriously about the literary physician as a historical phenomenon.” 
Ready points out that in a period usually associated with the professional 
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narrowing of medicine, Aikin regularly blurred the boundaries between 
“medicine, morality, and politics.” In this regard, he was far from un-
usual among his fellow members of the Literary and Philosophical Soci-
ety. In 1786, Aikin published an essay in the Gentleman’s Magazine under 
the title “An Apology for the Literary Pursuits of Physicians.” Perhaps 
responding to the intensification of professional expectations, he was 
apologizing for a phenomenon that he played no small part in bringing 
into view, not least by editing medically oriented poetry, including John 
Armstrong’s The Art of Preserving Health (1795, orig. 1744) and Matthew 
Green’s The Spleen (1796, orig. 1737). Earlier, his Biographical Memoirs 
of Medicine (1780), completed at Warrington, was effectively, as Ready 
notes, “a record of Aikin’s thoughts on the historical phenomenon of the 
literary physician.” Generally speaking, Biographical Memoirs presented 
physicians as integral to the inquiring spirit of the Renaissance. They 
were “literary” because they were part of a diverse world of learning 
rather than narrowly medical in their outlook. Aikin’s own writing fre-
quently combined and moved across the roles of “physician, naturalist, 
and divine.”14 His educational work with his sister Anna Laetitia Bar-
bauld, who praised the combined power of his “healing hand and pitying 
eye” in her poem “To Dr. Aikin,” put an emphasis on learning through  
a practical engagement with nature and science.15 His influential essays 
on songwriting and on the importance of natural history to poetry, dis-
cussed in previous chapters, had promoted the values of observation and 
experiment. For the poet no less than for the natural philosopher, he ar-
gued, these Baconian principles were key to breaking with exhausted 
tradition. Modern poetry was falling into insipidity, thought Aikin, be-
cause its ignored nature’s “minuter distinctions and mutual relations.” 
Overreliance on outworn models was “only to be rectified by accurate and 
attentive observation, conducted on somewhat of a scientific plan.”16

Aikin was starting to play a role in the medical enlightenment around 
Manchester as he wrote these literary- critical works. He had trained in 
the Warrington Academy’s liberal syllabus, like Thomas Percival, before 
following him to Edinburgh in 1764, where Aikin studied under William 
Cullen. Both Aikin and Percival imbibed the Edinburgh faculty’s fasci-
nation with “the extent and nature of the mind’s interaction with the 
body,” especially as mediated by the sensibility of the nervous system, if 
always with the sense that these relations were not simply determined 
by anatomy.17 To further develop his professional skills, Aikin in 1766 re-
turned to Manchester, where he became a pupil of Charles White. Lucy 
Aikin later described her father’s decision as a “renewed sacrifice of that 
independence which he had enjoyed under the free system of a Scotch 
university.”18 The apprenticeship with White compensated him with ac-
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cess to the infirmary in Manchester, the opportunity to conduct medi-
cal research, and contact with his old friends in the region’s flourishing 
Unitarian community. To complete his training, Aikin spent a further 
few months as apprentice to William Hunter in London before return-
ing closer to the area around Manchester, first in Chester, where he be-
friended John Haygarth, before moving his practice to Warrington in 
1771. Almost inevitably, he began lecturing at the Warrington Academy 
on medical subjects in 1774 and re- created something of the “free system” 
of the Scottish universities with his friends Currie, Haygarth, and Per-
cival in the informal gatherings that count among the precursors of the 
Literary and Philosophical Society.19

Aikin’s Thoughts on Hospitals (1771) was dedicated to Haygarth, 
despite their “marked opposition both of political and religious senti-
ments,” and contained a preface written by Percival, who had revised the 
manuscript. Its ideas on the importance of ventilation that influenced 
John Howard’s The State of the Prisons in England and Wales, first pub-
lished in Warrington in 1777, were part of a broader affinity between these 
two texts.20 After the philanthropist’s death, Aikin played an important 
part in the creation of the idea of Howard as a “true hero,” deploying 
his characteristic contrast between aristocratic martial virtues and the 
more useful heroism of the improver. The key to Howard’s philanthropy 
was the reformation of character through the manipulation of circum-
stances translated by Aikin into a series of principles: strict and constant 
superintendence; close and regular employment; religious instruction; 
rewards for industry and good behavior; penalties for sloth and auda-
ciousness; distribution into classes and divisions according to age, sex, 
delinquency, and so on; and even occasional solitary confinement. The 
disciplinary regime was intended to operate within limits set by a rec-
ognition “that men, partaking a common nature, have certain claims 
upon their fellow- creatures, which nothing can entirely abrogate.” At 
this stage, as least, the disciplinary aspect of environmental science was 
not abstracted from natural limits, not extended into “complete domi-
nation,” to adapt a distinction of Michel Foucault’s.21 Aikin reported that 
Howard “lamented that the plan of reformation seemed, of all parts of his 
system of improvement least entered into or understood in this country” 
and stressed that any disciplinary tendency was always “tempered by the 
real demands of human nature, and sanctified by a regard to the best in-
terests of offenders themselves.”22 The principle of physical and mental 
improvement at the heart of their networks had not yet frozen into what 
Alison Twells calls “the semi- industrial language of moulding, solidifying 
and creating stability among a ‘mass.’”23

There were perhaps signs enough of this formation apparent in the 
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educational programs that Aikin and his sister began in the 1770s and ex-
tended to the Evenings at Home series (1792– 96).24 They are discernible, 
too, in the lines on the ivory tablet that Barbauld gave to William Turner, 
whose mind remained impressed— literally and metaphorically— by the 
gift. David Hartley’s Observations on Man (1749), at the core of the asso-
ciationism of these circles, took the view that “children may be formed 
or moulded as we please.” Literary criticism is familiar with the romantic 
resistance to the language of “impressions” expressed in Charles Lamb’s 
distrust of “the cursed Barbauld crew.” Joanna Wharton has usefully re-
dressed the balance by contrasting the flexibility of the “domestic ma-
terialism” of Barbauld and Aikin, for instance, with R. L. Edgeworth’s 
belief that learning through play “weakens and dissipates the mind.”25 
Barbauld’s poem to Turner, in contrast, had praised “the softer influence 
of the polish’d muse.” Generally speaking, like Ferriar, she presented en-
vironmental influences as sticky in ways that could be difficult to control, 
unlike the slate her poem was written upon, which— she noted— could be 
wiped clean with water. Compared to Owen’s idea of the man- machine, 
she and her brother tended to identify “circumstance” as a mix of proxi-
mate and remote influences, something “of infinitely more consequence 
to the habit, than that which is direct and apparent.” “This education goes 
on at every instant of time,” she explained, “it goes on like time; you can 
neither stop it, nor turn its course. What these have a tendency to make 
your child, that he will be.”26

Aikin and his medical friends showed the influence of their teacher 
William Cullen in their tendency to trust observation and the cautious 
and flexible marrying of principle to context over theories that trusted 
to final causes.27 The demise of the Warrington Academy “scattered 
this little knot of literary friends.” Aikin moved to Yarmouth to further 
his career after a period in Leyden, but his political opinions cost him his 
medical practice there. By early 1792 he had resettled in London, where 
friends in the faculty at the Hackney Academy, the circle of authors that 
surrounded Joseph Johnson, not to mention his sister, offered a more 
robust network of like- minded writers. Nevertheless, Aikin remained 
keenly and regretfully aware of what he had left behind in the Manches-
ter region.28 Chapter 1 suggested that Aikin, with his sister, ought to be 
regarded as agents of the transpennine enlightenment in the metropolis. 
He certainly exerted considerable influence on its behalf in the reviews, 
often promoting and publishing his friends from the Manchester region, 
including the summaries of several of the papers from the Manchester 
Memoir in the short- lived Memoirs of Science and the Arts (1793). Among 
them was John Ferriar’s paper on materialism discussed later in this 
chapter. At the end of the decade, he passed on to Ferriar his mantle as 
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reviewer of poetry and medicine at the Monthly Review.29 By this time, 
Aikin was busy at the Monthly Magazine, explicitly founded on a “liberal 
and unshackled plan” to protect “mental improvement” in the face of 
the reaction against the French Revolution. De Quincey’s later complaint 
about the power of this “connexion” seems justified at least in terms of the 
disproportionate influence of these circles in the reviews. The region’s 
medico- educational writing also loomed large in Joseph Johnson’s pub-
lishing list, not least in the person of Thomas Percival, who was at the 
center of Manchester’s vigorous institutional innovations of the 1780s 
and early 1790s that ran from the Literary and Philosophical Society, the 
College of Arts and Sciences, and the Manchester Academy to develop-
ments at the Manchester Infirmary and the new Board of Health that 
came into being in 1796. Institutions for Percival seem to have been inte-
gral to a vision of creating positive environmental conditions for physical 
and mental improvement.

p e r C I v a L’s  p r e C a r I t y

Thomas Percival’s approach extended to his investigations into the ef-
fects of the new industrial conditions being created in and around the 
cotton mills. Treatment was understood not just in terms of medicines 
but also questions of a larger regimen of life. This viewpoint extended to 
the care taken over ventilation and cleanliness in his writing with Aikin 
on hospitals, for instance, but they also encompassed broader questions 
of culture and custom, social relations, and economic conditions. His-
torical inquiries such as William Roscoe’s into the relationship between 
conditions of political liberty and broader forms of improvement should 
be understood in this light. They certainly fed into Roscoe’s collaboration 
with James Currie on the biography of Robert Burns. Relations between 
body and mind from this point of view were comprehensible as a network 
whose various parts communicated through the brains and nerves into, 
as Cullen described it, “our connexion with the rest of the universe— by 
which we act upon other bodies, and by which other bodies act upon us.”30 
It was a perspective that lent itself to something like the idea of extended 
mind that Wharton has seen at play in Barbauld’s object- oriented peda-
gogy.31 Percival extended his investigations to the perceptive life of veg-
etables and concluded that it was unimaginable that “such profusion of 
life subsists without the least sensation or enjoyment”: “Let us rather, 
with humble reverence, suppose that vegetables participate, in some low 
degree, of the common allotment of vitality.”32

Humility wasn’t always the order of the day. Neither Aikin nor Per-
cival was free from assumptions about their power to control others in 
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the name of scientific inquiry. Aikin voiced his frustration at “the unrea-
sonable prejudice” among poor patients against “rational experiment.”33 
Percival’s Medical Ethics (1803) counseled against sharing theoretical 
discussion in the consulting room, quoting Lord Mansfield to a recently 
appointed governor to the West Indies: “When you decide never give rea-
sons for your decision.” The quotation and its source may be a strange 
choice for someone who devoted a great deal of his energies to the aboli-
tion of the slave trade, but it was part of a calibration of the likely effects 
on the sensibility of the patient of such information.34 More generally, 
Percival’s ideas on shaping behavior— whether in a medical context or 
otherwise— tended to attend to Cullen’s sense of precarity, if arranged 
under a providential sense of the possibilities of improvement: “as rela-
tions, employments, offices, and ranks are multiplied, the connections 
or collisions of duty and interest are also multiplied: And combinations 
of the principles of action are formed, unknown in the primeval state of 
man; giving him fresh energies; and casting his character, as it were, in  
a new and larger mould.”35 Published by Joseph Johnson in several edi-
tions over three decades, A Father’s Instructions set out an educational 
plan that placed the child’s ethical development within a network of “con-
nections or collisions.” “Sympathy, friendship, generosity, and benevo-
lence” are dynamic qualities that “acquire vigour by exertion, and energy 
by being uncontrouled.” “Uncontrouled” here does not imply unsuper-
vised. Percival understood the success of his book to depend on “the ca-
pacity of the parent or tutor to explain the terms; point out the analogies, 
and enforce the reflections, which are here delivered.” His educational 
program, as M. O. Grenby points out, was “in effect, a collaboration be-
tween the author who produced the text and the adult supervising its use”; 
one might add into the mix the many objects the child was encouraged to 
exercise their “powers of understanding and imagination” upon.36

In his Moral Dissertations (1784), also published by Johnson, Percival 
was more explicit about the complex physical laws of habit and associa-
tion that determined moral behavior: “The strongest tint in the complex-
ion of the human character, may be sometimes formed by a circumstance, 
or event apparently casual; which, by forcibly impressing the mind pro-
duces a lasting association, that gives a uniform direction to the efforts 
of the understanding, and the feelings of the heart.”37 If he encouraged 
parents to create the right circumstances for reading and learning, the 
acknowledgment of “casual” circumstances hints at the difficulties of fix-
ing the proper environment. As with Aikin and Barbauld’s educational 
writing, it brought with it a recognition of a need for tolerance, partly 
in the engineering sense, that could at least approach a kind of humility 
about the refusal of things “to dissolve quickly into the milieu of human  
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knowledge.” The calculus of proximate and remote causes was not 
amenable to mathematical precision, and Percival remained closer to 
the spirit of Cullen in this regard than some of his other students.38

Most of the papers collected in Moral Dissertations had been given at 
the Literary and Philosophical Society. They were prefaced by a Socratic 
dialogue— originally privately published on its own— that investigated 
some of the delicate issues of calibrating freedom of opinion with an 
ethos of benevolence.39 Percival’s educational writing explicitly favors 
the dialogue form— “freedom of conversation”— against “rigid adherence 
to the precise rules of system.” A taste for polemic for its own sake is to 
be avoided because of “the tendency of this habit of altercation to create 
indifference.” Unlike Ferriar, who often displayed a caustic manner, Per-
cival showed no desire to emulate Diogenes.40 Many of Percival’s essays 
are concerned with the development of taste and the cultivation of a kind 
of reader response that makes “every grove a sacred fane,” to use the line 
that Percival initially quoted from James Thomson and then subsumed 
into his own phrasing in later editions.41 After his death, there was a mi-
nor controversy in Dissenting circles about whether Percival had been too 
“accommodating” to the Church of England. His correspondence with 
such figures as William Paley and Richard Watson, Bishop of Llandaff, 
makes it clear that he favored a national church only if it guaranteed free-
dom of belief. Percival’s writing may not be anticlerical as such, but there 
was a consistent defense of freedom of conscience in religion that might 
cause alarm to Tory- Anglicans, as it did to De Quincey’s mother.42

A spirit of accommodation might be traced at work in Medical Ethics, 
completed just before Percival’s death, not least because of its acknowl-
edgment of the evangelical Thomas Gisborne’s Enquiry into the Duties 
of Men in the Higher and Middle Classes of Society (1794) “as the most 
complete system, extant, of praCtICaL ethICs.”43 Percival had sent an 
early draft to Gisborne sometime after 1792, as he did to several others, 
including Aikin and Ferriar. The evangelical minister used it extensively 
in his own book’s discussion of the duties of physicians, stressing what 
they owed as Christians to their calling and toward their patients. Per-
cival’s work on the fever outbreak in the cotton mills in the 1780s came in 
for special praise. Gisborne had gained his reputation with an influential 
rebuttal of William Paley’s utilitarian ethics in Principles of Moral Phi-
losophy Investigated (1789), which drew on Bishop Butler’s Divine Anal-
ogy to insist on the primacy of conscience and revelation. Percival’s son 
Edward later acknowledged the role of Butler’s work in saving his father 
from the influence of David Hume’s “Essay on Miracles,” but this conflu-
ence does mean that Percival broke with his inheritance in the Scottish 
Enlightenment.44 Medical Ethics was a palimpsest, its earliest version 
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written immediately after the “infirmary revolution” in Manchester (dis-
cussed in the next section). It was rewritten to give professional advice to 
Percival’s son James, whose early death delayed publication and may be 
responsible for some of the gloomier aspects of the published version.45 
The final version was also, as Pickstone notes, the product of the retrench-
ment after the sustained period of reforms in the Manchester Infirmary. 
Percival’s relationship with Gisborne needs above all to be understood in 
the context of his accommodating tendency toward an ecumenical sense 
of public- spiritedness, sympathetic to the idea of a national church, if 
not to the doctrines of the Church of England, as a forum for bringing 
people together, where adapting to circumstance was understood to be  
a key principle of healthy living.

Gisborne himself was a more complex figure than the label “evangeli-
cal” may suggest to some readers, quite possibly as influenced by Percival 
as influencing him. An important member of the Clapham Sect, close to 
Hannah More and William Wilberforce, he was very active in the Society 
for the Bettering of the Condition of the Poor, which reported positively 
on Ferriar and Percival’s initiatives in public medicine.46 Gisborne was 
an outspoken critic of aristocratic decadence and sharply critical of cap-
italist moneymaking, even if loyal to the existing political order. This pa-
ternalist tendency was not unsympathetic to the improving spirit of the 
literary and philosophical societies as long as it was set on firmly Chris-
tian principles guided by the Bible. Gisborne’s “On the Benefits and Du-
ties resulting from the Institution of Societies for the Advancement of 
Literature and Philosophy,” communicated to the society by Percival in 
1796, makes clear from its first page the importance of “authority” and 
“sanctions.”47 Most of its emphasis is on the conditions that might im-
pair learned societies from this perspective, especially the tendency of 
medical men toward infidelity. One recalls the anxieties of Samuel Hall 
about any notion that the moral senses might be the product of taste or 
sentiments.

Whatever Gisborne’s belated influence on Medical Ethics, Cullen’s 
remains palpable in its developed sense of the “complicated and multi-
farious” skills required of a physician, including a “knowledge of human 
nature and extensive moral duties” (vii). “Feelings and emotions,” remote 
causes of disease, Percival believed, “no less than symptoms need to be 
understood” (10). Politeness is encouraged as the basis of relations with 
the patient and with other medical practitioners: “Observance of the du-
ties which they enjoin, will soften your manners, expand your affections, 
and form you to that propriety and dignity of conduct, which are essen-
tial to the character of a geNtLemaN” (ix). Ultimately Percival’s idea of 
proper medical conduct will, he says, “unite tenderness with steadiness, 
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and condescension with authority, as to inspire the mind of their patients 
with gratitude, respect, and confidence” (9). These are qualities as “im-
portant to the comfort and relief of the sick poor,” wrote Percival, as to 
“the rich under such circumstances” (10). These principles are united 
under a sense of a benign and rational Creator rather than Gisborne’s 
starker emphasis on sanctions. Gisborne was concerned that moral pur-
pose should precede narrowly medical interests— for instance, when it 
came to medical experiments, but especially regarding the traditional 
association between physicians and freethinking. Percival’s career had 
been devoted to the idea that medical therapeutics had a moral purpose, 
but this did not come with Gisborne’s emphasis on the physician’s duty to 
worship in the Church of England. In a lengthy discussion of Gisborne’s 
opinions on this topic in his notes, Percival carefully affirmed the value 
of “social worship,” a phrase that may signal his association with the 
Barbauld- Aikin circle and carefully distinguish his beliefs in this regard 
from the Churchman’s.48 Percival, unlike Gisborne, could understand 
that “scruples respecting doctrines and forms, [might be] sufficient to 
produce an alienation from the sacred offices of the temple.” When it 
came to treatment of the dying, too, a topic on which John Ferriar had 
already written an important essay, Percival firmly rejected a role for the 
priest in the treatment room: “The character of the physician is remote 
either from superstition or enthusiasm: And the aid which he is now ex-
horted to give, will tend towards their exclusion from the sick wards of 
the hospital . . . where their effects have been known to be not only bane-
ful, but even fatal” (12). Ferriar had been even more robust: “While the 
senses remain perfect, the patient ought to direct his own conduct, both 
in his devotional exercises, and in the last interchanges of affection with 
his friends.”49 In both instances, practical medical matters hold a line 
against evangelical piety.

John Pickstone has given more weight to the origins of Medical Ethics 
in the infirmary revolution of 1789– 90 than Percival’s Edinburgh train-
ing, leaving it somewhat like the jetsam in a receding tide of reform.50 In 
certain respects, Percival’s characteristic preference for accommodat-
ing to his environment can be seen in his relations with the infirmary 
hierarchy before the years of reform that peaked with the third volume 
of Memoirs, when he worked with the Tory- Anglican hierarchy that 
dominated medicine in Manchester. Only from the middle of the 1780s 
does a more clearly progressive impetus seem to manifest itself in his 
association with Thomas Cooper and Thomas Walker, and their medical 
ally Ferriar. Critics and historians often describe this group as “radical,” 
sometimes in comparison with the more cautious Percival. I have been 
unable to trace any public statement on political matters from Ferriar. 
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He does not seem to have joined the Manchester Constitutional Society, 
for instance, although he was reputed to have helped his friend George 
Philips draft his Necessity of a Speedy and Effectual Reform in Parlia-
ment (1793).51 Ferriar also continued on friendly terms with Cooper and 
Walker after their politics had made them notorious, but his own rad-
icalism really resided in his insistence that all parts of society shared  
a common experience in the body.

t h e  I N F I r m a r y  r e v o L u t I o N

Ferriar’s biopolitics becomes apparent in the so- called infirmary revo-
lution that coincided with his rising role in Manchester medicine in the 
expansive years of reform from the late 1780s to early 1790s, the period 
when he was also most active in the Literary and Philosophical Society. 
The infirmary had been controlled by Tory- Anglican gentry families 
from its inception in the 1750s. Charles White, a young surgeon at the 
time, was its main architect. At midcentury, infirmaries represented 
the newest and most fashionable form of civic philanthropy. They were 
organized on a joint- stock company principle, controlled by the votes of 
subscribers, who usually elected a management committee from among 
their own number. Patients were admitted on the recommendation of 
a subscriber in the familiar way of eighteenth- century patronage. “In a 
small town of growing affluence,” Pickstone notes, “these easily- bought 
rights of patronage were attractive.”52 A matron and domestic help with 
an apothecary who cared for the patients usually did most of the actual 
work, while the honorary physicians looked to their more lucrative cli-
ents.53 White was well placed to develop this system when local opinion in 
Manchester decided it ought to follow the recent example of Liverpool.54 
The son of a Manchester attorney, White had built his reputation as  
a man- midwife partly on the prestige of having studied in London with 
William Hunter, but neither White nor his patrons can have expected the 
population explosion that made the traditional structure of the infirmary 
untenable by the last decade of the century.

Infirmaries were never really intended as serious public health re-
sources: their regulations excluded many kinds of patients, including 
those “suspected of having smallpox, itch, or other infectious distem-
per.”55 These diseases were usually treated on an outpatient basis at dis-
pensaries, but the demographic influx to Manchester and the surrounding 
towns soon put this system under acute pressure. Aikin, Haygarth, and 
Percival were alert to the situation early on through their research inter-
est in medical statistics. Unlike Thomas Malthus, another Warrington 
Academy graduate and Johnson author, they encouraged relief on behalf 
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of the urban poor if the public benefits of industrial expansion were to be 
sustained.56 It was a position Percival’s ally Thomas Henry presented to 
members of the Literary and Philosophical Society in 1786 in a paper on 
mortality bills: “A contagious fever has proved very destructive, and its 
virulence has been, probably, increased, by the crowded and uncleanly 
manner, in which the poor people have been lodged . . . great towns, it 
must be allowed, are unfavourable for the duration of human life.”57 In 
the background to these remarks must have been the experience of the 
typhus outbreak in Radcliffe, near Bury, where Percival was called in by 
the local magistrate to investigate. The inauguration of a tradition of so-
cial inquiry among the physicians of the transpennine enlightenment 
was a product of a training in environmental medicine that encouraged 
them to look “beyond the confines of the individual frame into the space 
between bodies.”58 Henry’s report identified overcrowding and bad sani-
tation brought on by the factory system as among the remote causes— in 
Cullen’s sense— of the fever. The local mill owners— Sir Robert Peel (1st 
Baronet) among them— bitterly resented the report as an encroachment 
on their private business.59

These events form the backdrop of the “infirmary crisis” of 1790. There 
had been some muttering about a monopoly dominating appointments 
to the infirmary in the 1770s that didn’t get very far.60 In 1786, the newly 
qualified Thomas White, eldest son of Charles, was elected physician to 
the Infirmary. With Charles and Richard Hall, also father and son, four 
of the six honorary physicians were from two established Tory- Anglican 
families. The power of the traditional monopoly had been extended, but 
there were signs of change.61 John Ferriar arrived in Manchester around 
1785. With Thomas White’s appointment, he was the only experienced 
physician in town without a position at the infirmary.62 At the end of 
1788, George Philips, Thomas Walker, and Thomas Cooper spearheaded 
a push to appoint their friend. The Quarterly Board proposed that the 
rule limiting the size of the honorary staff be rescinded, with a view to an 
election to be held in March 1789, despite protests from the Whites. The 
reform group already had plenty of campaign experience, not least on the 
Manchester committee against the slave trade, where they worked with 
Henry and Percival. Ferriar contributed an adaptation of Aphra Behn’s 
Oronooko under the title The Prince of Angola (1788).63 The battle in the 
infirmary spilled over into newspaper controversy through the winter of 
1788– 89 as supporters of the old order presented the proposed changes as 
part of a larger reformist conspiracy. One letter dated March 17, 1789, and 
signed by “a CoNstaNt reader,” painted the reformers as proposing  
“a Medical Republic of the worst kind, untried and unknown in the Gov-
ernment of those Hospitals with which we are acquainted.”64 In this 



 Three Physicians around Manchester [  1 1 3  ]

heated atmosphere, the trustees negatived the proposals at the annual 
meeting. A motion to appoint two home physicians did succeed with the 
support of evangelical Anglicans and Methodists convinced of the ur-
gency of the problems facing the urban poor. Philips proposed Ferriar 
and George Bew for the new posts.65 When these appointments were con-
firmed in October, the honorary physicians resigned their responsibili-
ties for home patients. Charles Este wrote to the London newspaper the 
World to defend their reputations, denying that any change was needed, 
a position undermined when typhus broke out in 1789.66 Ferriar was ef-
fectively left in charge of the fever victims disbarred from treatment in 
the infirmary. Further reforms were pushed through in 1790: a new ward 
for inpatients; the building of a new dispensary; and the extension of the 
home- patient service to poor women in labor.

Pickstone and Butler show how this last development— proposed 
by the man- midwife William Simmons, only recently arrived in 
Manchester— constituted a direct threat to the interests of the Hall and 
White families.67 They had dominated obstetrics in the town and decided 
to defend their position in a fashionable market by creating their own 
new charity outside the infirmary. The newspapers were again full of 
the dispute, which ended with Eason and Charles White resigning from 
their infirmary posts. White’s resignation letter, published in the Man-
chester Mercury, complained at “the attempts . . . very unjustifiable . . . 
to overturn the constitution as originally established.” On the same day, 
August 10, the newspaper also announced Ferriar’s appointment as hon-
orary physician. When Charles and Richard Hall also resigned, the way 
was cleared for vigorous institutional reform with Ferriar and Percival in 
the vanguard. Reporting again to the London press, Este represented the 
resignations as the result of “the same wild system” that had expanded the 
service to the home patients. A flourishing charity would be left as “a the-
atre of experiment for boys, just stepping from the pestle and mortar.”68

The next decade only partially justified Este’s fear that a broader set 
of reforms would follow. New rules for the infirmary were circulated to 
demonstrate its “universal benefit to our fellow creatures.”69 Ferriar be-
gan to advertise to the lay public the advice he had been giving to the 
town’s Police Committee. Attention was being drawn to the state of cel-
lar dwellings and filthy lodging houses that migrant workers were being 
forced to occupy. As part of this campaign, Ferriar also presented an essay 
on the “Origin of contagious and new Diseases” at the Literary and Philo-
sophical Society. His intention was to present “a motive for active benev-
olence . . . little considered before” (1:xii). The essay was published in his 
Medical Histories and Reflections (1792), a volume dedicated to Percival 
as “its natural protector, a medical philosopher, zealous for improve-
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ment” (1:iii– iv). It followed the course set by Percival and Henry to argue 
that new diseases were being produced “among the poor of great cities” 
(1:222). More radical was the idea of a “secret” relationship between the 
diseases of luxury and those of “wretchedness”: “The poor are indeed the 
first sufferers, but the mischief does not always rest with them. By secret 
avenues it reaches the most opulent, and severely revenges their neglect, 
or insensibility to the wretchedness surrounding them” (1:241). Ferriar’s 
sense of the biopolitics of the situation insisted on a shared animal exis-
tence. Moreover, it was a suffering body that Ferriar took to be mindful 
even where it seemed most abject, even where “wretchedness” seemed 
to narrow down to the utmost failure to live up to any idea of “the clean 
and proper body.”70 John Phillips Kay’s usage of the term “social body” 
in the 1830s to denote an abstracted aspect of biological life at the heart 
of my final chapter could hardly have been more different from Ferriar’s 
sense of a precarious and dispersed network linking the population of 
the industrial city.

Ferriar’s detailed accounts of the suffering of his patients renders 
them as feeling subjects rather than simply objects of sympathy. The 
payoff was his insistence that the charitable institutions in place could 
not cope with the situation. He identified a series of problems behind the 
typhus epidemic, including the filthy state of lodging houses, “where the 
master of the house is totally regardless of the misery before his eyes” 
(1:137), the scandal of people being forced to live in cellars, the continu-
ing problems with conditions in the factories themselves, and the general 
want of food and clothing. Nor did he take these problems to be simply 
physical, a problem with the functioning of the animal machine. They 
were exacerbated by “the constant action of depressing passions on the 
mind”: “I have seen patients in agonies of despair,” he continued, “on 
finding themselves overwhelmed with filth and abandoned by everyone 
who could do them any service; and after such emotions I have seldom 
found them recover” (1:139). Ferriar always saw mental and physical 
states as entangled, a situation complicated further by the emergence of 
“new, unexplained categories of disease” in the unprecedented circum-
stances of the Industrial Revolution.71 Refusing any simple distinction 
between body and mind, Ferriar insisted that the poor suffered in their 
bodies— and suffered more than any fine person— because they felt the 
hopelessness of their condition.

Around this time, Ferriar also drew up a circular— Advice to the Poor— 
directly addressing the laboring classes, later published as an appendix to 
the third volume of his Medical Histories (3:211– 19). Although the pub-
lished version darkly mentions the Board of Health obstructing its circu-
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lation, he reprinted it in the hope it might be taken up in other expanding 
towns. It soon circulated nationally by the Society for the Better ment of 
the Condition of the Poor. Fifty years later, Edwin Chadwick appended 
it to his Report on the Sanitary Conditions of the Labouring Population 
(1842).72 George Rosen’s charge that Ferriar failed to address the eco-
nomic causes of distress seems harsh given the pace of change in this 
“shock city.”73 Moreover, it neglects Ferriar’s indictment of “luxury” as 
one of the causes of the evil. Nor did he blame the poor in the way Kay 
and his allies in the 1830s would do later for a congenital improvidence. 
Ferriar encouraged the poor to take measures to improve their domestic 
economy without accusing them of any inherent tendency toward dissi-
pation. His paper to the Literary and Philosophical Society made it clear 
that there was a shared responsibility, which included an opportunity for 
the privileged “to do for ourselves, in disarming the virulence of animal 
poisons, by increasing the happiness of our fellow creatures” (1:248). 
Maria Edgeworth later noted the way he had appealed to “the selfish as 
well as the humane by shewing how infectious fevers which spread often 
to the rich are generated in the squalid lodgings of the poor.”74

The Board of Health and the House of Recovery were the most visible 
products of Ferriar’s efforts. Set up at a public meeting in December 1795, 
under the direction of the sympathetic magistrate and stalwart member 
of the Literary and Philosophical Society, Thomas Butterworth Bayley, 
the greatest achievement of the Board was the establishment of a Fever 
Hospital near the Infirmary in 1796 (a model followed soon elsewhere, 
including London). There was again opposition from entrenched med-
ical opinion and the inhabitants of wealthy streets around the hospital 
worried about contagion. “House of Recovery” was adopted as a less om-
inous name than Fever Hospital. Ferriar’s more radical ideas about the 
inspection of lodging houses were beaten back. The main lesson of the 
epidemics for Ferriar, as Pickstone sees it, was the need for a redistribu-
tion of wealth that would lift the majority of the poor out of the “intersti-
tial” conditions that forced them into old and filthy subdivided houses.75 
Ferriar’s paper to the Literary and Philosophical Society on the origin of 
contagious diseases ends by addressing the excesses of the rich not simply 
in their consequences for the individuals involved: “when voluptuous 
habits induce him to withhold his real superfluities from the indigent, 
he contributes to the diseases and destructions of thousands” (1:247). His 
criticism of “voluptuous habits” had more to do with the redistribution 
of wealth than any program of moral restraint that held the body to be 
an object of disciplinary suspicion of the sort found in such successors 
as James Phillips Kay.
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F e r r I a r ’s  e m B o d I e d  m I N d

John Ferriar’s strictly medical writing is continuous with the more ex-
ploratory thinking he started to develop at the Manchester Literary and 
Philosophical Society, where he had quickly made his way after joining in 
April 1786, probably with the patronage of Thomas Percival.76 My main 
interest here is with Ferriar’s engagement with debates surrounding 
philosophical materialism, always a fraught topic, but especially so in the 
years after the French Revolution, when the society struggled to retain an 
atmosphere open to debate. Ferriar originally debated the issues with his 
friend Thomas Cooper, who on January 17, 1787, gave a paper at the soci-
ety that sparked a controversy noticed far beyond Manchester. The clash 
between Ferriar and Owen in 1794 was probably a more local instance 
of the ripples of trouble the topic caused. Although Cooper and Ferriar 
were friends, agreeing about the importance of material circumstances 
to mental phenomena, they ultimately differed— as Ferriar and Owen 
differed— around the question of mechanism and medical essentialism.

In his original paper, Cooper described himself as “singular in my 
sentiments,” aware that his position made him an outlier even in a soci-
ety generally interested in Priestley’s materialism.77 His most immediate 
point of disagreement was with “our worthy secretary” Thomas Barnes, 
who early in the society’s activities had given a paper “On the Influence 
of the Imagination and the Passions upon our Understanding,” which 
argued for a positive view of imagination as one of several mental modes 
that together made up the mind as “oNe uNCompouNded esseNCe, 
continually in motion.”78 Cooper was carefully respectful to Barnes, if 
insistently skeptical about anything that might look like “immateri-
alism” being introduced to Priestley’s thinking on matter and spirit.79 
“Materialism” in Cooper’s definition is “that Opinion which makes the 
Phenomena termed mental, depend on the Properties necessarily result-
ing from one Organization, without the Assistance of a distinct immate-
rial Principle.”80 Unsurprisingly given its candor, Cooper’s paper was not 
published in the society’s Memoirs but in Tracts Ethical Theological and 
Political (1789), printed by William Eyres at his Warrington press for 
Joseph Johnson (and later ordered for the Literary and Philosophical 
Society in Newcastle). Most of the essays in Tracts had been read to the 
Manchester society, but others could not “from the nature of the subjects 
treated.”81 Presumably these included his “Summary of Unitarian Argu-
ments,” which would hardly have gone down well with those Anglican 
members who harbored suspicions that the society was a Unitarian front. 
One wonders how those in the room reacted, if they attended the paper 
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on materialism. For his part, Cooper was bullish about truth being the 
only reasonable standard of judgment for any argument and dismissive 
of claims that there was any tendency in his ideas subversive of religion 
(a point on which even Priestley had his doubts).82 Aside from Cooper’s 
relatively polite mentions of Barnes, his style is punchily contemptuous 
of the broad sweep of what he calls “immaterialism,” including recent 
medical defenses of vitalism and the “common sense” philosophy of 
James Beattie and “the Scotch doctors.” He gets close to his hero Priest-
ley’s History of the Corruptions of Christianity (1782) when he ascribes 
Christian immaterialism to the influence of Platonism, stopping himself 
going further, he said, in deference to the society’s rules on theological 
controversy.83

Some of those who listened to his paper at the society must have 
thought Cooper had jumped that fence from early on in his talk. Even 
so, less than a month later, the topic was revisited when his dismissive 
comments on vitalism were expanded upon by Ferriar. The physician de-
fined “vitalism” as the idea of “a living power independent of the mind,” 
tracing it back to Plato’s notion of “plastic nature,” dismissed by Coo-
per as a mystical “soul of the world.” Ferriar saw the error as stemming 
from a need to explain the “reciprocal action of the soul and body on each 
other,” a metaphysical problem that his essay gives little space.84 Fer riar’s 
main business was with Alexander Monro and John Hunter, two of “the 
Scotch doctors” Cooper had handled roughly. Monro’s Observations on 
the Nervous System (1783) had identified, in Ferriar’s words, “a living 
principle, pervading the universe.” John Hunter had offered a specific 
site for the vital principle in the blood. There, Hunter claimed, could be 
discovered “a power of forming and renewing parts . . . almost to a de-
gree of rationality.” Resisting explanations that might remove the issue 
of the vital principle beyond the physical into an occult domain, Ferriar 
insisted, on the contrary, that the brain was the “source of sensibility 
and irritability.” If at first glance, this sounds like a straightforward de-
fense of Cooper’s materialism, Ferriar’s conclusion is more reserved:  
“I have uniformly considered the action of the mind and brain on the 
body as identical without reference to the question of materialism, be-
cause with respect to our facts, and indeed to all medical facts, this notion 
is sufficiently complete.” He doesn’t underwrite Cooper’s confidence that 
“the mind is the brain” (to use the phrase Cooper quoted from Richard 
Price’s debates with Priestley). Ferriar took the view that “it is of more 
consequence to examine one opinion, which is said to be supported by 
facts, than either to reject or advance many plausible hypotheses.” His 
final sentence simply echoed Cooper’s care not to transgress the society’s 
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rules on religious controversy: “I have purposely omitted to consider the 
application of a vital principle to pathology, as the subject would lead to 
disquisitions inadmissible to the rules of the society.”85

“Pathology” here is being used in the sense of “the study of disease 
and its multiple causes” recently discussed by Kevis Goodman: Ferriar’s 
refusal to reduce these to a monocausal mechanism was made clearer 
when he turned to his differences with Cooper in his “Argument against 
the Doctrine of Materialism,” read to the society in November 1790.86 
Ferriar’s “soft materialism” resisted not only occult notions of mind ex-
tracted from the material networks of the body, on the one hand, but also 
the materialist axiom that the brain simply was the mind, on the other.87 
Ferriar’s “Argument against Materialism” is primarily concerned with 
the implications of cases of serious brain damage where some form of 
consciousness is retained, “almost demonstrating that the Brain is the 
instrument only, not the Cause of the reasoning Power.” The “almost” 
here is not to be glossed over. Nor is the tone of the essay, which teases 
“Metaphysical” doctrine with “facts.” Ferriar’s writing is nearly always 
suffused with genial skepticism that manifests as a distinctive mixture of 
Baconian trust in observation and learned wit against metaphysical sys-
tem building. His conclusion that “something more than the discernible 
organization must be requisite to produce the phenomena of thinking,” 
suggesting the importance of “remote” rather than simply physiological 
causes, is framed as an amiable riposte to “my good friend.” He ends with 
a sophisticated pun drawn from Lucian, a favorite author, to present him-
self as Diogenes the Cynic rolling his tub up and down the hill “so that he 
should not seem to be the only idle man” (the pun is on the homophone 
between an area of Corinth and the Greek word for the skull, appropriate 
as Ferriar had been rolling his tub— as it were— around the skull in search 
of the mind).88

Cooper himself later generously accepted that Ferriar had “rendered 
it dubious how far the sentient principle ought to be confined to the 
brain,” only noting the open nature of the physician’s conclusions that 
did nothing to support “the common hypothesis of a separate soul, acting 
by means of the body.”89 If an amiable relationship was preserved between 
the two protagonists, the broader reception of their exchange was more 
complicated, not least because the version published in the fourth volume 
of the Manchester society’s transactions was engulfed by the firestorm di-
rected against Cooper’s support for the French Revolution. Ironically, the 
problem was caused partly by the society’s success in attracting national 
and international coverage of its debates. The British Critic’s review of 
the volume at the end of 1793 misrepresented Ferriar’s paper as an expert 
refutation of French atheism. By this stage, attacked by Edmund Burke 
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in Parliament, Cooper was widely known to have visited the Jacobin Club 
in 1792 with James Watt Jr. The reviewer in the British Critic refused the 
Memoir’s denial of responsibility for opinions expressed in its pages as 
not “equally justified in every proceeding.” Freethinking was allowable 
in “matters of experiment, and hypothesis purely philosophical,” but 
prohibited when “matters of morality and metaphysics” are circulated 
“which may prove injurious to society.” This position precisely contra-
dicted Cooper’s claim that the only measure of an argument was whether 
it was true or not. The review presented Ferriar’s case histories as “the 
testimony of facts, opposed to the speculations of theory,” ignoring the 
fact that Ferriar refused to draw positive conclusions from them in fa-
vor of religious orthodoxy. Against Cooper’s belief that “the brain is . . .  
a mechanical organization of fibres, so delicately curious, that the result 
of it is mind,” as the reviewer put it, Ferriar is celebrated as “a man of 
much learning, and no small share of taste and judgment.” Ferriar’s jokey 
closing allusion to Lucian is read as a sign of cultural literacy weighed 
against Cooper’s base materialism. The review scarcely does justice to 
either the tone or content of Ferriar’s essay, flipping his skepticism about 
mechanistic accounts of mind into a positive affirmation of the doctrine 
of spirit.90

The febrile political atmosphere of the 1790s tended to force complex 
medical ideas into this kind of crude binary. The same tendency— if from 
the other side politically— produced a scathing attack on Ferriar by the 
Liverpool physician William Tattersall in A brief view of the anatomical 
arguments for the doctrine of materialism; occasioned by Dr. Ferriar’s 
argument against it (1794), another Joseph Johnson pamphlet. Tatter-
sall took Cooper’s materialism to be “the only rational foundation for the 
doctrine of resurrection,” and he strongly suggested that Ferriar was a 
defender of Church and King.91 Seemingly appalled by this construction, 
Ferriar replied in the second volume of his Medical Histories, reiterating 
his admiration for Cooper, as “a man of great knowledge and splendid 
talents,” a brave enough position given that his friend had by now been 
driven into exile in the United States. He also insisted that he had not any-
where mentioned “the doctrine of spirit” (2:248, 253). Hardly a ringing 
endorsement of orthodoxy, especially given the pressures of those times!

