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In the eyes of contemporaries, The French Revolution unleashed a
hurricane of passion across the Atlantic world that represented both
grave dangers and great opportunities. It would cause chaos and
bloodshed, but also inspire amazing feats of national mobilisation. In
The Hurricane of Passion 1792-1812, Alvar Blomgren casts a new light
on the struggle over reform in Britain by studying how Georgian
political actors from across the social scale sought to enlist and
navigate popular passions. Drawing on a wide range of sources, such
as controverted election cases, campaign material, newspapers, letters,
ballads and prints, this book analyses events of political mobilisation in
Nottingham, London, and Liverpool. This book makes an important
contribution to the field of the history of emotions by launching the
concept of ‘emotional tactics’ to analyse what political actors did to
influence emotion. It shows how tactics appealing to anger, fear,
shame, and community, affection and love were crucial to late
Georgian popular politics. Blomgren brings to life a previously
neglected history in which appeals to passion were an established part
of the political game. Georgians, he argues, did not shun the hurricane
of passion – they tried to master it.
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Abstract
This book casts new light on the struggle over reform in Britain following the French Revolution by studying how Georgians
from across the social spectrum sought to enlist popular passions, either in defence of the established order – or in order
to subvert and challenge it. Inspired by the history of emotions, practice theory, and social movements theory it introduces
the concept of ‘emotional tactics’, defined as the language, material objects, and practices used to encourage emotions
for political purposes. Using a wide range of source material including controverted election cases, campaign material,
newspapers, letters, ballads and prints, this book analyses events of political mobilisation in three English cities: the rapidly
industrialising textile town of Nottingham, the imperial capital of London, and Liverpool, Europe’s largest slave trading
port. It asks what emotional tactics were used to encourage or discourage political mobilisation, and how they were adapted
and deployed depending on local context.

The results of this analysis are organised into four ideal types of emotional tactics that were crucial to late Georgian
popular politics: 1) Tactics fostering anger; 2) terror tactics; 3) shaming tactics; and 4) tactics fostering loyalty, love and
community.

This book shows that people in Georgian England were aware that emotions could be manipulated for political gain. It
was an established part of the political game. For those who engaged in politics, knowledge about how to influence feelings
and passions was a crucial skill, as was the ability to adapt their emotional tactics to the demands of the local community.
To the persons studied in this book, contemporary understandings of emotionality were the go-to frame of reference to
make sense of the political convulsions of their time. Radicals and government loyalists alike viewed the struggle over
reform as a fight to control the hurricane of passions unleashed by the French Revolution.

While emotional tactics could achieve powerful results, the persons studied in this book also grappled with the challenge
of sustaining emotions over time as a mobilising force. This study finds two ways that Georgians sought to overcome this
difficulty: 1) The creation of memory cultures in which the re-telling of stories of past abuses was used to evoke their
emotional charge; and 2) the use of re-occurring events of mobilisation to sustain the emotional energy of the participants
of a movement.

Rather than a history of top-down repression or bottom up protest, this book maps the emotional interaction that linked
the national and regional levels of politics, that united and divided socially and ideologically diverse groups of people, and
upon which all political mobilisation depended. By bringing passion back into politics in a more balanced and nuanced
way, it changes the narrative of popular mobilisation in the Age of Revolutions. It shows both elite and plebeian actors
as rational actors who consciously and calculatingly appealed to emotion. Yet it also casts them as driven by emotion and
shows examples where people from both spheres were caught up in escalating spirals of radicalisation with unintended
consequences.
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Preface 
Although I started my PhD in 2018, what eventually became this book re-

ally began during an Erasmus exchange at Bath Spa University in 2016. 

Arriving there in January, I experienced the intense political mobilisation 

leading up to the Brexit referendum, and the deeply polarising effect it 

had on my teachers and fellow students. This experience sparked my in-

terest in political movements – an interest which further developed fol-

lowing the equally polarising election of Donald Trump as U.S. president 

later that year. These events baffled me, and I wanted to understand why 

they happened. This is what drove me towards the field of the history of 

emotion, and to the time of the French Revolution. In the hope of acquir-

ing a perspective on the political conflicts of my own time I, like many 

before me, turned to arguably the greatest polarising event of them all. 

Writing this book has changed my understanding of politics. It has 

made me cautious of claims about emotions as motivations for political 

action, as I have found that such claims are always deeply ideological. This 

is a feature of politics that I believe is still very present today. Like the 

Georgians I have studied in this book, we too tend to evaluate the feelings 

of our own group and the political leaders we support as positive, while 

dismissing the feelings of political opponents, or using them to attack 

their legitimacy. What is legitimate indignation towards injustice for one 

faction is destructive rage in the eyes of another.  

Writing this book has also made me cautious about certain claims, like 

the claim that politics have become increasingly emotionally driven, to 

take one example that I have often encountered. Politics has always been 

emotionally driven. I believe that the better question to consider is how 

the ways emotion is used in politics is changing. 

But perhaps the greatest lesson of all that I have learned in writing this 

book is that time is a dear gift. This book would not have been possible 

without the help and support of a large and generous group of people who 

have all so graciously taken time out of their own busy schedules for me.  

Since my journey began in Bath, it is appropriate that I start there. I 

wish to thank the teachers and students of the MA program ‘Jane Austin’s 

England’, for generously and patiently sharing your knowledge of British 

history with me. In particular I wish to thank Elaine Chalus who since I 

met her has been a source of support and encouragement. As my teacher 

she sparked my interest for the mad, bad and utterly fascinating world of 

Georgian popular politics, and encouraged me to pursue it. Switching 
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from Swedish to British history during my MA was a difficult challenge 

for me and I could not have done it without her.  

I would also like to thank my study counsellor at the time, Andreas 

Bloch for his calm reassurance when I began to waver before my depar-

ture to Bath, as it dawned on me that having read Pride and Prejudice once 

might not be sufficient preparation.  

None have been more generous with their time than my supervisors, 

who have taught me so much about being an historian. I could not have 

wished for a better team. My sincere thanks to Karin Sennefelt, my head 

supervisor, for patiently keeping me from veering off track; to my second-

ary supervisor Magnus Linnarsson for bringing out the scissors – literally 

– and cutting my manuscript into pieces when I got stuck; and to my ex-

ternal advisor Margaret Hunt for having no mercy for bad writing.  

I am indebted to Matthew McCormack for chairing my viva, and whose 

kind and generous advice has ensured that this book is in much better 

shape than before. A big thank you also to Anders Ahlbäck who reviewed 

and carefully scrutinised the manuscript before publication. Gwendolyne 

Knight copy-edited the final draft. Thank you. Any remaining mistakes are 

my own. 

Thank you also Jens Ljunggren for all your help and in particular for 

your comments on my methodology. I also owe my thoughts about the 

similarity in the ways Georgians and modern people evaluate emotions 

to him. Thanks also to Jamie Graves and Kate Davison for your help with 

the challenges of translating the language of emotion. I have also benefit-

ted greatly from the help of my fellow historian of emotions, Sara 

Sjöström. My Hellsing has kindly shared her knowledge of the French 

Revolution and has been a generous guide to life in Academia. A special 

thanks to Charlotta Forss who helped me with the material from the Bod-

leian when I was stranded in Stockholm during the pandemic.  

My warmest thanks to my PhD-cohort at Stockholm University, who 

have all have helped me by commenting on my manuscript at various 

stages over these past 5 years, or by helping me navigate the strange 

world of Academia. Your friendship and support have kept me afloat 

through the ups and downs of this PhD-project, particularly during the 

isolation of the pandemic when it felt like I would never see it finished. In 

no particular order: Dan Johansson, Lisa Svanfeldt-Winter, Mari Eyice, 

Charlotta Forss, Kim Bergqvist, Gwendolyne Knight, Anton Runesson, 

Josefine Berndt, Fredrik Kämpe, Olof Blomqvist, Linnea Bring Larsson, 

Wilma “W” Larsson, Pontus Folkesson, Karl Lysén, Julia Sahlström, Tomas 

Widing, Fraser Miller, Thomas Neijman, Gustav Ängeby, Mikaela 
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Malmberg, Emmy Atterving, Ricardo Fernández González, Sofia Koernig, 

Linda Wikland and Samuel Faber. I also would like to thank the leaders of 

the PhD-seminar, Elisabeth Elgán, Heiko Droste, and Mats Hallenberg, for 

all your help. I have been fortunate to do this PhD as part of the joint PhD-

programme at Stockholm- and Uppsala Universities. Thank you to all the 

teachers and students involved. 