Ferriar described Tattersall’s position as “the boasted mechanical 
theory of thinking” (2:254). Like his teacher Cullen, he was suspicious 
of reductively monocausal explanations, a suspicion that extended from 
his more general thinking on mind to his reservations about the exper-
iments into the medical value of “fixed airs” being pursued by Thomas 
Beddoes.92 James Watt Sr. had begun to produce an apparatus to deliver 
Beddoes’s pneumatic therapy from 1794.93 Told about the development 
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by Cooper, Ferriar asked for details from the younger Watt, who encour-
aged the physician to test the apparatus in the infirmary, confiding in his 
letter of reply that Sir Joseph Banks had refused his support because of 
“Beddoes’s cloven Jacobin foot and it is the order of the day to suppress 
or oppose all Jacobin innovations such as this is already called.”94 Ferriar 
was more open- minded about Beddoes, but his initial enthusiasm for 
the pneumatic therapy cooled quite quickly, to Watt’s disappointment. 
“I expect to be able to recommend it,” he told Watt, but also sounded  
a skeptical note: “the most splendid theories are not admitted to the 
highest honours, till they have been confirmed by those humble observ-
ers, whom Dr. Beddoes has chosen to abuse.”95 By September 1795 the 
elder Watt, traveling through Manchester, confirmed Ferriar’s lack of 
progress, writing to his son that “at the Infirmary they make a bungling 
hand of the preparation of the airs, leaving that to a parcel of ignorant 
boys.”96 Ferriar only moved slowly toward making his doubts public, 
suggesting he didn’t want a public break with Beddoes and Watt Jr. The 
second volume of Medical Histories (1795) gave conditional support:  
“I shall, therefore, continue to use the pneumatic medicine but only in 
those disorders which prove intractable to common remedies, till I can ar-
rive at certain conclusions respecting it. For I think it wholly inexcusable, 
to hazard the life of a poor patient, by substituting uncertain remedies, 
for those which experience justifies us in directing. But I confess that  
I shall proceed in my trials, with hopes much reduced, and with eagerness 
greatly abated” (2:242). The third volume, published in 1798, finally made 
a decisive statement against the treatment, although it noted that “the 
science of medicine would suffer equally, by an illiberal discouragement 
of speculative opinions, or by too ready an acquiescence in them.” The 
problem, he suggested, was when any theory aimed “to reduce the causes 
of disease and death to one or two.” Predictably enough, the British Critic 
was delighted at “the manly and decisive tone in which he finally delivers 
his own opinion on the subject of pneumatic medicine,” as if it had been 
impatiently waiting for him to stamp on the cloven foot of Jacobinism. 
No such political disavowal of Beddoes ever came.97

a p p a r I t I o N s  o F  t h e  m I N d

Ferriar fully participated in the resurgence of environmental thinking 
that witnessed the receding influence of mechanistic explanations, de-
spite the contrary tendency found in Cooper and Owen. As early as the 
preface to the first volume of his Medical Reflections, Ferriar had in-
veighed against the tendency of “medical writers to form systems” (1:ix). 
So far, I have traced this disposition in Ferriar in its more critical aspect, 
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but there is a more affirmative side to his skepticism about the mono-
causal explanations of medical essentialism, perhaps most apparent 
in his literary criticism, especially in his Illustrations of Sterne (1798), 
whose origins lay in his “Comments on Sterne,” read to the society in 
January 1791. There the figure of François Rabelais looms large, often as  
a source of “general satire on the abuse of speculative opinions” celebrat-
ing what another student of Rabelais, M. M. Bakhtin, called “the gro-
tesque body.”98 Bakhtin’s grotesque body is open to the messiness of the 
world around it— that is, part of a mesh of remote and proximate causes, 
in Cullen’s terms. Ferriar’s literary criticism participates in the version 
of aesthetics as aisthesis recently recovered by Goodman from the late 
eighteenth- century traffic between medicine and aesthetics. Central 
to Goodman’s analysis is the contrast between nosology— the system-
atic study of symptoms abstracted from their causes— and pathology as 
the study of the development and origins of disease.99 Ferriar seems to 
have been drawn to Sterne by the way the novelist was concerned with 
the pathology of hobbyhorses in so far as they could be traced back— only 
ever uncertainly— to the history of the body in its physical and remoter 
circumstances.

Specifically concerned with tracing the origins of some of Sterne’s 
ideas to Rabelais, Robert Burton, and other Renaissance satirists, Illus-
trations of Sterne has earned Ferriar a place of dishonor among scholars 
of Sterne (at least in their footnotes). Despite often being portrayed as 
a killjoy, Ferriar was quite clear about his veneration for the novelist: 
“I do not mean to treat him as a Plagiarist: I wish to illustrate, not to 
degrade him.”100 The general tone of his response is a celebration of the 
use Sterne makes of his sources: “the dexterity,” as Ferriar puts it, “with 
which [Sterne] has incorporated in his work so many passages, written 
with very different views by their respective authors.” Incorporation is  
a useful idea here. Ferriar effectively details the long history of using the 
exigencies of the body to poke fun at speculative systems (a key strategy 
of his favorite Diogenes). Ferriar used the device in the printed version of 
the essay on genius that had sparked the dispute with Owen: “I know not 
whether weakness or pride contributed more to those delusions, which 
appropriated a divinity to preside over the most usual, and the least dig-
nified of our natural functions, but if the ancients supposed themselves 
to be supernaturally assisted on such occasions, it is not wonderful that 
they should lay claim to superior protection, in the bright and enviable 
moments of literary success.” This learned lavatory humor may well ac-
count for the stunned response from the audience for the paper in 1794. 
Ferriar’s literary writing— and, I would suggest, his professional medical 
writing and practice— was actively hostile to ideas of genius as a “distinct 
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power of the mind,” as he put it, but equally resistant to replacing it with 
any idea of man as machine.101

Likewise, Ferriar’s writing on “medical demonology,” on the face of it 
an exercise in medical disenchantment, is in fact a nuanced part of his 
debate with Cooper on “the phenomena termed mental.” Cooper’s essay 
on materialism dismissed “the vulgar notion of apparitions” as a prop of 
immaterialist superstition.102 Ferriar’s “Of Popular Illusions, and par-
ticularly Medical Demonology,” read to the Literary and Philosophical 
Society a few months earlier in May 1786, agreed in substance, perhaps, 
but showed a characteristic relish for his materials to the point where his 
paper arguably shows rather more tolerance for folk superstition than 
for the illusions of the educated elite. “Errors are imputed to ignorance,” 
he wrote, “which, however they arose, were supported in the most en-
lightened times, and by writers of the greatest knowledge and acuteness.” 
Enlightenment has its own pathologies: “even the present century, not-
withstanding the boasted improvements of reason, has proved fruitful 
in illusions of the most ridiculous nature.”103 Ferriar’s medical duties 
at the lunatic asylum, close by the infirmary, were to give ample experi-
ence of treating mental disorders and delusions of many kinds. Leonard 
Smith suggests that Ferriar regarded mental illness as “closely aligned 
with physical disorders,” as one might expect given his sense of the en-
tanglement of mind and body.104 His system of care allowed the patient 
to “minister to himself.” It might not cure, Ferriar accepted, but it would 
“soften the destiny” of those in his care.105 His experiences in the hospital 
provided some of the case histories in his An Essay Towards a Theory of 
Apparitions (1813), otherwise effectively a full- length elaboration of his 
papers on medical demonology and occult ideas of genius.

Ferriar’s Essay does not address insanity as such. Instead, he provides 
an explanation of the role of remote causes in the experience of “spec-
tral impressions” by those otherwise in control of their faculties, opening 
with the striking claim that “the forms of the dead, or absent person have 
been seen and their voices have been heard, by witnesses whose testi-
mony is entitled to belief.” Apparitions are not spiritual interventions 
for Ferriar, but products of the mind that appear as hallucinations. The 
aim of the essay is to discern “whether the improved state of physiology 
affords any glimpse of light on this subject, . . . from the known laws of 
the animal oeconomy, independent of supernatural causes.” A charac-
teristic mix of clinical cases with historical material, the essay does not 
quite fulfill its self- protective claim to keep to “profane history and to 
the delusions of individuals only,” discussing, for instance, examples 
drawn from the English Civil War.106 Hallucinations are traced to a series  
of physical causes, among them digestive problems, diseased nerves, cir-
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culatory irregularities, or a “peculiar condition of the sensorium.” Rather  
than simply operating as proximate causes, these and other physical 
problems inflamed the brain and renewed previous visual or auditory 
impressions, sometimes recombining them into new forms. Renewed im-
pressions then appeared in the brain as if they were external objects. They 
did not depend on proximate physical causes, as in more mechanistic 
theories of relations between the mind and the body. General times of cri-
sis, like the English Civil War, and intense reading experiences, Ferriar 
noted, could also trigger them. True to the tradition of environmental 
medicine in which he had been trained, as Goodman describes it, “cus-
tom, memory, imagination, and discourse were considered to act upon 
men and women just as effectively as present persons and objects.”107

Ferriar’s preface sent an invitation to a literary readership that had 
precipitately, it drily suggests, granted Beddoes “the honors due to the 
inventor of a new pleasure” with his beguiling “Gas of Paradise” (v), a ref-
erence to his notorious experiments with nitrous oxide. Rather than place 
himself above “readerly pleasure” by jovially taking up the position of 
medical disenchanter, Ferriar appeared as a Gothic magician: “Take cour-
age, then, good reader, and knock at the portal of my enchanted castle.” 
Understanding how the mind worked, Ferriar suggested, would make 
available “to the makers and readers of such stories, a view of the subject, 
which may extend their enjoyment far beyond its former limits” (v– vi).108 
Numerous novelists and poets responded to the invitation. Copies of the 
Essay were owned by Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Walter Scott, and William 
Wordsworth. William Godwin seems to have read it carefully, and Percy 
Bysshe Shelley made at least one reference to the essay.109 Helen Groth 
argues that Ferriar “urges his readers to relax their vigilant application of 
the machinery of rational explanation and embrace the inexplicable phe-
nomena of dreams, hallucinations and apparitions of various kinds.”110 
Perhaps it would be closer to the truth to say that rational explanation 
and playfulness go hand in hand in the essay, as elsewhere in his writing. 
He mocked physicians, like Beddoes, when he thought they put too much 
trust in monocausal explanations. He was equally dismissive when novel-
ists such as Ann Radcliffe used such contrivances as secret passageways to 
explain away phantoms of the mind: “It has given me pain to see the most 
fearful and ghastly commencements of a tale of horror reduced to mere 
common events at the winding up of a book.” Sliding panels, waxwork fig-
ures, and “other vulgar machinery” are given short shrift (vi). Ferriar ef-
fectively predicted the destiny of Gothic in psychological terror produced 
from the internal workings of the mind, a direction James Hogg took up 
for his Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824), although, to 
be fair, they are scarcely neglected in Radcliffe.
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Ferriar showed general concern with the way that dramatic spectacle 
engaged the mind through the embodied affections. In October 1786, 
he had given a paper to the Manchester society on the plays of Philip 
Massinger, later picked up and developed in Coleridge’s dramatic crit-
icism.111 Ferriar imputed the success of Massinger’s plays to his ability 
to “interest our feelings.” Drawing a distinction between plays that at-
tracted the “taste” rather than the “understanding,” Ferriar identified 
Massinger’s greatness with his ability to prevent any “faint sense of pro-
priety to dwell on the mind.” Instead, Massinger “inflames or soothes, 
excites the strongest terror, or the softest pity, with all the energy and 
power of a true poet.”112 A similar idea of dramatic effects depending on 
a response located in the senses was also at heart of John Aikin Jr.’s “On 
the Impression of Reality Attending Dramatic Representations,” which 
argued that emotions raised inside and outside the theater, the interplay 
of remote and proximate causes felt on the body, “are precisely the same 
in nature, and only differ in degree of intensity.” For Aikin, “the identity 
of the sensation is proved by the sameness of the corporeal effects” and 
extends to the experience of solitary reading, taking as his example the 
experience of Sterne’s much anthologized story of Le Fevre from Tris-
tram Shandy: “Now will anyone fairly consult his feelings, assert that 
in such a case he weeps merely from the reflexion on possible human ca-
lamities; and that Le Fevre is not for the first time a real person in his 
imagination.”113 Physical impressions caused by intense reading could 
outlast the encounter with the printed page. The book as a material object 
is effectively understood as part of an extended mind in the way some of 
Aikin’s work with his sister had imagined the interaction between the 
child and the child’s environment.

When it comes to the belief in apparitions, Ferriar takes a similar line 
to Aikin on drama by insisting that the forms of the dead are physically 
seen in hallucinations. In other words, these may be illusions, but they 
are seen and heard as physical experiences. “Impressions on the eye,” 
as he puts it, “are more durable than the impression’s cause” (13 and 
16). Hallucinations are a “waking dream” (19), to use his anticipation 
of John Keats, with origins in a kind of dreamwork: “When an object is 
presented to the mind during sleep, while the operations of judgment 
are suspended, the imagination is busily employed in forming a story, 
to account for the appearance, whether agreeable or distressing” (17). 
Distancing himself from “theological discussions,” he insists that neither 
the “horror” of the vulgar nor the disdain of the skeptic are appropriate 
responses to phenomena he regards as a valuable source of physically 
pleasurable experiments on the self (ix). Both Aikin and Ferriar located 
literary pleasures in physiological responses. “Illusion” is seen as part of 
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a complex economy of sympathy and pleasure, of proximate and remote 
causes, part of a means of making sense of the universe that encompasses 
those who believe in apparitions and the audience for drama, not to men-
tion everyday psychological experience.

◆

Ferriar’s Theory of Apparitions celebrated such experiences as a source 
of pleasure; “a great convenience will be found in my system; appa-
ritions may be evoked, in open day . . . Nay, a person rightly prepared 
may see ghosts, while seated comfortably by his library- fire, in as much 
perfection, as amidst broken tombs, nodding ruins, and awe- inspiring 
ivy” (viii). Conjuring embodied images for his readers is what Ina Ferris 
thinks Scott gained from reading Ferriar. His literary writing certainly 
did not assume the superiority of his medical gaze over popular forms of 
knowledge, whether folk traditions or modern novel reading. “Attrac-
tion to apparition narratives,” as Ferris acutely notes of his influence on 
Scott, “speaks as much to the roots of such narratives in ancient med-
ical ‘lore,’ with its links to local tradition (tales, gossip, anecdote), as 
to the ambitions of a modern medical ‘science’ anxious to classify and 
systematize the phenomena that were the subjects of such narratives.”114 
Ferriar’s satire at Beddoes’s expense hints that medical science could get 
just as tangled up in such illusions as the uneducated. His suggestion that 
“delusions of the imagination,” as he called them, helped explain the in-
fluence that “the doctrines of Plato have exerted, in this respect, even 
since the establishment of Christianity” hinted that the same tendency 
persisted in the church (99– 100). Nevertheless, his essay was generally 
well received, if sometimes with a lingering sense that he had failed to 
acknowledge that there might be a genuinely religious kind of visionary 
experience.115 Blackwood’s declared its “decided anti- ferriarism” in the 
same number that contained its notorious attack on Keats as a Cockney 
poet. Ferriar had, it feared, sacrificed the “noble faculty of our souls, the 
imagination” to a “decisive victory of the genius of physiology.”116 I’ve sug-
gested that Ferriar never saw this issue in binary terms. His idea of mind 
was more concerned with reenchantment than the disenchanted version 
of a human being as a “reasoning machine” found in Owen. Both ought to 
be viewed as competing affordances of the pursuit of useful knowledge in 
the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society.





The liberal circles associated with the Manchester Literary and Philo-
sophical Society were generally encouraging to the education of women, 
at least partly because as mothers they were deemed to be crucial to the 
creation of an early environment that would provide a strong foundation 
to the character of the individual. “Home was always the theatre of my 
exploits,” Hannah Greg claimed, “and the boundary of my views and pros-
pects.”1 Greg was not simply confining herself to a private sphere. Not 
only did she educate her children in liberal principles— boys and girls 
alike— for a broader world, she used printed and manuscript circulation 
to disseminate her ideas, and also developed them— for better or worse— 
with the apprentices next to her home at Quarry Bank House. Hers was 
a domestic mission. Her education in the circles of Rational Dissent had 
given her every encouragement to take these steps, within certain limits. 
Joseph Priestley had argued that “the minds of women are capable of the 
same improvement, and the same furniture, as those of men.”2 Never-
theless, Warrington Academy, where Priestley taught, did not admit 
women students, despite providing the original context for his friend 
Anna Laetitia Barbauld’s achievements. Thomas Henry’s presentation of 
the Literary and Philosophical Society as a venue where young men would 
be able to experience “sweet converse with the fair sex” was primarily 
metaphorical, at least in terms of what happened in the society’s rooms, 
even if plenty of his friends had met and talked with Barbauld elsewhere. 
No woman was elected a member of the society until Winifred Faraday in 
1900.3 They could visit the institution to hear lectures, but they could not 
take part in the collision of mind with mind at the monthly meetings that 
were understood to be its engine room.

Where women had an increasingly active institutional life in these 
circles was in philanthropic societies, especially from the 1810s. They 
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were not simply helpmeets. Women organized committees and ran insti-
tutions whose remit went far beyond the confines of the home. Catharine 
Cappe’s Thoughts on Charitable Institutions (1814), with its “address to 
females of the rising generation,” was a palpable influence in this regard 
across the transpennine region.4 This terrain of philanthropic activism 
admitted no simple distinction between public and private, although 
some judgments were made on this basis. Mary Anne Rawson’s home out-
side Sheffield, as Alison Twells has shown, was a center for the dispersion 
of philanthropic activity in the 1810s and 1820s, but William Wilberforce 
had reservations about her antislavery activism when it came to door- 
to- door visiting.5 During Joseph Hunter’s time at Manchester College, 
York, Cappe invited students to her home for intellectual gatherings: 
“I valued the privilege of visiting her. I liked the conversation & have 
met with few people whose conversation I thought equal to her.” Others 
complained that she interfered and brought the College “under Petticoat 
Government.” Better disposed than some, Hunter still wished her auto-
biographical writing had not revealed “her motives and feelings in the 
undisguised manner” and thought she was governed by an “ill regulated 
desire of being useful.”6 Even in their philanthropic activities, Cappe and 
other women operated under “a complex mix of permission and prohi-
bition deriving from their sex,” as writers, and in their networked and 
institutional relations.7

d e L I C a C y,  a g e N C y,  a N d  p a r t I C I p a t I o N

Women’s participation was intrinsic to the strength of the knowledge net-
works described in this book, as should have already been apparent, but 
their participation in the institutional nodes that formed within them 
depended on complicated norms surrounding their “delicacy,” to use the 
word chosen by the committee of the Literary and Philosophical Society 
in Newcastle. These norms were understood to make their participation 
in vigorous debate undesirable. In this light, David Livingstone’s sugges-
tion that this period assumed “female corporeality rendered women un-
suitable for intellectual pursuits in general and for science in particular” 
needs to be qualified by taking the mode of exchange into account.8 As  
a young woman, Hannah Greg had been able to participate in the debate 
on materialism when it was restaged in her home. Her daughter Elizabeth 
(known as Bessy to the family) could attend John Dalton’s lectures at the 
Literary and Philosophical Society. However, the monthly discussions 
of his ideas held in the same venue were closed to her.9 William Turner’s 
daughter Mary experienced the same prohibitions with regard to the so-
ciety in Newcastle upon Tyne, despite her father’s encouragement of her 
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intellectual abilities. Anxieties about the disposition of bodies in rooms, 
questions of where and how debates took place, and not simply their 
subject matter, helped form these barriers and complicated the role of 
women in the networks of improvement discussed here.

If Hannah Greg was excluded from formal participation in the Liter-
ary and Philosophical Society when she moved to Manchester after her 
marriage, she seems to have enjoyed some secondary access to their de-
bates when Thomas Percival and other members “used to adjourn to her 
house for supper after their meetings and she made the most of the society 
around her (including the Heywoods and Philipses).”10 Percival and his 
circle did not share Thomas Gisborne’s sense that women lacked powers 
of “close and comprehensive reasoning.” They certainly did agree that the 
female sex constituted the source of “the most amiable tendencies and af-
fections implanted in human nature.”11 Thomas Henry’s confidence that 
contact with the improving minds of women, at least via their writing, 
was shared by other members Greg knew. When John Ferriar published 
The Prince of Angola in support of the campaign for the abolition of the 
slave trade, he made a point of celebrating the role of women in the moral 
education of commercial society, “which every man of a right heart will 
be proud to obtain.”12 If Ferriar and Henry figured women as a softening 
influence on male manners, Manchester’s sense of their capabilities was 
also evolving into “a lively, even if highly contested, conversation on the 
rights of women.”13 In March 1787, when Ferriar’s friend Thomas Cooper 
read his “Propositions respecting the Foundation of Civil Government,” 
he suggested that assumptions about “self- direction” for “unmarried 
women at years of discretion” appeared “to be inequitable,” a situation 
that extended “perhaps indeed to the married.” Republished as an appen-
dix to his Reply to Mr. Burke’s invective (1792), Cooper added a lengthy 
note on “the Rights of Woman.” The note complains that women’s “Minds 
and [. . .] Persons are kept in Subjection,” praising the work in particular 
of Barbauld, Anna Seward, and Mary Wollstonecraft as evidence against 
“the present and most iniquitous and most absurd notions on the Subject 
of the disparity of Sexes.”14 George Philips called for women to be given 
the vote in his The Necessity of a Speedy and Effectual Reform in Parlia-
ment (1793), although he later recanted these “wild enthusiastic hopes” 
as “unattainable,” blaming his earlier enthusiasm on the influence of 
Cooper and Ferriar.15

Support for the education of women was part and parcel of the intel-
lectual traffic that flowed between Manchester and Liverpool in the 1780s 
and early 1790s, especially among these Rational Dissenters. The lifelong 
collaboration with his sister that had begun at Warrington, although she 
was excluded from formal participation in the academy, was a founda-
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tion of John Aikin’s career as an educational writer. “Virtue, wisdom, 
presence of mind, patience, vigour, capacity, application,” he argued, 
“are not sexual qualities: they belong to mankind.”16 When the young 
William Turner moved from Warrington to Newcastle in 1784 to take up 
his ministry at Hanover Square, he took these principles with him. He 
was someone who had directly experienced converse with Barbauld when 
she presented him with her “Verses written in . . . an Ivory Pocketbook.” 
Barbauld made sufficient impression on Turner for him to remember her 
as one of the greatest writers of either gender in the obituary he wrote for 
the Newcastle Magazine in 1825. Further following the poetic script Bar-
bauld had given to him as a boy, he supported the education of women in 
rational principles, encouraging his daughter, Mary, to read Wollstone-
craft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) and to attend science 
lectures at the Royal Institution in London.17 Late in her life, Mary Turner 
fondly remembered visiting the Aikins and the Barbaulds on a trip to 
London. These reminiscences came after a long marriage to John Gooch 
Robberds, pastor at Cross Street Chapel, whom she had met on a visit to 
Catharine Cappe in York. The same networks drew in Elizabeth Cleghorn 
Stevenson, who lodged with Turner and his family before she married 
William Gaskell, copastor at Cross Street, in 1832.18

Harriet Martineau was another woman who seems to have been en-
couraged by Turner in her intellectual ambitions. She visited Newcastle 
regularly as a young woman, and her Autobiography recalls “good Mr. 
Turner of Newcastle, my mother’s pastor and friend before her mar-
riage.” She remembered him as the first clergyman “who took any direct 
notice of me.” Although he turned her away from questioning her brother 
about foreknowledge and free will, his rebuke was really about his sense 
of the uselessness of inquiry into “what he took for granted to be an un-
knowable thing,” more a comment on theological controversy than a gen-
dered statement of what was appropriate for women to know.19 Unlike 
Manchester, the question of women’s actual membership of the Literary 
and Philosophical Society at Newcastle was at least raised rather than 
simply assumed to be unthinkable. In 1798, shortly after ordering the 
post humous works of Wollstonecraft for the society’s library, John Clen-
nell got wind of a discussion of female membership at the committee. He 
wrote a note in the recommendation book asking after the committee’s 
intentions, to which he received a rather disingenuous reply:

Ladies are and always have been admissible as members, by the way set 
down in the Rules of the Society; what was suggested, was, whether some 
mode less revolting to their delicacy could not be adopted; but as that 
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required an alteration of, or addition to the Rules, it was necessarily de-
ferred till the anniversary meeting in March.20

What was being proposed by the committee was effectively a form of 
passive membership: the “reading membership” agreed by the com-
mittee in March 1799. It allowed for privatized study, borrowing books 
from the library, but not for participation in the collision of minds at the 
meetings. By 1810, only two women had taken up the opportunity, which 
may reflect on the limited scope for participation it afforded. Back in 
the 1790s, Clennell suggested that the decision about the new form of 
membership should at least be advertised in the newspapers, “as the first 
to admit Ladies into its circle,” so that other societies might be encour-
aged to follow its example. The response in the recommendation book 
was unenthusiastic: “The Committee does not think any information of 
this sort is necessary.” Women did attend Turner’s lectures on chemistry, 
held under the auspices of the society but open to paying nonmembers, 
repeating the pattern found in Manchester at around the same time. The 
situation suggests a nuance to Livingstone’s claim that “scientific space, 
by and large, was masculine space.”21 “Space” in these societies was being 
implicitly defined in relation to female “corporeality” but moderated by 
assumptions about practices and modes of knowledge exchange, wherein, 
for instance, a lecture was assumed to be, up to a point, a more passive 
form of intellectual participation, more appropriate to female “delicacy,” 
than a meeting where the collision of mind with mind might and often 
did grow heated.

Mary Turner helped prepare the diagrams for her father’s lectures on 
chemistry in the rooms of the Literary and Philosophical Society. “As  
I could do them privately before the lecture,” she wrote, “there could be no 
objection, & I quite enjoyed the work; it also enabled me better to under-
stand the lecture.”22 “Privately” is a word that communicates the frisson 
that surrounded women’s “public” access to knowledge, a porous bound-
ary, policed by scattered roadblocks, not always applied in the same ways 
in each place. In Newcastle, for instance, Barbauld and Mary Hays were 
nominated for honorary membership on July 14, 1801. There were six pro-
posers, including Clennell, but not William Turner, for whom the whole 
episode may have been a personal embarrassment given his long family 
association with Barbauld. The male candidates were all elected the fol-
lowing month. The minutes are simply silent on the two women.23 The 
same resistance remained present elsewhere in the region. Twenty years 
later, in the early burst of correspondence surrounding the Philosophical  
and Literary Society in Leeds, “Di. Vernon”— taking her name from the 
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hunter heroine of Walter Scott’s Rob Roy (1817)— wrote to call for women 
to be allowed to attend lectures at least. The letter— dated 17 February 
1819— begins by mentioning Lord Byron’s sarcasm toward “literary 
women” before proceeding to the fact that women were allowed to at-
tend lectures at Liverpool and Manchester. On February 17, 1819, a letter 
of support expressed surprise at their exclusion and added a precedent 
from the Birmingham Philosophical Society, where every Monday night 
there meets “an assemblage of the most respectable Ladies of that town 
and neighbourhood.” Mentioning various scientific topics, the letter asks, 
“What is there in these subjects that directly or indirectly, remotely or 
proximately can prove injurious to the mind, or offensive to the modesty 
of any lady?” Despite further supportive correspondence on the issue, it 
was decided that women would not be admitted, a decision confirmed in 
1828 when the matter was reopened.24

After Clennell left Newcastle for London around 1807, he took the 
opportunity to encourage women into a series of local knowledge insti-
tutions, none of which lasted very long. “A respectable number of ladies” 
attended the inaugural meeting of the Hackney Literary Institution and 
Subscription Library at the Lamb Tavern in 1815. The first book proposed 
for purchase was Wollstonecraft’s Rights of Woman. Women also partic-
ipated in the meetings that convened— initially in Clennell’s home— to 
discuss papers given by members. The society struggled to keep its mem-
bership much above seventeen, but at least two women can be identified as 
active participants: Miss Williams and Miss Wafford. The latter “politely 
attended” a committee meeting in December 1816 to indicate her inten-
tion to remain a subscriber, but there is no mention of her speaking. On 
March 6, 1817, a Mr. Lumby— who had proposed Miss Williams as a mem-
ber back in 1815— gave a paper on “the character of the female heart,” at 
which “some ladies expressed disapprobation.” One wonders what Lumby 
said, but the meeting was adjourned. A scribbled final note in the minute 
book says the society was dissolved in May 1817. It is hard not to grant this 
final episode some symbolic import. Moving from Newcastle to Hackney, 
Clennell had continued to seek the active participation of women, but 
other men— however progressive their aspirations may have been about 
female “conversation”— struggled to find a way to conduct themselves 
when faced with the active and embodied participation of women.25

“a  w o m a N  o F  s e N s e  a N d  t a s t e ”

These unevenly applied gendered norms then excluded Hannah Greg 
from direct participation at the Literary and Philosophical Society in 
Manchester, although she was very much an active part of the broader 
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intellectual networks on which it relied. From an early age, when she 
was Hannah Lightbody, born into a prosperous family of Liverpool mer-
chants, she had been encouraged to participate in the vibrant intellectual 
culture of Rational Dissent. Her father had died when she was twelve. Her 
mother, Elizabeth Lightbody, retained a formidable presence amid the 
congregation of John Yates at Kaye Street chapel. There she cultivated  
a strong network of like- minded women, most notably Anna Cropper, 
who died in 1791, and her sister Arabella Nicholson. Hannah Lightbody 
was sent to school in Stoke Newington, then just outside London, where 
she stayed with her cousins in the wealthy banking family of Thomas Rog-
ers, whose son grew up to be the poet Samuel Rogers. There she met the 
celebrated minister of the local chapel Richard Price, and possibly Mary 
Wollstonecraft.26 She certainly got to know Barbauld, generous host of 
visitors from the north. Hannah’s diary records them meeting on a visit 
back to London 1787, when Barbauld recommended Hannah read Vathek 
and The Castle of Otranto.27 The diary had been started a few months ear-
lier on her return from Stoke Newington. There are several points where 
Hannah records the kind of experience of God in nature that suggests a 
familiarity with the religious sublime found in Barbauld’s “Address to the 
Deity.” On June 1, 1788, for instance, she reflected that in the “tranquillity 
of the Country your thoughts rise without interception to the creator of 
that Beauty so liberally spread before you— every surrounding object is 
an Auxiliary to their assent, and you throw off for a time the incumbrance 
of a connection with the world.” Revealing her precocious interest in the 
science of the mind, encouraged by Barbauld in her educational writing, 
she described the diary as “a sort of Register of those actions which have 
left a trace behind them by impressing my mind, and of those sentiments 
and feelings that have led to or accompanied such actions, that by occa-
sionally perusing an abstract History of my own heart I might remark 
thereby learn to avoid every circumstance, situation or pursuit that had 
proved unfavourable to its virtue or peace.”28 Twenty years later, when as 
Hannah Greg (having married Samuel Greg in 1789) she was running her 
own home at Quarry Bank, Barbauld was effectively a household deity.29

When Hannah Lightbody had returned to Liverpool in 1786, her pre-
cocious gifts had been further encouraged by the improvers of the Ros-
coe circle with whom her mother mixed in the Octonian club, sometimes 
hosted in her home. Hannah became especially close to James Currie and 
William Rathbone IV and his wife Hannah. Both men were members 
of the Literary and Philosophical Society at Manchester, and the same 
lines of connection frequently took Hannah Greg to stay with Thomas 
Percival’s family.30 Liverpool’s social and cultural advantages over Man-
chester at this early stage depended in large part on its role in the Af-
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rica trade, vigorously supported by the Common Council that governed 
the city. For all their enlightened views, many Dissenters had prospered 
from involvement in the slave trade, as we have seen; even the abolition-
ist William Rathbone IV derived much of his commercial success from 
importing slave- grown sea- island cotton from the Carolinas. John Yates 
confronted his congregation at Kaye Street Chapel with its complicity  
in a sermon delivered on January 28, 1788, widely circulated in manu-
script afterward. The account in Hannah Lightbody’s diary records the 
shock to her system, but she can hardly have been unaware of Liverpool’s 
role in the trade, not least because her sister Elizabeth had married 
Thomas Hodgson, who had a major financial stake in it.31 Nevertheless, 
the diary describes the sermon’s words in searing detail: “Did we but fol-
low that short and comprehensive precept of our Great Master— Do to 
others &c. this inhuman traffic, this oppression of our brethren could 
never have taken place— he was unhappy to say that 2/3rds of the Slave 
trade carried on by Britons was by his Townsmen.” The same afternoon, 
Yates followed up by preaching the virtues of self- examination that pro-
duced several days and nights of conversation and reflection recorded in 
the diary. A few weeks later Currie and Roscoe collaborated in writing 
the “The African,” which Currie had privately printed for rapid cheap 
circulation in the London newspapers. Hannah discussed the poem with 
Currie on a day she found it difficult to be attentive in chapel. They also 
discussed Roscoe’s The Wrongs of Africa on the day it came out a fortnight 
later.32 The young woman was at the heart of the debates about the most 
difficult moral issues facing her community.

For his part, Currie relished the conversation of women and never 
seems to have thought such serious matters any threat to his young 
friend’s “delicacy,” but then they were not exchanging their thoughts 
in a public debate.33 He spent a lot of time discussing her commonplace 
book and recommending challenging reading such as Thomas Reid’s Es-
says on the Active Powers of Man (1788), which he had reviewed for the 
Analytical Review. Her diary also contains some vivid accounts of her 
involvement with the members of the Octonian Society, “who,” she wrote, 
“bring together in their various characters, Learning, Science, Vivacity, 
Seriousness and solid worth. In their conversation the heart and head 
share profit.” When she met Currie on February 2, 1787, they discussed 
the controversy between Clara Reeve and Anna Seward in the Gentleman’s 
Magazine on the right of women to choose and interpret literature for 
themselves.34 A few months later Currie also made sure that his friend 
Thomas Christie, editor of the Analytical Review, visiting on a tour of the 
intellectual life of the area, saw a lot of his young protégé.35 Even when 
she still lived in Liverpool, this bright young woman was certainly alert 
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to controversial topics exercising the Literary and Philosophical Soci-
ety at Manchester. A diary entry from February 1787 shows that a Mr. 
Nicholson, probably Matthew Nicholson, had visited and discussed “the 
dispute between Mr. Cooper and Dr. Barnes on Materialism” explored in 
chapter 4. A few months later the issue caused a quarrel over the dinner 
table: “Dr. Currie and Mr. [Richard] Godwin dined with us and had an 
argument on materialism on which Dr. C shone very much— Mr. Godwin 
was a very liberal defender of this doctrine.” Richard Godwin, William 
Shepherd’s predecessor at Gateacre Chapel, evidently took the side of 
Cooper against the Arian compromise of Barnes.36 Currie’s opposition 
fits with recent accounts of his allegiance to Dugald Stewart when it came 
to “physiological theories concerning the mind that have made so much 
noise of late.” More to the point here is that these debates were not re-
garded as improper topics for the Lightbody dinner table, anticipating 
the kind of outcome that the British Critic had feared would result from 
the papers being published.37

Among Hannah Lightbody’s supportive network of female friends 
from her mother’s generation, there were those who thought her ap-
petite for such issues was a distraction from traditional female duties. 
Anna Cropper feared that her young friend was endangering her mar-
riage prospects by ignoring “the accomplishments peculiar to the female 
province in domestic life.” The lengthy account of their exchange in the 
diary shows that the younger woman gave a firm reply: “A woman of Sense 
and taste was likely to apply those faculties to whatever duties her situ-
ation presented, and that the minutest & vulgarest occupation of ordi-
nary life would certainly be better performed when their performance 
was under the direction of a cultivated mind.”38 Marriage, when it came, 
was to prove a challenge to this independence of mind. Hannah Light-
body’s marriage to Samuel Greg reinforced the links between a “charmed 
circle” of commercial families, but it was not a straightforward match.39 
Her husband- to- be had fast become one of the major cotton spinners, 
shifting the family business from trade to manufactures. He had set up 
his water- powered mill at Quarry Bank in 1784, near the village of Styal 
in the Cheshire countryside south of Manchester, building on the capital 
accrued through his Irish merchant family and its commercial contacts 
in the Lancashire textile business. The Greg family also had extensive 
investments in plantations in the West Indies inherited by Samuel in 
1795.40 They were bound into the broader nexus of slavery and cotton, 
which, as we have seen, appalled his new wife. The integration of the new 
technology into the factories and workshop also brought new forms of 
work- time organization that became the center of nationwide debate in 
the 1820s, discussed in chapter 6. Suffice to say here that they emerged 
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partly from a desire for employers to have more powers of surveillance 
over their workers. For the first two to three decades of the firm, Greg 
lived in the center of Manchester, away from the mill, where he could 
attend to other aspects of the firm’s business, and relied on a manager 
at Quarry Bank. Development there was relatively slow until 1796, when 
the talented engineer Peter Ewart became a partner. Only in 1815 did 
the family move out to Quarry Bank House from the increasingly smoky 
town.41

Even before their marriage, Hannah encouraged Samuel to worship 
at the new chapel on Mosley Street, which adopted the progressive litur-
gical forms used by Yates in Liverpool.42 Hannah joined her minister and 
other members of his Liverpool congregation in crossing to Manchester 
to celebrate the opening of the new chapel on May 10, 1789. She also took 
the opportunity to visit Manchester Academy. The following evening, 
she dined with the Percivals, where she saw Samuel Greg and his sister 
during the day. It is usually assumed that she also encouraged her hus-
band to join the Literary and Philosophical Society the following year, 
but he was not very active when he did, never giving a paper or holding 
any office there.43 His wife’s experience of married life in Manchester was 
not a happy one, judging by the diary and correspondence from the 1790s. 
Even when marriage was still only an indistinct prospect, her diary entry 
for March 11, 1787, recorded her fears about losing “my favourite system 
of single blessedness— independence &c.” After her move to Manches-
ter, she chafed against the “constant rain confinement and constraint.”44 
William Rathbone understood her “wish to be unfettered by the common 
offices cares & employments that form a woman’s province.” Her daughter 
Ellen imagined her in these years “under the surveillance of her husband 
and aunts, so strict and formal about all the conventionalisms of soci-
ety.”45 The shift into a restrictive domestic life was exacerbated outside 
the home by the loyalist reaction after 1792. The defeat of the campaign 
for the abolition of the Test and Corporation Acts, the stalling of the cam-
paign for the abolition of the slave trade, and then the loyalist attacks on 
Manchester’s Dissenting chapels of 1792 coincided with the restrictions 
of married life to produce a much- diminished horizon of possibilities. 
Samuel was among those associates of Thomas Walker brought before the 
magistrate under suspicion of seditious activity in 1794. In July, she told 
William Rathbone that it was “the want of Candour, Charity, and Trust in 
the Society that turned me back (as it always does) to the Remembrance 
of those friends and that society where they all abounded.”46

The Greg family’s Irish connections added to the sense of embat-
tlement in these counterrevolutionary years. Returning from a visit to 
Ireland in 1794, she concluded that “one must be infected with indig-
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nation when in contact with this oppressed and engaging people.” Her 
indignation could reach an apocalyptic note: “Certain will be the day of 
retribution . . . the crimes of this country and the crimes of old France 
are crying out and will be visited . . . to be Irish has always been sufficient 
to make anything obnoxious to the English Government.”47 Sometimes 
the depth of her feeling about British colonialism alarmed her friends 
in Liverpool in its ferocity: “Surely in Ireland, in India and in Africa the 
English name must be for ever odious— expressive of injustice, arrogance 
and cruelty.”48 The sense of being surrounded intensified back in Man-
chester when her sister- in- law Jane Greg came to seek sanctuary with 
them after she had been accused of seditious correspondence in Belfast in 
1797.49 In April 1798, Hannah Greg told the Rathbones of her sense of ene-
mies closing in on the family: “We are teazed with perpetual reports one 
friend and acquaintance and another being taken up in the next street.”50 
Toward the end of her life, writing to her nephew Tom Pares, she could 
still remember how dark and dangerous these years had been for her:  
“I have lived thro’ the French Revolution and the Irish Rebellion, and tho’ 
it may sound absurd for an obscure Female to say that I became almost 
personally versed in the tumults of the national interests . . . in the busiest 
period of it, and even in my own family, I was called to think and feel— if 
not to act upon subjects that seldom fall much into a woman’s way.”51

By 1809 Hannah Greg had given birth to thirteen children and 
regularly reported on the draining demands of her domestic duties to 
the Rathbones, “those middle years when household cares— bearing, 
feeding, clothing, teaching young children brought me down from the 
skies.”52 On top of these demands she was often asked to take care of 
Samuel Greg’s business affairs when he was away, an area wherein she 
showed herself more than capable. Despite these demands and pres-
sures, the inquiring young woman of the 1780s did not simply disappear 
into married life. She continued her intellectual exchanges with James 
Currie and the Rathbones in Liverpool. In 1794, she had told William 
Rathbone, who was doubting his own faith in the prospects for improve-
ment, that they should “hold fast our Enthusiasm whatever betide and 
I believe it is at least one means of holding fast our Integrity.” In reply, 
he seems to have encouraged her to channel her energies into her edu-
cational ideas, recommending she read the Edgeworths’ Practical Ed-
ucation as “the best mental medicine.”53 She started to develop her own 
ideas for a book based on maxims drawn from her readings that she had 
discussed with Currie. A letter to Rathbone from 1797 made clear her 
anxieties about going into print: “My expectations respecting my little 
book are really so moderate . . . and my utmost hope has been to supply 
what to my immediate experience is a want, and were it even to have been  
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published, as well as printed, my ambition would have been more than 
gratified to have seen it in the use of schools, and to have ranked with 
some of the Editors of ‘Reading made easy.’” Currie recommended that 
she should write her own preface and not “deprecate or apologise too 
much.”54 Initially printed privately as Virtue made Easy (1799) for circu-
lation among friends and family only, it was soon expanded, printed by 
John M’Creery, with whom Roscoe worked, and published as A Collection 
of Maxims, Observations, etc, (1799) and The Moralist (1800), and then 
reedited and published again as The Monitor (1804).55

These collections combined her own reflections with her quarry of 
extracts from other sources. “My book does not exhibit so much queer 
reading as Dr. Ferriar’s,” she told Currie, probably referring to his Illus-
trations of Sterne, “but I believe I have quoted as many old books.”56 Many 
of them echo the simple sense of a benign deity transcending any par-
ticular creed that had often found expression in experiences of nature 
echoing Barbauld’s poetry in her diary. It was crystallized in The Moralist 
by a quotation from the veteran reformer John Jebb: “Morality is the sum 
and substance of this religion: when we are rational we are pious; when we 
are useful, we are virtuous; and when we are benevolent we are righteous 
and just.”57 Typically of Greg, though, this simple faith is explicitly sup-
ported by further reading from the Scottish Enlightenment. A Collection 
of Maxims included excerpts from Reid’s Active Powers of the Mind, in 
one instance using Currie’s review in the Analytical Review as a source, as 
well as a selection from Wollstonecraft, although the latter was dropped 
from The Moralist.58

Jane Rendall has shown the importance of Reid and his disciple Du-
gald Stewart to women of “moderate liberal backgrounds,” including the 
novelists Maria Edgeworth and Elizabeth Hamilton, both of whom Greg 
knew. Many of these women became philanthropic activists.59 Reid and 
Stewart were also important influences on Hannah Greg, for whom their 
influence readily merged with Barbauld’s. Stewart’s Elements of the Phi-
losophy of the Human Mind (1792– 1827) developed a system of practical 
morality out of Reid’s response to David Hume’s skepticism that placed 
great importance on early education. Key was the idea of “watching over 
the impressions and associations which the mind receives in early life, 
to secure it against the influence of prevailing errors; and, as far as pos-
sible, to engage its prepossessions on the side of truth.”60 This strain in 
Stewart’s thinking reinforced the role of the mother in the early devel-
opment of her children to which women readers seem to have responded 
warmly. In Outlines of Moral Philosophy (1793), originally intended for 
his students, Stewart imagined the development of “a science of the mind 
not inferior in certainty to the science of body.”61 Greg was proud that  
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she had read Reid’s and Stewart’s “large works,” and she told Rathbone 
that Outlines was just the restorative she needed when ill: it would pro-
vide her with “a text book for conversation,” a phrase which hints at her 
interactive approach to educating her own children.62 “My advice and 
instruction (in relation to the education of daughters) will be,” she told 
William Rathbone IV, “in the notion of their being individual and ratio-
nal and immortal Beings.”63 She disseminated these principles to other 
families. Mary Ann Roscoe, writing to her family from a house party at 
Quarry Bank in 1807, gave a catalog of gifts Hannah Greg had prepared 
for them. She had received “six volumes of scientific dialogues,” prob-
ably Jeremiah Joyce’s Scientific Dialogues (1800– 1805).64 Hannah Greg’s 
dedication to her daughter at the start of her collection of maxims shares 
Stewart’s faith that early measures would cement “the natural alliance 
between our duty and our happiness.”65 Addressing Bessy as a “beloved 
companion” to be influenced by “esteem and confidence” rather than 
simply “filial duty,” Greg encouraged the regular perusal of her maxims 
to “strengthen their impression on your mind” so that they will “more 
readily occur to you on the several occasions of application which your 
progress through life will supply.’”66

Rathbone’s recommendation of Practical Education evidently encour-
aged Greg to go on to read Maria Edgeworth’s novels. Not uncommonly 
in these circles, Greg was cautious about the moral status of fiction but 
certainly more willing to entertain its benefits than her husband was. Al-
though he joined the committee of the Portico Library with John Ferriar 
and others in 1810, he told his son Tom a few years later: “Avoid novels— 
prating Books & books for prating upon.” “Your first study be a knowledge 
of man,” he went on, “know your own country, its history, commerce and 
manufacture, for England is indebted to them & to her marine for all her 
consequence. Next the history & polity of other countries.”’67 Hannah Greg 
herself encouraged habits of attention, judgment, and self- command in 
her children, as one might expect of a devoted reader of Stewart, but, like 
the Scottish philosopher, she could see the possibilities of the novel as  
a medium of moral education, as she told Rathbone: “Reading novels has 
all the good effects of going into the countryside without the restraint 
and trouble of it— they dissipate thought and exhilarate the spirit.” Their 
discussion moved naturally to her belief that “perpetual observation by 
older persons is particularly necessary in reading Novels to young people,” 
and then on to the merits of Edgeworth’s fiction itself.68 When the Edge-
worths visited the area in 1813, Hannah Greg hurried to meet her, disap-
pointed only that the father continually talked over his daughter.69 Like 
Barbauld, Edgeworth offered a model of the powers of the female mind  
of the kind that Greg celebrated unequivocally in her maxims: “Nature 
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has, perhaps, made the sexes mentally equal, but fortune and man, seem 
to have established an oppression which degrades woman from her nat-
ural situation.” Hannah Greg encouraged her daughter Bessy to act on 
the principle that women were “rational, accountable, individual human 
beings.”70 Bessy attended John Dalton’s lectures in Manchester and fully 
participated with her brothers in the children’s version of the literary and 
philosophical society Hannah Greg set up in 1811.

The idea of a children’s debating society seems to have owed something 
to the “juvenile budget” that appeared in Aikin and Barbauld’s Evenings 
at Home. The Percival household may have provided her with another 
example. She described its more immediate origins to her nephew Tom 
as “a little institution formed over the fireside last winter where a do-
mestic Literary & Philosophical was instituted, officers appointed, rules 
drawn etc. & all on the spot, in the true spirit of youthful precipitation 
all in ½ an hour & being 12 little people we christened it the Duodecimo.” 
The children were encouraged not only to interact with one another but 
also to take their ideas seriously with visitors, who included Theophilus 
Houlbrooke, shortly to be elected president of the new Literary and Phil-
osophical Society at Liverpool. For Hannah Greg, the parallels with the 
Literary and Philosophical Society in Manchester were quite explicit. 
She hoped it would give her son Robert “the opportunity of feeling his 
way with papers intended for the Manc’r Society— but should it bear no 
fruit, but merely scatter flowers round the idea of home, it may be salu-
tary to the Youth who may be wandering through the Earth, the Wilds 
of America, the plains of Mexico, or the City of London.”71 Although she 
adopted a stance of self- effacing dutifulness in relation to her aspirations 
for Robert and the others, there is something more than self- depreciating 
irony in her presidential address:

To none can it be more difficult thus to speak than to your President, who 
having been elected as it were by acclamation . . . she must not decline 
saying a few words in her new Character . . . But, my dear Children!, you 
to whom it has always been so easy to me to write individually, and at a  
distance— how strange, how unnatural, and above all how formidable  
a task is it thus to address you viva voce— in your collective capacity! As  
a Corporate Body— a Literary and Philosophical Society!72

Her presidential role, like the title of the last version of her collection 
of maxims, also implies the monitorial aspects of her position as an ed-
ucator. In a letter probably written in 1795, William Rathbone told her 
that “you would have been distinguished and mankind benefited if the 
fates had decreed you to have been a female Preacher, and who will say 
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that this may not yet be the character for which you are destined?”73 The 
delight she showed in the conversational mode was often in tension with 
her persuasion “that a few quaint maxims, or striking verses . . . serve to 
engrave a truth more deeply on the mind.”74

“ u s e F u L  L e g a C y ”

Virtue made Easy seems to have been designed with a view to teaching 
the apprentices at the mill and not only for her own circle. The preface 
defines proverbs as a popular form, suited to those “whose laborious lives 
exclude study and reflection.”75 Barbauld’s use of affective objects in her 
educational writing may have influenced Greg’s suggestion that maxims 
might be “rendered popular and familiar, by being painted as mottoes on 
common jugs, cups, &c; those that are too long for this purpose might be 
printed on handkerchiefs, or used for writing copies in charity schools, 
where they might likewise be learnt by heart.” “The Eye is too much ne-
glected in the business of Education,” she thought, “I would have a school-
room, nay a whole house hung with prints of heroic and virtuous actions 
so that youth could not lift up its eye without receiving a useful and whole-
some impression.”76 Presumably the picture of George Washington over 
the fireplace at Quarry Bank House was meant to encourage this sense of 
social duty in her family. The darker aspects of his surveillance prevailed 
when it came into materials for the education of the workers at Quarry 
Bank: “Under such forms, little is required of the reasoning faculties, and 
the moral lessons they contain are generally most strongly impressed, 
easily remembered, and readily applied.”77 The direction of travel from 
the family circle to work- time discipline with a benevolent face was clear 
enough: A Collection of Maxims introduced a section called “Time and 
Industry,” retained in all the other versions of the book.78

Colony mills like Quarry Bank had little by way of local population 
they could draw on as labor. The Greg mill relied on a large quota of ap-
prentice children, imported from as far away as London in some cases, 
retaining the practice much further into the nineteenth century than 
many other mills.79 From as early as 1797, possibly after a visit to Quarry 
Bank, William Turner of Newcastle described the wagons bringing the 
apprentices to the cotton mills as “slave vessels upon wheels,” the per-
verted product of a “commercial aristocracy.”80 While other women, in-
cluding Mary Anne Rawson in Sheffield and Greg’s own daughter Bessy 
Rathbone over in Liverpool, were developing the domestic and foreign 
missions that were becoming a key aspect of middle- class philanthropy 
in the 1810s and 1820s, Hannah Greg made the local factory colony into 
her own “laboratory of virtue,” with all the ambiguities entailed on that 
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phrase.81 Only after 1815, in what has been described as the golden age 
of the firm, did the Gregs spend more time at Quarry Bank than in their 
King Street house, and it was in this period that the business developed  
a village around the mill with a school, shop, chapel, and more extensive 
accommodation for the workers.82 The mill workers worked a six- day 
week every week of the year, until the 1820s, when time off at Christmas 
and a few days in the summer were allowed. Twelve hours was the usual 
working day. The 1802 Factory Bill did little to improve regulation of the 
industry, notwithstanding Ferriar and Percival’s researches, besides 
making church attendance compulsory.83

James Currie, like many other Rational Dissenters, believed that the 
rising middle class had a social duty to the laboring classes. A letter he 
published in the Liverpool Advertiser in August 1789 told its readers that 
“the labouring poor demand our constant attention. To inform their 
minds, to repress their vices, to assist their labours, to invigorate their 
activity, and to improve their comforts— these are the noblest offices of 
enlightened minds in superior stations.”84 When he visited David Dale’s 
cotton mills in New Lanark in 1792, Currie sent a detailed account to 
Hannah Greg and his other friends in Manchester, describing the mills, 
“five in number, each calculated for six thousand spindles,” as “wonderful 
objects.” He was particularly interested in the conditions of the “nearly 
two thousand souls” who worked there. With a physician’s eye he praised 
“the utmost cleanliness, health, and order, pervaded the whole manufac-
tory.” The children he thought “cheerful and happy, with rosy cheeks and 
chubby countenances;” the product of “excellent regulations established 
for health, morals, and knowledge,” which Robert Owen built upon when 
he took over at New Lanark.85

When the Gregs started to develop a village community around their 
factory, Hannah Greg looked again to New Lanark, discussing the merits 
of “Owenmania” and “Owenphobia.” She thought highly of Owen’s “excel-
lent schemes.” Her husband did not support her, she told their daughter, 
indulging in the “free expression of his prejudice . . . which had arisen 
from the impression of his early character,” presumably based on his 
knowledge of Owen’s ideas on the man- machine from their time together 
as members of the Literary and Philosophical Society in the 1790s.86

Conditions at Quarry Bank were not as grim as in many other mills, 
although far from the “charitable institution none could surpass” cele-
brated in the family’s self- mythology.87 Hannah Greg is usually credited 
with meliorating her husband’s commercial imperatives to bring about 
improved conditions: the cottages built in the 1820s; the education of-
fered to the apprentices and then the children of the village; the com-
mittees of operatives that ran the shop; the Female Society and debating 
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club. At the end of her life, she recalled that she had “pleaded hard” [to 
her husband] for an Institution for securing and paying interest for what 
could be saved from wages.”88 Be that as it may, her own science of mind 
could translate into a rather mechanical idea of the inculcation of virtue, 
even when it came to her own children. She had told her son Tom in a let-
ter that “development of character” depended on “a system of habits, not 
a mere collection of actions— and every day even in the life of a humble 
manufacturer supplies opportunity of habitual practice of the sublime 
virtues of self- command, self- denial & fortitude & benevolence.”89 She 
could sound equally harsh even with her beloved Bessy when it came to 
her “indolent habit.” “Long sensible of this defect, this serious defect, 
a defect that if not counteracted threatens the destruction of both vir-
tue and happiness,” she wrote unsparingly. She thought of sending Bessy 
to Turner’s school to inspire “energy” through “emulation,” even if only 
because she would have to study with others, “mechanically as it were, 
because necessarily.”90

The Monitor’s prescriptions about “Time and Industry” did come with 
some sense of what was owed to those who worked in the mills, set out 
in a section on “Social Affections” that at least looked “to see the poor 
adequately rewarded, to prevent exertion from exceeding strength or ex-
tinguishing spirit, to suppress the deficiencies occasioned by sickness, to 
procure for the mothers of families the ease necessary for rearing healthy 

FIgur e 7.  Robert Scott, “Lanark Cotton Mills, the Property of Robert 
Owen Esq. And Co.” (1799). Photograph © City Library, Edinburgh. 

Reprinted by permission of Historic Environment Scotland.
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children— to afford hours of pleasure and relaxation to the young, and 
years of cheerful inactivity to the old.”91 Her posthumously published 
Practical suggestions towards alleviating the sufferings of the sick (1828) 
was remembered decades later by John Morley for “its delicate consid-
eration and wise counsel for the peculiar mental susceptibilities of the 
invalid” (111). Hannah Greg understood, like Ferriar, that the sick poor 
suffered in their feelings no less than the rich. Nevertheless, her sermons 
to the apprentices steadily inculcated the doctrine of forming character 
through the close management of habit: “We have all much to do, many 
bad habits to conquer; much, very much to learn. Some have pride, ill- 
temper, disobedience; and discontent to correct. Others have idleness, 
of thoughtlessness, of untidiness, and of waste to conquer.”92 Owen’s 
schemes, she told Bessy, could not easily be fitted to the necessities of 
business: “His talents are more applicable to some public or National 
benefit, than to a concern of Business that requires constant attention, 
faculties & time, mind and anxiety, of its possessors to keep it from 
ruin.”93 The section on “Social Affections” in The Monitor ended with 
the modest aspiration that “the rich should use their fortune and should 
consider themselves but as stewards, appointed by their Creator, for the 
management of terrestrial affairs in behalf of the rest of mankind.”94 
This idea of stewardship was to have a powerful influence on her sons, 
in whom it translated into a strong sense that the poor had few rights of 
self- determination. Hannah Greg felt that the protests at Peterloo had 
in part been caused by a failure to listen to the poor: “The wants ought to 
have been relieved & the minds conciliated before they were ripened into 
despair and desperation— at least they should have been attended to— 
and not disregarded and disbelieved.” But in the wake of the massacre, 
as we have seen, she was haunted by fears of “the savage & intemperate 
Character of the populace.”95

Hannah Greg may have defined her mission in domestic terms, but 
her reputation spread around the networks described in this book and 
beyond, partly through the circulation of manuscripts and common-
place books. Jane Roscoe admired the advice she gave to her son Tom 
and encouraged her to copy it to share with others. Her ambition to have 
her collections of maxims used in schools was met when it was used in 
Lant Carpenter’s Bristol school attended by some of her children.96 In 
the language of social network analysis, Hannah Greg’s degree central-
ity was high. Henry Holland recommended her to Lucy Aikin in 1809:  
“I do not at this moment recollect whether you know anything of this 
Mrs. Greg of whom I have spoken. She is a woman whom I greatly esteem 
& admire— if I had no other mode of recommendation to you, it would 



 Hannah Greg’s Domestic Mission [  1 4 5  ]

be sufficient to say that she was one of Dr Currie’s most intimate friends 
& correspondents.”97 Eliza Fletcher, herself an important hub of intel-
lectual sociability in Edinburgh, credited Hannah Greg with raising the 
aspirations of improvement in her community beyond merely commer-
cial matters: “We stayed a week with them and admired the cultivation of 
mind and refinement of manners which Mrs. Greg preserved in the midst 
of a money- making and somewhat unpolished community of merchants 
and manufacturers.” The Gregs’ sons benefited from these connections 
when they studied in Edinburgh, as did Henry Holland, but even at home 
Hannah Greg did not have a free hand with her children’s education.98

Samuel Greg favored a prompt entry into the business world for his 
sons. He apparently harbored a “general disapprobation of Schools.”99 
Although all the children were sent to progressive provincial schools 
such as Lant Carpenter’s in Bristol and James Tayler’s in Nottingham, 
Thomas was quickly forced to learn the trade at a London insurance- 
broking firm in part to rectify what his parents saw as “defects in char-
acter.” “Cultivating too much the Fancy & the Imagination,” his father 
warned him, “certainly weakens the mind.”100 Even John’s tuition by the 
local hero John Dalton could be sidelined by the demands of business, as 
his mother complained to Bessy: “Yesterday on his asking leave to have 
Mr. Dalton’s instructions this summer, your Father told him he must 
learn his business. I said nothing of course then, but ventured to remon-
strate for this one vacation to allow John to procure Learning while ‘the 
iron is hot.’”101 Ominously, Robert told his mother he would return from 
his European travels “ready to be manufactured into any thing . . . be 
shipped off to Spain, Portugal or Mexico, any where every where— to do 
any thing every thing . . . with as much common sense as if he had never 
opened a book but the ledger.”102 Thinking especially of her influence on 
her two younger sons, John Morley described Hannah Greg as a “woman 
of strongly marked character . . . with a literary capacity of her own . . . 
who cared eagerly for the things of the mind” (110), but she had her own 
doubts about fancy and the imagination. She reproached herself with en-
couraging Thomas’s literary tastes: “I often blame myself as one cause 
of your having cultivated a love of poetry &c (so sadly too much my own 
taste), beyond the more manly studies, living on which . . . rather than 
on the more solid nourishment of the mind that induces strength and 
power, but I trust it is not too late.” She was glad to hear that he had more 
recently taken a liking to reading Stewart.103 Her admiration for Roscoe’s 
address at the opening of the Liverpool Royal Institution in 1817 was tem-
pered by a wish that “space allotted to the Fine Arts had been given to the 
closing Subject— and his taste & elegance had illustrated still farther & 
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dwelt longer on the relation between cultivation of mind taste &c & Moral 
Worth & religious excellence.”104

On the other hand, she worried that as Unitarianism solidified as a de-
nomination, its ministers were becoming overly invested in the “under-
standing” rather than a simple religion of the “heart.”105 Her “rational” 
religion, like William Turner’s, distinguished freedom of inquiry from 
nitpicking over points in theology. She took pains to make sure that the 
new minister at Mosley Street, John James Tayler, who succeeded Wil-
liam Hawkes in 1821, was not too doctrinaire. Tayler’s letter in response 
to her “candid enquiry” made clear his opposition to “ultra- Unitarians— 
those radicals of Christianity.” His belief that “rational Christianity” 
should not be “ostentatiously brought forward as doctrine” was to cause 
him problems down the line. When he preached at Mosley Street in 1828 
on “communion with unbelievers,” he found himself under attack from 
within his own community as an “apologist of infidelity.”106 Tayler went 
on to gain a reputation for developing a new more spiritual and “roman-
tic” Unitarianism under the influence of William Channing, one of the 
presiding deities at Quarry Bank, but he also contributed to the drive for 
social inquiry into the condition of the working classes discussed in chap-
ter 7. Whatever was romantic about Tayler’s sermons, they still blended 
a sense of “spiritual egalitarianism and philanthropic obligation,” as 
Howard Wach describes them, with “adherence to social hierarchies,” 
or, more to the point, a strong desire to order the lives of the poor after 
his own image of improvement.107

Hannah Greg certainly encouraged a thirst to improve themselves 
and others in her children.108 Bessy spent several summers with the 
Rathbones in Liverpool as a girl, sending home a firsthand account of 
the violent reception William Roscoe received after the passing of the 
bill to abolish the slave trade. Nor was the manufacturing side of her 
inheritance ignored. She learned about the Rathbone’s cotton- broking 
business and visited factories as her mother had done.109 She married 
William Rathbone V in 1813 and carried her mother’s sense of mission 
out into Liverpool, reporting back to Quarry Bank on the “satisfactory 
amendments in conduct” brought on by her Bible association. She also 
recommended Cappe’s pamphlet On the Desireableness and Utility of 
Ladies Visiting (1817) to her mother, whose typically self- deprecating 
response suggested the frustration she had felt at not being able to take 
her own reforming zeal out into a wider world: “It does me good to hear 
of your prisons, Bible society &c doing no good to any body myself it is 
like a compensation.”110

Cast much more in the improving image of their mother than any of 
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their brothers were the two youngest sons, Samuel Greg Jr. and W. R. 
Greg. Both retained her “simple Unitarian Christianity under the influ-
ence of which [their] character was formed.”111 Educated at the Univer-
sity of Edinburgh, both benefited from her range of intellectual contacts. 
Samuel enjoyed the Fletcher household there, commenting on the wom-
en’s “enthusiastic liberal opinions on social and political subjects.” Per-
haps more strangely, he also retained “a romantic affection” for Quarry 
Bank, not just to his home but also “the consistent musical whirr of its 
machinery, and the sight and sound of the workpeople, passing to and fro 
at their regular hours each day.”112 He went on to build a model factory at 
nearby Bollington. In a series of letters to the factory inspector Leonard 
Horner, Greg claimed to have learned from the mistakes of the Mechan-
ics’ Institutes that “want of resource and recreation is not to be supplied 
by mere intellectual pursuits.”113 Music and singing, flower shows, even 
political debate at the community’s social clubs were introduced, but the 
factory started to amass debts. When strikes greeted the introduction of 
new machinery in 1846, Greg suffered a nervous breakdown. Elizabeth 
Gaskell entertained the idea of basing a fictional character on his tra-
vails: “He knew that he was watched in all his proceedings by no friendly 
eyes, who would be glad to set down failure in business to what they con-
sidered his Utopian schemes. I think he, or such as he, might almost be 
made the hero of a fiction on the other side of the question.”114 The inher-
ited sense of domestic mission struggled to survive its encounter with 
the difficult reality that the working classes did not necessarily want to 
be improved on its terms.

◆

“The cottage system makes slaves of the operatives,” maintained Engels 
after visiting Quarry Bank in the 1840s, “[the manufacturer] uses the 
school to train children to subordination.”115 What Hannah or Samuel 
Greg thought of the fate of the enslaved workers on the family’s planta-
tions in Dominica isn’t known. Their son Samuel Greg Jr. was mortified by 
the family’s involvement in slavery, as he confessed to his former teacher 
Lant Carpenter in 1823: “My father has a large estate in Dominica, which 
I wished belonged to anyone else, except that I hope the slaves are better 
treated than on some other plantations.” He was sufficiently self- aware 
to see the horror of slavery as irreducible: “interest biases the mind, it is 
too apt to pervert good principles.”116 Nevertheless, the family took com-
pensation after abolition. Such contradictions continued to bedevil the 
Greg sense of stewardship as it contributed to a range of new institutions 
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in the 1820s and 1830s designed to improve the working classes they em-
ployed. Their frustrations only grew, however, as they discovered, like the 
younger Samuel at Bollington, that their materials were resistant to be-
ing molded to their idea of improvement, a frustration that became very 
apparent in W. R. Greg’s notorious review of Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary 
Barton, discussed in the closing pages of this book.117



The machinery- based factory system was only just starting to be pow-
ered by steam when John Aikin Jr. described its presence around Man-
chester. By the following decade, the system was perceived to have such 
deep- seated moral and social consequences that it warranted govern-
ment intervention. Limited measures with regard to the working hours 
of pauper apprentices were introduced by the Health and Morals of Ap-
prentices Act (1802), brought in by Sir Robert Peel (1st Baronet), now 
converted from his earlier resistance to intervention in the governance 
of factories.1 Poets such as Robert Southey and William Wordsworth 
became involved in the national debate. Wordsworth in book 8 of The 
Excursion represented the period as one where labor- saving inventions 
seemed to herald the overthrow of a natural moral order:

An inventive Age
Has wrought, if not with speed of magic, yet
To most strange issues. I have lived to mark
A new and unforeseen Creation rise
From out the labours of a peaceful Land,
Wielding her potent Enginery to frame
And to produce, with appetite as keen
As that of War, which rests not night or day,
Industrious to destroy!2

Southey published a series of influential articles in the Quarterly Review 
attacking the dislocating social effects of the manufacturing system.3

This chapter is concerned with the work of an altogether different 
kind of writing that emerged from the heart of the manufacturing ex-
perience around Manchester shaped by debates in the literary and phil-
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osophical societies. Running through this seam was an attempt to make 
sense of the manufacturing system in terms of the relationship between 
circumstances and character. First comes Robert Owen’s A New View of 
Society (1813), greatly influenced by his experiences in Manchester in 
the 1790s, both as an industrialist, where he had played a part in man-
aging the transition to large- scale machine- driven factories, and as  
a participant in debates about the “man- machine.” The transition to the 
machine- factory system and its effects on labor were among the topics 
addressed by the “knowledgeable” industrialist John Kennedy in a series 
of papers read at the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society after 
1815.4 Like Owen, with whom he had done business in Manchester in the 
1790s, Kennedy in his writing claimed the authority of the participant- 
observer to make larger claims about the social consequences of the man-
ufacturing system. Kennedy’s observations became an important source 
for Edward Baines Jr.’s landmark History of the Cotton Manufacture in 
Great Britain (1835), still much in use today by economic historians. My 
concerns with it are rather different from theirs, more “literary,” if you 
will, and to do with its rewriting the narrative of improvement traceable 
back to Aikin’s Description of Manchester (which it cites). Contrary to 
Wordsworth’s vision of “an appetite . . . Industrious to destroy,” Baines 
presented the steam- driven factory system as a “romantic” triumph for 
the arts of peace. Building on the papers he had given at the Philosophical 
and Literary Society of Leeds in the 1820s, he appropriated the language 
of liberty associated with Protestant Dissent to a millenarian vision of 
limitless growth and a gospel of capital accumulation that was very dif-
ferent from Aikin’s sense of the complexity of environmental constraints.

o w e N ’s  L I v I N g  m a C h I N e s

Robert Owen’s ideas in A New View of Society have often been traced back 
to his “formative years” in Manchester.5 At this stage, there were very few 
large factories in the town of the kind Richard Arkwright and Jedediah 
Strutt had made famous in exploiting the waterpower of secluded valleys. 
Samuel Greg’s large water mill was out in the countryside at Styal.6 Ken-
nedy and Owen both began their involvement in the cotton trade adapt-
ing the new machinery to small workshops in an urban environment.7 
Owen had first moved to Manchester to take up a job in supply and dis-
tribution with a draper, but, alert to the emerging possibilities of apply-
ing technology to the booming cotton trade, he set up a partnership with  
a wire maker, who possessed the engineering skills Owen lacked. His new 
partner had told him of the “great and extraordinary discoveries that 
were beginning to be introduced into Manchester for spinning cotton by 



FIgur e 8.  “Throstle, Mule, and Self Acting Mule.” Engraved by  
J. W. Lowry. Plate from Edward Baines [Jr.], History of the Cotton  

Manufacture in Great Britain (London, 1835). Photograph courtesy  
of the Huntington Library, San Marino, California (HD 9881.5.B2). 



[  1 5 2  ]  C h a p t e r  s I x

new and curious machinery.” Late in 1790 or early in 1791, they opened  
a workshop for making frames to produce rovings (thicker cotton threads 
that could then be spun into yarn). The workshop was also large enough to 
accommodate a small number of spinning machines. Among their sup-
pliers was the firm of M’Connel and Kennedy. Kennedy’s own trajectory, 
discussed at greater length in the next section, had not been dissimilar, 
aside from the important difference that he had machine- making skills 
of his own. In this period, steam technology was just beginning to be 
adapted to inventions such as the jennies and mules originally intended 
for other power sources. The Boulton and Watt company’s steam engines 
were expensively protected by patents, so their introduction jostled with 
local piracies and attempts to adapt older atmospheric engines to the new 
spinning machines.8

Owen’s early success attracted the attention of Peter Drinkwater, 
who wanted him to manage his new state- of- the- art spinning mill where  
a Boulton and Watt engine was being installed. Drinkwater had begun to 
use some of the capital he accumulated as a textile middleman to set up 
as an industrial capitalist over the course of the 1780s. Accommodating 
the expensive new steam engines to the factory system was proving to 
be a struggle.9 Owen’s achievement had to do with the management of 
the production process, through which he was able to improve the qual-
ity of the yarn produced and, especially, to integrate the workforce and 
machines into a factory system. Owen later claimed that his success at 
New Lanark was an application of principles tested at Drinkwater’s.10 
So successful was Owen that he was offered a future partnership in the 
firm and invited to participate in the Literary and Philosophical Society, 
probably by Thomas Percival. The first talk he attended was Percival’s 
presentation of Matthew Guthrie’s “Some Account of the Persian Cotton 
Tree,” on October 4, 1793. Percival invited Owen to comment on Guth-
rie’s paper because he was already “well known for his knowledge in fine- 
cotton spinning”; that is, on the basis of the reputation he had achieved 
at Drinkwater’s. By the following month, Owen was a member in his own 
right, making his first contribution with “Remarks on Improvement 
in the Cotton Trade” and, shortly afterward, his paper on the “Utility 
of Learning.” Within a year, he was clashing with John Ferriar on their 
differing ideas of genius, as described at the beginning of chapter 4. The 
physician’s wariness of mechanistic forms of determinism was very much 
at odds with Owen’s lifelong faith that “any character might be formed by 
applying the proper means.”11 Although Owen claimed that Ferriar never 
spoke to him again after the incident at the Literary and Philosophical 
Society in 1794, they did serve together on the Board of Health shortly 
afterward in the period when it was extending its inquiries into factory 
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conditions. A set of questions was sent to David Dale, whose enterprise 
at New Lanark already had a reputation for philanthropy that drew ad-
miring visitors, including James Currie, as we have seen, also attracted 
by its romantic situation near the Falls of Clyde. If Owen didn’t already 
know Dale through connections in the cotton industry, he probably knew 
his responses to the inquiries of the Board of Health, which were also 
published in the Monthly Magazine.12

Owen, then, was at the center of Manchester’s intellectual life as it 
began to explore the social and moral consequences of emergent machine 
capitalism. He left Drinkwater’s around 1795 and became a founding 
partner of the Chorlton Twist Company. With two of the other partners, 
he visited New Lanark for himself in 1799, on the lookout for investment 
opportunities. By January 1800, he was in place as managing partner, 
having married Dale’s daughter Caroline, and started to deploy the sys-
tem that had won him a reputation at Drinkwater’s. Initially, it seems, he 
encountered a fair degree of resistance to his attempt to install the san-
itary and educational regime encouraged by the Board of Health within 
a strict work- time discipline. His key principle, though, in a Howard-
ian manner, was not punishment but “kindness” in the creation of cir-
cumstances he believed would engender an atmosphere of cooperation. 
Within the factory, he used such devices as the silent monitor, small, 
wooden pyramids hung next to each worker, each side displaying a dif-
ferent color to indicate the worker’s performance. Black indicated “bad” 
behavior; blue “indifferent,” and so on. A superintendent turned the mon-
itors each day with the results recorded in “books of character.” Often 
credited to similar methods in Joseph Lancaster’s educational system, 
to which Owen was an early adherent, it seems like a sinister twin of the 
object- oriented pedagogy of John Aikin Jr. and his sister Anna Laetitia 
Barbauld.13 Outside the factory, Owen had started to adopt similar prin-
ciples in the education of the factory children, innovations that attracted 
Hannah Greg. Owen’s doctrine of “circumstance” may seem more rigid 
than Aikin and Barbauld’s pedagogy. He lacked their flexible idea of the 
relationship between the body and the mind, but he did subscribe to 
their sense of the educational value of play. There was always latitude in 
Owen’s system, even if some critics came to see his “play” as a species of  
puppeteering.

Owen was nothing if not a talented publicist, and these principles were 
first laid out in his Statement regarding the New Lanark Establishment 
(1812) with its proposal that he develop a “New Institution” that would 
serve as a “general education- room and church for the village.” Ostensibly 
an attempt to reconfigure the partnership that ran the mill, confirming 
the central role of his innovations in work organization and education, 
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the Statement proclaimed “the simple and evident principle, that any 
characters, from the savage to the sage or intelligent benevolent man, 
might be formed, by applying the proper means, and that these means 
are to a great extent at the command and under the control of those who 
have influence in society.” Two aspects of the document are distinctive 
to Owen’s writing of this period: first, the naive confidence that he could 
appeal directly to those with “influence in society” rather than, for in-
stance, any organization drawn from among the workers; and second, his 
belief that he could easily contrive circumstance to produce a new kind of 
benevolent person.14 Even in this delimited business plan, the aspiration 
to reach a much wider audience is apparent, with New Lanark taking on 
“the appearance of a national benevolent institution,” to use Hannah’s 
Greg’s distinction, rather than simply a “manufacturing works.”