I could not have been completed this project without the excellent 

Technical and Administrative staff at the Department, who have made 

sure that everything has worked smoothly from start to finish. Thank you 

Rocío de Mendoza Andersson, Maria Runquist, Eva Eggeby, Carina 

Eklund, Tom Silvennoinen, Ebba Edberg Di Paula, Oscar Schelin, and the 

amazing amanuensis crew – particularly Jessika Lind, Elin Larsson Hep-

pling, Sofia Ekelund, Emmy Broberg, and Lina Nilsson.  

Financial support from Helge Ax:son Johansons stiftelse, Janssons sti-

pendiestiftelse Knut and Alica Wallenbergs stiftelse made my archival re-

search in the UK possible. I am also grateful to my department for extend-

ing my funding when I was delayed by closed archives during the Covid-

19 pandemic. 

For me, doing a PhD was never an obvious option. No-one in my family 

had ever done one. When I first arrived at Stockholm University, enrolled 

in a teacher program, I did not even know how one became a PhD-stu-

dent. I am grateful to Lisa Hellman for telling me that just because I had 

started as a teacher it didn’t mean that I couldn’t change my mind. At the 

time, switching from the comparatively financially secure path of a sec-

ondary school teacher to the more unsecure world of academia seemed 

like a risky move. Had it not been for the encouragement of my teacher at 

the time, Hossein Sheiban, I am not sure I would have dared to make this 

shift. I am most grateful to him for pushing me in the right direction.  

Lastly, I wish to thank my partner Emmy Atterving, my most industri-

ous reader and most trusted editor. We were fortunate enough to both 

be accepted to the same PhD programme and I feel lucky indeed to have 

shared this experience with you.   
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Abbreviations 
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BM: British Museum 

Bodl. Lib.: Bodleian Library Oxford 

HO: Home Office Papers, The National Archives 

LMA: London Metropolitan Archives 

LRO: Liverpool Record Office 

NA: Nottinghamshire Archives 

OED: Oxford English Dictionary 
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Illustrations 
Illustration 1. 'The contrast' (c. 1794). This radical print from Nottingham 
contrasts the existing political order, supported by the twin pillars of church 
and aristocracy (left and right) and backed by mob violence (centre), with 
the cause of reform, represented by the liberty tree in the centre. Source: 
NA DD/TS/14/18. 

Illustration 2. Detail from 'The contrast' (c. 1794) showing a crowd pump-
ing a victim in front of the Nottingham Exchange building. Source: NA 
DD/TS/14/18. 

Illustration 3. ‘Frontispiece from an unidentified pamphlet’ (1798). This 
etching shows King George III, oblivious to the fact that his crown is chained 
to the church and aristocracy (left and right). The bottom image shows Not-
tingham in flames and a royalist crowd ‘ducking’ a reformer in the river 
Leen. The image in the centre calls for political rebirth, symbolised by the 
image of a rising sun, a liberty tree and a female representation of liberty. 
The image has been cropped. Source: BM Satires 9286. 
 
Illustration 4. ‘Crompton and liberty’ (1803). Nottingham reformers kept 
the memory of past abuses alive by reusing and adapting an existing image. 
The addition of three feathers to the crowned head transforms King George 
III into his despised son, the Prince of Wales. Source: A complete alphabeti-
cal list of the 2525 burgresses & freeholders who polled at the late Notting-
ham election...to which is added a summary of the poll (Nottingham, 1803). 

Illustration 5. ‘A View of the House of Correction in Cold Bath Fields’ 
(1798). Illustration to the European Magazine. St. Paul’s cathedral is seen 
in the background to the right. Source BM Crace 1878 XXXII.35. 