The third of the four essays Owen published as A New View of Soci-
ety, originally appearing at the end of 1813, came with an address to “the 
superintendents of manufactories,” men like himself, on behalf of the 
“living machines” they employed. The phrase makes a rhetorical point 
to his addressees, but it also speaks to the mechanical nature of Owen’s 
ideas on the relationship between character and circumstance.15 Michael  
Ignatieff was not the first to note that “Owen’s faith in discipline . . . harked 
back to the intellectual ambience of the Manchester Literary and Phil-
osophical Society.” For Ignatieff, “Owen’s ruling principle that people’s 
characters are formed for them, not by them, in their encounter with 
education and environment, was a product of the Hartleian materialism 
of that milieu.”16 This summary rather underestimates the complexity of 
the “milieu” as tracked in this study so far, not least the reservations  
of medical men such as Ferriar about mechanistic materialism that may 
have informed his clash with Owen at the Literary and Philosophical So-
ciety in 1794. Owen assumed a near perfect competence in his ability to 
match environmental causes and effects, offering the profitability of the 
New Lanark business as validation for his ideas: “extensive experience 
for upwards of twenty years . . . proved by multiplied experiments.” His 
experimental remolding of character, he claimed, could produce “any 
language, sentiments, belief, or any bodily habits and manners, not con-
trary to human nature.” If, like Barbauld and Aikin before him, Owen 
accepted in theory that “human nature” was a limit to the fungibility of 
character, his writing conveys little sense of anything being beyond his 
control. Whereas Aikin and Barbauld accepted that habits could form 
in ways not easily controlled by the educator, Owen espoused a doctrine 
of perfectibility: “For that Power which governs and pervades the uni-
verse has evidently so formed man, that he must progressively pass from 
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a state of ignorance to intelligence, the limits of which it is not for himself 
to define.” Society as it was, claimed Owen, punished those it “trained 
to commit crimes.” Echoes of the Howardian principles so important 
in Manchester’s liberal circles segued into a deeper- seated critique of 
inherited institutions, especially religious ones, which caused unease 
even among his supporters. Predictably enough, these sentiments at-
tracted William Godwin, whose ideas on necessity had provoked Ferriar 
to write a satire published in Illustrations of Sterne. Given Ferriar’s sense 
of the complex relationship between character and circumstance, it is 
no surprise that he disagreed with both Godwin and Owen on the issue. 
Godwin’s sense of the possibilities of disinterested reason as a driver of 
human action was much more congenial to Owen, and the two began col-
laborating in London on the later essays issued in A New View of Society.17

Owen’s promise that the “privileged” could meet their moral obliga-
tions “without domestic revolution— without war or bloodshed— nay, 
without prematurely disturbing any thing which exists” (38) also drew 
the attention of the government, aristocratic philanthropists, and lead-
ers of provincial opinion alike. Edward Baines Sr. joined a deputation 
from Leeds in 1819, only days after Peterloo, to examine the innovations 
at New Lanark.18 William Hazlitt, who later mocked Owen as the classic 
“man with only one idea,” thought his respectable support would drain 
away when the consequences of his ideas for property rights became 
clearer.19 This proved to be correct, although the process was accelerated 
by the doubts of those who feared his antagonism toward religion. Iron-
ically, as these antagonisms developed, his own language developed an 
increasingly prophetic register. A prose style always based on the me-
chanical repetition of a key idea ratcheted up to millenarian exhortation. 
Popular radicalism was familiar enough with this register in its own 
circles, but in 1817 its leaders repudiated Owen for his refusal to affirm 
their parliamentary- reform agenda. William Cobbett famously attacked 
his famous “Plan” as “parallelograms of paupers,” while Robert Wedder-
burn, the child of an enslaved West Indian, interrupted a meeting held 
at the City of London Tavern in August 1817 to accuse Owen of offering 
“nothing but an improved system of slavery.”20

Robert Southey came to similar conclusions from another route 
without ever entirely abandoning his hopes for the possibilities of  
Owen’s plan. Southey blamed the manufacturing system for the crisis in 
poor relief. For a while, after Owen visited him in London in 1816, he 
entertained the possibility that Owen’s plans represented a paternal-
istic alternative to the factory system. A return visit to New Lanark in 
1819 decided him that “Owen in reality deceives himself.” “Kind looks 
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and kind words” Southey judged to belie “the perfect regularity” of the 
performances of the children, such as quadrille dancing, in the Institu-
tion for the Formation of Character: “So I could not but think that these 
puppet- like motions might, with a little ingenuity, have been produced by 
the great water- wheel, which is the primum mobile of the whole Cotton- 
Mills.” The end result, Southey believed, differed “more in accidents 
than in essence from a plantation: the persons under him happen to be 
white, and are at liberty by law to quit his service, but while they remain 
in it they are as much under his absolute management as so many negro- 
slaves.”21 The analogy had haunted the factory system from early on— it 
was made in 1797 by William Turner when he investigated the picture 
painted by Aikin’s Description— and exploded in the “Yorkshire Slavery” 
controversy at the end of the 1820s. Southey, though, continued to enter-
tain the possibility that Owen’s schemes might contribute to a rebirth of 
English society. His Colloquies on the Progress and Prospects of Society 
(1824), later mocked by W. R. Greg, praised its possibilities, if— a cru-
cial qualification— they were to be underwritten by an education in the 
religious principles and feelings Owen despised. Otherwise, without the 
animating spirit of religion, Southey thought “among persons so trained 
up, moral restraint is not to be looked for, and there is little prudential 
restraint.” Nor would Owen be able to sustain the warm support that Bible 

FIgure 9.  “Mr. Owen’s Institution, New Lanark (Quadrille Dancing).” 
1825. Photograph courtesy of the Robert Owen Museum.
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societies had won among the better off for a scheme that was “as cold as 
Unitarianism.”22

The continuing attraction of some variant of Owen’s “Plan” for some-
one of Southey’s intellectual temperament was the counterweight it of-
fered to the gaining influence of Thomas Malthus. Owen implied that 
overpopulation was a chimera that could be driven away by a reordering 
of society and its resources. The Malthusian view that population was 
driven by biological forces too fundamental to be mitigated by policy ar-
rangements took its time to find acceptance among those long invested in 
improvement. Thomas Percival and his allies had proceeded on the basic 
assumption that population was a measure of national wealth. Barbauld’s 
“Thoughts on the Inequality of Condition” (1807) brought a brusque com-
mon sense to the argument about overpopulation: “We always use the 
phrase of a numerous poor, a burdensome poor, a country overstocked 
with poor, whenever, from any accidental overflow, they happen to exist 
in greater numbers than we can conveniently use.”23 James Currie was 
more troubled and registers something of the challenge Malthus made 
to long- held assumptions in these circles. Malthus effectively reduced 
the complexities of environmental medicine to a single bodily driver. In 
1804, Currie wrote to his son, studying in Edinburgh, to see if he could 
find out Dugald Stewart’s response. Currie had read Malthus’s Essay on 
Population “with attention; and I confess to you, not without some pain-
ful impressions,” and feared that his son’s faith in the meliorating power 
of “policy” had not fully understood its implications: “The human race 
are sunk in ignorance, and the stimulus to sexual intercourse is so strong, 
the connection between the sexes will be regulated rather by brutal im-
pulse than by rational conversation.” Currie thought Malthus had carried 
“the application of his principles too far” but sorrowfully conceded that 
the English economist had identified “an effectual bar to any permanent 
amelioration of the condition of the great body of our species.” Famine, 
war, and disease now appeared as if they might be “the system of Provi-
dence for keeping the numbers down to the level of subsistence.”24

Currie’s struggled to find any real blessing in a prospect so at odds 
with his long- held faith in improvement. Others celebrated Malthus 
for offering what Mitchell Dean describes as “a providential discipline 
for the labouring poor.”25 Out of the population principle would come  
a new kind of laborer made fit for the market by the demands of prudence 
and foresight. Influential in this sea change in opinion was the Scottish 
evangelical Thomas Chalmers, Malthus’s “disciple, the arch- parson,” as 
Karl Marx described him in Capital.26 Chalmers started a vigorous cam-
paign against the English system of poor relief in a series of articles in 
the Edinburgh Review over 1817– 18. Those who thought state provision 
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of poor relief a duty misapprehended the principles of Christian charity. 
Self- reliance and a moral obligation to compete in the marketplace were 
the Chalmers gospel.27 Personal charity was one thing; it was among the 
duties of those who had to atone for their wealth, bringing moral bene-
fits to both sides of the equation. Public interventions were likely only to 
reproduce the problems they aimed to alleviate, not least by detracting 
from the laborious virtues taught in the stern school of the population 
principle. From this perspective, Owen’s schemes, initially attractive 
to manufacturing towns as a way of dealing with economic distress, 
looked— at best— increasingly like a misguided reinvention of relief as 
the natural right of those who received it. “We certainly do not mean,” 
explained Chalmers, “to advocate either the potato system, or the cow 
system, or the cottage system, or the village system of Mr. Owen, or any 
system that promises to alleviate poverty through an ingeniously con-
structed method of positive administration.”28

The free market had to be left to do its work, Chalmers believed, sup-
ported by vigorous policy of church building and moral persuasion of the 
kind he had experimented with in the Glasgow parish of St. Johns. His 
“prophetic fury in the pulpit,” as Hazlitt described it, fueled a personal 
crusade over the next decade bolstered by the authority of his monumen-
tal Christian Economy of Large Towns (1821– 26) and numerous shorter 
publications. In Liverpool, his charisma worked almost equally on adver-
saries such as John Gladstone and James Cropper. The Leeds Mercury, 
recovered from its front- page interest in Owen’s “Plan,” was celebrating 
Chalmers as “eloquent and enlightened” by 1827.29 The final two chap-
ters of Malthus’s original Essay presented the struggle of life as “the  
instruments with which the Supreme Being forms matter into mind.”30 
In truth, this perspective rarely granted the laboring classes anything 
more than the status of “living machines.” The drive of such institutions 
as the Manchester Statistical Society in the early 1830s, discussed at 
length in chapter 7, used Chalmers to develop an idea of labor defined by 
self- reliance in the marketplace, sexual restraint in the bedroom, and 
frugality in domestic economy.31 On the Statistical Society’s committee 
was John Kennedy, by this stage an elder statesman of the manufacturing 
interest. He had not always been a convinced Malthusian, if he ever was. 
His earlier writing about the development of the machine- factory system 
in the 1810s and 1820s, the focus of the next section, placed less empha-
sis on biological determinism or religious proselytism and more on the 
ability of work- time discipline to create a new kind of machine- tooled 
laborer. The problem of the limits to growth identified by Malthus would 
be solved by the genius of technical innovation.
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J o h N  k e N N e d y ’s  o B s e r v a t I o N s

From very early on, John Kennedy had played an active role in developing 
the steam- factory system that commentators such as Southey blamed for 
the crisis in poor relief. Estimates suggest there that there were not many 
more than 30 Boulton and Watt steam engines in Manchester in 1800.32 
By 1825 there were nearly 250. Engineering skills were at a premium in 
this period of rapid innovation, and men who had them, like Kennedy, 
had profitable opportunities to transition away from machine making 
to become spinning masters. Initially involved with adapting old Savery 
engines, M’Connel and Kennedy ordered their first Boulton and Watt  
engine in 1797. In 1802 they bought another factory, known as the New 
Factory, where a few years later they installed gas lighting that allowed 
the machinery to run beyond the time between dawn and dusk.33 The sys-
tem that made the steam- powered machine the arbiter of the rhythms 
of labor in the cotton industry was coming into shape. Kennedy and his 
partner, Margaret Jacob has argued, were able to apply their technical 
knowledge to win a place at the forefront of these developments. To use 
her striking distinction, he was “knowledgeable, and not simply striving.” 
Jacob understands Kennedy’s career as the product of “networks based 
upon values and knowledge,” including what she calls “the Unitarian 
ethos.” Here she traces “the seeds of innovation in cotton manufacture.”34

Initially, though, Kennedy was not part of the tight- knit group around 
the Gregs, Henrys, and Percivals, although he became so, eventually mar-
rying his daughter to John Greg. Arriving in Manchester in the 1780s, 
he came to the Literary and Philosophical Society relatively late, only 
after his business was established as one of the largest in the town. By 
the 1810s, unlike Samuel Greg, who seems to have remained a relatively 
passive presence, Kennedy was giving papers that shaped debates beyond 
the walls of the society.35 The “Observations on the Rise and Progress of 
the Cotton Trade” that Kennedy delivered to the Literary and Philosoph-
ical Society in November 1815 presented a defense of the steam- factory 
system against the diverse claims of Owen, Southey, and others that it was 
causing deep- seated moral harm.36 Although the firm of M’Connel and 
Kennedy was the biggest one producing fine yarn at the time, Kennedy 
did not, unlike many others, simply point to the contribution to national 
wealth made by his industry. Instead, he provided a sketch of a conjec-
tural history of the cotton trade, a “hypothetical history,” as Maxine Berg 
describes it, organized around the division of labor, and culminating in 
the appearance of the steam engine as an instrument of social restructur-
ing.37 Although Kennedy claimed that his paper was confined “chiefly to 
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facts and circumstances that have taken place within my own experience 
and observation” (115), there is little of the local detail that distinguished 
Aikin’s Description of Manchester. Instead, Aikin’s networked account, 
with its generic debts to topography, gives way to a bare narrative se-
quencing in Kennedy’s. Comparing Kennedy’s treatment of the train of 
technical advances in cotton spinning to Aikin’s, one might see at the out-
line of Mary Poovey’s “more general process of generic differentiation, 
the gradual elaboration of sets of conventions and claims about method 
that were intended to differentiate between kinds of writing.”38 The ge-
neric differences between Aikin and Kennedy are thrown into greater re-
lief by the ostensible similarities in their immediate intellectual context.

Kennedy attended the Unitarian chapel in Mosley Street where the 
Gregs worshipped in a knot of other prominent manufacturers, including 
his business partner James M’Connel. In line with the emergent tradi-
tions of social inquiry already traced in these networks, “Observations” 
was less about the technical application of science as the social relations 
that flowed from it.39 Kennedy may not have had the University of Ed-
inburgh education of Aikin and his literary friends, but the interest in 
“metaphysical and theological questions” he declared later is discern-
ible in his development of the commerce- and- culture argument associ-
ated with the Scottish Enlightenment toward a new kind of industrial 
history.40 “Observations” not only records a shift to large- scale urban 
enterprise powered by steam like that of M’Connel and Kennedy, it also 
presents it as its inevitable outcome, despite the contingencies of his 
own experience as a machine maker– turned– cotton master who began 
a small enterprise in rented rooms in the 1790s. Those contingencies are 
repressed in “Observations” in favor of a narrative he deemed compelling 
enough to answer “the frequent complaints, both in public and private, 
against the manufacturing system” (115). Among those pressing at the 
question of the social consequences of the emergent manufacturing sys-
tem was Parliament itself, whose inquiry into the conditions of child la-
borers, chaired by Sir Robert Peel (1st Baronet), at Owen’s prompting, 
investigated M’Connel and Kennedy among the larger concerns in Man-
chester and Salford. The firm considered the commission’s inquiries to be 
“a very dangerous interference” and a threat “to all large Manufacturers 
of every description.” Jacob if anything understates the case when she 
notes of this letter, “The Unitarian emphasis on personal freedom could 
cut in decidedly self- serving ways.”41 Increasingly the ethos of Protestant 
liberty dear to the self- image of Dissent underwrote a narrative of the 
factory system as a new Reformation.

Kennedy adopted a measured tone in the paper he presented to the so-
ciety. Criticisms of the cotton mills, he suggested, “demand an impartial 



 An Inventive Age [  1 6 1  ]

investigation, and none are more called upon to take a part in such discus-
sions than those who are interested in manufactures” (115). He certainly 
was not a disinterested observer, but he did think seriously about the so-
cial consequences of the growth of the cotton manufactures beyond any 
mere tabulation of their economic value. Accusing Kennedy of bad faith 
or partiality, well- founded though the accusation would be, risks ignoring 
the distinctive form he gave his answer. Whereas Aikin’s account of the 
growth of the cotton trade took on a wide geographical area, retaining  
a sense of its diversity, Kennedy’s presents a series of structural changes 
in “a retrospect of 50 of 60 years” (115). Central to it is the calibration 
of changes in social relations against changes in modes of production.

An initial emphasis on “the division of labour, and small improve-
ments made by workers to hand implements” (118) does not sound like 
the opening bars of an anthem to the heroes of invention. Kennedy’s pur-
poses are less individual and build up an argument from its own small 
steps. The familiar inventive quartet of John Kay, James Hargreaves, 
Richard Arkwright, and Samuel Crompton are named as steps within 
a series of incremental changes, including the application of water as 
an energy source to inventions originally powered by hand. In certain 
respects, this approach anticipates the recent revisionist accounts of 
the Industrial Revolution, at least in the incrementalism of the idea of 
“an age of manufactures” as opposed to a steam- driven big bang. It also 
retains something in common with Aikin’s sense of dispersed agency 
operating in the region, but Kennedy writes with a gathering sense of  
a necessary fulfillment of distinct stages in a historical process. With each 
incremental improvement, Kennedy registers new forms of work orga-
nization, of the kind that Berg has made central to her analysis of the In-
dustrial Revolution, and registers their consequences for social relations. 
Adam Smith had famously acknowledged the potentially damaging psy-
chological effects of the division of labor: “that drowsy stupidity, which in 
a civilized society, seems to benumb the understanding of almost all the 
inferior ranks of people.”42 Kennedy admits the dangers of the laboring 
classes losing “their attachment to rural employment,” the clarion call 
of Southey and Wilberforce, “being united by slender ties to their new 
employers, they became unsettled, and more indifferent than formerly 
to the good opinion of their neighbours; and consequently became less 
respected by them.” More unusual in this period is the development of an 
upside to a situation where “all were compelled to exert themselves to pro-
cure a livelihood, having no claims on their employers unless they did so” 
(125). The loss of social ties becomes an opportunity for self- definition 
clinched by the punctual arrival of James Watt’s steam engine with “its  
inexhaustible power, and uniform regularity of motion” (128). The threat 
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that change might stall or even go into reverse— the specter of Smith’s 
stationary state, always present in Aikin’s book, not to mention Malthu-
sian limits to growth— is overcome by this new power in the land: “Had 
it not been for this new accession of power and scientific mechanism, the 
cotton trade would have been stunted in its growth, and, compared with 
its present state, must have become an object only of minor importance 
in a national point of view” (128).

In terms of the organization of work and its social consequences, Ken-
nedy paints the effects in equally positive terms. Eliding his own role in 
the rise of the steam engine as the power source for the new spinning 
machines by using the passive voice, he describes Watt’s invention as 
bringing new regularity to factories and the people who worked in them: 
“Larger establishments were erected, and order, system, and cleanliness 
in their arrangement and management, became more necessary and 
more generally cultivated. This has been attended with good effects on 
the habits of the people. Being obliged to be more regular in their atten-
dance at their work, they became more orderly in their conduct, spent 
less time at the ale- house, and lived better at home” (129). All this was 
predicated on the mobility of the steam engine as a source of power: “In-
stead of carrying people to the power, it was found preferable to place 
the power among the people” (127). Populous towns rather than secluded 
river valleys were becoming the key sites of production. Andreas Malm 
has recently claimed that Kennedy’s portentous statement reveals that 
the move to steam power had more to do with the relations of production 
than the resource scarcity and cost- effectiveness emphasized by eco-
nomic historians such as E. A. Wrigley. “In spite of water being abundant, 
cheaper and at least as powerful,” Malm argues emphatically, steam- 
driven factories allowed their owners a ready supply of labor that sup-
plied its own maintenance costs and could be easily hired or dismissed.43 
Kennedy implicitly displaces the trouble of disciplining so- called free 
labor onto the machinery itself. Discipline is at the center of Kennedy’s 
narrative, presented as a benefit for both worker and capitalist, supplying 
a new spirit of belonging to the operatives to compensate for their loss of 
rural attachments.

Kennedy’s paper was surely responding, if only indirectly, to his old 
colleague Robert Owen’s recent New View of Society (1813). Critics such 
as Owen blamed the social dislocation acknowledged by Kennedy for the 
alarming increase in poverty and the crisis in provision of relief. The 
first Report from the Select Committee on the Poor Laws (1817) revealed 
the growing influence of Malthusian ideas, placing reform squarely on 
the parliamentary agenda, even if it had to wait until 1834 to be fulfilled.44 
Kennedy entered this debate in the next paper he gave to the society, 
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“An Inquiry into the Effects of the Poor Law,” read in March 1819, but 
he showed no enthusiasm for the Malthusian tenets recommended by 
Chalmers that started to grip these circles around this time. Intriguingly, 
at this stage at least, Kennedy’s take on the issue retains an embedded 
sense of economic relations that accepts an original social contract to 
provide the poor with relief. Parochial relief, Kennedy argued, kept  
a trained labor force available for times of economic recovery: “By this 
they are relieved, until the cause of their depression is removed. The 
elasticity of their minds is thus preserved, and their spirits remain un-
broke” (436). In practice, this kind of response was often accepted by 
manufacturers when faced with poverty and social unrest.45 Kennedy, 
though, went rather further and provided a most un- Malthusian defense 
of parochial relief as a social right— if a limited one— justified by the role 
of labor in producing the profits of capital, “a capital, indirectly arising 
out of their own former labour, and upon this capital they have a claim, 
until, by the revival of trade, their industry and activity are again called 
forth unimpaired based on the rights of the workers to the fruits of their 
labour” (436). The sentiments would not have been out of place in Owen’s 
writing in this period. More ominous, if less surprising, is the metaphor 
Kennedy offers for a new disposition of society as a whole, coming to  
a sense of a new body politic emerging from industrial transformation: 
“The evil, however, does not rest with the debasement of the lower class; 
for this class may not unaptly be compared to an indispensable part of  
a moving piece of mechanism, of which, if the form or situation be al-
tered, the whole machine is deranged” (435). In fact, the idea of a “body” 
is precisely what is displaced here by the trope of society as a machine. 
If Kennedy retained a sense of the rights of labor that might be found, 
for instance, in Aikin or Roscoe’s thinking, his sense of the importance 
of technological innovation had penetrated deep enough into his psyche 
to displace their idea of society as a complex organic entity made up of 
interconnected living beings. This way of thinking— the idea of the ma-
chine as the model for a new kind of social order— was at the heart of 
Edward Baines Jr.’s History of the Cotton Manufacture, a book explicitly 
indebted to Kennedy.

Before turning to Baines, it is worth reiterating the status accorded 
Kennedy’s essays in and beyond the transpennine region. B. A. Heywood 
quoted from Kennedy’s “Observations” in his address to the Liverpool 
Royal Institution’s proprietors of 1824, the same year the institution in-
vited J. R. McCulloch, who proved an important supporter of Kennedy’s 
ideas, to lecture on political economy.46 Through the 1820s and beyond, 
McCulloch regularly used the developmental history provided by Ken-
nedy’s essay to justify the authority of political economy as a discipline, 
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not least his claim about the importance of the mobility of the steam en-
gine: “The work that is done by the aid of a stream of water, is generally 
as cheap as that which is done by steam, and sometimes much cheaper. 
But the invention of the steam- engine has relieved us from the necessity 
of building factories in inconvenient situations merely for the sake of  
a waterfall. It has allowed them to be placed in the centre of a population 
trained to industrious habits.”47 Possibly McCulloch had first become 
aware of Kennedy’s “valuable paper,” as he called it, from reading Edward 
Baines Sr.’s The History, Directory and Gazetteer of the County Palatine 
of Lancaster (1824– 25) which had made use of both Aikin’s Description 
and Kennedy’s “Observations.”48 In his review of this compendious tome, 
McCulloch urged that the sections dealing with the cotton industry, in 
fact written by Edward Baines Jr., should be published separately to 
provide the cotton industry with its first proper history. McCulloch’s 
encouragement— with Kennedy’s “Observations” behind it— helped pro-
duce the ambitious History of the Cotton Manufacture in Great Britain.49

v a s t  a N d  C o m p L I C a t e d  C o N C e r N s

Chapter 3 showed that Edward Baines Jr. became a voluble presence at 
the Leeds Philosophical and Literary Society in the 1820s on such topics 
as free trade and political economy. Always keen to plug these issues into 
a longer historical perspective, he made the flourishing of Greek democ-
racy the product of free trade in the Aegean. The influence of the printing 
press on the Reformation he made into an augur of the role of the steam 
engine in the Industrial Revolution that rebutted “the folly of those, 
who oppose mechanical improvement or intellectual cultivation.”50 In 
his History of the Cotton Manufacture, this analogy became the hinge 
around which to articulate a parallel between the Industrial Revolution 
and the Reformation as world- historical events with consequences that 
to his mind were far from being merely technical or simply commercial.

Baines retained his references to Aikin and Kennedy when he wrote 
up his History of the Cotton Manufacture, thanking the cotton master 
directly in his preface (8).51 The debt serves to throw into relief the differ-
ences among these three texts as descriptions of the development of the 
Manchester cotton boom. More forcibly than Kennedy, who defensively 
balances his sense of the gains of work- time discipline against the dislo-
cations brought by social change, Baines insisted that the steam- powered 
factory emerged as a turning point in a universal history of progress,  
a perspective partly established by the account of cotton spinning in the 
East Indies in his early pages. Whereas in India there was no change, ef-
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fectively no history, according to Baines, British cotton manufacture was 
defined by the rapid succession of inventions: “The following document 
furnishes superabundant proof how a manufacture which has existed 
without a rival for thousands of years, is withering under the competition 
of a power which is but of yesterday” (81). The apogee and guarantee of 
this triumph for Baines was the steam- factory system, “this new acces-
sion of power and scientific mechanism,” quoting Kennedy, but relegat-
ing his claims about the advantages of its mobility to a footnote (228). 
The many incremental changes that Aikin and Kennedy had made part 
of their narratives are acknowledged and recounted by Baines, certainly, 
but more fully sublated into what Malm calls “steam fetishism.”52 “With-
out the steam- engine,” writes Baines, “Manchester and Glasgow could 
not have approached to their present greatness.” (227). The steam engine 
effectively saves The History of the Cotton Manufacture from any need 
to engage with Malthus’s gloomy predictions about the limits to growth: 
“AmaZINg as is the progress which had taken place in the cotton manu-
facture prior to 1790, it would soon have found a check upon its further 

FIgure 10.  “Mule Spinning.” Drawn by T. Allom. Engraved by 
J. W. Lowry. Plate from Edward Baines [Jr.], History of the Cotton 

Manufacture in Great Britain (London, 1835). Photograph courtesy 
of the Huntington Library, San Marino, California (HD 9881.5.B2).
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extension if a power more efficient than water had not been discovered 
to move the machinery. The building of mills in Lancashire must have 
ceased, when all the available fall of the streams had been appropriated” 
(220).

Global historians of cotton, such as Giorgio Riello, now routinely 
distinguish between two world cotton systems. The first— organized 
around India— was centripetal, sensitive to local demands in taste, and 
catering for diverse and dispersed export markets. Baines acknowledged 
the fine quality of the product that this system had produced. His self- 
appointed task was to hymn its replacement, centered on “the confined 
area” around Glasgow and Manchester, that now exerted its power to de-
termine the supply of primary resources and dictate demand around the 
world.53 Baines represented this shift as the overthrow of ancient and 
outmoded practice by a new form of rapidly self- improving modernity. 
This comparison was not based on technical progress alone, far from it; 
he was too much a product of the transpennine enlightenment not to aim 
at a broader perspective. As one might expect of someone with the wide 
range of interests discussed in chapter 3, Baines identifies a more general 
spirit of improvement that goes beyond Jacob and Mokyr’s account of 
Industrial Enlightenment to include the imaginative literature of James 
Beattie, Oliver Goldsmith, and Samuel Johnson with the inventiveness 
of Arkwright and Watt.

The steam engine drives this spirit of improvement to a horizonless 
future in his narrative, although the presiding deity of his book, perhaps 
surprisingly, is not really James Watt. It is instead Richard Arkwright’s 
portrait which faces the title page. Like many other accounts from the 
time, including Aikin’s General Biography, Baines (147) is critical of 
Arkwright’s attempts to assert intellectual property rights over his inno-
vations. His importance for Baines was in “arranging a comprehensive 
system of manufacturing and in conducting vast and complicated con-
cerns,” including innovations that “enabled the master spinner himself to 
superintend every stage of the manufacture” (194, 185). The achievement 
is celebrated by a lengthy quotation from Erasmus Darwin’s The Botanic 
Garden (1791) describing “the wonders of Arkwright’s establishment on 
the Derwent” (186). Arkwright is the architect of the “laboratory” for 
factory discipline described by Malm that the steam engine could exploit 
and bring to a perfection “far beyond the limit which it could otherwise 
have reached” (227).54 In a phantasmagorical elaboration, possibly de-
rived from Darwin, Baines places the steam engine “in the same relation 
to the spinning machines as the heart [stands] to the arms, hands, and 
fingers, in the human frame; the latter perform every task of dexterity 
and labour, the former supplies them with all their vital energy” (227).55 



 An Inventive Age [  1 6 7  ]

The machine appropriates the human form of the workers whose labor 
it now directs.

It was precisely this sublation of human relations that was the objec-
tion to the factory system at the heart of Michael Sadler’s and Charles 
Turner Thackrah’s arguments with Baines at the Philosophical and Lit-
erary Society in Leeds. Thackrah’s critique forces itself into notice in 
Baines’s History in his late chapter on the “Condition of the Working 
Classes,” where he explicitly mocks Thackrah’s inquiries by claiming 
that Thackrah set his standards for the health of factory workers by the 
“high vigour” required of competitors in the Olympic Games rather than 
“their necessary subjection to the toils of trade and handicraft in an age 
of severe commercial competition” (460). “Subjection,” though, sounds  
a false note within the more general impression Baines projects of factory 
discipline as a distinctly Protestant form of liberation. Whereas Sadler 
and Thackrah emphasized the enslavement of the operative to the intol-
erant demands of machine time, Baines insisted that the steam engine 
abridged the burdens of labor: “All the precision, power and incessant 
motion belonged to the machine alone; and the work-people have merely 
to supply them with work, to oil their joints, adjust their slight inaccu-
racies, and piece the threads broken by the mechanical spinner.” (460). 
But the image of the machine as servant to the operative is rather under-
cut by the anthropomorphism of those passages representing the steam 
engine as a “vital force” or “heart.” More fundamentally, the idea of the 
machine as a servant is also at odds with the techno- determinism that 
drives forward his narrative, even if the narrative wants to proclaim its 
outcome as a new kind of properly free individual, freed from the limits 
imposed by organic sources of power, and liberated into a limitless fu-
ture of economic growth. The machine remains in place as the governing 
circumstance of a new kind of human character that has transcended its 
vulnerability to the bodily drives at the heart of Malthus’s analysis.

The need to respond to claims about the “tyrant power” (452) of the 
steam engine certainly ruffles the sense Baines projects of an inheritance 
in Protestant Dissent superior to the immemorial customary knowledge 
of India, on the one hand, and aristocratic privilege closer to home, on the 
other. His later biography of his father described him as “self- harnessed 
to the car of progress,” a warrior in “memorable struggles for the ame-
lioration of our laws and institutions,” struggles that include parlia-
mentary reform, Catholic Emancipation, and the abolition of colonial 
slavery. The use Baines makes of Aikin’s General Biography in his History 
helps illuminate his attempt to harness the legacy of liberty claimed by 
Protestant Dissent to his narrative of industrial superiority.56 The cotton 
manufactures are aligned with the arts of peace to be contrasted with 
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aristocratic militarism: “To trace the origin and progress of so great  
a manufacture, with the causes of that progress, is more worthy the pains 
of the student, than to make himself acquainted with the annals of wars 
and dynasties, or with nineteen- twentieths of the matters which fill the 
pages of history” (5–6). Nowhere does Baines invoke the radical poten-
tialities of this inheritance— and the spirit of Aikin— more clearly than 
when he suggests that Britain was more indebted to Arkwright and Watt 
than Nelson and Wellington: “The genius of our mechanics repaired 
the errors of our statesmen. In the long and fearful struggle which fol-
lowed the French revolution, this country was mainly supported by its 
commerce; and the largest though the newest branch of that commerce 
was furnished by the cotton manufacture” (503). The contradiction that 
emerges in such passages is the fact that the steam engine both rep-
resents the arts of peace and underwrites Britain’s victory in the French 
Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars.

Nevertheless, the idea of the cotton industry as an economic improve-
ment to be weighed with more general cultural progress was an impor-
tant strand of Baines’s argument. His own book is presented as one of 
the fruits of this advance. The fact that there had not previously been  
a history of the cotton manufactures is “discreditable to the literature 
of the country which is the birthplace of so many admirable inventions” 
(7– 8). These judgments are brought to rest again on the parallel between 
the steam engine and the printing press: “Within the memory of many 
now living, those machines have been brought into use, which have made 
so great a revolution in manufactures as the art of printing effected in 
literature” (6). This idea of this change as a “revolution” (53) appears 
several times in the book. As a description of technological advances, the 
revolution trope was not unusual even in the eighteenth century. Baines 
pushes it much further toward the ideas of a fundamental reordering of 
society.57 Aikin’s sense of a mixed ecology of improvement is swept away 
by a narrative of economic growth that makes machinery the driver 
of history, bringing with it a newly punctual— “free”— form of human  
being.

In the same year that Baines provided the cotton manufacture with his 
definitive history, Andrew Ure provided it with a “philosophy” that iden-
tified a new system of factory discipline arrayed around a “prime mover” 
as a pattern for society more generally. Generally less concerned with 
historical detail than Baines, Ure did echo the heroic status he granted 
Arkwright: “To devise and administer a successful code of factory disci-
pline, suitable to the necessities of factory diligence, was the Herculean 
enterprise, the noble achievement of Arkwright.”58 Arkwright was Her-
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cules not as warrior, or even inventor, but as manager. Writing in 1795, 
Aikin praised Arkwright for developing the inventions of others without 
making him any kind of demigod. For Baines and Ure, the inventive “ge-
nius” Aikin had seen dispersed around Manchester was manifested as 
an ironclad steam- powered spirit of the age that would spread an ethic 
of “vigilant superintendence” (483) around the globe: “from a country at 
the head of civilization” to what Baines called “the less enlightened parts 
of the earth” (531). British power seemed about to transcend the limits 
set by the organic economy: “We see no ground for apprehending that En-
gland will lose her present manufacturing pre- eminence. All the natural 
and political causes which originally made this a great manufacturing 
and commercial nation, remain unimpaired. The exhaustless beds of coal 
and iron- stone, the abundance of streams with an available fall of water, 
the inland navigation and well- situated seaports, the national tranquility, 
the security for person and property” (505– 6). Correlating the Anthropo-
cene with liberal individualism, Dipesh Chakrabarty has suggested that 
“the mansion of modern freedom stands on an ever- expanding base of 
fossil- fuel use.”59 Certainly it was a relationship to which Baines and his 
allies could see no end. “There are no limits,” insisted McCulloch, “to the 
powers and resources of genius.”60

◆

Edward Baines Jr. believed that the Industrial Revolution had already 
exceeded “all that the most romantic imagination could have previously 
conceived” (112). That is hardly a version of improvement his precur-
sor John Aikin— with his anxieties about the moral limits to commer-
cial expansion— would have claimed for his own, as Marx seems to have 
recognized. Nevertheless, if Aikin’s complex idea of improvement was 
displaced by a narrative techno- determinism in History of the Cotton 
Manufacture, the messianic message Baines preached was to find its en-
counter with messy reality as chastening as Aikin might have predicted. 
The ten- hours movement, for instance, continued to struggle against 
the power of the steam engine to set the rhythms of the industrial pro-
cess. Sadler and Thackrah joined together with working- class radicals 
who refused to accept the liberal philosophy of history Baines proposed. 
The Mechanics’ Institutes at Leeds, of which Baines was an important 
architect, found similar recalcitrance among a working- class member-
ship that rejected an unappetizing diet of political economy and techni-
cal education.61 Chapter 7, the final chapter, looks at the way that social 
reformers in the 1820s and 1830s invented the idea of “the social body” as 
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a space where they could intervene to make good the inherited promise of 
improvement around Manchester. The Gregs, Heywoods, and Kennedys 
all reappear in a project where the rights of stewardship ultimately floun-
dered on their own asymmetries and forgot that relations between bodies 
and their circumstances may need to take account of multiple agencies.



The repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts in 1828, Catholic Emanci-
pation in 1829, the establishment of the British Association for the Ad-
vancement of Science in 1831, the Reform Bill of 1832, the Factory Acts 
of 1833, the abolition of colonial slavery in 1833, the Poor Law Amend-
ment Act of 1834: the raft of legal and institutional reforms that marked 
the late 1820s and early 1830s might seem the natural fulfillment of the 
spirit of improvement traced in this book. James Losh, the great ally of 
William Turner at the Literary and Philosophical Society in Newcastle, 
celebrated the abolition of the Test and Corporation Acts as a glorious 
demonstration of “the progress of knowledge and liberal sentiments and 
the decay of Toryism more strongly than anything which has hitherto 
occurred.”1 Losh and Turner with many other of the names that have re-
curred in these chapters contributed directly to the campaigns to bring 
about these changes. Intergenerational continuities, though, mask im-
portant differences that cast doubt on any view of them as the necessary 
fulfillment— for good or ill— of the sense of social mission present from 
the earliest days of the transpennine enlightenment.

Chapter 4 examined the role of a fraternity of physicians in the Liter-
ary and Philosophical Society in Manchester who drew upon broadly ma-
terialist assumptions about mind- body relations, always a fraught issue, 
especially so in the heated atmosphere of the 1790s. Generally speaking, 
those physicians approached mind- body relations as part of an ecology 
of improvement that assumed the precariously interlinked nature of the 
material world. The first decade or so of the Literary and Philosophical 
Society provided an institutional home for habits of mind comfortable, if 
to differing degrees, with granting agency to relatively open and distrib-
uted networks made up of people and things, society and nature, history 
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and culture. They celebrated Manchester as the center of an “inventive 
age.” They were also watchful about the detrimental effects of industrial 
growth on the health of the working classes and on a natural environ-
ment taken to bind together all forms of life. By the 1820s the machinery 
question had become an issue that was understood to define the future di-
rection of the country as a whole. For polemicists such as Edward Baines 
Jr. in Leeds, it mapped out a future not just for Britain but for global his-
tory. A way of thinking about relations between external environment 
and character narrowed to a machine- tooled future. The punctuality and 
dynamism of the steam factory and its perceived ability to transcend 
the limits to growth were increasingly underwritten, in some quarters at 
least, by the authority of political economy as a value- neutral knowledge. 
Equally, political economists such as J. R. McCulloch used the growth of 
the cotton industry, understood as the product of independent genius 
operating in line with general laws, to push against social oligarchy and 
the traditional hierarchies of knowledge. Mechanics’ Institutes and other 
educational institutions encouraged by the Literary and Philosophical 
Societies in the 1820s and 1830s were regarded as the appropriate con-
duits to diffuse this knowledge so that workers might better understand 
where their real interests lay. In practice, workers frequently resisted 
both the patronage on offer at the institutes and the intellectual diet on 
their menus.

Even within circles that celebrated Manchester as the metropolis of 
the emerging industrial system, there were those who demurred at the 
paradigm of society as a machine. They reconfigured an older imaginary 
of society as an organic body, if with little of the sense of an open ecology 
found in John Aikin Jr. and others. Increasingly, instead, they thought 
of society and its knowledge formations as tessellated domains that in-
cluded “the social body” described by the Manchester physician James 
Phillips Kay in his Moral and Physical Condition of the Working Classes 
employed in the Cotton Manufacture in Manchester (1832). “The social 
body cannot be constructed like a machine,” argued Kay, “on abstract 
principles which merely include physical motions, and their numerical 
results in the production of wealth. The mutual relation of men is not 
merely dynamical, nor can the composition of their forces be subjected 
to a purely mathematical calculation.”2 Passages such as these confirm 
Kay as the heir of John Ferriar or Thomas Percival, not only in his resis-
tance to mechanism but also because of the focus on public health in the 
industrial city. James Phillips Kay is often treated as the harbinger of the 
“the condition of England” question that dominated national discussion 
in the 1840s. This book has aimed to make visible a longer trajectory for 
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the tradition of social inquiry and reform in the industrial heartland and 
this chapter to place Kay within it.3

In this context, it comes as no surprise that the substance of Kay’s 
most famous work was first given as a paper at the Literary and Philo-
sophical Society advertised in the local press at the end of March 1832. 
The date of the advertisement shows that Kay’s pamphlet predated the 
cholera epidemic— often mistakenly taken to be its occasion— that hit 
Manchester a few months later.4 Kay, who wrote poetry as a young man, 
quoted Percy Bysshe Shelley’s “Mask of Anarchy” on a political platform 
in the early 1830s, and finally retired into novel writing in the 1860s, de-
serves to be understood in the line of literary physicians traced in this 
book. At the same time, he transformed this inheritance in specific ways.5 
His friends such as the younger Gregs, if anything more deeply imbri-
cated in the area’s traditions of improvement, shared in the transforma-
tion. Taken together as a group, these friends and allies were “mediators” 
in Bruno Latour’s sense. They transformed— hardened, we might say, and 
narrowed— what they transmitted as their networked relations morphed 
across generations. In this regard, for all that they differed in their social 
imaginary, they shared something with Edward Baines Jr., not least in the 
way Kay used his writing on public health to argue against “enormous tax-
ation and a restricted commerce” (9) and refused to countenance the idea 
that the factory system had anything to do with the terrible conditions he 
described. Instead his analysis took the problem to inhere in the culture 
of the working class; “another world,” as John V. Pickstone puts it, “re-
mote from the experience even of local manufacturers; an under- world 
which has to be uncovered by special techniques, by social statistics.”6

t h e  s o C I a L  B o d y

James Phillips Kay was born into the Lancashire textile industry. His 
father, Robert, was a Congregationalist millowner in Rochdale, now 
in Greater Manchester, who also owned warehouses in the town itself. 
Kay’s mother was the daughter of a Birmingham Unitarian family close 
to Joseph Priestley’s. Robert Kay became very wealthy very quickly but 
found himself haunted by his prosperity, turning to itinerant preach-
ing and chapel building. He educated his sons at a Manchester school 
built to meet the needs of the newly wealthy excluded from the English 
universities, regularly warning them about the dangers of mammon. 
His fellow Congregationalist Edward Baines Jr. was sent across the Pen-
nines to the same school. Both families had both found prosperity in the 
transpennine enlightenment, Baines from the diffusion of knowledge in 
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the provincial press, as we have seen, but neither was part of the Unitar-
ian intellectual elite associated with Cross Street Chapel.7 Despite their 
many collaborations with Unitarians on social issues, Congregationalists 
like Baines and Kay could find working with heterodox anti- Trinitarians 
uncomfortable. Even after the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts 
in 1828, Unitarians were treated with suspicion by Trinitarian noncon-
formists and the Anglican establishment alike, tensions that could blight 
interdenominational philanthropic initiatives. In 1837, by now a Poor 
Law Commissioner in Norfolk, Kay felt it necessary to call on Thomas 
Chalmers to clear him from any guilt by association.8 In Manchester, 
the disproportionate influence of Unitarians in local politics and civic 
affairs continued to bring resentment into the mid- nineteenth century 
and beyond, not least because of the effectiveness of their social networks 
that Thomas De Quincey had complained about. William Gaskell, on the 
other hand, contended that he and his fellow Manchester Unitarians had 
been “stigmatized as blasphemers, enemies of the cross of Christ, and 
deniers of the Lord who bought us.”9 Kay experienced the exclusive side 
of Gaskell’s tight- knit community when he lost out to W. C. Henry in an 
election for the post of honorary physician at the Manchester Infirmary 
in 1828. Before the estrangement caused by the contest, Henry and Kay 
had been firm friends on the well- beaten path from Manchester to med-
ical school in Edinburgh.10

On his way to Edinburgh, Kay had also been helped from within his 
own denomination. James Williamson, the Congregationalist physician 
allied to “Bainesocracy” in Leeds, advised him on which lectures to at-
tend and other professional medical matters. After Kay’s graduation, the 
two collaborated to found the short- lived North of England Medical and 
Surgical Journal (1830– 31).11 By this stage, Kay had been compensated 
for his defeat in the infirmary election by an appointment to the new aux-
iliary dispensary in the rapidly expanding industrial area of Ardwick and 
Ancoats, “chiefly inhabited,” as Kay put it, “by a dense mass of pauper 
population.”12 There he witnessed poverty on a scale that would have been 
unimaginable to Ferriar and Percival as the town’s population was in the 
process of quadrupling between 1801 and 1851 to 300,000.13 Kay joined 
the Literary and Philosophical Society in January 1829 to swell a new gen-
eration of medical men continuing its long interest in the consequences 
of urban growth.

Despite the fact that it repeatedly stressed its strictly medical and 
professional purview, the North of England Medical Journal’s final issue, 
published in May 1831, included a review of W. W. Currie’s recently pub-
lished biography of his father. Regretting that it had not been written by 
a stylist like William Roscoe, the review celebrated James Currie as “the 
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uncompromising champion of liberal principles” but concluded “that 
the qualities of his mind fitted him rather for the discursive pursuits of 
literature, than for the more severe, and matter- of- fact investigations 
of science.”14 If the judgment suggests something of the narrowing of 
the medical mind, more broadly the Journal did not neglect the ques-
tion of the living and working conditions of the working classes that had 
occupied Currie’s generation. The Journal opened with an essay by Ed-
mund Lyon— continued over two issues— on the medical topography of 
Manchester. The second part included a history of the town’s medical 
institutions, with details of the infirmary revolution— “a complete rev-
olution,” Lyon claimed— and the role of Ferriar and Percival in setting 
up the Board of Health and House of Recovery. “Revolution” it may have 
been in certain regards, but Lyon framed it as a shift toward medical 
modernity rather than a political story.15 Kay himself supplemented his 
strictly medical essays with one on the conditions in the neighborhood of 
his infirmary, which fed directly into The Moral and Physical Condition  
of the Working Classes, and another on the effects of cotton factories 
on the health of the workers, a theme rather downplayed in his famous  
pamphlet. The Journal had also published a brief and revealingly unen-
thusiastic review of Charles Turner Thackrah’s The Effects of Arts, Trades, 
and Professions on Health and Longevity that complained of its being of 
so “general and popular a nature.” More explicitly hostile was the review 
of Thackrah’s ally Michael Sadler’s lengthy anti- Malthusian treatise Laws 
of Population (1830). Probably written by Kay, the review anticipates his 
later attack on “exaggerated and unscientific accounts of the physical 
ailments to which [factory children] are liable” (Moral and Physical 
Condition, 70). Although it opened with a pledge to “ever be the last to 
pollute the weapons of the profession of which we are humble members, 
by wielding them, as partizans, in the strife of political sophists,” it made 
no bones about averring that “a physician may confer important benefits 
on political economy— a science which contemplates the happiness of the 
human race.”16 The contorted efforts to distinguish political economy as 
a scientific endeavor distinct from political conflict is one familiar from 
the 1820s. Kay was already well on the way, as his friend and colleague 
Williamson feared, to sacrificing his medical career in its service.

Even before The Moral and Political Condition of the Working Classes 
was published, Kay had become embroiled in the fraught political debates 
leading up to the passing of the Reform Bill. His Letter to the People of 
Lancashire concerning further Representation of the Commercial Inter-
est (1831) was a fierce no- holds- barred attack on Tory oligarchy and “Old 
Corruption.” Posing as a venerable nonconformist, Kay voiced his strong 
support for the liberal candidate Benjamin Heywood, nephew of Benja-
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min Arthur Heywood. By this stage already a key figure at the Literary 
and Philosophical Society and the main patron of the town’s Mechanics’ 
Institute, Heywood became an important ally of Kay’s in the Statistical 
Society, an institution discussed at length in the next section. Kay’s Letter 
offered a program with which Heywood could readily agree: free trade, 
the abolition of slavery, and a version of commercial society “which in-
creases the comforts and luxuries of life, and rapidly assists the progress 
of civilization: which, supported alone by mutual good faith, is the enemy 
of rapacity and violence.” On the face of it, the liberal creed that “the 
dissemination of wealth, scatters also the seeds of knowledge, and of the 
arts” seems close to Roscoe’s speech at the Liverpool Royal Institution 
in 1817, not least in its celebration of the town’s “monuments of fertile 
genius and successful design.” Kay, though, displayed a more explicitly 
partisan scorn for Manchester’s Tory- aristocratic hierarchy and, even 
more tellingly, showed none of Roscoe’s doubts about the social conse-
quences of the manufacturing system. Kay only touched on the question 
of the condition of the working classes in the image of “that multitude of 
the labouring population, which for the present, lies like a sleeping giant 
at their feet,” a tableau that Elizabeth Gaskell revisited in an arresting 
passage in Mary Barton discussed at the end of this chapter.17 The circles 
in which Kay was moving at this time were already busy developing their 
inquiries into the state of this sleeping giant, although it soon enough 
showed sufficient signs of wakefulness to scorn their pretensions to moral 
leadership.

Kay’s Moral and Physical Condition was a key statement in the de-
velopment of a new mode of social inquiry. An earlier Stranger’s Friend 
Society, which had supported Ferriar and his allies in the infirmary, had 
divided Manchester into districts to enable them to distribute aid to the 
town’s swelling population as the system of parish relief buckled. Their 
immediate purpose, as their name indicates, was to provide succor to 
those who had no right of settlement in Manchester. They also pioneered 
the use of volunteer inspectors, each taking responsibility for a district in 
the town to decide on where their help was needed, directly distributing 
food, clothing, coals, and money.18 Where the earlier initiatives differed 
from those of Kay and his allies, as Pickstone points out, was that they did 
not aim for “the systematic penetration of the urban mass; their mission 
was to seek and to save those who were peculiarly lost.”19 Kay’s “social 
body” described a distinct domain, disembedded from the economic and 
the political, disentangled from the more complex sense of social being 
implied by the older idea of the body politic or, more particularly, from 
the tradition of medical thinking about the precarious ecology of life in 
general. Identified as a distinct domain, it became the object of proto-
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cols of observation derived from natural philosophy that were then trans-
formed into uniform statistical quantities. “Empirical observation,” as 
Poovey describes it, was superseded by “abstraction, generalization, or 
theory, which displaces actual bodies.”20 The “social body” of Kay and his 
allies represented a domain separate from the factory system and the 
laws of supply and demand. Instead it was concentrated on the “social” 
issues of education, crime, and sanitary conditions in ways that are not 
unfamiliar today. The “domestic economy” of the working classes became 
the key area of investigation and intervention.

Kay’s abstraction was partly enabled by a change in the social geog-
raphy of Manchester and other industrial towns. The expansion of the city 
intensified the impoverishment of working- class areas as the movement 
of manufacturers away from their factories accelerated. Investigation 
became a more deliberate process of crossing boundaries between dis-
parate worlds. These boundaries shaped an underlying assumption that 
the worlds were inhabited by creatures alien to each other. Kay staked the 
authority of his pamphlet on statistics and their ability to transcend mere 
impressions. Many of the admirers garnered by The Moral and Physical 
Condition of the Working Classes— Friedrich Engels among them— were 
equally if not more impressed by his descriptions of poverty.21 Those de-
scriptions would seem to owe at least something to accounts like this one 
from Ferriar’s Medical Histories:

The floor of this room is often unpaved: the beds are fixed on the damp 
earth. But the floor, even when paved, is always damp. In such places, 
where a candle is required even at noon day, to examine a patient, I have 
seen the sick without bed- steads, lying on rags; they can seldom afford 
straw. This deplorable state of misery becomes frequently the origin, and 
certainly supports in a great degree the progress, of infectious fevers.  
I have been able, in many instances, to trace the infection from cellar to 
cellar, and to say where it might have been stopped, by prudent manage-
ment on the part of the infected family.22

The whole mise- en- scène, not least its emphasis on oozing filth and 
atmospheric degradation, was repeated by Kay, with important differ-
ences, most notably a pervasive sense of the distance between the polite 
observer and the revolting condition of the poor (32):

A whole family is often accommodated on a single bed, and sometimes 
a heap of filthy straw and a covering of old sacking hide them in one 
undistinguished heap, debased alike by penury, want of economy, and 
dissolute habits. Frequently, the inspectors found two or more families 
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crowded into one small house, containing only two apartments, one in 
which they slept, and another in which they eat; and often more than 
one family lived in a damp cellar, containing only one room, in whose 
pestilential atmosphere from twelve to sixteen persons were crowded. 
To these fertile sources of disease were sometimes added the keeping of 
pigs and other animals in the house, with other nuisances of the most 
revolting character.

In Ferriar’s analysis, certainly as Pickstone sees it, factory owners and 
their workers were still perceived as part of the same social and biological 
universe. In Kay’s descriptions of urban deprivation, the objects of his 
investigations are merged with into the filth that surrounds them and 
implicitly in contrast with the supervening and impersonal “inspector.”

Ferriar, Percival, and their allies in the 1790s also investigated condi-
tions in the new cotton factories. Kay acknowledged the negative health 
effects of repetitious factory work in a powerful paragraph early on in 
his pamphlet (24):

They are drudges who watch the movements, and assist the operations, 
of a mighty material force, which toils with an energy ever unconscious 
of fatigue. The persevering labour of the operative must rival the math-
ematical precision, the incessant motion, and the exhaustless power of 
the machine.

In this passage at least, the causes of working- class “demoralization” (21) 
emanate from the factory system to hollow out the moral economy of do-
mestic life (25):

Hence, besides the negative results— the abstraction of moral and intel-
lectual stimuli— the absence of variety— banishment from the grateful 
air and the cheering influences of light, the physical energies are im-
paired by toil, and imperfect nutrition. The artisan too seldom possesses 
sufficient moral dignity or intellectual or organic strength to resist the 
seductions of appetite. His wife and children, subjected to the same 
process, have little power to cheer his remaining moments of leisure. 
Domestic economy is neglected, domestic comforts are too frequently 
unknown.

Baines’s History of the Cotton Manufacture had laid this passage side 
by side with one from Thackrah to complain that both were “highly co-
loured.” However, only Thackrah’s was mocked (for his Grecian ideas of 
health).23 Kay’s faulty description— as Baines saw it— was mitigated by 
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the current in The Moral and Physical Condition running in the opposite  
direction: “the natural tendency of unrestricted commerce, . . . is to de-
velop the energies of society, to increase the comforts and luxuries of 
life, and to elevate the physical condition of every member of the social 
body.” The condition of the lower orders was attributable only to “foreign 
and accidental causes” (77– 8). Kay traced the problem of working- class 
demoralization to a failure to provide education and moral instruction. 
Enough political economy, supported by a diet of religion and morality, 
would make them understand that their interests lay in supporting cap-
ital. Enough domestic economy would make them take care of their per-
sons in preparation for the rigors of the “free” labor market.

Faced with the problem of explaining how the creation of a great indus-
trial city had brought about only squalor, filth, and political disaffection, 
Kay shifted the blame onto the contagious example of Irish migrants. 
John Kennedy a decade earlier had imagined that the rise of the factory 
would be a natural civilizing force in the shape of work- time discipline: 
it was the tune later picked up and played by Baines. But how could this 
be squared with the pauperism Kay discovered? Work- time discipline 
has failed to provide a durable foundation in times of hardship, Kay im-
plied, because the Irish had brought with them the contagious example 
of a subsistence existence ignorant of the benefits of the industrious 
revolution. Compared to industrial man in his healthy aspect, the Irish 
migrant was “a barbarian.” In a passage added to the second edition, the 
subliminal case for Protestant modernity was reinforced by a reference 
back to pre- Reformation social welfare: “the gross and indiscriminate 
bounty of ancient monasteries” (45). There followed a sustained attack 
on the principles of the old poor law that showed none of the professional 
restraint— such as it was— found in the review of Sadler in the North of 
England Medical Journal (47–48):

Fearful demoralization attends an impost whose distribution diminishes 
the incentives to prudence and virtue. When reckless of the future, the 
intelligence of man is confined by the narrow limits of the present. He 
thus debases himself beneath the animals whose instincts teach them to 
lay up stores for the season of need. 

In the first edition, this passage has a footnote to the paper on the poor 
laws Kennedy gave at the Literary and Philosophical Society discussed in 
my previous chapter.24 Unsurprisingly, Kay dropped it from the second 
edition. Kennedy’s defense of relief during downturns of the trade cycle 
was a poor fit to Kay’s conviction— intensified in the second edition— 
that “a rate levied on property for the support of indigence is, in a great 
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degree, a tax on the capital, from whose employment are derived the in-
centives industry and the rewards of the frugal, ingenious, and virtuous 
poor” (45– 46). Probably building on annotations Chalmers supplied to 
the first edition, the second— prefaced by an introductory letter to the 
Scottish evangelical— develops into a furious Malthusian sermon on 
the idea that the poor laws “create the poor which they maintain.”25

Brief mentions of Henry and Percival apart, removed after the first 
edition, Kay ignored the pioneering work of the Board of Health in 1796, 
despite the fact that as recently as September 1830, when the Manches-
ter Infirmary had applied for royal patronage, the names of Percival and 
Ferriar were listed chief among those officers “who had attained, by their 
writings and practice, high and deserved public eminence.”26 He would, 
of course, also have known Lyons’s account of their work from the North 
of England Medical Journal. But to have mentioned their names in his 
Moral and Physical Condition would have been to provide unwelcome ev-
idence that the problems described— in essence, if not in scale— might 
be intrinsic to manufacturing towns. Kay implied that new problems re-
quired new tools of analysis and novel forms of social inquiry. In June 
1832, Kay had told Chalmers that he had been subjected to bitter attacks 
from those who were “easy” about the state of the town. By November, 
“the inconsiderate hostility which was at first raised by a few of those cap-
italists, who considered themselves attacked” had been “almost entirely 
assuaged.” Within a few weeks, he was working with John Kennedy and 
the sons of Hannah Greg in the Manchester Statistical Society.27

N e w  I N s t I t u t I o N s

There might have been an even more intimate relationship between 
James Phillips Kay and the Kennedy clan had John Kennedy’s niece 
Helen accepted Kay’s proposal of marriage in 1834. After several years 
of courtship, her mother decided— as James Williamson feared— that 
Kay’s financial prospects were being made uncertain by interests beyond 
his medical practice. Whatever the personal and emotional toll for the 
couple, it seems not to have impeded the early years of the Manchester 
Statistical Society, founded in 1833 as the new institutional form for in-
terventions into the social body. In truth, John Kennedy was something 
of an anomaly there anyway, the representative of an older generation 
of manufacturers who still lived in Manchester itself and perhaps only  
a reluctant Malthusian. The impetus for the Statistical Society was 
mainly from the younger group who had been very active in the Reform 
Bill campaigns and shared strong views on political economy and poor 
law reform. A walking trip to the Peak District that Kay shared with the 
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young Greg brothers, Samuel and William Rathbone (W. R.), seems to 
have been the origin of the idea.28

The brothers naturally were products of the serious concern with so-
cial issues showed by their mother at Quarry Bank. They been taught at 
progressive Unitarian schools in Bristol and Nottingham, and then by 
Thomas Traill of Liverpool before— inevitably— going on to Edinburgh 
University. Their teacher in Nottingham was the father of John James 
Tayler, who became pastor at Mosley Street and later joined the Statistical 
Society. The Greg brothers traveled widely in the 1820s after Edinburgh, 
their taste for Lord Byron guiding their route, and published a book of po-
etry together in Paris. W. R. Greg presented papers on the ruins at Sardis 
and Mycenae at the Literary and Philosophical Society on his return.29  
A glimpse of his thinking on his travels is given in a letter to Kay written 
on Christmas Eve 1831. Replying to Kay’s “shocking account of the state 
of affairs at home, and . . . gloomy forebodings,” Greg seems relatively 
open- minded about the prospects for change: “I hope I may yet be in time 
for the Revolution you predicted, but I intend first to observe the state of 
a Revolutionized People in Greece, and a despotic government in Turkey 
and Austria, that I may be better able to take my choice of the two evils.”30 
This relatively open disposition was also evident in a pamphlet he had 
published before his European tour.

An Enquiry into the State of the Manufacturing population (1831) had 
claimed the authority of “individual observation.” Greg insisted that in-
dividual proprietors like his family had always had the welfare of their 
workers at heart.31 Confident that “the benefits resulting from the estab-
lishment and extension of manufactures, are intrinsic and essential,” he 
acknowledged that inquiries such as Robert Southey’s into the condition 
of the working class were all too rare but dismissed the Colloquies as mere 
“poetical declamation”: “We shall not conclude, like Mr. Southey, that the 
houses of the manufacturing poor must be the abodes of wretchedness 
and immorality, because, instead of being surrounded by gardens, and 
embowered by creepers, they are built ‘naked, and in a row.’”32 Neverthe-
less, at this stage at least, his position on the factory question differed 
markedly from the one Kay was soon to lay out in the Moral and Physical 
Condition. Greg made it clear that the “most important” thing that could 
be done to improve the condition of the working classes was the restric-
tion of labor to ten hours a day. Unthinkable government interference in 
Kay’s eyes, Greg saw a reduction in working hours at this stage as “abso-
lutely necessary.” Without the time for rest, relaxation, and reflection, 
argued Greg, “all plans and exertions for ameliorating the moral and do-
mestic condition of the manufacturing labourer, can only obtain a very 
partial and temporary sphere of operation.” Sounding rather like Southey 
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in this regard at least, he argued that “the present unwholesomeness of 
large manufactories” was obvious to anyone “who has seen children en-
ter them at ten or twelve years of age, with the beaming eye, and the rosy 
cheek, and the elastic step of youth; and who has seen them gradually 
lose the gaiety and light- heartedness of early existence, and the colour 
and complexion of health, [. . .] under the withering influence of labo-
rious confinement, ill oxygenated air, and a meagre and unwholesome 
diet.”33 Kay’s pamphlet accepted such descriptions to a degree, as Baines 
complained, but refused any idea their causes could be traced directly to 
factory conditions.

Greg claimed that “intense fatigue” wore out the “the sensorial power” 
of the worker: “he has no energy left to exert in any useful object, or any 
domestic duty; he is fit only for sleep or sensual indulgence.”34 Kay was 
more skeptical about there being any power of mind in the working 
classes. The Moral and Physical Condition opened with a famous exor-
dium on the fact that society, unlike the “animal structure,” lacked any 
“sensorium” that could make “every order immediately conscious of the  
evils affecting any portion of the general mass” (17–18). Without such 
a sensorium, it was necessary for techniques of social inquiry to make 
these evils known, and for minds like his to act on the results. Writing later 
in his pamphlet The Factory Question (1837), Robert Hyde Greg dismissed 
his little brother’s early pamphlet as “little more than a college thesis, 
written before he had any experience, and scarcely any acquaintance with 
factories, or factory population, and he imprudently adopted as facts, the 
misrepresentations of a heated partizan of the ‘Ten Hours Bill.’”35 Need-
less to say, working- class leaders were delighted with the younger Greg’s 
pamphlet. John Doherty’s Misrepresentations Exposed (1838) made hay 
by pointing out that the younger brother had hardly been a neophyte: 
“As his father was a cotton spinner, one would think he had pretty good 
opportunities of witnessing the effects of factory labour.” For Doherty, 
the leading trade unionist in Lancashire, the panacea of education pro-
moted by the Statistical Society could not explain to female operatives 
how “educating them will prevent him from working them either for more 
than 9 or 12 hours, as they case may be.” It was a direct hit on the way that 
these groups proposed educational goals for the working classes but re-
sisted any suggestion that their own economic power might be curtailed, 
or even— for a good while at least— that the operatives might have much  
to say in the management of any educational program set for them.36

Doherty had earlier crossed swords directly with W. R. Greg himself 
in the pages of the Voice of the People, the newspaper of the National As-
sociation of United Trades for the Protection of Labour, in ways that help 
reveal the limits to the younger Greg’s sympathies even in 1831. Greg had 
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written to the paper to point to the unparalleled prosperity brought by 
machinery. Doherty agreed on the “folly and absurdity . . . of opposing 
the employment of machinery.” The difference was that he urged his 
readers to unite and gain “a FuLL share oF the produCe oF every 
maChINe.”37 By the time W. R. Greg joined with Kay to inaugurate the 
Statistical Society, any dissonance between them on these issues seems 
to have disappeared. One of the society’s earliest acts was to constitute 
W. R. Greg and Samuel Greg Jr. as a subcommittee to prepare a digest of 
the report of the Factory Commissioners. Their response, made public in 
the newspapers, insisted that there was little in the report to justify the 
charges against the factory system: “The health and morals of the people 
employed in the mills are at least equal to that of those engaged in other 
occupations in the towns in which they are situated; and the long hours 
of labour do not fatigue the children.”38

The truth is that there were probably always more similarities than 
differences between W. R. Greg and Kay. The open- mindedness of Greg’s 
letter from Naples at the end of 1831 is more properly to be seen as an 
expression of optimism about who would come out as the leaders of any 
“revolution.” More often Greg brooded on the possibility that men like 
Doherty— with “inflammatory speeches, public and private, and by their 
monotonous complaints”— would disrupt the transition: “I write to in-
duce the people to leave politics to wiser heads, to consent to learn and not 
endeavour to direct or teach,” he told his sister in September 1830, antici-
pating the tone of his correspondence with the Voice of the People.39 This 
same attitude came out strongly in his report to the Statistical Society on 
the evidence given to the Factory Commissioners. One hostile witness, 
he told the society in horror, “commenced his evidence by refusing to 
take the oath— declares that he does not believe in a God— that he for-
merly lived with [Richard] Carlile and the Rev. Robert Taylor— and that 
nevertheless he is a moral character!”40 In many ways more liberal than 
the Congregationalist Kay in matters of religion, where he increasingly 
tended toward a very agnostic Unitarianism, Greg shared with his friend 
a conviction that avoiding revolution depended on sympathetic relations 
between classes, if on the understanding that they would always be based 
on deference to “wiser heads.”41

The decision to set up the Statistical Society was made at the home of 
Benjamin Heywood, whose candidacy for the 1831 county election Kay 
had supported. As might befit the grandson of Thomas Percival, Hey-
wood was already playing an important role in the range of institutions 
that emerged from the civic ambitions of members of the Literary and 
Philosophical Society in the 1820s, especially the Mechanics’ Institution, 
where he was president from its foundation in 1825 to his retirement in 
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1840. His several Addresses to the institution over this period— published 
together in 1843— give a good sense of the kind of education that he 
thought would benefit the working classes.42 Always making his working- 
class audience aware of the opposition that still existed to any form of 
popular education as a seedbed of political unrest, Heywood’s addresses, 
certainly early on, defined the Mechanics’ Institute in terms of teaching 
the scientific principles behind useful knowledge, so that practical skills 
might be developed toward new inventions. James Watt, as usual, pro-
vided the primary example of the fruits of such a policy (13– 14).43 Like 
Baines in his History of the Cotton Manufacture, Heywood further illus-
trated his point by distinguishing the supposedly merely imitative skills 
of Indian craftsmen from the changes brought in the cotton industry by 
the inventiveness of the Industrial Revolution. Behind the distinction 
was also the familiar contrast between Protestant modernity and “ad-
herence to the same practice from generation to generation, to which, 
by their superstition, these poor Indians are bound” (4). Heywood’s 
plans for Manchester, initially at least, showed more of “the liberality of  
a gentleman” (np), as the editors of his Addresses (1843) put it, and less 
of the missionary zeal for political economy promoted by the Marshalls 
in the Mechanics’ Institute at Leeds.44 Nor did any explicitly religious ed-
ucation have a conspicuous role at this stage, a feature common to many 
institutions associated with Brougham that tended to confirm the suspi-
cion of churchmen about godless Unitarians and their ilk.

When it came to the management structure of the Mechanics’ Institu-
tion, though, the limits of Heywood’s “liberality” were clear enough. De-
spite the displeasure of Brougham, voiced in his Practical Observations, 
Heywood followed the model of Leonard Horner at the Edinburgh School 
of Arts by excluding any working- class involvement in the running of the 
institution. Subsequent promises that there would be changes in gover-
nance only came about after the shock of Rowland Detrosier’s breakaway 
New Institution, founded in 1829.45 Changes in the syllabus were also 
made with some reluctance. Heywood’s initial faith in the power of sci-
ence and technology to attract an audience had wavered after the crash 
of 1825. Political economy started to appear in the lecture series in an at-
tempt to explain what had happened. “Mortified and disappointed” (35) 
that this still failed to attract a working- class audience, his 1830 address 
declared the answer to be “more moral improvement” (37). The change 
in tack was somewhat against the grain of traditional Unitarian methods, 
with their suspicion of proselytism, perhaps reflecting the creeping influ-
ence even in these circles of Thomas Chalmers. Be that as it may, religion 
did not bring the working classes flocking to the doors of the Mechanics’ 
Institution.46 Eventually and unevenly over the course of the next decade 
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or so, Heywood bowed to a demand for more accessible and entertaining 
fare: nonscientific books became a majority in the library; lectures diver-
sified, starting with travel and poetry; newspapers were allowed in the 
reading rooms; and musical events and excursions were added to the fare 
to provide some kind of relief for exhausted working people.47

Heywood’s experiences at the Statistical Society followed a similar 
pattern. Its first report made it clear that its origins lay in “a strong de-
sire felt by its projectors to assist in promoting the progress of social 
improvement in the manufacturing population.” Its first resolution was 
to meet “for the discussion of subjects of political and social economy, 
and for the promotion of statistical enquiries, to the total exclusion of 
party politics.”48 The last regulation was somewhat redundant given that 
they were nearly all liberal supporters of the manufacturing interest with 
strong connections to religious dissent.49 The intimacy of friendship and 
family ties extended beyond the initial nucleus to include most of the 
early members, many of whom were members of the Literary and Phil-
osophical Society, including John and James Kennedy and James and 
Henry M’Connel. John James Tayler joined early on. Samuel Robinson, 
Heywood’s brother- in- law and John Kennedy’s son- in- law, was another 
early member. These connections not only show that the Statistical So-
ciety was another engine of social reproduction, though it surely was, but 
also indicate how claims to scientific principles belied the networked na-
ture of this knowledge, even if in its restricted form of family and denom-
inational relations. Despite the overlap in membership with the Literary 
and Philosophical Society, the newer organization did not pretend to 
share its broader cultural and civic ambitions or its formal inclusivity.50 
Instead, the first report explained, “it was considered desirable to unite 
the members as closely as possible by the attractions of an agreeable so-
cial intercourse.”51 Soon afterward it limited its number to fifty. Some of 
its meetings took the form of a “soiree” such as the one members were 
invited to at the York Hotel in Manchester the day after Christmas 1834, 
where they heard a paper by Kay “On the means existing for Religious 
Instruction in Large Towns.”52 The society represented a liberal- minded 
elite coming together to achieve specific social goals (within the lim-
ited sense of the “social” discussed by Poovey). Above everything else, 
as M. J. Cullen puts it, the society was intended to “provide a coherent 
justification of the factory system, at least in its more humane forms.”53

This endeavor was closely tied from early on to the campaign in favor 
of the New Poor Law finally introduced in 1834. One of the Manchester 
Statistical Society’s earliest reports was Kay’s Defects in the Constitution 
of Dispensaries (1834), originally read at the third meeting in November 
1833. Kay not only dismissed the role of medical charities in the com-
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plex landscape of poor relief that Ferriar and Percival had helped extend 
in the 1790s as inadequate to the rapidly expanding population, he also 
presented them as doing positive harm: “The universal interference of 
an officious benevolence creates a reliance on assistance, and a craving 
for support, whose demands it will ultimately be unable to supply.” Al-
though Defects in the Constitution of Dispensaries was also part of a larger 
nationwide movement on behalf of medical professionalism, it was orig-
inally a shot fired on behalf of manufacturers and their allies in their 
campaign against “the perversion of the Poor Laws, which has created  
a population bound like slaves to toil, but having a right to be maintained— 
unwilling to work, yet demanding the wages of labour.” The Statistical 
Society, in Kay’s words, provided “the means of penetrating beneath the 
surface of society, and of observing the habits and manners of the poor, 
stripped of disguise.”54

In the same way, Kay’s Moral and Physical Condition (66– 67) also 
praised the work already being done by Manchester’s Christian instruc-
tion societies after the example of the Boston Unitarian Joseph Tucker-
man.55 The meeting of the British and Foreign Unitarian Association held 
at Cross Street Chapel in 1830 had passed a series of resolutions in favor 
of setting up city missions on the model of Tuckerman’s.56 His influence 
was probably deeper and more congenial to the Unitarians in the Statisti-
cal Society than the Chalmers material Kay circulated.57 Although the two 
streams fed each other in the early 1830s, the Unitarian tradition tended 
to stress social action and sympathy more than the distribution of tracts. 
Coals, bedding, and infirmary tickets were given out by Unitarian city 
missionaries along with advice. Part of the same stream were the many 
charities already being run by women such as Elizabeth Rathbone, sister 
to the Greg brothers. The Greg children also had the direct example of 
their mother’s mission at Quarry Bank, where, as Morley pointed out, 
Tuckerman’s friend Channing was a strong influence.

Taken with the Statistical Society’s own mission, the energies thrown 
into this campaign of surveillance are startling, but it was more difficult 
in practice to penetrate beneath the surface of things than was initially 
imagined. The Statistical Society collected data about the number of 
shared beds through to distinctions, left to its agents to draw, between 
houses that could be described as “well furnished” (with “a table and 
chairs, a clock, a chest of drawers, and a fair stock of necessary utensils”) 
and those deemed “comfortable” (“clean, neatly arranged, and protected 
from the external air, even when somewhat bare of furniture”). These 
categories were acknowledged to be “vague” and difficult to render into 
“tabular form.” Despite the confident general thrust of its rhetoric, the 
Statistical Society was forced to admit to various blind spots, even in  
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the large survey of the region’s working population proudly delivered 
to the British Association for the Advancement of Science in 1837. One 
problem was the obstruction and the resentment of the population, “jeal-
ousy and suspicion as to the objects and motives of the enquirers.” “A dis-
position to mislead, or to resent enquiry” was manifested most strongly 
in relation to the question of wages and the hours of labor. Consequently, 
these questions were omitted, because “it was feared they could lead to 
no direct results,” which it is difficult not to translate as a fear that they 
might lend succor to the ten- hours movement.58 Some members of the 
established clergy simply found inquiries into religious provision “im-
pertinent,” a response that may have stemmed from suspicions of the 
Unitarian influence.59 Kay’s hoped- for “permanent links between the 
different orders of society” were not readily created by intrusive meth-
ods.60 There was, above all, as Cullen neatly puts it, “a tension between 
moralism and environmentalism in their ideology, a tension between 
a moralistic attitude of condemnation of laziness, lack of self- reliance, 
and improvidence, and an environmentalist appreciation of the effects 
of lack of education and atrocious living conditions.”61

The reports of the Unitarian domestic mission in Manchester from 
this period reveal a similar mismatch between the confidence of the su-
pervising committee and the experience of their agents in the field.62 
John Ashworth made more than 3,500 visits between January and No-
vember 1834. He reported that he was initially met with suspicion, which 
he answered by pointing to his role as someone “whom the rich have made 
a mediator between rich and poor.” Ashworth, like his successors George 
Buckland and John Lahye, shared the basic assumptions of the wealthy 
committee members, in that “whenever I visit a more than ordinarily 
wretched habitation, I feel a suspicion that vice must be there.” However, 
what they saw forced on them an awareness of the difficulty of any moral 
or intellectual improvement for those who had little leisure for reading 
or reflection. There was often barely enough food even for the “frugal and 
industrious.”63 “I confess,” Buckland told his superiors in the Sixth Re-
port (1840), “that I often feel much perplexed in the endeavour to ascer-
tain the real causes of the destitution which I so frequently find to exist: 
the whole matter is often so complicated a nature, that it becomes next 
to impossible to understand it thoroughly.” Faced with cellar dwellings 
crammed with the bodies of the dead and dying, the corpses of children 
propped against unemployed looms, Buckland found himself “at a loss 
what to say, or what to recommend.”64

By the early 1830s, working- class opinion was increasingly organized 
and articulate. Political unions, worker’s organizations, and newspapers 
like the Voice of the People exposed the limitations of the vision of im-
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provement provided by “wiser heads.” A column on “Mr. Heywood and 
the Working Classes” in Doherty’s Voice of the People (July 16, 1831) 
mocked Benjamin Heywood’s claim to be a man of the people, pointing 
to his record at the Mechanics’ Institute, “where he has always resisted 
the repeatedly urged claims of the subscribers to possess the entire man-
agement of the institution.” What followed provided a sharp definition of 
a “liberal”: “Mr. Heywood is a ‘liberal,’ and like most of that class, averse 
to all reform, save that which will give him power, and additional control 
over the producers of the nation’s wealth.” Doherty had meted out similar 
treatment, as we have seen, to the Gregs in the pages of the Voice of the 
People. The Gregs and the Heywoods had prided themselves on a heri-
tage of reform and rational improvement over two generations. They were 
finding that their pretensions to leadership were not to be uncontested, 
circumstances were not simply to be molded to their wishes, and those 
they sought to improve increasingly had their own ideas on what they 
understood reform to be.

a  m a N C h e s t e r  t a L e

Strictly speaking, Elizabeth’s Gaskell’s Mary Barton: A Tale of Man-
chester Life (1848) is beyond the period remit of this book. My concerns 
with it are less with its synchronic relations to “the hungry forties” than 
the diachronic perspective that connects it to the networks of improve-
ment explored in the previous chapters. More particularly, W. R. Greg’s 
well- known hostile review of Gaskell’s novel discloses many of the con-
tradictions and tensions within the idea of improvement I have been dis-
cussing. Elizabeth Stevenson, as she was then, was born into the heart of 
the networks traced in this book. After the early death of her mother, she 
lived with her widowed aunt in Knutsford, near Quarry Bank. She is said 
to have accompanied her maternal uncle, the physician Peter Holland, 
on his rounds at the mill. Her biographer even speculates that she may 
have attended the Duodecimo Society. Gaskell’s personal copy of Hannah 
Greg’s The Monitor, inherited from her aunt, still exists in Knutsford 
Library, signed by the author.65 The connection was strengthened further 
via William Turner of Newcastle, who married a sister of Peter Holland’s 
first wife in 1799, the same year that Henry Holland, the physician’s son, 
began attending Turner’s school in Newcastle.66 William Stevenson, Gas-
kell’s father, was elected to the Newcastle Literary and Philosophical So-
ciety in 1804, probably through the connection with Turner, who baptized 
the first child of his second marriage in 1815.67 Before her marriage, Eliz-
abeth Stevenson lodged with Turner and his family in Newcastle, where 
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she heard him lecture at the Literary and Philosophical Society on a va-
riety of scientific subjects.68 Turner’s eldest daughter, Mary, had married 
J. G. Robberds, minister at Cross Street Chapel, in 1811. William Gaskell 
was appointed under Robberds at Cross Street in 1828. He and Elizabeth 
married in 1832. Mary Robberds and Elizabeth Gaskell shared the expe-
rience of the demands made on a minister’s wife, a subject on which they 
both corresponded with William Turner.69

J. G. Robberds and William Gaskell both served on the committee of 
the Unitarian city mission. It was an initiative that became woven into 
Elizabeth Gaskell’s daily life.70 She certainly knew the reports of the Min-
isters to the Poor— the agents in the field— in some detail. Mary Barton 
makes direct use of John Lahye’s 1842 report on more than one occasion. 
The earlier reports of Ashworth and Buckland also seem to have been  
a source.71 The novel’s descriptions of the filthy, damp traditions in which 
the poor were forced to live developed a strain of writing that stretched 
back through the Ministers to the Poor to Ferriar, repeating its recurrent 
emphasis on the “ooze” that to the later generation at least seemed to 
corrode proper distinctions between forms of life:

The smell was so foetid as almost to knock the two men down. Quickly 
recovering themselves, as those inured to such things do, they began to 
penetrate the thick darkness of the place, and to see three or four little 
children rolling on the damp, nay wet brick floor, through which the stag-
nant, filthy moisture of the street oozed up; the fire- place was empty and 
black.72

This passage was one of many W. R. Greg chose to quote in his review 
of the novel, but its contents would have been already familiar enough 
to him.73 Familiar too would have been the institutions that the region’s 
tradition of Unitarian stewardship had helped put in the place— the Me-
chanics’ Institution and the Manchester Infirmary— that play their own 
important parts in the plot. By the 1840s, Gaskell could represent the 
institution, where Mary’s friend Margaret Jennings sings folk songs, as a 
place that had adapted itself toward working- class pleasures, but the bar-
riers placed around medical charities remained dependent on the grace 
and favor of the masters and play their part in John Barton’s alienation.