Illustration 6. ‘Citizens visiting the Bastille’, (1799). Hand-coloured etch-
ing mocking Sir Francis Burdett’s campaign for the inmates of the English 
Bastille. Source: BM Satires 9341. 

Illustration 7. French Habits no 12., Messager d’ Etat’, (1798). Hand-col-
oured etching depicting the radical Sir Francis Burdett as a Jacobin con-
spirator dressed in French colours. Source: BM Satires 9196. 
 
Illustration 8. ‘Two pair of candidates proposed to the independant [sic] 
electors of Middlesex’ (12 July 1802). Hand-coloured etching depicting the 
radical Sir Francis Burdett (in green) challenging William Mainwaring (in 
brown) at the husting. In the bottom right corner stand two electors armed 
with rotten eggs and dead cats, ready to pass their judgment. Source: BM 
Satires 9878.
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Chapter 1. The hurricane of passion 

Introduction 

Following the outbreak of war between Britain and France in 1793, the 

Liverpool reformer James Currie reflected on the unnerving impact of the 

French Revolution. For him it signified the dawn of a frightening new era 

in the history of humankind. The revolution had unleashed powerful 

emotional energies, which he likened to unstoppable forces of nature. A 

‘hurricane of human passions’ now swept across Europe, and the world 

would never be the same. For the new French republic, these passions 

were a source of enormous strength. They united the population into an 

unstoppable force, and Currie doubted whether Britain could resist this 

terrible momentum. But he also observed that these powerful emotional 

energies could not be easily controlled. They radicalised and consumed 

the French, driving them to even greater violence. Britain too was now 

caught up in this storm of passion, and the government was inflaming the 

nation in a paranoid hunt for revolutionaries amongst the populace.1  

The process of polarisation described by Currie would have been fa-

miliar to many of his contemporaries. The new popular movements born 

of the Enlightenment fundamentally challenged Europe’s monarchies. 

The threat these monarchies faced was ‘no longer mere regime change, 

one “royal” family forcing out another, but total revolution in the name of 

republican government’.2 As Currie indicates, the French revolution, cre-

ated a sharp polarisation within British society. It provided a stirring ex-

ample of political and social upheaval, which appalled some and inspired 

others. This polarisation fuelled an atmosphere of paranoia and suspi-

cion, affecting every aspect of society. The historian John Barrell de-

scribed this process as a series of invasions of privacy that seeped into 

private homes, affected how people spoke and behaved in public, and 

even politicised the way people chose to dress themselves or style their 

hair.3 Currie’s reflections, however, suggest that the impact of the French 

Revolution went even further. It was understood to affect people in their 

                                                           
1 Jasper Wilson [pseud. for James Currie], A letter, commercial and political, ad-
dressed to the Right Hon. William Pitt, in which the real interests of Britain in the 
present crisis are considered, and some observations are offered on the general 
state of Europe (Dublin, 1793), pp. 43, 49-68. For quotation see p. 64.  
2 John Barrell, The spirit of despotism: invasions of privacy in the 1790s (Oxford, 
2006), p. 2. 
3 Barrell, The spirit of despotism, ch. 1.  
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very hearts, filling them with strong emotions that created conflict, divi-

sion and disorder.  

This book argues that, in the wake of the French Revolution, the feel-

ings and desires of the British population also became intensely politi-

cised as actors from across the social spectrum raced to control and in-

fluence these forces to advance their own interests and agendas. This 

book studies how political actors appealed to and sought to influence 

other people’s emotions in order to create, or discourage political mobi-

lisation in Nottingham, London and Liverpool. In so doing, I aim to en-

hance our understanding of an underexplored area of popular politics 

during Britain’s Revolutionary and Napoleonic periods. In a broader 

sense, this book takes a historical perspective on emotion as a significant 

force in politics. 

With the Enlightenment came not only new ideas about political sys-

tems, but also new understandings regarding the role of human emotions 

in society. Scholars and theologians of previous centuries often con-

demned strong human passions and drives as dangerous and destructive. 