Gaskell used almost verbatim Lahye’s claim about “the feeling of 
alienation between the different classes of society” from the Eighth Re-
port (1842).74 The novel form enabled her to cast the commonplace into 
dramatic life in encounters such as George Wilson’s attempt to get an 
order for the infirmary from the factory owner Henry Carson (68):
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“Davenport— Davenport; who is the fellow? I don’t know the name.”
“He’s worked in your factory better nor three year, sir.”
“Very likely; I don’t pretend to know the names of the men I employ; 

that I leave to the overlooker. So he’s ill, eh?”
“Ay, sir, he’s very bad; we want to get him in at the fever wards.”
“I doubt if I have an in- patient’s order to spare; they’re always 

wanted for accidents, you know. But I’ll give you an out- patient’s, and 
wel come.”

In terms of what went on in the factories, Gaskell offers little by way of 
description, but she did give some sense of the struggles to improve fac-
tory conditions through working- class organization (perhaps the great-
est bugbear of Greg’s review). She told her publisher Edward Chapman 
that she would be “amused to read the manufacturing novel you tell me 
is forth- coming;. . . . It is a large subject, & I think it ought to be written 
upon.”75

What she did develop, as many commentators have pointed out, was 
a sense of interiority and depth to working- class experience, especially 
in relation to domestic life, a sense of self and solidarity not lost in the 
ooze of their living conditions. Poovey suggests that Mary Barton reveals 
that the “mode of representation epitomized by political economy may 
have rendered aspects of the social domain visible as never before, but 
in so doing it also erased other facets of contemporary life.” The novel’s 
elaboration of feelings attempts to connect readers to the struggles of the 
Bartons through the generic resources of the novel, something Ashworth 
and Buckland had at least attempted in their reports. Ferriar’s accounts 
of “patients in agonies of despair on finding themselves over- whelmed 
with filth” might be understood as written before the disaggregation de-
scribed by Poovey. The sense of embattled but sympathetic interiority 
that Gaskell developed in relation to both male and female characters 
in the novel was increasingly coming to be seen, Poovey argues, as a gen-
dered domain specific to the remit of the novel. Important in this regard 
is the novel’s emphasis on the domestic and its complex relationship with 
the social in its largest sense: they remain entangled in Mary Barton, but 
arguably the novels makes the social recede as the domestic and interior 
life is elaborated.76

These were aspects of the novel that W. R. Greg admired in his review. 
He was certainly confident that it was “very palpably [. . .] the production 
of a lady” (403) at least partly because of its emphasis on the domestic. 
The same reasons accounted, as he saw it, for the failure to give John 
Barton any awareness of “the first principles of commercial and eco-
nomic science” (412). Acknowledging that the author “has actually lived 
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among the people she describes” (403), Greg confirmed that “mutual 
helpfulness and unbounded kindliness towards each other” (406) was  
a striking aspect of working- class life as he had witnessed it. Gaskell was 
echoing one of the key sentiments of the domestic missions sponsored 
by Greg and their ilk when she called for greater knowledge of the poor 
by the rich. Greg and his brother Samuel had worked hard to bring this 
about in the 1820s and 1830s, as Gaskell acknowledged in her letters, but 
the review sounds a note of disillusion about the Greg family’s philan-
thropic inheritance: “the rich can never have the same knowledge of the 
troubles and difficulties of the poor, which the poor have of their own. 
Their paths lie apart. However much they may endeavour to visit among 
them, to become familiar with their circumstances., and acquainted with 
their griefs,— they can do all this, from the very nature of the case, only 
very imperfectly (410).” Perhaps to be viewed as a welcome modification 
of the middle- class will to knowledge, Greg’s modesty curdles into a se-
ries of intensifying diatribes against of working- class moral failings, as 
if the failures in the domestic missions reported by Ashworth and Buck-
land led him to double down on the old complaint about “improvidence,” 
a word which echoes through his review. John Barton’s problem, as Greg 
saw it, was that he remained “utterly unconscious, even to the last, of his 
own improvidence and of its sinister influence on his condition” (413).

Sinister to Greg was John Barton spending “his time and money on 
trades’ unions when both child and himself are unsupplied” (413). Re-
fused the status of self- reliance or forethought, from this perspective 
working- class organizations are simply instances of “an inability to resist 
evil counsel” (423). The Statistical Society’s rejection of any question-
ing of “the regularity or the remuneration of their work” (421) remains 
resolutely in place. The solutions offered by his form of social activism 
had been rejected by the poor, Greg believed, and now they should look 
to their own inner strength, except “the power of will” (422) to resist im-
providence, as he defines it, is inevitably lacking. In this situation, the 
“signs and elements of progress towards a social and moral emergence, 
distant yet, and very lofty, but nevertheless within their reach” (404), 
outlined at the beginning of his review, are doomed to be always deferred 
in a short- circuiting of any form of improvement in which its objects— 
the working classes— have any agency.

Greg acknowledged that Mary Barton had “higher pretensions than 
an ordinary novel” (410) but refused to accept that his class had played 
any role in creating the condition that he complained about. In one of 
the best- known passages in the book, not quoted by Greg, Gaskell offered  
a very different, if conflicted and even contradictory, perspective which, 
partially at least, recast the stewardship relationship in terms of one 
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between culpable creator and embittered creature: “The actions of the 
uneducated seem to me typified in those of Frankenstein, that monster 
of many human qualities, ungifted with a soul, a knowledge of the dif-
ference between good and evil” (165). The idea of the mute appeal of the 
dumb monster seems familiar enough from the various reports discussed 
in this chapter, but the complicity of the improvers in the situation they 
aimed to reform was less often acknowledged in these circles: “The people 
rise up to life; they irritate us, they terrify us, and we become their ene-
mies. Then, in the sorrowful moment of our triumphant power, their eyes 
gaze on us with a mute reproach. Why have we made them what they are; 
a powerful monster, yet without the inner means for peace and happi-
ness?” (165).The reproaches of Doherty and his comrades had scarcely 
been mute or even inarticulate, but Gaskell extended her engagement 
with Mary Shelley’s novel by remembering that its creature did have  
a voice. Within its “wild and visionary” articulations, the possibility at 
least of “a sort of practical power, which made him useful to the bodies 
of men to whom he belonged” is granted to Barton. Something that W. R. 
Greg found almost impossible to accept flashes— if only temporarily— 
into view. John Morley’s penetrating account of Greg’s career presented 
him as “one of the best literary representatives of the fastidious or pedan-
tocratic school of government. In economics he spoke the last word, and 
fell sword in hand in the last trench, of the party of capitalist supremacy 
and industrial tutelage.”77 Delving behind this public persona, Morley 
created a picture of a sensitive man, especially influenced by his moth-
er’s tastes, caught between loyalty to the industrial classes and a more 
imaginative and inquiring mind, a fervent reader of Byron, who was 
also reading William Godwin and Jean- Jacques Rousseau at Edinburgh 
in the 1820s, aiming to contradict both Malthus’s and Sadler’s theories 
on population. Quoting from his travels to Europe and Turkey published 
in the early 1830s, Morley presents Greg as open- minded, eager for im-
provement, brought up in an ethos of service where “the genial side of the 
patriarchal system was seen at its best” (113). Like his brother Samuel, 
a relationship delicately touched on by Morley, the frustration of his life 
was that he could not bend circumstances to create the improvements 
that he wished. His materials— including the workers he wished to help— 
had proven intractable.

Morley provided an astute commentary on the emerging asymmetries 
of stewardship that this book has traced. By 1830, as Morley tells it, Greg 
was already “poisoned by the conception that haunted him to the end”: 
“When the people complain, their complaint savours of rebellion. Those 
who make themselves the mouthpiece of popular complaint, must be 
wicked incendiaries. The privileged must be ordained by Nature to rule 
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over the non- privileged. The few ought to direct and teach, the many to 
learn” (115). Greg may have been brought up in a household whose idea 
of “taste” was formed by Anna Laetitia Barbauld, as Morley noted, but 
little of the flexibility of her idea of circumstance was carried forward 
into his thinking. Instead character was to be molded by the assumed 
authority of Greg and his friends at the Mechanics Institute and in the 
Statistical Society. The echoes of John Aikin’s sense of the social mission 
of the middle classes are palpable here, but where those remarks were pri-
marily directed against the traditional oligarchy’s rejection of religious 
and other freedoms, now the claim to moral authority was oriented more 
toward command; “an aristocracy,” Morley described it, “of education, 
virtue and public spirit” (124).78

◆

It would be easy to see this new “aristocracy” as the inevitable result of 
the idea of improvement explored in this book, rather than simply as 
an affordance of it. I have suggested that it represented a disciplinary 
strain always bound up with more imaginative and flexible ideas of re-
lationships between humans and their environment, between character 
and circumstance, and between the different domains of knowledge that 
emerged over the period. Power, wealth, and self- interest may have nar-
rowed these perspectives into a righteous “mission,” to use Marx’s word. 
Increasingly precipitated into a distinctive “liberal” structure of feeling 
they may have been, but countercurrents swirled still within the solu-
tion. These played their part in movements such as Owenism— always 
in a complex relationship with its begetter— and the challenges that 
figures such as Detrosier and Doherty made to the narrowing version of  
a creed of improvement. They have remained an important part of social 
reform and progressive politics in Britain, including the suffragist and 
welfare reformer Eleanor F. Rathbone, great- granddaughter of Hannah 
Greg, even as they have also constantly been prey to the assumption of  
a right to control others in the name of the public good.79 These networks 
of improvement had no simple- minded attitude to the power of circum-
stance. They were rarely as mechanical as their opponents and later 
critics made out, and their writing, practices, and institutions deserve 
attention as part of the broader literary and intellectual culture of the 
pre- Victorian period, even if they are routinely conjured— without much 
investigation— as the enemy of a more familiar Romanticism. They had 
their own visionary gleam, as Morley noted of the Gregs, if one that could 
be as excited by the “romantic” growth of the cotton industry as by the 
power of nature or poetry (which they, like Edward Baines Jr., also cer-
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tainly felt). Ironically, perhaps, where it became most visionary and most 
“romantic” was often also where this improving ethos withdrew from an 
encounter with the messy reality of its environment— whether in human 
or natural terms— to assert its own power to shape circumstance to its 
own ends. Within this formation, even in its later versions, there was far 
from being any simple rejection of the imaginative life. My own circum-
stance of writing is one in which the arts and humanities are increasingly 
seen, even in universities, as extraneous to improvement. This book may 
usefully recall us to the fact that, even in the heartlands of the Industrial 
Revolution, often held up today, at least in the United Kingdom, as a space 
and time of positive growth and useful knowledge, there was a continuous 
emphasis— if on various terms— on the relevance and even necessity of 
the humanities to any form of improvement worth having.



Anyone interested in networks ought to have a sense of how much their 
own work depends on collaboration. This book has certainly been the 
product of a widely distributed agency, all the more necessary because 
of the restrictions caused by the pandemic that began in 2020. If it had 
not been for the support of any number of archivists and librarians, 
amazingly generous of their time when it came to responding to inqui-
ries, chasing up references, and scanning documents, it would have been 
several more years in the making. They also made in- person visits a spe-
cial pleasure when places started to reopen after pandemic restrictions 
eased. I would particularly like to thank Alkestis Tsilika and the staff at 
Quarry Bank, who supported the project from the beginning. Kay Easson, 
librarian of the Newcastle Literary and Philosophical Society, has been 
tremendously helpful throughout, especially early on when I had no idea 
what I was asking to see. Thank you for the several invitations to speak at 
the Lit Phil. It has always been a pleasure. I’m also very grateful to Caro-
line Grove for scanning the platypus from the minute books. I gained im-
measurably from Paul Gailiunas’s wealth of knowledge about the Lit Phil.

The staff at Special Collection of the Brotherton Library, Leeds, were 
fantastically helpful in providing scans when it was impossible to visit 
the archive itself, close by York though it is. Janet Douglas invited me to 
speak at the event celebrating the bicentenary of the Philosophical and 
Literary Society of Leeds in 2019. As with Newcastle, it’s always great to 
visit these still- thriving institutions. At the Leeds event, I had the great 
pleasure of meeting Bob Morris in person. Somewhat late in the day, 
on the recommendations of Jane Corrie and Megan Coyer, I appealed 
to the Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh for confirmation that 
John Ferriar had been a student of Williams Cullen’s. Estela Dukan gen-
erously sent me scans of letters from the archives of the RCPE that are 

a C k N o w L e d g m e N t s
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mentioned in chapter 4. In Sheffield, the staff of the City Archives were 
unfailingly generous and helpful. The only distraction was the pleasure 
of listening to the inquiries about local history going on around me, many 
of them deeply moving, others very funny. I had much the same experi-
ence in Liverpool and Manchester in the search rooms at the two central 
libraries. Liverpool University Library staff in Special Collections were 
incredibly helpful when it came to my ordering and reordering the many 
Hannah Greg letters from the Rathbone Papers. Similarly, the John Ry-
lands Library was endlessly accommodating, both with personal visits 
and some slightly strange archival access via Zoom that I’m not sure I ever 
really mastered. From early on, Susan Killoran, and right at the end, Kate 
Alderson- Smith, of Harris Manchester College, Oxford, were generous 
and patient with my importunities. I also received gracious assistance 
from the Bodleian Library, the Royal Commonwealth Society Library at 
Cambridge University, Special Collections at the Sheffield University Li-
brary, Special Collections at the University of Edinburgh, the Warwick-
shire County Record Office, and the West Yorkshire Archives Service. The 
British Library, both in nearby Boston Spa and London, were as patient 
and supportive as ever. Katie Sambrook of Special Collections at Kings 
College London helped me start to trace some Ferriar- Keats connections 
in the library of the Physical Society, which I hope to take further.

Time to gather the research of many years together and to write the 
book was provided by a British Academy Senior Research Fellowship 
from 2019 to 2020, generously extended to take account of the difficulties 
caused by the pandemic. The award of the R. Stanton Avery Distinguished 
Visiting Professorship at the Huntington Library from 2016 to 2017 gave 
me one of the best years of my life and the opportunity to fully map out the 
territory I wanted to cover in this book. Thanks to Steve Hindle and Kevin 
Gilmartin for making it happen, and for the conviviality and support of 
all the fellows, especially Steve Hahn and Fuson Wang. Helen Deutsch, 
Michael Meranze, and Saree Makdisi each helped make Los Angeles great 
fun and gave me plenty of food for thought. During this period, a trip to 
Vancouver organized by Alex Dick and Michelle Levy gave me the valuable 
opportunity to air some of these ideas at the University of British Colum-
bia and Simon Fraser University. I had a similarly fruitful experience at 
the University of Notre Dame a few weeks later, thanks to Greg Kucich, 
Ian Newman, and Yasmin Solomonescu.

I have been the beneficiary of many conversations with colleagues 
across many areas of this project, going right back to the Networks of 
Improvement Leverhulme project that formed its roots, including Sarah 
Auld, Mike Brown, Alexandra Buchanan, Tom Duggett, Georgina Green, 
John Gardner, Daisy Hildyard, Ian Inkster, Felicity James, Roseanna 
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1. See C. Knick Harley’s review of Mokyr’s Enlightened Economy. I am indebted to 
the discussion in Davies, “Introduction: Romantic Studies and the Shorter Industrial 
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2. Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature, 61; Manuel DeLanda, A New Philos-
ophy of Society, 60. Using Williams’s familiar trope of precipitation here might be taken 
to imply that the later formation emerges as the “real” meaning of the earlier, whereas 
I’d suggest the second formulation is truer to “the complex relation of differentiated 
structures of feeling to differentiated classes” (134) as middle- class identity changed 
across this period.

3. Chapter 7 provides more detail regarding the clash between Heywood and Doherty.
4. Philip Connell, Romanticism, Economics, and the Question of “Culture,” 107.
5. See the definitions of “institution” offered in Jon Mee and Matthew Sangster, 
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7. Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social, 29.
8. Kevis Goodman, Pathologies of Motion, 16– 17.
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14. Goodman, Pathologies of Motion, 16– 26.
15. Felski, “Latour and Literary Studies,” 739.
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17. See, for instance, Timothy Morton, “An Object- Oriented Defense of Poetry,” 4.
18. Williams, Marxism and Literature, 125.
19. J. R. McCulloch, “Rise and Progress of the Cotton Manufacture,” Edinburgh Re-

view 91 (June 1827): 17.
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in chapter 6.
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7. See Richard Price, Observations on the Importance of the American Revolution, 
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11. E. A. Wrigley, Continuity Chance & Change, 3, is one of many disavowals of the 

Industrial Revolution as a “cumulative, progressive, unitary phenomenon.” See the use-
ful survey of recent debates within economic history in Emma Griffin’s A Short History 
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counts in John V. Pickstone, “Ferriar’s Fever to Kay’s Cholera,” and Mary Poovey, Mak-
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Margaret Jacob, First Knowledge Economy; Joel Mokyr, Gifts of Athena; Joel Mokyr, 
Enlightened Economy.

16. Mokyr, Enlightened Economy, 31.
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Enlightened Economy, 81.
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Gifts of Athena, including Maxine Berg, “The Genesis of ‘Useful Knowledge,’” 123– 
33; Lilaine Hailaire- Peréz, “Technology as Public Culture in the Eighteenth Century,” 
135– 53; and Larry Stewart, “Experimental Spaces and the Knowledge Economy,”  
155– 77.

19. Maxine Berg and Pat Hudson, “Rehabilitating the Industrial Revolution,” 26.
20. John Langton, “The Industrial Revolution and Regional Geography of England.”
21. N. F. R. Crafts, British Industrial Growth, 85, 151. See the discussion of other re-

visionist analyses in Maxine Berg’s Age of Manufactures, 3– 6, 14– 19; as well as Berg and 
Hudson’s “Rehabilitating the Industrial Revolution.” Even a revisionist such as Crafts 
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growth that licensed the ‘Revolution’ trope” (British Industrial Growth, 8).

22. Giorgio Riello, Cotton, 228. See also, more recently, Riello, “Cotton Textiles and 
the Industrial Revolution in a Global Context.”

23. A. E. Musson and E. Robinson, Science and Technology in the Industrial Revo-
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Arnold Thackray, “Natural Knowledge in Cultural Context.”
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Percival and Gisborne.

25. Thackray, “Natural Knowledge,” 678, 685; R. Porter, “Science, Provincial Cul-
ture,” 25.

26. John Aikin Jr., “An Apology for the Literary Pursuits of Physicians,” 667. See 
the excellent account in Kathryn Ready’s “‘And make thine own Apollo doubly thine’” 
and Lucy Aikin’s Memoir of John Aikin, M.D., for details. The papers Aikin gave at the 
society included “On the Impression of Reality Attending Dramatic Representations,” 
discussed in chapter 4. The first volume of MLPSM carried his “Remarks on the differ-
ent success with respect to Health, of attempts to pass the Winter in High Northern 
Latitudes.”

27. Derek Roper discusses Aikin’s and Ferriar’s tenures at the Monthly Review; see 
Roper, Reviewing before the Edinburgh, 88– 92 and 105– 10, respectively.

28. One does not need to see “knowledge” as the primary driver of economic change 
to believe that it was important, at least in compounding and even influencing its direc-
tion. See C. Knick Harley’s review of Mokyr’s Enlightened Economy.

29. Percival’s career is discussed at length in chapter 4. On Henry and Barnes, 
see W. V. Farrar, Kathleen Farrar, and E. L. Scott, “The Henrys of Manchester Part 1: 
Thomas Henry,” 183– 208; A. E. Musson, “Early Industrial Chemists: Thomas Henry,” 
231– 51; obituary of Thomas Barnes, Monthly Repository of Theology and General Lit-
erature, 5 (August 1810): 56; Thomas Baker, Memorials of a Dissenting Chapel, 47– 50.

30. G. M. Ditchfield, “Early History of Manchester College,” 83– 84. On October 8, 
1789, Priestley confided to Theophilus Lindsey that Barnes “cannot conceal his jealousy 
of Mr. Hawkes’s Unitarian Chapel,” Theological and Miscellaneous Works, 1, pt. 2: 35. 
Priestley nevertheless stayed with Percival in Manchester in 1791. The following year 
Barnes signed the Unitarian petition, while William Hawkes, intimidated by loyalist 
attacks, did not: see Theophilus Lindsey to John Rowe, 6 March 1792, in Theophilus 
Lindsey, Letters of Theophilus Lindsey, 2:171.

31. Seed, “Gentleman Dissenters,” 302– 3; Baker, Memorials of a Dissenting Chapel.
32. Felicity James, “Religious Dissent and the Aikin- Barbauld Circle,” and Daniel 

E. White, Early Romanticism and Religious Dissent, 50– 55, discuss the Aikin- Barbauld 
collaborations. Barbauld’s “Thoughts on the Devotional Taste” was first prefixed to her 
Devotional Pieces and then published again in John Aikin Jr. and Anna Laetitia Bar-
bauld, Miscellaneous Pieces in Prose.

33. Aikin thanked Percival for “the communication of various papers, as well as for 



many judicious hints and remarks towards the execution of the design” (Description of 
Manchester, vii). Thomas Walker also contributed materials: John Aikin Jr. to Thomas 
Walker, 2 May 1795, Add MS 88955, f. 11, Letters Addressed to Thomas Walker, British 
Library.

34. On the publishing background and its reception, see Mee, “‘All that the most 
romantic imagination could have previously conceived’: Writing an Industrial Revo-
lution,” 235– 37.

35. Wrigley, Continuity Chance & Change, 15.
36. The many overseas corresponding members included Philadelphia physician 

Benjamin Rush, whose membership certificate— dated December 22, 1784— is in the 
Rush Family Papers, Library Company of Philadelphia, Unbound Correspondence, 
Box 2, Folder 31, with his correspondence with Percival and Henry.

37. Wrigley, Continuity Chance & Change, 75.
38. John Kay is only mentioned as the inventor of the flying shuttle in the section 

on Bury (267); neither James Hargreaves (the jenny) nor Samuel Crompton (the mule) 
are mentioned with the inventions usually associated with their names; Arkwright is 
discussed in various locations and with some doubts cast on his intellectual property 
claims.

39. Aikin’s A Description of Manchester, 338- 39, is guardedly critical of the slave 
trade: “Concerning the slave trade, for which Liverpool has since become so distin-
guished, it is difficult to speak with the coolness of discussion that belongs to commer-
cial topics in general. One the one hand, it has been warmly arraigned by the friends 
of justice and humanity, and, indeed, by the common feelings of the uninterested part 
of mankind; on the other hand, it has been warmly defended by those who are ardent 
in the pursuit of every extension of individual and national wealth . . . Some, however, 
are of opinion that it pushed this adventurous spirit beyond all due bounds; has intro-
duced pernicious maxims and customs of transacting business; has diverted to itself 
the capital and attention which might have been better employed on other objects; and 
has occasioned a great waste of lives among the seamen.” Aikin quotes from Percival on 
factory conditions (456) and Ferriar on housing (192– 93). In Capital, Marx picked up 
on Aikin’s allusions to “the earlier infamies of the factory system” (710) and Liverpool’s 
dependence on the slave trade (711). See L. Aikin, Memoir of John Aikin, 1: 64– 65, for 
the recommendation that Aikin should tone down his politics.

40. John Aikin, Jr., Address to the Dissidents of England on their Late Defeat, 18.
41. Christopher Brown, Moral Capital: Foundations of British Abolitionism.
42. Clarkson’s views on the cotton boycott are reported in “Diary of Katherine Plym-

ley,” March 1792, 1066– 6 (24 Feb 1792– 5 Mar 1792), Shropshire Archives, in a discussion 
of an untraced pamphlet by the Unitarian minister Theophilus Houlbrooke, a friend 
of Roscoe and the Rathbones. Thomas Clarkson to Thomas Walker, 3 April 1788, Add 
MS, 88955, f. 67. Equiano acknowledged the assistance of Walker and the magistrate 
Thomas Butterworth Bayley. See Equiano, The Interesting Narrative; John Bugg, “The 
Other Interesting Narrative,” 1430.

43. See Brian Howman, “Abolitionism in Liverpool,” 281; David Lascelles, Story of the 
Rathbones, 34– 35, 45– 46; Lucie Nottingham, Rathbone Brothers, 21– 22; Eleanor F. Rath-
bone, William Rathbone, 8, 11. Thomas Clarkson praised William Rathbone III for not 
allowing “any article to be sold for the use of a slave- ship” in Thomas Clarkson, History 
of the Abolition of the African Slave- Trade, 1:413– 14. See also Richard Huzzey, “Moral 
Geography of British Anti- Slavery Responsibilities”; James Cropper to Joseph Sturge,  
14 July 1827, in James Cropper, Extracts from Letters of the late James Cropper, np.
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44. MM 7 (February 1800): 12. Identified as Aikin’s in his daughter’s account: 
L. Aikin, Memoir of John Aikin, 2:297.

45. Karl Polanyi, Great Transformation, 60.
46. Thomas Barnes, Discourse Delivered at the Commencement of the Manchester 

Academy, 23– 24, usefully discussed in Gregory Claeys, “Virtuous Commerce.”
47. John Aikin Jr., Poems (1791) included lines addressed to his sister, to Priestley, 

and to his friend William Enfield. There are also addresses to heroes of Aikin’s brand 
of Dissent such as John Howard, Richard Price, and George Washington. Aikin’s Essay 
on the Application of Natural History to Poetry (1777) is discussed illuminatingly in 
Stephen Daniels and Paul Elliott’s “John Aikin’s Geographical Imagination.” Thomas 
Percival refers to it in his Moral and Literary Dissertations, 227. Aikin wrote to Per-
cival to thank him: see [Edward Percival,] Memoirs of Thomas Percival, xcv– xcvi. On 
Aikin’s relationship with Roscoe, see Henry Roscoe, Life of William Roscoe, 2:300– 301. 
Thomas P. Miller, Formation of College English, 107– 8, discusses Percival’s reservations 
about imaginative literature.

48. John Aikin and William Enfield, General Biography, 1:4.
49. H. J. McLachlan, Essays and Addresses, 106.
50. Goodman, Pathologies of Motion, 6.
51. Robert Mitchell, Experimental Life, 149. See also Eric Gidal, “Industrial Trans-

port and Political Economy.”
52. Kames, Elements of Criticism, 1:179, discussed in Goodman, Pathologies of Mo-

tion, 54– 56.
53. Mokyr, Enlightened Economy, 48.
54. R. D. Thornton, James Currie, describes Currie’s involvement (157), and his 

correspondence with Cullen (135). Jan Golinski, Science as Public Culture, discusses 
Percival’s relationship with Cullen (38, 58, 112). See also John Thomson, An Account 
of the Life, Lectures, and Writings of William Cullen, and the digital edition of Cullen’s 
correspondence in the Cullen Project (http:// www .cullenproject .ac .uk/).

55. Jon Klancher, Transfiguring the Arts and Sciences, 156.
56. Leask, “Robert Burns and Scottish Common Sense Philosophy,” esp. 70– 87.
57. G. P. Tyson, Joseph Johnson, 66; Helen Braithwaite, Romanticism, Publishing 

and Dissent, 20, 61. Johnson placed unusual faith in William Eyres of Warrington for 
“a country printer”: Joseph Johnson Letterbook, lxii.

58. Joseph Priestley, History and Present State of Electricity, xiii– xv; Golinski, Sci-
ence as Public Culture, 70, 63.

59. Klancher, Transfiguring the Arts and Sciences, 129, 130.
60. Turner’s career and his relationship with Gaskell are revisited in subsequent 

chapters. Halifax Literary and Philosophical Society’s Centenary Handbook, 8– 9, de-
scribes his son’s role there.

61. See Charles Lyell, “Scientific Institutions,” 167, and Klancher’s discussion in 
Transfiguring the Arts and Sciences, 148.

62. Alexander R. Galloway and Eugene Thacker, The Exploit, 40; see also Galloway 
and Thacker, “Protocol, Control, and Networks.”

63. Michel Serres, Conversations on Science, 60– 61.
64. See Jane Bennett’s Vibrant Matter, viii, on “lively things.”
65. Mark Steadman, “History of the Scientific Collections,” 23, discusses its “largely 

uninvited influx of new objects.”
66. Latour’s Pandora’s Hope, 304, uses “black box” to describe “the way scientific and 

technical work is made invisible by its own success. When a machine runs efficiently, 
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when a matter of fact is settled, one need focus only on its inputs and outputs and not on 
its internal complexity. Thus, paradoxically, the more science and technology succeed, 
the more opaque and obscure they become.”

67. Monthly Review 56 (July 1808): 336. The phrase “open- source” comes from the 
description of Mokyr’s project in Jonsson’s “Industrial Revolution in the Anthropo-
cene,” 681.

68. Klancher, Transfiguring the Arts and Sciences, 51.
69. Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social, 39.
70. See Hannah Barker, “‘Smoke Cities.’”
71. Thomas De Quincey, “Letters to a Young Man,” in Works of Thomas De Quincey, 

3:54, 71. H. J. McLachlan, Warrington Academy, discusses the influence of Watts there 
(51, 66). De Quincey’s famous elaboration appeared in a review of the reissue of an edi-
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72. William Hazlitt, “Why the Arts are not Progressive,” in Complete Works, 4:160– 
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minister John Yates. Hazlitt judged Roscoe, whose portrait he painted, “an excellent 
man, and a good patriot” (Complete Works, 9:241). See George Chandler, William Roscoe 
of Liverpool 1753– 1831, xxxv.

73. De Quincey writes amusingly of his guardian, the Reverend Samuel Hall, whose 
contribution to the Literary and Philosophical Society is discussed in chapter 2, as the 
representative of a class “who sympathise with no spiritual sense or spiritual capaci-
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113).

74. De Quincey, Works, 19:75.
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knowledge” (MLPSM 1 [1785]: 7– 29, at 8). References to Henry’s essay are given in the 
main text from this point onward.

13. Barnes, “On the Influence of the Imagination and the Passions upon the Under-
standing,” 387; De Polier, “On the Pleasure which the Mind receives from the Exercise 
of its Faculties,” 133.

14. Rule VIII, MLPSM 1:xiii.
15. Materials relating to the earlier society are held in the Holt and Gregson Papers 

942 HOL/10, ff. 489– 567, Liverpool Record Office (LRO). Others on the printed “List 
of Members” (at f. 491) include the antiquarian upholsterer Matthew Gregson; John 
Knowles, later biographer of Fuseli; Thomas Nicholson; Edward Rogers; and the clergy-
men Henry Barton, George Gregory, and John Yates. Intriguingly, given the absence of 
women in most of the formal societies, there is also “Miss S. Heywood.”

16. R. D. Thornton, James Currie, 64, suggests that there were two separate societies 
in this period, but the fluidity of naming leaves this as conjecture to my mind. The pres-
ident wrote to the members on October 6, 1783, to inform them that it had been agreed 
to dissolve the society. Its property was to be auctioned, the proceeds to be repaid as  
a dividend (HOL/10, f. 567). Various printed notes in the archive attest to difficulties in 
securing attendance and active participation. On July 17, 1782, the secretary reminded 
members of their duty to attend and announced the intention that in the future “every 
member in rotation be obliged to propose a subject and deliver a written paper upon 
it.” Printed and written invitations to hear the various papers mentioned in this para-
graph are held in Holt and Gregson 942, HOL/10, ff. 497– 567, LRO. A blank is left on the 
printed forms for the insertion of the particular evening’s topic.

17. William Roscoe, “On the Comparative Excellence of the Sciences and Arts.” 
MLPSM 3 (1790): 241– 60. References to Roscoe’s paper are given in the main text from 
this point onward.

18. Analytical Review 9 (March 1791): 266.
19. William Roscoe to Jane Roscoe, 4 April 1791, 920 ROS, 3506, LRO.
20. Anna Laetitia Barbauld, “To Mr. S. T. Coleridge,” in Poems, 132– 33, originally 

published in MM 7 (1799): 231– 32.
21. See V. A. C. Gatrell, “Incorporation and the Pursuit of Liberal Hegemony in 

Manchester,” 33.
22. Thomas Barnes, “Constitutions and Regulations of the College of Arts and Sci-

ences in Manchester,” 42. Lectures covered chemistry with reference to arts and man-
ufactures; the history of fine arts; the origin and progress of arts, manufactures, and 
commerce; and moral philosophy. Henry’s lectures on chemistry have been credited 
with informing the wider community about “the techniques of applied art as well as 
textile manufacture” by C. P. Darcy, Encouragement of the Fine Arts in Lancashire, 97. 
Because some tickets were made available to artisans, the college is sometimes seen as 
a precursor of the Mechanics’ Institutes: Charles Webster and Jonathan Barry, “Man-
chester Medical Revolution,” 172– 74.

23. The newspaper paragraph in the Manchester Mercury of March 15 read: “Whereas 
an Inference has been drawn from a Passage in the first Page of the Report of the new 
Institution, now called, or intended to be called the maNChester aCademy, that this 
Society, as such, favour the Principle and Design of that intended Academy. Resolved, 
that this Society having, at their first Institution, totally disavowed, and still continuing 
to disavow all Bias toward, or Intercourse with any Religious Opinion, or Sect whatever, 
do hereby declare their Independence; and that they do not mean to afford any Patron-
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age to the above named Academy.” Ralph Harrison in A sermon preached at the dissent-
ing chapel in Cross- Street, Manchester, identified himself as a member of the Literary 
and Philosophical Society on its title page. Barnes did the same on his appended dis-
course, also published separately as A Discourse Delivered at the Commencement of the 
Manchester Academy (1786), acknowledging “that the LIterary aNd phILosophICaL  
soCIety have avowed a generous zeal to foster rising genius, to incite emulation, and to 
give energy to the powers of the mind, by calling them forth in early exertion; and that it 
may be presumed, they will admit the senior Academics, to attend the more instructive 
discussions” (2). He presumed too much given the opposition that followed.

24. Alexander Eason to Charles Macintosh, Manchester 1784, in George Macintosh’s 
edited volume Charles Macintosh, A Biographical Memoir of the Late Charles Mac-
intosh, 3. Eason’s role in the infirmary crisis is discussed in chapter 4.

25. Thomas Henry to Benjamin Rush, Manchester, 10 May 1784, vol. 7, Rush Family 
Papers: Correspondence, Library Company of Philadelphia.

26. Frida Knight, Strange Case of Thomas Walker, 26– 34; Thackray, “Natural 
Knowledge,” 693. Percival wrote to Walker on April 7, 1794, after Walker was finally 
acquitted of a charge of treasonable conspiracy, to congratulate him on “the honourable 
termination of the iniquitous prosecution, which has been carried on against him.” Add 
MS 88955, f. 310, LRO.

27. Thomas Cooper, “Propositions respecting the Foundation of Civil Govern-
ment,” 509.

28. Burke had attacked Cooper and James Watt Jr.’s visit to Paris, ostensibly on busi-
ness for James Watt Sr., because they also appeared at the Jacobin Club as representa-
tives of the Manchester Constitutional Society. Dumas Malone, Public Life of Thomas 
Cooper, 35– 40.

29. James Currie to Thomas Percival, 16 January 1788, in W. W. Currie, Memoir of 
the Life of James Currie, 2:50.

30. James Currie to Thomas Percival, 7 February 1790, in Memoir of James Currie, 
2:57.

31. Currie to Percival, 7 February 1790, 2:58.
32. James Currie to Thomas Percival, 17 July 1791, and Thomas Percival to James 

Currie, 12 November 1791, in Memoir of James Currie, 2:67, 69.
33. Joseph Priestley, Appeal to the public, on the subject of the riots in Birmingham, 

part II, 105.
34. Ferriar’s name is absent from the list of members given in MLPSM 5 (1798): 

viii– x, although he was still vice president in 1797 according to Manchester Literary 
and Philosophical Society, Complete List of the Members & Officers, 10. Possibly he was 
simply too busy at the Board of Health to carry on at the society, although he may also 
have started worshipping at an Anglican church around this time (see the discussion 
in chapter 4). Aikin’s sentiments were expressed in a letter to Percival of December 17, 
1791, quoted in Ian Inkster, “‘Under the eye of the public’: Arthur Aikin,” 128– 29.

35. Gatrell, “Incorporation and Liberal Hegemony,” 33. See also Katrina Navickas, 
Loyalism and Radicalism in Lancashire, 9.

36. James Watt Jr. to John Ferriar, 19 December 1794, MS 3219/6/7/F 20– 21, James 
Watt and Family Papers, Library of Birmingham. Henry told Watt: “The society which 
perhaps you left too abruptly, prospers much this winter— I wish you would not for-
get you had been a member of it, & that you have many friends in it, who love and re-
spect you— send us a peace offering, [w]rapped in the form of a communication, &  
I think I may venture to say that we shall reinstate you graciously, in our favour.” (MS 

 Notes to Pages 49–52 [  2 0 9  ]



3219/6/2/H/49). The details of Owen’s papers are given in E. M. Fraser’s “Robert Owen 
in Manchester,” written in 1937– 38, before the archives were destroyed.