In contrast, their ‘enlightened’ counterparts began to praise human affec-

tions, sentiments, passions, and emotions – treated broadly synony-

mously – as an important part of the formation of an individual. Emotion, 

it was now argued, attached humans to social institutions and were the 

foundation of social and political order.4 Rulers had long sought to influ-

ence the emotions of their subjects as a technology of rulership. Aristotle, 

for example, praised controlled and purposeful anger as a rhetorical tac-

tic, and Machiavelli famously advised his prince that it is better to be 

feared than loved.5 However, as part of European state formation, rulers 

became even more concerned with the emotions of their subjects.6  

                                                           
4 For a recent overview of this historical process see Ute Frevert, ‘Defining emo-
tions: concepts and debates over three centuries’, in Ute Frevert, ed., Emotional 
lexicons: continuity and change in the vocabulary of feeling 1700-2000 (Oxford, 
2014). 
5 For the example of Aristotle see Barbara H Rosenwein, Anger: the conflicted 
history of an emotion (New Haven, 2020). For the example of Machiavelli see 
Ute Frevert, ‘Faith, love, hate: the national socialist politics of emotions’, in Win-
fried Nerdinger, ed., Munich and national socialism: catalogue of the Munich doc-
umentation centre for the history of national socialism (München, 2015), p. 
480.Though famous for this quotation, Machiavelli actually argued that love 
was the best fortress of a Prince. See Nicole Hochner, ‘Machiavelli: love and the 
economy of emotions’, Italian Culture, 32 (2014). 
6 For an excellent overview of this historical process see D.P. Andrade, ‘Govern-
ing ‘emotional’ life: passions, moral sentiments and emotions’, International Re-
view of Sociology (2014), pp. 113-14. 
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The sociologist Norbert Elias famously argued in The Civilizing Process 

that state monopolisation of violence led to increasing emotional control 

across society.7 Inspired by Elias’s work, the historian Ute Frevert has 

stressed that since the eighteenth century, states have subjected the emo-

tions of their subjects to extensive disciplinary projects.8 Historians have 

also connected this development to the seventeenth- and eighteenth-cen-

tury commercial revolution. With the emergence of capitalism, human 

self-interest, passions and drives became potentially useful forces. Not 

only could they be used to create profit, they could also be utilised in the 

service of the state to unite its subjects and infuse them with a ‘national 

spirit’.9  

In Britain too, this book argues, the emotions of the population became 

a matter of great concern both to its ruling elite, and to those who sought 

to challenge their position. However, the Revolutionary Crisis would also 

put ‘enlightened’ ideas of emotion to the test. For what happened if the 

population turned against their rulers, if there was no longer any affec-

tion for the regime?  

The emotional energies of the population could be subversive and dan-

gerous. Yet both elite and plebeian political actors sought to use them for 

political gain. This book shows that Georgian contemporaries recognised 

that political actors, from MPs to artisan workers, were indeed influenc-

ing people’s feelings, and that this was as an important and established 

part of the political trade. By studying how this was done in three urban 

centres, this book brings to life a poorly understood and understudied 

political practice. It seeks to uncover the emotional interaction that linked 

the national and regional levels of politics, that united and divided people 

from across the social spectrum, and upon which all political mobilisation 

depended.  

Passions and politics 

Politics have always been inseparable from human emotions. Indeed, as 

the political scientist Cheryl Hall argues, it is hardly possible to imagine a 

political system without an emotional basis. Emotions bind people to-

gether in political communities and create commitment and action 

                                                           
7 Norbert Elias, On the process of civilisation: sociogenetic and psychogenetic in-
vestigations (Dublin, 2012 [1939]). 
8 Frevert, ‘Defining emotions’. 
9 Influential works include: Albert O. Hirschman, The passions and the interests: 
political arguments for capitalism before its triumph  (Princeton, 1977); Benedict 
Anderson, Imagined communities: reflections on the origin and spread of nation-
alism (London, 1983). 
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towards common goals.10 Theorists have long emphasised that emotions 

such as loyalty to the powerful and fear of the consequences of defying 

them are essential in fusing a society together. In the twentieth century, 

the role of emotion in upholding social structures and social hierarchies 

over a vast range of cultures and organisations across the globe has been 

extensively explored by sociologists, anthropologists, and others. 11 Emo-

tion is a fundamental part of the human experience. Because they guide 

our actions, emotions are also at the very heart of the exercise of power. 