37. Arnold Thackray, “Natural Knowledge,” 693.
38. Samuel Argent Bardsley, “Cursory Remarks, Moral and Political, on Party- 

prejudice,” 10. Bardsley’s Critical Remarks on Pizarro [iii] describes the paper as 
written “on the spur of the occasion, to fulfil a duty imposed on the Author as Member 
of a Literary Society. They were read and discussed at two meetings of that Society, at  
a time when provincial curiosity (which had stood on the tiptoe of expectation) was first 
gratified with the representation of Pizarro.”

39. Navickas, Loyalism and Radicalism, 89.
40. Paul A. Elliott, The Derby Philosophers, 98– 100.
41. Thomas Gisborne, “On the Benefits and Duties,” 86.
42. Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social, 29.
43. The extensive archives at Newcastle Literary and Philosophical Society (NLPS) 

are uncataloged. I refer to them in the notes that follow by the individual item name. 
Research is further aided by two grangerized collections of the society’s reports made 
by members Rev. Anthony Hedley (11 vols.) and John Fenwick (9 vols.). I have referred 
to these collections by name and volume number.

44. Barbauld, Poems, 27– 28. Turner published the poem in Newcastle Magazine, 4 
(April 1825): 185– 86. The obituary continued into the next number. Turner published 
an excerpt from the poem at the end of “Memoirs of Mr. Turner’s Life and Writings” ap-
pended to William Wood’s Sermon Preached on the Death of the Rev William Turner, 56.

45. Joanna Wharton, Material Enlightenment, 31– 34.
46. Stephen Harbottle, William Turner, 15– 20, provides details of Turner’s educa-

tion.
47. William Turner, “An Essay on Crime and Punishments,” 312, 319.
48. William Turner, A Short Sketch of the History of Protestant Nonconformity, 29, 

discussed in Harbottle, William Turner, 21– 24.
49. William Turner, Speculations on the Propriety of Attempting the Establishment 

of a Literary Society in Newcastle, 2.
50. Kathleen Wilson, Sense of the People, 324, 289.
51. Turner was frustrated in his hope that mine owners would share information via 

the society (see Harbottle, William Turner, 58– 59), just as Clennell’s call for the free 
exchange of information on manufacturing processes foundered.

52. Turner, Speculations, 9, 11.
53. The date John Clennell joined the society is not recorded in the monthly min-

utes, but he appears in the published members list for 1798 (Hedley 1). He proposed 
more members and recommended more books for purchase than anyone else. He often 
recommended books with Crawford, who proposed that the society purchase Lyrical 
Ballads. Clennell presented seven papers at the monthly meetings between October 1797 
and his move to London in 1808. See Paul Gailiunas, “Women during the Early Years of 
the Newcastle Lit and Phil,” for details.

54. John Hunter, governor of New South Wales from 1795 until his recall in 1800, is 
listed as an honorary member in the Rules of the Literary and Philosophical Society of 
Newcastle upon Tyne. Hunter’s letter describing the settlement at Port Jackson in New 
South Wales was read to the society at a monthly meeting in 1799. In its first year, the so-
ciety was also read Thomas Clarkson’s “Account of the New Settlement at Sierra Leone” 
(from a letter sent to the society July 9, 1793), and Edward Laing gave a paper on the col-
ony at Port Jackson. “Papers Given to the Society,” vol. 1, NLPS archives. Depictions of 
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the platypus and the wombat were included— with descriptions from Hunter’s letter— in 
the addenda to Thomas Bewick’s History of the Quadrupeds (1800), 521– 25, probably 
written by Ralph Beilby, whom the minute book records as present when the sketch was 
made. Bewick’s Memoir, 111, 123, records Bewick’s admiration for Turner and Robert 
Doubleday, who had tried to resolve the dispute with Beilby over which could claim to be 
the book’s “author.” Beilby later opposed Turner in the dispute over the New Institution.

55. Theophilus Lindsey to William Turner, 10 June 1794, Letters of Lindsey, 2:295. 
From 1791, Lindsey kept up a constant flow of intelligence about Priestley’s movements 
in his letters to Turner.

56. See Harbottle, William Turner, 55.
57. “Character of the Late Mr. Doubleday,” Northern Reformer’s Monthly Magazine, 

March 1, 1823, 88– 92, noted that Doubleday had addressed verses to William Godwin 
on the publication of Political Justice (90).

58. Richard Welford, Men of Mark Twixt Tyne and Tees, 3:639. James Losh’s diary 
entry for March 12, 1800, describes Turner’s fast day sermon at Hanover Square as “ev-
idently on the side of liberty.” “Diary of James Losh,” MSS, Carlisle City Library.

59. “Character of Doubleday,” 91.
60. Marshall first appears in trade directories in 1801 as a bookseller, a stationer, and 

the proprietor of a circulating library in Gateshead. By 1811 he had moved to Newcastle 
itself, where he started to print and sell chapbooks and collections of songs. His business 
failed in 1831. Frances M. Thomson, Newcastle Chapbooks, 11– 123. Paul Gailiunas, “John 
Marshall: Printer, Librarian and Radical,” 5– 36, suggests that radical texts only became 
a significant part of Marshall’s output after he was expelled from the society.

61. Lindsey, Letters of Lindsey, 2:451– 52. Turner was a devoted memorialist of War-
rington Academy, but even he was concerned over the potential of freedom of inquiry 
in religion to degenerate into rancorous disputation. See William Turner, Warrington 
Academy, 12, 19. This useful book collects the essays Turner wrote on the academy for 
the Monthly Repository.

62. James Anderson to William Turner, 18 June 1793, “Correspondence Book 1,” 
NLPS. See also Jon Mee, “The Buzz about the Bee,” 67– 68.

63. Thomas Miller, Formation of College English, 109, quoting from Marshall’s 1818 
edition, claims these sentiments “mark a sharp departure from the more utilitarian 
orientation and Calvinist traditions of Enfield’s predecessors.” The evidence from 
Manchester and Newcastle suggests this break was not as unusual as Miller implies. 
Enfield’s paper was read on November 12, 1793. The transcription is in “Papers Read at 
the Monthly Meeting,” vol. 1, NLPS. Enfield’s essay was included when the Newcastle 
society finally published its transactions in 1831.

64. “Enquirer No. VI: ‘Is Verse Essential to Poetry?” MM 1 (July 1796): 453– 56.
65. David Sampson, “Wordsworth and the ‘Deficiencies of Language,’” 55.
66. John Guillory, Cultural Capital, 101– 3.
67. Guillory, Cultural Capital, 126.
68. See, for instance, A Collection of Songs, Comic, Satirical, and Descriptive, chiefly 

in the Newcastle Dialect, and illustrative of the language and manners of the common 
people on the Banks of the Tyne and neighbourhood (1827), published by Marshall, and 
often known as Marshall’s Songs.

69. David Stewart, “The End of Conversation: Byron’s Don Juan at the Newcastle 
Lit & Phil.”

70. “Books Recommended to be Ordered,” vol. 1, NLPS, contains the request and 
the committee’s response.
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71. “Monthly Minutes” for February 1831 and the report on the debate in the Tyne 
Mercury March 8, 1831. The rule against novels was affirmed in The Thirty Ninth Years 
Report (1832), 12. I am grateful to Paul Gailiunas for giving me access to his spreadsheet 
referencing the recommendations book, the catalog of additions to the library in the 
annual reports, and dates of committee meetings when accession was agreed.

72. In July 1799, Turner, with Prowitt, and Clennell, had proposed Marshall for the 
new category of membership “honorary with privileges,” introduced for those who could 
not afford the full subscription. Gailiunas, “John Marshall,” suggests that Turner may 
have been Marshall’s teacher. Clennell and Marshall seem to have been among the Uni-
tarian Baptists who joined Turner’s congregation with their minister Edward Prowitt in 
1797, only to secede around 1811, events discussed in Eneas Mackenzie, Descriptive and 
Historical Account of the Town and County of Newcastle upon Tyne, 376– 78.

73. Gailiunas, “John Marshall,” 26– 27.
74. Guillory, Cultural Capital, 133.
75. The original rules stated that “it be left to the future deliberations of the Society 

to determine what, or whether any, measures shall be taken for obtaining the establish-
ment of a general Library.” Plan of the Literary and Philosophical Society of Newcastle 
Upon Tyne (1793), 15. The committee minutes for December 26– 27, 1793, show that 
Henry Moises wrote to Turner to encourage the idea. A committee was appointed on 
which Moises and Turner served with Ralph Beilby, the major protagonists in the dis-
pute over the New Institution a decade later, but it was unable to resolve a way forward, 
primarily because of issues about ownership of the books. Later annual reports com-
ment on the success of the library but express concerns about attendance at the monthly 
meetings typical of Turner: “Committee Minutes 1793– 4” and Proceedings relative to 
the Establishment of the Library of the Literary and Philosophical Society, 1– 4; privately 
printed, this latter document is bound in Hedley 1 as is the printed Plan quoted earlier. 
After Doubleday complained about recent orders for work by Ralph Cudworth, David 
Hume, and William Paley, the committee ordered that books of religious controversy 
were to be removed.

76. The committee ordered the librarian to root out any book deemed “improper.” 
Debate also went back and forth about the fate of the society’s journal subscriptions. 
Decisions were influenced by which were already widely subscribed to by the members, 
but political beliefs seem to have played their part. The British Critic, no friend to the 
Monthly Magazine, the journal in which several members published, was discontinued 
on March 17, 1795, but then brought back into the fold in mid- December, only to be 
dropped again in June 1798, when the committee decided it was “a work inferior in 
merit to the rest.” “Committee Minutes 1794 to 1806” and “Books Recommended to be 
Ordered,” vol. 1.

77. Mackenzie’s phrase appears in his Descriptive and Historical Account, 467. Vari-
ants appeared in the earlier debates about the New Institution described subsequently.

78. Thomas Bigge read a paper on “establishing a lectureship in Chemistry or Nat. 
Philosophy in Newcastle” in May 1802. Losh proposed it should be referred to the com-
mittee. Bigge then published An Address to the Public from the Literary and Philosoph-
ical Society of Newcastle upon Tyne for consideration at the General Meeting of June 2.  
See the accounts in Harbottle, Turner, 67– 68, and Derek Orange, “Rational Dissent and 
Provincial Science,” 215– 19.

79. The original manuscript letter dated January 14, 1809, is pasted into Hedley 4.
80. The description of Beilby comes from Welford, Men of Mark, 1:229. See note 54 

on the dispute between Beilby and Bewick over authorship of History of the Quadrupeds.
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81. Mackenzie, To the Ordinary Members of the Literary and Philosophical Society 
of Newcastle upon Tyne, in Hedley 4.

82. Turner’s allies were victorious, although not without making some concessions. 
Use of the library was disallowed for the lectures, and the money given to the insti-
tution was kept for apparatus and other expenses rather than Turner’s remuneration. 
Moises resigned immediately (Harbottle, Turner, 83, who reproduces his angry letter 
to Turner written after the vote). Moises probably had a hand in the original “Mentor” 
letter attacking Turner.

83. Harbottle, Turner, 80, and Robert Spence Watson, The History of the Literary 
and Philosophical Society of Newcastle upon- Tyne, 219.

84. Orange, “Rational Dissent and Provincial Science,” 213; R. Porter, “Science, 
Provincial Culture,” 34.

85. Turner’s paper was printed as Address to the Monthly Meeting of the Literary and 
Philosophical Society, found in Hedley 5.

86. James Losh, Diaries and Correspondence of James Losh, 1:30, 31, 34.
87. The description of the library as “a bond of union” was made in the context of 

Mackenzie’s criticism of the costs of the new building creating a barrier to “easy access” 
that would make it “merely a fashionable lounging place for the opulent classes of soci-
ety.” Mackenzie, Descriptive and Historical Account, 468.

88. Latour, Reassembling the Social, esp. part 1.
89. “On a Plan of Reading,” Oeconomist 23 (November 1799): 325– 29; “Hints of  

a Plan for a Book Club,” Oeconomist 24 (December 1799): 350– 57. “The Diary of James 
Losh,” MSS, Carlisle City Library, for 1798– 99 shows that he and Bigge were the princi-
pal contributors. Essays were published anonymously, but Turner contributed at least 
two essays, both on the provision of food for the poor: Harbottle, William Turner, 48. 
The issue attracted debate in the Literary and Philosophical Society in the late 1790s as 
reported in MM, 4 (December 1797): 487.

90. Turner, Resignation and Submission, 21. Turner’s Introductory Address, 6, de-
scribed the Literary and Philosophical Society as the “parent” of the Mechanics’ Insti-
tute. Losh’s diary records attending Turner’s sermon on the importance of the education 
of the poor on December 15, 1799.

91. Jon Klancher, Making of English Reading Audiences, 43, quoting the magazine’s 
“Concluding Paper” (December 1799, 374), a baleful discussion of the pains being taken 
in the country to prevent the flow of knowledge.

92. Documents relevant to the 1798 claim are gathered in Hedley 1, including a 
printed copy of Spence’s original lecture. A denial of any link was published in MM 7 
(June 1798): 415. The later letter was published in the Quarterly Review 15 (Jan 1817): 
546– 47. See also Gailiunas, “John Marshall,” 10, 12– 13. The committee meeting of 
April 22, 1817, decided to write to Losh on the subject of the recent Act of Parliament 
respecting “suppression of Seditious Meetings.” The December meeting recorded that 
Sir John Swinburne had promised to inquire into the situation among “London Liter-
ary Institutions.” See “Committee Meetings, 1806– 1817” and “Committee Meetings 
1817– 1825.” Through the early months of 1817 the issue of Marshall’s dismissal was also 
rumbling on, first in relation to his post as librarian and then as to whether he should 
remain an ordinary member.

93. Mackenzie remained committed to the conversational model for the diffusion 
of knowledge and collaborated with Marshall in setting up a society for literary and 
philosophical debate in 1816: “A Proposal for a New Philosophical Institution,” dated 
October 23, 1816, and signed “John Marshall,” in Hedley 6. Marshall and Mackenzie 
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were involved in public meetings to protest the Peterloo Massacre and a few years later 
in support of Queen Caroline. See Harbottle, William Turner, 99; Gailiunas, “John 
Marshall,” 12– 14.

94. Quoted in Welford, Men of Mark, 3:117.
95. “Character of Doubleday,” 91.
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see Donald Read, The English Provinces c. 1760– 1960, 35– 77, and Katrina Navickas, 
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Three Accounts of Peterloo, 1– 43. See also Poole, Peterloo, 323– 24, 328.

11. Archibald Prentice, Historical Sketches and Personal Recollections, 73.
12. Hannah Greg to Elizabeth Rathbone, 23 August 1819, RP VI.1.130, Liverpool Uni-

versity Library (LUL) Special Collections.
13. E. Baines Jr., Life of Baines, 105; Poole, Peterloo, 218.
14. References to Roscoe’s On the origin and vicissitudes of literature, science and 

art are given here in the main text. The speech was republished in the Pamphleteer 7 
(1818): 507– 36, and elsewhere, as well as being excerpted in many reviews. The younger 
Baines acknowledged its influence in his biography of his father (Life of Baines, 102). 
Charles Lyell noticed it in a note to “Scientific Institutions,” 175.

15. William Roscoe, Address, delivered before the Proprietors of the Botanic Garden, 
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its usefulness was put in jeopardy “by the variety and extent of its objects.”

24. [Unknown] to William Shepherd, 7 February 1816, 920 ROS/4391A, Roscoe Let-
ters and Papers, LRO.

25. William Dixon, “The Advantages of a Society whose object is the mutual inter-
change of Literary communication unclouded by Political animadversion or Sensual 
excess,’” LIT/1/1, 78– 82; Edward Baines Sr., History, Directory, and Gazetteer, of the 
County Palatine of Lancaster, 1:198.

26. Sutton, “Extended Roscoe Circle,” 447– 51.
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27. Aikin’s letter is reproduced in H. Roscoe, Life of William Roscoe, 2:122. Charles 
Lyell, “Scientific Institutions,” 175, refers to the productive “rivalry between indepen-
dent republics” in Roscoe’s Leo the Tenth. Although he was writing in the Quarterly, 
Lyell self- identified as a Whig. See Klancher, Transfiguring the Arts and Sciences, 
140– 41. On the flattering prospects Roscoe’s speech opened out to local merchants, see 
Navickas, Loyalism and Radicalism, 163– 64.

28. Blackwood’s may also have praised Roscoe because he was related to John Wilson 
by marriage. William Blackwood told John Maginn in 1825 that the connection had 
“saved Roscoe oftener than once.” Margaret Oliphant, William Blackwood and His Sons, 
1:402.

29. Thomas Jefferson to William Roscoe, 27 December 1820, 920 ROS/2207. By the 
time he replied to Roscoe, Jefferson was starting fully to dedicate his energies to the 
University of Virginia. Roscoe had also sent Jefferson a treatise on penal jurisprudence.

30. Review, “On the Origin and Vicissitudes of Literature, Science, and Art,” Jour-
nal of Science and the Arts 5 (1818): 22– 23; Klancher, Transfiguring the Arts and Sci-
ences, 213.

31. William Turner’s “Tour through the North of England” was read at the Literary 
and Philosophical Society of Newcastle upon Tyne in the fall of 1797, shortly before it 
was published in the Monthly Magazine. Turner was effectively investigating Aikin’s 
account in his Description of Manchester, to which he had subscribed, as had the New-
castle society. Turner saw the employment of pauper apprentices as a sign that there 
was little difference between the corrupt nature “either of the landed or commercial 
aristocracy” (256).

32. Dixon, “Advantages,” f. 80.
33. Connell, Romanticism, Economics and the Question of “Culture,”104– 5.
34. Further discussion of Roscoe and Quarry Bank appears in chapter 4. The corre-

spondence with Owen appears in H. Roscoe, Life of William Roscoe, 2:62– 65.
35. “Index of the Minute Book from 1822 to 1843,” LRI 1/2/2, f. 109, LRI Archive, 

LUL. Ormerod, Liverpool Royal Institution, 22, notes the relative paucity of lectures 
on political economy.

36. B. A. Heywood, Address delivered at the meeting of the Proprietors 1825, 30, 22. 
Describing McCulloch’s topic as “abstract and difficult” didn’t seem designed to win 
McCulloch an audience. Heywood did praise John Kennedy’s account of advances in 
the cotton industry, discussed at length in chapter 6, in his earlier addresses. See B. A. 
Heywood, Addresses 1822 & 1824, 45.

37. The Liverpool venture had been inspired by a similar initiative in New York. 
Newspaper clippings that describe the opening are gathered at Add MS 27824, f. 28, 
Francis Place Papers, “Collections relating to schools, mechanics’ institutions, etc.” 
British Library.

38. “Extravagant romances and novels, which may vitiate the taste of youth and give 
it disrelish for the more solid food of the mind” were excluded. Liverpool Mechanics’ 
and Apprentices’ Library, An Account of the Liverpool Mechanics’ and Apprentices’ Li-
brary, 4, 7, 15.

39. Address delivered by Thos. Stewart Traill, [iii], ix, v. The Liverpool Mechanics’ 
School of Arts’s Report and Proceedings on the Liverpool Mechanics’ School of Arts, 7, 
mentions the disappointingly irregular attendance. The report begins with J. A. Yates 
celebrating the “utility” of the institution and then complaining “that the people of 
Liverpool showed so much apathy for a subject of such vital importance” [3]. These 
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developments are discussed by Mabel Tylecote, The Mechanics’ Institutes of Lancashire 
& Yorkshire, 55– 56, 62, 108– 9.

40. Cropper joined the Literary and Philosophical Society on March 13, 1812. See 
“Centenary Roll,” 060 LIT 3/1, LRO. Cropper’s daughter recalled that her father found 
political economy “a science which was most congenial to his taste, as depending so ma-
terially on facts and invoking so much arithmetical calculation”— that is, “not merely as 
a speculative science, but as a matter affecting his every day transactions of commerce 
and busy life.” James Cropper, Extracts from Letters of . . . James Cropper, n.p. Bessy 
Rathbone’s letters back to her mother mention her husband’s collaboration with Crop-
per in an attempt to gain “a proper representation” for Liverpool in the 1818 election. 
RP VI.1.189, Rathbone Papers, LUL. Roscoe described the hopes for the 1807 abolition 
of the trade as an “empty sound.” William Roscoe to James Cropper, 15 January 1823, 
920 ROS/6016.

41. James Cropper to William Roscoe, 14 January 1823, 920 ROS1091. Roscoe ini-
tially declined the approach to join Cropper’s new abolition society.

42. The exchanges between Cropper and Gladstone were gathered in The Corre-
spondence between John Gladstone, Esq. M. P. and James Cropper, Esq. (1824). See also 
Burnard and Candlin, “Sir John Gladstone and the Debate over the Amelioration of 
Slavery.” Hinch gave his paper at the meeting of December 2, 1825, 060 LIT 1/3, f. 43. 
Fletcher discussed his position in his privately printed Autobiographical memoirs, 124– 
25: “Without attempting to vindicate the system of slavery, my argument was that it 
was a system long established and which could not be suddenly changed without great 
danger; that the actual condition of the West India slaves had been much meliorated 
of late years, especially since the abolition of the African slave trade; and that it was 
in some respects better than that of the labouring population in the East Indies, and 
even in Ireland; and that the West India planters had a fair claim to the protection 
they enjoyed.”

43. Checkland, Gladstones, 224.
44. “Memoir of Mr. Roscoe,” transcribed at LIT/1/3, f.118– 19.
45. Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery, 135. Williams quotes Cropper’s celebra-

tion of the British manufacturing sector “unshackled by bounties, unaided by useless 
monopolies, thriving with unrestrained freedom,” 187.

46. Smith is the central figure in Emília Viotti da Costa’s Crowns of Glory, Tears of 
Blood. Thomas Harding’s White Debt is critical of the tendency to focus on the white 
martyr over the brutally repressed enslaved people evident as early as Montgomery’s 
poem “A Deed of Darkness,” originally published in the Iris as “The Missionary’s fu-
neral.” Montgomery’s poem is discussed in John Holland’s Memoirs of the Life and 
Writings of James Montgomery, 4:71. An argument for immediate abolition was made 
in Elizabeth Heyrick’s Immediate, Not Gradual Abolition. See Clare Midgley, “The Dis-
senting Voice of Elizabeth Heyrick.”

47. The Directory, General and Commercial, of the Town and Borough of Leeds for 
1817, 41, acknowledged an earlier short- lived attempt “to establish a Society for the dis-
cussion of literary and moral subjects.’” Two societies followed: one “confined its atten-
tion solely to philosophical lectures and experiments,” the other “embraced the whole 
round of philosophy and literature.’” See also R. J. Morris, Class, Sect and Party, 235.

48. See the account of Leeds in 1819 in Morris, Class, Sect and Party, 228– 29, and 
Jacob, First Knowledge Economy, chap. 4. Gott built a massive factory at Ing Bean where 
he installed a steam engine as early as 1792. W. E. Crump, ed., Leeds Woollen Industry, 
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196– 99. Politically Gott as a loyal Tory supporter of the constitution was a counterweight 
to John Marshall’s Whiggism. The son of a linen draper, Marshall made a fortune during 
the Napoleonic Wars. His development of the machine- based factory system culmi-
nated in the edifice of the Temple Mill, opened in 1840, that still stands today. See W. G. 
Rimmer, Marshall’s of Leeds, 203.

49. Morris, Class, Sect and Party, 123, discusses the elder Baines’s reforms at the 
workhouse board.

50. Edward Baines Jr. is identified in Thomas Wemyss Reid’s Memoir of John Deakin 
Heaton, 97. Heaton’s father’s bookshop provided an important resort for men such as 
Edward Baines Sr., Gott, Hey, and Marshall prior to the Philosophical and Literary So-
ciety.

51. Priestley described Hey as “a zealous Methodist, [who] wrote answers to some 
of my theological tracts; but we always conversed with the greatest freedom on philo-
sophical subjects, without mentioning any thing relating to theology.” Joseph Priestley, 
“Memoirs of Dr. Priestley,” in Works, 1 pt. 1: 77. Hey published a paper describing the 
eye of a seal in MLPSM 3 (1790): 274– 78.

52. E. Baines Jr., Life of Baines, 103.
53. On June 8, 1821, the sum of fifty pounds was set aside for buying books toward 

a permanent library, and “only Books, of high credit and respectability for Literature 
and Science were admitted:” E. Kitson- Clark, The History of 100 Years of Life of the 
Leeds Philosophical and Literary Society, 29. In November 1826, the society offered 150 
guineas to Thomas Campbell for a course of lectures on modern literature, making it 
clear that the fee was nonnegotiable. The society was aware of a similar offer about to 
be made from the Royal Institution at Manchester and hoped he could combine the two 
commitments. William Osburn, Secretary, to Thomas Campbell, [1826] at LPLS/10/1/3, 
Letter Book relating to the Society’s Lectures (1826– 1835), Leeds Philosophical and Lit-
erary Society (LPLS) Collections, Brotherton Library, University of Leeds. The council 
had been pursing Campbell since July 1824; he is not recorded in Kitson- Clark’s list of 
lecturers. Montgomery was a cheaper, more local proposition. Campbell— a star lec-
turer at this period— had delivered the inaugural series on poetry at the LRI in 1818. 
Zimmerman, Romantic Literary Lecture, 25– 26. The LPLS approached Coleridge after 
the initial rebuff from Campbell and eventually got a refusal that insisted it was not  
a matter of the fee. Samuel Taylor Coleridge to Dr. Williamson, 10 [11] November 1823, 
in Coleridge, Collected Letters, 5:309– 10. On November 9, 1832, the council formally 
acknowledged Scott’s death as “a serious loss to our national literature.” The following 
April, it resolved to accept a gift of Scott’s works. Council Minute Book (1822– 1840), 
LPLS/02/2/2/3, LPLS Collections.

54. Compare, for instance, the brief notice of the December 1818 meeting on Jan-
uary 4, 1819, in the Intelligencer with the much more enthusiastic account in the Mer-
cury for January 9 that celebrated the “laudable and civic spirit of improvement in this 
Borough.”

55. Derek Fraser, “Life of Edward Baines”; David Thornton, “Edward Baines, Se-
nior.”

56. Benevolus [pseud.], “Observations on the Formation of a Leeds Literary and 
Philosophical Society,” Leeds Literary Observer, January 1819, 9, 10– 11. The Observer 
ran from January to December 1819.

57. D. Fraser, “Life of Edward Baines,” 214, and Ford, Henry Brougham and His 
World, 499– 502. When Brougham vacated the seat soon after his election, John Mar-
shall Jr. wrote to tell him of the “forlorn condition” in which he left the West Riding. 
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John Marshall Jr. to Henry Brougham, 23 November 1830, Brougham Papers, University 
College London (UCL) Special Collections.

58. T. B. Macaulay to Miss H. Macaulay, 16 December 1833, in Thomas Babington 
Macaulay, Letters of Thomas Babington Macaulay, 2:361. Derek Fraser (“Life of Edward 
Baines,” 211) describes the Mercury as “the leading middle- class provincial journal of 
its day.”

59. Benevolus, “Observations,” 13.
60. Sadler’s speech to the Pitt Club was reported in the approving Leeds Intelligencer 

on May 31, 1819. There is a partisan account of the 1832 Leeds election in E. Baines Jr., 
Life of Baines, 136– 37. Morris, Class, Sect and Party, 236– 38, presents the voting statis-
tics of members of the Leeds Philosophical and Literary Society for the years 1829– 34. 
He also notes that Unitarians and other nonconformists were proportionately overrep-
resented (240).

61. See E. Baines Jr., Life of Baines, 141; R. B. Seeley, Life and Writings of Sadler, 41– 
42. Baines dismissed Sadler as a man of “talent rather than judgment . . . all his speeches 
bespoke rather the rhetorician and poet than the statesman” (Life of Baines, 137).

62. This commitment was made as early as December 1818. The Hall was to accom-
modate lectures, meetings, and a library. The society’s collections were to be housed in 
a purpose- built museum. R. D. Chantrell was declared the winner of the design com-
petition in May. See the details in Christopher Webster, R. D. Chantrell, Architect. On 
the contingencies of the museum’s development, see Mark Steadman, “History of the 
Scientific Collections.”

63. Leeds, like Manchester, was a town from which the local gentry and aristocracy 
had largely withdrawn. William White’s History, Gazetteer and Directory of the West- 
Riding of Yorkshire claimed “it has long been totally abandoned by the aristocracy” 
(1:496). Morris, Class, Sect and Party, 230, contrasts the Yorkshire Philosophical Soci-
ety, an enterprise which welcomed the involvement of the local landowners.

64. Morris, Class, Sect, and Party, 236– 37. Proprietary members held the hundred- 
pound shares which financed the building of the Philosophical Hall. Ordinary members 
paid an entrance fee of three guineas and an annual subscription of two. The society’s 
affairs were governed by a small council elected by the whole membership at an annual 
general meeting. The Council Minute Book (1819– 1822), LPLS/02/2/2/1, contains a list 
of both kinds of members. The society never paid off its initial debt and had to be bailed 
out by the major proprietors in the 1840s.

65. Marshall was part of a group that provided money for the foundation of the 
London Review in 1834. See John Stuart Mill to Thomas Carlyle, 22 December 1833, 
in Mill, Collected Works, 202. Jane Marshall, his wife, was a close friend of Dorothy 
Wordsworth’s, as reported by Jacob, First Knowledge Economy, 129, and Kirsty McHugh, 
“Yorkshire Tourists.”

66. John Marshall, Economy of Social Life, iii.
67. John Marshall Jr. to Henry Brougham, 4 September 1832, Brougham Papers.
68. Page references to Thackrah’s An Introductory Discourse delivered to the Leeds 

Philosophical and Literary Society are given in the main text. Details of Thackrah’s time 
in London are to be found in editor Thomas G. Wright’s “Biographical Memoir,” pub-
lished in his revised edition of Thackrah’s Inquiry into the Nature and Properties of the 
Blood, 9– 25. Wright claims that on his return to Leeds, Thackrah “drew up a striking 
report of the miserable and pernicious state of the inferior class of lodging houses.” 
Thackrah’s reputation was tarnished in 1823 after it was revealed that he had fathered 
a child with a patient.

 Notes to Pages 79–81 [  2 1 9  ]



69. Leeds Philosophical and Literary Society, Prospectus of Preliminary Laws of the 
Philosophical and Literary Society, 6; General Minute Book of Transactions (1821– 41), 
LPLS/02/3/2; Morris, Class, Sect, and Party, 228.

70. Morris, Class, Sect, and Party, 230. The Council Minute Book from May 6, 1827, 
shows that the Infant School was given permission to use the Philosophical Hall for its 
general meetings. Morris also notes that thirteen of the original twenty subscribers 
to the Mechanics Institute were also members of the LPLS (241). The Council Minute 
Books show that the LPLS gave assistance with rooms and apparatus. On Williamson, 
see R. V. Taylor, The Biographia Leodiensis, 415– 16. A staunch ally of Baines and Mar-
shall, Williamson also played an important early part in the career of James Phillips 
Kay, his fellow Congregationalist, discussed in chapter 7.

71. John Marshall Jr. to Henry Brougham, 1 January 1825, Society for the Diffusion 
of Useful Knowledge (SDUK) Papers, UCL Special Collections; Brougham, Practical 
Observations Upon the Education of the People, 24. The younger Marshall reported 
that a course of lectures on political economy had been agreed despite some opposi-
tion; Brougham had sent copies of a lecture series he had given in London from which 
Marshall chose “some of the earlier ones, on the division of labour, & rate of Wages,” 
believing it better not to shock people’s prejudices by giving the whole course at once. 
John Marshall Jr. to Henry Brougham, 23 October 1826, SDUK Papers.

72. E. Baines Jr., Life of Baines, 125– 30, claimed that the idea of opening a library for 
mechanics was originally John Marshall’s. The idea was only taken up in earnest after 
George Birkbeck had set up the London Institute with Brougham’s help in 1823. Baines 
claimed that he had argued that the library should include “history, travels, and general 
literature” but that he withdrew, not wishing to run “the risk of alienating the most 
munificent benefactors of the Institution” (128). A newspaper account of the Bradford 
meeting is pasted into Add MS 27824, f71v.

73. Leeds Philosophical and Literary Society, Transactions of the Philosophical and 
Literary Society of Leeds (1837), viii.

74. The paragraph appeared in the Leeds Intelligencer December 10, 1821. The coun-
cil directed the secretary to write to the editor, deciding it had to act against “such pub-
licity and animadversions on the proceedings of the Society,” otherwise “freedom of its 
Investigations” would be curbed. December 21, 1821, Council Minute Book (1819– 22), 
LPLS/02/2/2/1.

75. Leeds Intelligencer, December 16, 1822.
76. Edward Baines Jr., “Rise of Art, Science, and Literature among the Athenians” 

and “History of Printing,” WYAS 383/49 and WYAS 383/89, respectively, Papers of Ed-
ward Baines, Jr., West Yorkshire Archives.

77. Address to the Unemployed Workmen of Yorkshire and Lancashire was first pub-
lished in the Leeds Mercury on May 13, 1826. E. Baines Jr., Life of Baines, 138.

78. “Report of the Retiring Council at the close of the Fifth Session,” General Minute 
Book of Transactions.

79. “The Physiological Principles of Mr. Sadler’s Work on Population,’ North of En-
gland Medical and Surgical Journal 1 (August 1830): 106. Macaulay’s attack on Sadler 
appeared in Edinburgh Review 51 (July 1830): 297– 321 and 52 (January 1831): 504– 29.

80. A ballot at the general meeting of January 15, 1829, voted overwhelmingly in 
favor of Baines. Three members resigned at the February meeting. General Minute Book 
of Transactions (1821– 41) and Council Minute Book (1822– 1840).

81. Leeds Mercury, October 16, 1830; see also the account in Cecil Driver, Tory Rad-
ical, 46. There had been an earlier editorial that prepared readers for Oastler’s letter by 
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casting doubt on some of its claims. The Baines- Oastler rift seems to have been widened 
when a subsequent letter was dismissed by the younger Baines in his father’s absence. 
Driver, Tory Radical, 72. Oastler turned to the delighted editor of the Leeds Intelligencer 
with the rest of the correspondence.

82. Oastler, A Well Seasoned Christmas Pie for “The Great Liar of the North,” 36. 
See D. Fraser, “Life of Edward Baines,” on the protests outside the newspaper offices.

83. Council minutes, October 1, 1829, Council Minute Book (1822– 40). Kitson- 
Clark, History, 43, mistakes the year as 1830.

84. Thackrah’s The Effects of Arts, Trades, and Professions discusses the flax in-
dustry in detail, 58– 69, criticizing the hours of labor and the employment of children. 
The Leeds Intelligencer, March 22, 1832, gives a detailed account of Sadler’s speech of 
March 16 to introduce the second reading of the bill to Parliament, including the ref-
erence to Thackrah.

85. Hunter had left Sheffield before these hopes were expressed, first to study at 
Manchester College, York, and then to Bath to take up a ministry. David Crook, “Rever-
end Joseph Hunter and the Public Records.” Aikin’s chief informant about Sheffield had 
been Benjamin Naylor, minister at Upper Chapel, where Hunter worshipped. Naylor’s 
copastor was Joseph Evans, who fostered Hunter from 1787. See J. E. Manning, His-
tory of Upper Chapel. The archival source “Diary of Joseph Hunter, 3 March 1797– 20 
July 1799,” BL Add MS24789, f. 6, “Collectanea Hunteriana”: Papers of Joseph Hunter, 
British Library, celebrates Aikin’s “very valuable book.” Stephen Colclough, Consuming 
Texts, 96– 117, shows that the Sheffield Subscription Library, founded in 1771, was the 
focus of the youthful Hunter’s reading life.

86. Prospectus of a new miscellany, to be entitled The monthly magazine, 2. The min-
ute book of the Sheffield Society for the Promotion of Useful Knowledge (SSPUK) is in 
the records of the Sheffield Literary and Philosophical Society (SLPS) at the Sheffield 
City Archives and Local Studies Library (hereafter SCA), SLPS/216, SCA. Ian Inkster’s 
otherwise excellent “Development of a Scientific Community in Sheffield, 1790– 1850” 
to my mind differentiates too sharply the society’s scientific and literary interests.

87. “Thomas Ward’s Pocket Diary 1804,” November 8, 1804, SLPS/126, SCA. The 
society also had a reviewing committee, presumably in part to winnow out anything 
provocative.

88. Inkster, “Development of a Scientific Community,” 114. The medical men in-
cluded David Davis, physician to the infirmary, who later attended at the birth of the 
future Queen Victoria; John Favell; and Hall Overend, a Quaker who became a member 
of the SLPS and later set up the city’s medical school.

89. Joseph Hunter, “Biographical Notices,” BL Add MS 36527, f24. Sylvester was 
introduced to the society by Davis. Hunter remembered Sylvester as the only man he 
had ever heard declare himself an atheist. Ward was somewhat more positive in his 
diary entry of April 10, 1805 (SLPS/127): “Sylvester is a very entertaining companion, 
was formerly a plate- wire maker, and now supports himself principally by lecturing on 
Galvanism.” Ian Inkster and Maureen S. Bryson’s Industrial Man: The Life and Works 
of Charles Sylvester provides a useful account of his career.

90. “Minute book of the SSPUK,” ff. 5, 7, 38, 39, 41– 42.
91. Hunter comments on his absence in his “Biographical Notices,” f13. The notice 

describes Montgomery as the first person Hunter knew who “cut any comfortable figure 
in the world” (f6). They were often in each other’s company until Hunter left for York, 
and sometimes afterward.

92. Ward’s diary entry for October 1804, SLPS 126. Ward started to attend Upper 
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Chapel in 1808 and seems to have effectively left the Church of England by 1809. Hunter, 
“Biographical Notices,” 23– 24.

93. Thomas Asline Ward to Joseph Hunter, September 1831, SPLS 52.
94. Samuel Bailey, Essays on the Formation and Publication of Opinions, 103– 4. See 

the very useful discussion in Connell, Romanticism, Economics, 106– 11. In the SLPS’s 
first season, Bailey gave a paper “On the mutual Relations amongst the different Sci-
ences, and the light which they reciprocally afford.” Later in the same season, Montgom-
ery spoke on “On the possibility of one Science attaining to a degree of Perfection while 
all the rest are disproportionately depressed.” See Sheffield Literary and Philosophical 
Society, First Annual Report of the Sheffield Literary and Philosophical Society. The title 
page of Bailey’s Questions in Political Economy, Politics, Morals, Metaphysics, Polite 
Literature and Other Branches of Knowledge describes it as intended “for discussion in 
Literary Societies” as well as “Private Study.” Presumably, it is not coincidental that 
it was published shortly after the SLPS was founded. Ward’s diary for 1822 (SLPS 144) 
records meeting with Bailey to discuss the rules on December 27.

95. “Minutes of the general meeting,” January 1824, SLPS 192, f. 21, SCA.
96. Ward had described the SSPUK as “the Literary and Philosophical Society” in 

a diary entry for December 1804. He presented its minute books to the SPLS in 1840, 
thereby creating an archive to affirm this narrative. William Smith Porter, Sheffield 
Literary and Philosophical Society, 7.

97. Alison Twells’s Civilising Mission provides an excellent study of these groups 
in Sheffield. For the parallel Leeds context, see Morris, Class, Sect and Party, 173– 80.