Indeed, in the words of William Reddy, ‘emotional control is the real site 

of the exercise of power’.12 We must therefore begin by considering what 

role efforts to control and influence emotion have played in shaping the 

path of history.  

And yet, historians have seldom used emotions as analytical categories. 

Often, emotions have been pushed to the side in the search for the ra-

tional choices and self-interest that are assumed to be the real drivers of 

human actions.13 Much of this is owed to a modern, ‘Western’, common-

sense understanding of emotions as primeval impulses acting in opposi-

tion to our reason and willpower.14 The reason-emotion dualism has also 

been very influential in the historiography of the Age of Revolutions. Be-

cause the idea of politics as a rational process is such a powerful ideal 

today, claiming that someone is emotional – or overly emotional – is a 

common tactic for undermining their legitimacy. Marxist scholars of the 

1960s and 1970s, therefore, found that they needed to remove 

                                                           
10 Cheryl Ann Hall, The trouble with passion: political theory beyond the reign of 
reason (New York, 2005), p. 125. 
11 Max Weber, in particular, asserted in 1922 that emotions, such as loyalty and 
fear are essential in the sustenance of elite dominance (Herrchaft) over subor-
dinate groups. See Max Weber, Economy and society: an outline of interpretive 
sociology, eds. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich (Berkeley, 1978), p. 58. For an 
excellent overview of the field of emotion studies see Jan Plamper, The history 
of emotions: an introduction (Oxford, 2015). 
12 William M. Reddy, The navigation of feeling: a framework for the history of 
emotions (Cambridge, 2001), p. 115. For quotation see William Reddy, ‘Against 
constructionism: the historical ethnography of emotions’, Current Anthropology, 
38 (1997), p. 335. 
13 As argued by Peter N. Stearns and Carol Z. Stearns, ‘Emotionology: clarifying 
the history of emotions and emotional standards’, The American Historical Re-
view, 90 (1985); Plamper, The history of emotions, p. 41. See also Rob Boddice 
and Mark Smith, Emotion, sense, experience (Cambridge, 2020), p. 41. 
14 On the creation of the modern concept of emotion see Thomas Dixon, From 
passions to emotions: the creation of a secular psychological category (Cam-
bridge, 2003) ch. 1. For the term ‘Western emotional common sense’ see Reddy, 
The navigation of feeling, p. 114.  
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emotionality from working-class people to render them worthy objects 

of investigation. If their actions were guided by feeling, according to the 

Western logic of emotion, they were not the actions of political equals. In 

Britain, in particular, a group of influential Marxist social historians re-

belled against what they denounced as a prevailing conservative narra-

tive which rendered working people emotional and impulse guided, re-

acting to things like fluctuations in bread prices with spasmodic fits of 

anger and violence. In order to rescue the common people from what E. 

P. Thompson famously termed ‘the enormous condescension of poster-

ity’, he and other historians, including Charles Tilly, George Rudé, and Eric 

Hobsbawm, instead emphasised their rationality. 15 By casting plebeian 

people as rational subjects, whose actions were goal-oriented and calcu-

lated, these historians made a lasting contribution to our understanding 

of this period. In so doing however, they also obfuscated a fundamental 

part of their world.  

The growing field of the history of emotions creates opportunities for 

historians to re-think such issues of agency in exciting new ways. Nour-

ished by a dialogue with constructivist theories of emotions from the 

fields of anthropology, sociology, neuroscience and cognitive psychology, 

historians of emotion argue that emotions are not built in primal im-

pulses but deeply shaped by culture. This cross-disciplinary exchange 

also undermines and collapses the ‘Western’ common-sense emotion-

reason dualism, which, historians of emotion emphasise, lacks scientific 

support. There exists no state of ‘rationality’ completely free from emo-

tions, in which decisions are made based on cold logic alone. Consider, for 

example, the event losing one’s job. This issue of course involves 

                                                           
15 This argument has been made most forcefully in E. P. Thompson, ‘The moral 
economy of the English crowd in the eighteenth century’, Past & Present, 50 
(1971). For quotation see E. P. Thompson, The making of the English working 
class (London, 2013 [1963]), p. 12. See also George Rudé, The crowd in history: a 
study of popular disturbances in France and England 1730-1848 (New York, 
1964); Charles Tilly, Popular contention in Great Britain, 1758-1834 (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1995). Peter Stearns and Carol Stearns particularly fault Rudé and Tilly 
for dismissing emotion as ‘an irrelevant by-product of protest’. See Stearns and 
Stearns, ‘Emotionology’, p. 817.  E. P. Thompson, in contrast, was actually very 
interested in plebeian feeling, though he used descriptions of feeling rhetorically 
rather the analytically. See, for example, his description of the fury of workers as 
they were forced to feed their children stale bread: Thompson, ‘Moral economy’, 
p. 135. In Thompson’s work, however, feelings are added to the narrative from 
empathy and imagination rather than from the sources. For a discussion of Marx-
ist history and emotions more generally see Rob Boddice, The history of emotions 
(Manchester, 2018), pp. 97-8. 
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economic interests, but at the same time these are tied to highly emotive 

issues that could include indignation for perceived unfairness, shame at 

losing a position as breadwinner, and anxiety and fear over how to pay 

the bills. That rational self-interests and emotion are inseparable is easy 

to accept in every-day situations, but in the realm of scholarly research, 

reason and emotion have often been seen as separate domains. In prac-

tice however, historians of emotions insist that emotions are always in-

volved in our decision-making processes.16 

A consequence of this perspective is that the opposition between de-

liberate, goal-oriented action and emotion is dissolved. If we take this re-

search seriously, then to say that historical actors are emotional, or 

driven by emotion, no longer equates to treating them dismissively or ig-

noring their agency. A history of emotions approach allows us to analyse 

a fundamental part of the exercise of political power, and of human expe-

rience. That is not to say that self-interest or rationality – in the sense of 

calculated actions – are no longer important. A history of emotions ap-

proach, in the sense that I have outlined here, does not mean that we 

should attempt to separate rational acts from emotional ones, since this 

would be reductionist. Instead, it makes it possible to adopt a comple-

mentary approach, which allows us to study how actors from all levels of 

society used emotions to influence others and to advance their own inter-

ests and agendas. It is time to bring passion back into Georgian politics.  

Emotional regimes and emotional tactics: a theoretical framework 

The rapidly growing field of emotion studies offers a framework for ana-

lysing the struggle for political power in fresh and exiting ways. Scholars 

studying emotion have argued that social hierarchies are held together 

by shared emotional norms.17 In The Navigation of Feeling (2001), a 

founding text in the field of the history of emotions, William Reddy argues 

that no political regime can endure without establishing ‘a normative or-

der for emotions, an “emotional regime”’.18 Emotions are closely 

                                                           
16 See e.g., Peter N. Stearns, American cool: constructing a twentieth-century emo-
tional style (New York, 1994), p. 14; Boddice, The history of emotions, pp. 84-6, 
89, 95-8; Reddy, The navigation of feeling, p. 15; Monique Scheer, ‘Are emotions 
a kind of practice (and is that what makes them have a history)?: a Bourdieuian 
approach to understanding emotion’, History and Theory, 51 (2012).  
17 In a foundational text for the history of emotion the sociologist Arlie 
Hochschild termed these ‘feeling rules’. See Arlie Russell Hochschild, ‘Emotion 
work, feeling rules, and social structure’, American Journal of Sociology, 85 
(1979). 
18 Reddy, The navigation of feeling, p. 124.  
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connected to individual goals and motivations. The unity of a society 