98. Mary Anne Rawson, “Memorials of James Montgomery,” MS69, Montgomery 
Manuscripts, Sheffield University Library; Twells, Civilising Mission, 111.

99. See Twells, Civilising Mission, 54. Roberts and Montgomery collaborated on the 
Iris’s campaign to improve the plight of chimney sweeps that culminated in The Chim-
ney Sweeper’s Friend and Climbing- Boy’s Album, which included William Blake’s “The 
Chimney- Sweeper.” Montgomery and Roberts also collaborated on The Negro’s Friend, 
or Sheffield Anti- Slavery Album. Roberts became a close ally of Oastler’s and attacked 
missionary initiatives that ignored conditions in Britain and those domestic missions 
that were insufficiently Christian. See Twells, Civilising Mission, 155– 56. Samuel Rob-
erts, Autobiography, reproduces the dialogue poem “The Four Friends,” 57– 70, written 
as an exchange with Montgomery.

100. Twells, Civilising Mission, 84– 86; N. B. Lewis, “Abolitionist Movement in 
Sheffield.”

101. Twells, Civilising Mission, 55– 56, 61.
102. Rawson, “Memorials of Montgomery.” Bennet was traveling as a missionary for 

most of the 1820s. He started donating items to the museum in 1832. Roberts seems to 
have joined at the very beginning but remained largely inactive. See W. Porter, Sheffield 
Literary and Philosophical Society, 51, 41.

103. Joseph Hunter to Thomas Asline Ward, 5 April 1821, “Private Letters of Joseph 
Hunter (1815– 1845),” Add MS 35162, f. 100. Hunter feared that John Holland, whose 
poem Sheffield Park (1820) he admired, was going the same way. Ward complained to 
Hunter that Montgomery and Roberts were spending time with a “busy Evangelical, who 
certainly does not improve their principles” (SLPS 52/37). The account of Montgomery 
in Hunter’s “Biographical Notices,” written in 1827, identified his more recent intimates 
as “evangelical zealots” (12v). Hunter’s early letters home from York c. 1806, Add MS. 
35161, reveal his enthusiasm for Montgomery’s poems. Holland was the primary author- 
editor of Memoirs of Montgomery. A teacher at the Sunday School at Red Hill in 1813, 
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and later secretary of the Sunday School Union, Montgomery had published his early 
poetry in the Sheffield Iris. Holland took over this newspaper upon Montgomery’s retire-
ment in 1825. He was later appointed curator to the society’s museum and corresponded 
regularly with Hunter on antiquarian matters: details can be found in William Hudson, 
Life of John Holland. Mary Anne Rawson feared that Holland would be an inappropriate 
biographer for Montgomery, too concerned with literary celebrity; see E. D. Macker-
ness, “Mary Anne Rawson and the ‘Memorials of James Montgomery.’” James Everett, 
Holland’s collaborator on Montgomery’s memoir, was author of Historical Sketches of 
Wesleyan Methodism in Sheffield, published at the Iris office by Montgomery.

104. Sheffield Iris, August 9, 1814.
105. William St. Clair, The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period, 217– 18; Matthew 

Sangster, Living as an Author in the Romantic Period, 72– 75.
106. Connell, Romanticism, Economics, 108.
107. The phrase is from Hunter’s “Biographical Notices,” f. 7v. Holland, Memoirs of 

Montgomery, 2:331, recalls a riot in 1812 when a crowd threatened the newspaper office. 
When Montgomery appeared, someone called out, “Nay, nay, sir we won’t hurt you— you 
were once our friend.” For details of Montgomery’s trial and imprisonment, see Albert 
Goodwin, Friends of Liberty, 382– 83; Kenneth Johnston, Unusual Suspects, 66– 71.

108. See Ward’s diary entry of November 4, 1825 (SLPS 147) and Thomas Asline 
Ward, Peeps into the Past, 269, on Ward’s role at the Independent and his hopes that 
his friendship with Montgomery would survive. Rawson claimed in her “Memorials of 
Montgomery” that Montgomery “almost hated politics”: “He had shown in times past 
what his opinions were and had suffered for them more than most people— he thought 
he had done his share & did not see it was incumbent upon him to go on fighting. He 
was weary of the strife of tongues . . . His old friends and those who were on the Liberal 
side in politics, could not help wishing that he had avowed the sentiments his judgment 
approved.”

109. Johnston, Unusual Suspects, 64.
110. The leader for January 16, 1810, was concerned that a “spirit of warfare” was 

taking hold of the government.
111. Holland, Memoirs of Montgomery, 4:142. Characteristically, Rawson regretted 

that Montgomery had not “felt able to introduce more of the Christian element.” She did 
acknowledge that it might not have been appropriate at this “heterogeneous assembly” 
(“Memorials”). The Bow in the Cloud collection is discussed in Lewis, “Abolitionist 
Movement in Sheffield.”

112. Edinburgh Review 9 (Jan. 1807): 347– 54. Sangster discusses the review in Living 
as an Author, 260– 63. On Jeffrey’s criticism of Thelwall, see Mee, “Policing Enthusiasm 
in the Romantic Period.”

113. C. R. Johnson, Provincial Poetry 1789– 1839, vi, notes the importance of 
Montgomery and the Iris to provincial poetry. Holland, Memoirs of Montgomery, 2:81, 
suggests that John Aikin first contacted Montgomery through the local Unitarian min-
ister H. H. Piper. John Aikin defended him in “To Mr. James Montgomery, on his Po-
ems, lately Published,” MM 21 (March 1806): 145. Lucy Aikin’s “To Mr. Montgomery. 
Occasioned by an Illiberal Attack on his Poems,” first published by her father in the 
Athenaeum 1 (1807): 399– 400, was collected in her Epistles on Women (1810). Corre-
spondence with Roscoe and Lucy Aikin is at SLPS 36, 37, 222, SCA. A letter from her 
father to Montgomery from January 1807 reveals that John Aikin and Roscoe discussed 
his poetry: Holland, Memoirs of Montgomery, 2:126– 27. On Montgomery and Words-
worth, see Holland, Memoirs of Montgomery, 2:183– 84. Hunter’s “Biographical No-
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tices,” f. 12, remembered Montgomery as a supporter of Lyrical Ballads when everyone 
else mocked them.

114. Holland, Memoirs of Montgomery, 2:39; Roscoe to Montgomery, 13 April 1810, 
Memoirs of Montgomery, 2:258; L. Aikin, Memoirs of Lucy Aikin, 330, 209.

115. Joseph Hunter to James Montgomery, 9 January 1823, SLPS 36/443. Montgom-
ery was elected vice president at the first general meeting in January 1823. First Annual 
Report (1824), 15. He was elected president the following year, and then twice more, the 
last in 1841. Bailey was vice president with Montgomery for the first year of the society, 
and president in 1826, 1832, and 1833.

116. George Gordon Byron, Lord Byron: The Complete Poetical Works, 1:242. In  
a later footnote, Byron claimed that “the Bard of Sheffield is a man of considerable 
genius,” his volume worth “a thousand Lyrical Ballads” (1: 407n). The sarcasm needs 
picking out of these comments.

117. Proceedings of a Public Meeting for the Purpose of Establishing a Literary and 
Philosophical Society in Sheffield, 11– 12. James T. Hodgson’s Memoir of Francis Hodg-
son, 1:91– 104, reproduces the Hodgson- Montgomery exchange.

118. Sheffield Literary and Philosophical Society, Second Annual Report, 11, reveals 
that Williamson of Leeds gave a lecture on Sir Francis Bacon in April 1824. Thackrah 
gave a paper on digestion and diet in December 1824: “Minutes,” SLPS 192, f. 33. On Feb-
ruary, 24, Montgomery had given the first of his lectures on modern literature, “A Sketch 
of the History of Literature from the Earliest Ages to the Close of the 13th century,” to 
a large audience. See W. Porter, Sheffield Literary and Philosophical Society, 20– 21.

119. Montgomery, Lectures on Poetry and General Literature, 393. From this point 
on, all references to the lectures are given in the main text.

120. Neil Ramsey, “James Montgomery’s Waterloo,” 361.
121. Shortly after publication of Wordsworth’s The Excursion, Montgomery praised 

its “familiar and complete access” to the “human heart.” However, Montgomery balked 
at its lack of any explicit religious framework: “The love of Nature is the purest, the most 
sublime, and the sweetest emotion of the mind . . . yet the love of Nature alone cannot 
ascend from earth to heaven.” Eclectic Review, 2nd ser., 3 (1815): 19.

122. Reinhart Koselleck, Practice of Conceptual History, 126– 27.
123. Montgomery gave his “Strictures on several modern poets” at the Music Hall 

in Sheffield in January1828, returning to the same topic in the last public lecture of the 
same year. Holland, Memoirs of Montgomery, 4:230 describes the 1828 lecture as the 
one “repeated with applause at the Royal Institution.”

124. Montgomery had been interested in phrenology, but in a series of papers and 
lectures over 1825– 26, he reacted against attempts to use it to distinguish between racial 
groups on the basis of inherent biological traits that placed a limit on the possibilities 
of improvement. Holland, Memoirs of Montgomery, 4:165– 66.

125. Knight spoke on the topic on October 4 and December 6, 1833. Sheffield Literary 
and Philosophical Society, Eleventh Annual Report, 7– 8. Montgomery was presiding 
and, according to Holland, Memoirs of Montgomery, 5:85– 87, immediately after the 
paper was finished rose from his chair to condemn the idea. The effects of dry grinding 
were discussed in Thackrah’s Effects of Arts, Trades, and Professions, 59– 60.

126. James Montgomery, “Lecture on the British Poets,” 113.
127. Montgomery, “Lecture on the British Poets,” 117, 120.
128. “Minute Book of the Sheffield Mechanics and Apprentices’ Library,” MD187, ff. 

156– 59, SCA, contains a transcription of Montgomery’s letter of October 17, 1831. The 
rules are pasted into the minute book.
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129. Connell, Romanticism, Economics, 106.
130. Bailey, Essays on the Formation and Publication of Opinions, 250.
131. Connell, Romanticism, Economics, 111, quoting Roscoe’s Vicissitudes, 70.
132. Holland, Memoirs of Montgomery, 5:13– 14. Ward was also asked to serve but 

told Hunter that he declined “as [he was] not scientific,” SLPS 52/46. Stephen Harbottle, 
William Turner, 133, discusses Turner’s participation.

133. See William Henry, “An Estimate of the Philosophical Character of Dr. Priest-
ley,” in British Association for the Advancement of Science, Report of the First and 
Second Meetings of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, 60– 71. 
W. Vernon Harcourt, “Address,” in British Association for the Advancement of Science, 
Report of the Ninth Meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, 
15, dismissed the criticism of Henry and then hinted that Priestley’s career might be 
a topic with “a tendency to excite feelings alien to our pursuits, and destructive to all 
social union.”
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and David Brown, “From ‘Cotton Lord’ to Landed Aristocrat,” 2.

52. John V. Pickstone, Medicine and Industrial Society, 11.
53. Gisborne’s Enquiry into the Duties of Men, 400, echoes Percival’s chapter “On 

the Conduct of Physicians towards Apothecaries” in urging physicians not to show con-
tempt for apothecaries in front of their patients.
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saying it was written to encourage the perusal of Priestley’s Disquisitions relating to 
Matter and Spirit.

80. Cooper, “Sketch of the Controversy,” 167,
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89. [Thomas Cooper], “Of Dr. Priestley’s Metaphysical Writing,” 1:334– 5. Cooper 
and Ferriar remained in friendly contact as least until 1794. On August 21, 1794, Ferriar 
wrote to James Watt Jr. about the apparatus his father had invented for Beddoes af-
ter a conversation with Cooper (MS 3219/6/2/F/11.4, James Watt and Family Papers). 
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104. Leonard Smith, Lunatic Hospitals in Georgian England, 69. The Lunatic Hos-

pital had been added to the infirmary in 1763. On Ferriar’s work in the asylum, see also 
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society” (Mary Barton, 82– 83).
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77. Morley, “W. R. Greg: A Sketch,” 109. Subsequent page references are given in 

the main text.
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William Henry.
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World War, 53, 225n7; early rules, 
46; exclusion of women, 8– 9; 
founders’ association with War-
rington Academy, 21– 22; ideological 
divisions, 41– 42, 50– 52; influenced 
by Priestley, 30; as knowledge 
institution for cotton manufactures, 
19; literary physicians, role of, 
4– 5, 8, 19– 20, 21, 28, 39, 49, 99, 171; 
overseas corresponding members, 
204n36; purpose- built premises, 65; 
resignation of members in support 
of Priestley, 51, 60; revisionist view 
of as institution of polite culture, 
19– 20; and role in international re-
public of letters, 45; rules outlawing 
religion and politics from debates, 
48– 49; “self- organizing” institution, 
30; “taste” as moral framework to 

improvement, 28– 29, 63; view of 
as mediator of scientific discover-
ies into technical applications, 19, 
203n23

Literary and Philosophical Society of 
Manchester, Memoirs of the Literary 
and Philosophical Society of Man-
chester (MLPSM), 22; Aikin’s papers 
on medical and literary subjects, 
203n26, 2021; Barnes’s papers on 
education, 48; Cooper’s “Proposi-
tions respecting the Foundation of 
Civil Government,” 49– 50; Dalton’s 
papers on atomic theory, 44; debates 
about vernacular literary canon, 58– 
59; exchanges on dyeing, 207n4; ex-
pansive version of improvement tied 
to social reform, 51– 52; national and 
international coverage of, 118– 19; 
papers as products of conversation, 
44; papers promoting both literary 
and scientific knowledge, 45; Per-
cival’s preface to first volume, 42– 43; 
Percival’s “Principles and Limits of 
Taxation,” 49, 50; Roscoe’s contri-
butions, 47; Rush’s papers, 207n4; 
Turner’s paper on the relative merits 
of corporal and capital punishment, 
54; and wider scrutiny, 45– 46

Literary and Philosophical Society of 
Newcastle upon Tyne: archives of, 
53– 54; books ordered for library, 
59– 60; committee members, 57; and 
definition of the membership, 63; 
dispute over what constituted knowl-
edge and how it should be commu-
nicated, 7, 60– 64, 212nn75– 76; first 
meeting in February 1793, 56; ideo-
logical divisions, 41– 42; interests 
in eastern literature, 55– 56; issues 
of social class, 62– 63; membership 
desire for general library, 60; new 
building, 63, 64– 65, 69, 213n87; 
New Institution, 61– 63; “reading 
membership” for women, 130– 31, 
233n20; receipt of wombat and platy-
pus specimens, 7, 32, 56, 210n54; 
resistance to honorary member-
ships for women, 131; resistance 
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to women’s admission to lectures, 
132, 233n24; rule against novels in 
library, 59, 212n71; rules against 
religion and politics as discussion 
topics or in library books, 57, 60; as 
“self- organizing” institution, 30. See 
also Turner, William (of Newcastle)

Literary and Philosophical Society of 
Preston, 214n4

Literary and Philosophical Society of 
Sheffield, 8, 221n86; established in 
late 1822, 68; lectures and papers 
given in 1824, 93, 224n118; rule 
banning discussion of religion and 
British politics, 88

literary taste, as mediating influence on 
commercialism, 28– 29, 63

Liverpool, Lord, Robert Jenkinson, 67
Liverpool, wealth generated by slave 

trade, 72, 133– 34, 204n39
Liverpool Advertiser, 142
Liverpool Common Council, 72, 134
“Liverpool coterie,” De Quincey’s desig-

nation of, 36– 39
Liverpool infirmary, 228n54
Liverpool Literary and Philosophical 

Society. See Literary and Philosophi-
cal Society of Liverpool

Liverpool Philomathic Society, 72
Liverpool Royal Institution (LRI): and 

Academy of Artists and philomathic 
society, 72; inspiration for, 216n37; 
Liverpool Mechanics’ and Ap-
prentices’ Library, 74– 75, 216n38; 
Liverpool Mechanics’ School of Arts, 
75, 216n39; “Liverpool Royal Insti-
tution, Colquitt Street,” 71; Roscoe’s 
inaugural address to, 70, 71– 74; sup-
port for Literary and Philosophical 
Society, 72

Liverpool University Library (LUL), 
232n1

Livingstone, David, 128, 131
London Magazine, 35
London Missionary Society, 76
Losh, James, 62, 211n58; and agitation 

about the Reform Bill of 1832, 68; 
leadership role in Literary and Phil-
osophical Society of Newcastle, 68, 
212n78; and Oeconomist, 63, 213n89; 
and repeal of Test and Corporation 
Acts, 171

Louis XVI, execution of, 56
loyalist reaction in 1790s, 136; attacks on 

Manchester Dissenting chapels, 136; 
destruction of Priestley’s laboratory, 
22, 42, 51

Lucian, 118
Lyell, Charles: on growth of cities, 67; on 

literary and philosophical institu-
tions, 31; on science as transcending 
ideological divisions, 52

Lyon, Edmund, on medical topography 
of Manchester, 175, 180

Macaulay, T. B., 79, 80, 84, 220n79
Mackenzie, Eneas, 2, 212n72; and 

dispute over library in Newcastle so-
ciety, 60; and Mechanics’ Institute, 
64; and proposal for new philosoph-
ical society, 213n93; and question 
of social complexion of knowledge, 
63, 233n23; and radical debating 
societies, 64

Malm, Andreas, 17, 162, 165, 166, 242n54
Malthus, Thomas, 17, 111, 162, 165, 167, 

192; Essay on Population, 157, 158
Manchester: as center of “inventive 

age,” 172; Church and King club, 
50– 51; committee against the slave 
trade, 49, 112; growing opposition to 
progressive opinion, 50– 52; impov-
erishment of working- class areas, 
177; issue of public health, 100, 102; 
one of ten most populous English 
towns by 1800, 22; support for repeal 
of Test and Corporation Acts, 49; 
viewed as crucible of the Industrial 
Revolution, 17

Manchester Academy, 100; disavowal of 
formal relationship with Manchester 
society, 49, 208n23; established in 
1786, 48; opened in 1787, 27

Manchester Board of Health, 114; estab-

Literary and Philosophical Society of 
Newcastle upon Tyne (continued)
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lishment in 1796, 106; establishment 
of Fever Hospital (House of Recov-
ery), 115, 175; inquiries into factory 
conditions, 152– 53; role of Ferriar 
and Percival in establishing, 175, 
180, 239n1, 244n26

Manchester Constitutional Society, 49, 
209n28

Manchester infirmary crisis of 1790, 
and reforms, 101, 109, 111– 15; 
appointment of home physicians, 
113; building of new dispensary 
and home- patient service for poor 
women in labor, 113; establishment 
of Board of Health and House of 
Recovery, 115, 180, 227n46; Lunatic 
Hospital, 122, 231n104; new rules for 
infirmary, 113, 228n55; newspaper 
controversy over, 112– 13; Percival’s 
and Ferriar’s role in, 175, 228n56; 
traditional control of infirmary by 
Tory- Anglican families, 111, 112. See 
also Manchester Board of Health

Manchester Literary and Philosophical 
Society. See Literary and Philosophi-
cal Society of Manchester

Manchester Mechanics’ Institution, 
184– 85, 189, 242n61, 245n46

Manchester Mercury, 26, 113, 208n23
Manchester Statistical Society. See Sta-

tistical Society, Manchester
Mansfield, Lord, William Murray, 107
manufacturing: “the age of manufac-

tures,” 19, 202n21; concerns about 
“commercial aristocracy” and 
profit- driven interests, 73– 74, 76, 77; 
concerns about social consequences 
of, 159– 60. See also cotton industry; 
machine- based; steam engines; 
steam- factory system

Marshall, Jane (wife of John Sr. of 
Leeds), 219n65

Marshall, John, Jr. (of Leeds), 218n57; 
and Leeds Mechanics’ Institute, 81, 
82, 184, 220n71

Marshall, John (of Leeds), 79; devel-
opment of machine- based factory 
system, 77, 217n48; The Economy 

of Social Life, 80– 81, 82; and Leeds 
Mechanics’ Institute, 81, 82, 220n72; 
and London Review, 219n65; papers 
given at Philosophical and Literary 
Society, 80, 82– 83, 220n74; and ten- 
hours movement, 81

Marshall, John (of Newcastle), 65; 
appointment as Newcastle society 
librarian, 59, 60, 212n72; dismissal 
as Newcastle society librarian, 60, 
64, 211n60; move of bookshop to 
Newcastle, 59; and Newcastle society 
dispute over knowledge, 61; Northern 
Reformer’s Monthly Magazine, 57, 
64; A Political Litany, 58

Martineau, Harriet, Autobiography, 130
Marx, Karl, 193; Capital, 3, 157, 204n39, 

227n46; on the factory system, 
227n46; and gospel of accumulation, 
13; and Manchester, 17; parable of 
Aikin rising from grave, 3, 13, 169; 
and surplus value, 13

Massinger, Philip, 124
materialism. See philosophical materi-

alism
McCulloch, J. R., 9, 74, 163– 64, 169, 172, 

216n36, 241nn48– 49
McLachlan, Herbert, 28
M’Connell, Henry, and Statistical Soci-

ety, 185
M’Connell, James, 159, 160; and Statisti-

cal Society, 185
M’Connell and Kennedy, cotton spin-

ners, 152, 159, 160, 240n32
M’Creery, John, 138
Mechanics’ Institutes: Leeds Mechanics’ 

Institute, 81, 82, 158, 169, 220n70, 
220nn71– 72, 240n18; Liverpool Me-
chanics’ School of Arts, 75, 216n39; 
Manchester Mechanics’ Institution, 
184– 85, 189, 242n61, 245n46; New-
castle Mechanics’ Institute, 63, 64, 
213n90; New Mechanics’ Institution, 
Manchester, 184; Sheffield Mechan-
ics’ Institute, 94; workers’ resistance 
against patronage and intellectual 
program, 33, 172, 242n61

media ecology, 44
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medical doctors of Manchester: environ-
mental medicine, 8, 28, 46, 112, 120, 
123; as literary physicians, 20– 21, 
25, 28– 29, 39, 81– 82, 102– 3, 173; and 
Manchester Literary and Philosoph-
ical Society, 4– 5, 8, 19– 20, 21, 28, 
39, 49, 99, 171; medico- educational 
writing, 102, 106; networks of corre-
spondence with scientists in Europe 
and America, 99; and philosophical 
materialism, 105, 116– 20; shift from 
empirical observation to abstraction 
and theory, 176– 77, 243n20; Tory- 
Anglican medical elite, 20, 49, 110, 
111, 112; and vitalism, 117. See also 
Aikin, John, Jr., medical networks; 
Ferriar, John; Percival, Thomas

Melly, Ellen (née Greg), 136
Memoirs of Science and the Arts, 106, 

226n29
Memoirs of the Literary and Philo-

sophical Society of Manchester. See 
Literary and Philosophical Society of 
Manchester, Memoirs of the Literary 
and Philosophical Society of Man-
chester (MLPSM)

Meranze, Michael, Laboratories of Vir-
tue, 237n80

Miller, Thomas, 211n63
Milton, Lord, Charles William Went-

worth Fitzwilliam, 90– 91
mineral- based revolution, 17
missions, domestic, 141, 146, 186
Mitchell, Robert, 28
Moises, Henry, 61, 212n75, 213n82
Mokyr, Joel, 43; emphasis on knowledge 

codification in print, 18; Enlightened 
Economy, 24; and importance of 
literary and philosophical socie-
ties on knowledge circulation, 29; 
and industrial enlightenment, 1, 
6, 18, 19, 22, 166; little attention 
to literary aspects of societies, 20; 
“open- source” industrial enlighten-
ment, 34, 206n67; version of “useful 
knowledge,” 20

Monro, Alexander, Observations on the 
Nervous System, 117, 230n90

Montgomery, James: antipathy to 
fiction, 94– 95; arrest and imprison-
ment for seditious libels in 1795, 90; 
assistance with publication of poets, 
91; broad- based evangelical activ-
ism, 87, 88– 89, 94– 95; and cam-
paigns for abolition of child chimney 
sweeps, 90, 222n99; and campaigns 
for abolition of slave trade and 
colonial slavery, 90– 91; celebrity as 
poet, 89– 90, 223n113; contemporary 
poetry, lectures on, 93– 94, 224n121, 
224n123; “A Deed of Darkness,” 
217n46; defense of provincial knowl-
edge and intellect, 92– 93; editor of 
Sheffield Iris, 90, 223n107, 223n113; 
environmental approach to genius, 
93; failure to join SSPUK, 87; and 
Literary and Philosophical Society 
of Sheffield, 77, 86, 89– 95, 222n94, 
224n115; memoirs, 91; nomination 
and decline as delegate to British 
Association for the Advancement of 
Science, 95; philanthropic initia-
tives with “Four Friends,” 89; and 
phrenology, 94, 224n124; popular ed-
ucation, support for, 95; pseudonym 
“Alcaeus,” 91; relations with Rational 
Dissenters, 87; retirement dinner in 
1825, 90– 91; skepticism toward sci-
entific determinism, 94; support for 
diffusion of knowledge under limits, 
92; The Wanderer of Switzerland, 91; 
The World Before the Flood, 94

Monthly Magazine, 26, 48, 58, 86, 153, 
212n76

Monthly Review, Aikin and Ferriar’s 
roles in, 21, 105– 6

More, Hannah, 109
Morley, John, 144, 145, 186, 192– 93, 

234n29
Morris, R. J., 78– 79, 81, 82
Mosley Street chapel, Manchester, 21, 

136, 146, 203n30
“moulding” of character, 1, 9, 104– 5, 

154, 156, 193
mule spinning, 17, 25, 152, 165, 239n7
museums, 5, 41; Leeds Philosophical and 
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Literary Society museum, 219n62; 
Liverpool Royal Institution, 72; Shef-
field society museum, 222n103

Napoleonic Wars, 31, 67
National Association of United Trades 

for the Protection of Labour, 182
Navickas, Katrina, 52
Naylor, Benjamin, 87, 221n85
networked environments: De Quincey, 

and power of “connexion,” 6– 7, 8, 
21, 30, 34– 39, 54, 99, 106, 174; flat 
transnational, promoting exchange 
of ideas and goods, 19, 24, 43; “Liver-
pool coterie,” De Quincey’s designa-
tion of, 36– 39; material networks 
(ecological, social, and physiologi-
cal) and individual genius, 28, 169; 
of medical doctors in Manchester, 
98– 99; and print, public lectures, 
factory- floor exchanges, and in-
stitutional and societal debate, 18; 
topology of, 32. See also literary and 
philosophical societies; transpen-
nine enlightenment

Newcastle Literary and Philosophical 
Society. See Literary and Philosophi-
cal Society of Newcastle upon Tyne

Newcastle Magazine, 130, 210n44
Newcastle upon Tyne, print culture and 

coal industry, 55
New Lanark cotton mills: and David 

Dale, 142, 153, 154; and Robert Owen, 
142, 143, 153– 54, 156, 240n18

new materialism, 5, 7
Newton, Sir Isaac, 45
New York, banner sent from apprentices 

of for opening of Liverpool Royal 
Institution Mechanics’ and Appren-
tices’ Library, 75

Nicholson, Arabella, 133
Nicholson, Matthew, 135
Northern Reformer’s Monthly Magazine, 

57, 64
North of England Medical and Surgical 

Journal, 84, 174– 75, 179, 180
Northumberland, Duke of, 61
nosology versus pathology, 121

Oastler, Richard: letter on “Yorkshire 
Slavery,” 85, 220n81; and Roberts, 
222n99

Octonian Society, Liverpool, 133, 134, 
234n35

Oeconomist, 63, 213n89
“Old Corruption,” 68, 69, 175– 76
Orange, Derek, 62
Orders in Council, campaigns against 

restrictions of, 67
Overend, Hall, 221n88
Owen, Caroline (née Dale), 153
Owen, Robert, 238n110, 239n7; antag-

onism toward religion, 155, 156, 
225n6; clash with Ferriar on ideas 
of genius, 116, 152; discussion group 
at Manchester Academy, 100, 102; 
doctrine of perfectibility, 154– 55; 
education system for factory chil-
dren, 153; experimental molding of 
character, 153, 154, 156; formative 
years in Manchester, 150, 152, 239n8; 
founding partner of Chorlton Twist 
Company, 153; The Life of Robert 
Owen Written by Himself, 100– 101; 
and Manchester Board of Health 
inquiries into factory conditions, 
152– 53; and Manchester Literary 
and Philosophical Society, 52, 
100– 101, 152; and “man- machine,” 
142, 150, 154; and M’Connell and 
Kennedy, 240n32; monitoring and 
recording of workman performance, 
153, 240n13; “Mr. Owen’s Institution 
[for the Formation of Character], 
New Lanark (Quadrille Dancing),” 
156; “New Institution” proposal, 153; 
and New Lanark mills, 142; A New 
View of Society, 150, 154, 155, 162; 
organization of cotton production 
into factory system, 152; “Plan,” 74, 
155, 157, 158; on relationship be-
tween character and circumstance, 
120, 153, 154, 240n11; “Remarks 
on Improvement in the Cotton 
Trade,” 152; Roscoe and, 74; on social 
dislocation of workers and poverty, 
162; and Southey, 155– 57, 240n21; 
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Statement regarding the New Lanark 
Establishment, 153– 54; “Utility of 
Learning,” 152

Paley, William, 108
Pares, Thomas, III, 137, 140, 214n10
parliamentary reform, struggle for, 

22, 49, 68, 111, 129, 214n6, 228n51, 
229n76

Parry, William, 87
patents, 15
Peel, Sir Robert, 49, 112, 149, 160, 239n1 
Percival, Edward (son of Thomas), Mem-

oirs of Percival, 108, 207n6, 227n44
Percival, James (son of Thomas), 109
Percival, Thomas, 35, 42; association 

with Cooper, Walker, and Ferriar, 
110, 230n77; children’s books, 27; 
concern for hospital conditions, 
106; defense of freedom of religion, 
108; and development of taste, 108; 
educational program, 107; essay on 
famine focused on India, 207n4; 
A Father’s Instructions, 30, 107; 
founder of and role in Manchester 
Literary and Philosophical Society, 
8, 20, 21, 46, 48– 49, 106; and French 
Revolution, 20; and Gisborne, 52– 53, 
230n77; and Hume and William 
Robertson, 207n6; ideas on shaping 
behavior, 107; improvement as 
stemming from “Physics and the 
Belles Lettres,” 42– 44, 102; and insti-
tutional innovations of Manchester, 
106; and literary clubs of Edinburgh, 
29, 43; and Manchester Acad-
emy, 105; and Manchester Board 
of Health, 106; and Manchester 
Infirmary reform, 20, 113, 228n60; 
Medical Ethics, 53, 107, 108– 10, 
227n34, 227n45; medical statistics 
research, 111; Moral and Literary 
Dissertations, 30, 107– 8, 205n47; 
and national church, 108, 109; “On 
the Conduct of Physicians towards 
Apothecaries,” 228n53; and popula-
tion as measure of national wealth, 

157; preface to Aikin’s Thoughts on 
Hospitals, 104; preface to first vol-
ume of MLPSM, 42– 43, 44, 207n10; 
presentation of Matthew Guthrie’s 
“Some Account of the Persian Cotton 
Tree,” 152; “Principles and Limits 
of Taxation,” 49; and public health 
reform, 49, 102, 109, 114, 175, 180, 
228n56, 239n1, 244n26; research 
into industrial conditions in cotton 
industry, 25, 106, 108; research into 
perceptive life of vegetables, 106; 
role in foundation of College of Arts 
and Sciences, 48, 106; and Scottish 
Enlightenment, 29, 108; Socratic 
dialogue, 108; and Tory- Anglican 
medical hierarchy of Manchester, 
110; and treatment of the dying, 110; 
and Warrington Academy, 103

Percival, Thomas (son of Thomas), 
227n42

Peterloo Massacre of August 1819, 69, 
213n93

Philips, George: call for women suf-
frage, 129; and Committee on the 
employment of children in factories, 
237n86; identified for possible 
prosecution by the Church and King 
club, 51; and infirmary reform, 112, 
113; The Necessity of a Speedy and 
Effectual Reform in Parliament, 111, 
129, 228n51; recanting of support for 
women’s suffrage, 129

Philosophical and Literary Society or 
Society for Useful Knowledge, Liver-
pool, 46– 47, 208nn15– 16

philosophical materialism: Barnes and, 
44, 116– 17; Cooper and, 116– 18, 122, 
135; Currie’s dispute with Richard 
Godwin over, 135, 235n38; Darwin 
and, 230n87; Ferriar and, 105, 
116– 20; Hannah Greg and, 128; and 
Literary and Philosophical Society 
of Manchester, 5, 44, 48, 102, 171; 
mechanistic materialism, 154; 
Priestley and, 116; “soft material-
ism,” 118, 230n87

phrenology, 94

Owen, Robert (continued)
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physiological networks, 28
Pickstone, John V., 102, 109, 111, 113, 

173, 176, 230n87, 243n20
Pitt, William, the Younger, 49, 90, 

229n76
Plato, 117, 125, 227n40
platypus, gifted to Newcastle society, 7, 

210n54
pneumatic therapy, 119– 20
poet and engineer, comparison of, 27
Polanyi, Karl, 26– 27
political economy: and “Bainesocracy,” 

69, 84, 164; Cropper and, 75– 76; Kay 
and, 179; and Leeds Philosophical 
and Literary Society, 80, 85; and 
liberal- Whigs, 79; Marshall and, 
80– 81; McCulloch and, 74, 163– 64, 
172; Statistical Society and, 180; as 
value- neutral system of knowledge, 
77, 81, 172, 175

Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, 171, 
185

poor laws: campaigns against, 89; 
Kennedy on, 162– 63, 179, 241n45; 
and reform of, 180; Report from the 
Select Committee on the Poor Laws, 
162; viewed as creators of poverty, 
179– 80

Poovey, Mary, Making a Social Body, 
160, 177, 185, 190, 242n3

population principle, 157– 58
Porter, Roy, 20, 62
Prentice, Archibald, 69
Preston. See Literary and Philosophical 

Society of Preston
Price, Richard, 15, 117, 133, 202n7
Priestley, Joseph: and abolition of slave 

trade, parliamentary reform, and 
civic rights of Dissenters, 22; on ca-
pabilities of women, 127; destruction 
of laboratory by loyalist mob, 22, 42, 
51; Disquisitions relating to Matter 
and Spirit, 22, 230n79; emigration 
to United States, 57; encouragement 
of science- based Leeds society, 78; 
grant from Literary and Philosoph-
ical Society of Manchester to fund 
research, 22; History and Present 

State of Electricity, 30, 43; honorary 
member of Manchester society, 51; 
idea of knowledge as flat trans-
national network, 43; improvement 
as related to freedom of religion and 
democratic politics, 42; materialism, 
116; as minister of Mill Hill chapel, 
Leeds, 31; and Mosley Street chapel, 
21; on necessity, 29; preference for 
provincial circles over metropolitan 
institutions, 30; tutor at Warrington 
Academy, 30

Protestant Dissenters. See Dissenters; 
Rational Dissent

Prowitt, Edward, 212n72

Quarterly Review, 232n115

Rabelais, François, 121
Radcliffe, Ann, 123
radical Tories, 80, 81
Rajan, Tilottama, 37
Ramsey, Neil, 93
Rathbone, Eleanor F., great- 

granddaughter of Hannah Greg and 
suffragist and welfare reformer, 193

Rathbone, Elizabeth “Bessy” (née Greg): 
attendance at Literary and Philo-
sophical Society lectures, 128, 140; 
development of domestic and foreign 
missions, 141, 146, 186, 238n110; 
Hannah Greg’s advice to, 139, 140, 
143, 237n74; marriage to William 
Rathbone, V, 146; visits to factories, 
146, 238n109

Rathbone, Hannah Mary (wife of Wil-
liam Rathbone, IV), 133

Rathbone, William, III: and abolition of 
slavery, 26, 90, 204n43; merchant in 
American timber trade, 26

Rathbone, William, IV: early member 
and contributor to Manchester soci-
ety, 47; and Hannah Greg, 133, 136, 
137, 139, 140– 41; member of early 
Liverpool society, 46, 70; trade in 
plantation- grown American cotton, 
26, 134

Rathbone, William, V, 146, 217n40
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Rational Dissent: and Cross Street 
chapel, 21; differences of opinion 
within, 48; and free debate, 88; and 
Hannah Lightbody Greg, 127, 133; 
and James Beattie, 227n44; Mont-
gomery and, 87, 90– 95; and social 
duty of middle class to laboring 
classes, 142; and support for educa-
tion of women, 129

Rawson, Mary Ann: antislavery activ-
ism, 90, 128; The Bow in the Cloud, 
91; development of domestic and 
foreign missions, 128, 141; and 
Montgomery, 76– 77, 89, 91, 222n103, 
223n108, 223n111; and Sheffield La-
dies Anti- Slavery Society, 76, 91; and 
Sheffield Literary and Philosophical 
Society, 89

Ready, Kathryn, 102– 3
reclamation schemes, 15
Reeve, Clara, 134
Reform Bill of 1832, 68, 76, 171
Reid, Thomas: “Common Sense” phi-

losophy, 29, 70; Essays on the Active 
Powers of the Mind, 134, 138, 234n35; 
influence on women activists, 138– 
39, 236n62

Reid, Thomas Wemyss, Memoir of John 
Deakin Heaton, 218n50

Rendall, Jane, 138, 236n69, 238n98
Report from the Select Committee on the 

Poor Laws, 162
“revolution”: industrial, as contested 

trope, 17, 202n12, 202n21; in relation 
to technical change, 242n57

Richardson, Alan, British Romanticism 
and the Science of the Mind, 99

Rickman, Thomas: Attempt to Discrim-
inate the Styles of English Architec-
ture, 70; journals of, 215n18

Riello, Giorgio, 19, 166
Robberds, John Gooch, 233n18; on 

committee of Unitarian city mission, 
189; minister at Cross Street Chapel, 
130, 189

Robberds, Mary (née Turner, daughter of 
William Turner of Newcastle), 128– 
29, 130, 131, 189, 233n17

Roberts, Daniel Sanjiv, 38

Roberts, Samuel: and abolition of 
slavery, 90, 222n99; anti- Poor- Law 
campaigns, 89; and campaigns to 
abolish child chimney sweeps, 90, 
222n99; and Literary and Philosoph-
ical Society of Sheffield, 222n102; 
and Oastler, 222n99

Robertson, William, 207n6
Robinson, Samuel, 185
Robinson, Thomas, 51
Rogers, Samuel, 133, 235n52
Rogers, Thomas, 133
Roscoe, Jane (wife of William), 47, 63, 

144, 237n74
Roscoe, Mary Anne (daughter of Wil-

liam), 139
Roscoe, William, 96; “The African” 

(with Currie), 134; and bill for 
abolition of slave trade, 1807, 68, 
146; and campaign against the 
Common Council of Liverpool, 72; 
campaign for Brougham for MP for 
Liverpool, 214n7; collaboration with 
Currie on Burns edition, 29, 91, 106; 
and committee for Liverpool Royal 
Institution, 71, 215n21; and conse-
quences of manufacturing interests, 
73– 74, 76, 77, 176; on distinction 
between the arts and sciences, 35, 
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