therefore relies on its ability to provide a coherent set of prescriptions for 

emotion, encouraging, for example, ‘respect for a father, love for a god or 

a king, or loyalty to an army’. Emotional regimes thus provide ideals to 

strive towards and strategies to guide the individual effort of its mem-

bers.19 Importantly, emotional regimes, the emotions they prescribe, and 

the sanctions by which they are enforced, vary across time and across dif-

ferent cultures.20 

To put it differently, social structures, like gender or class, encourage 

and adapt emotions. Boys are taught not to cry, girls to swallow their an-

ger, to use one contemporary example.21 It is for this reason that emo-

tions are so important in the exercise of political power. Politics is a pro-

cess of determining who must repress what feeling as illegitimate in cer-

tain contexts, or foreground others as valuable.22 Do striking workers 

have a right to express anger towards their employer? Or should they 

simply be grateful that they at least have jobs? In politics, who has the 

right to express certain feelings is constantly contested. To study emo-

tional prescriptions, therefore, is to study the very core of relationships 

of power. Reddy’s concept of ‘emotional regimes’ provides a useful start-

ing point to do so. However, Britain following the French Revolution also 

challenges Reddy’s ideas on how emotional regimes operate.  

In Reddy’s theory, political regimes are also emotional regimes.  This 

leads to a top-down perspective that emphasises the role of a dominant 

central authority in regulating emotion. It creates a rigid and binary view, 

where the state imposes its emotional regime on the ‘rest’ of society .23 In 

Reddy’s empirical application of his theory to France during the Age of 

Revolutions, moreover, emotional regimes replace each other sequen-

tially. When a regime is toppled, the emotional norms of the new rulers 

                                                           
19 Reddy, The navigation of feeling, pp. 91, 115, 119-25. For quotation see p. 
125. Reddy defines an ‘emotional regime’ as: ‘The set of normative emotions 
and the official rituals, practices, and “emotives” that express and inculcate 
them; a necessary underpinning of every stable political regime.’ See p. 129.  
20 Reddy, The navigation of feeling, pp. 124-5.  
21 To use one example provided by Scheer in Scheer, ‘Are emotions a kind of 
practice?’, p. 216. This is of course a simplified characterisation. It is nonethe-
less useful to illustrate how our emotions, even though they may feel automatic, 
are subjected to processes of cultural training. See also Reddy, The navigation of 
feeling, p. 16. 
22 As argued by Reddy in Reddy, ‘Against constructionism’, p. 335.  
23 That Reddy’s concept ‘emotional regime’ is binary has been previously ar-
gued in Rosenwein, Emotional communities in the early Middle Ages, p. 24.  
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become the new emotional regime.24 This creates a view of emotional 

norms as a monolithic set of rules imposed uniformly from above by the 

state, leaving little room for flexibility and adaptability across different 

local contexts. It also leaves us with little guidance on how to understand 

resistance to this top-down exercise of power, or how this resistance de-

pended on structures like class or gender. Certainly, the political convul-

sion of the French Revolution is an extreme case of political instability. 

But the criticism I have raised here may also be applied more generally. 

Political regimes, regardless of the historical period, are always chal-

lenged, to a greater or lesser extent. In order to take account of resistance 

and conflict, it is necessary to augment Reddy’s framework with new the-

oretical perspectives. Doing so can greatly enhance the analytical tools of 

the history of emotion. 

To achieve this, I draw inspiration from sociologists of emotion who 

have long studied issues of resistance to dominant emotional norms. The 

work of the sociologist Helena Flam provides us with a useful perspective 

on the role of emotion in political protests that is a useful complement to 

Reddy’s framework. Like Reddy, Flam emphasises that emotions are the 

mortar that binds social structures together, but she also argues that 

emotions perform different roles in society. Inspired by the work of We-

ber and Georg Simmel she identifies loyalty and gratitude to elites as the 

most important emotions in systems of domination. These are supported 

by feelings of anger, shame and fear, which ‘flow’ downward in social hi-

erarchies and help keep potential protestors submissive and compliant 

towards the powerful. To successfully mobilise people for collective ac-

tion, Flam argues, protest movements must find ways to manage and sub-

vert the emotional norms of dominant society.25 To use Reddy’s con-

structs, protest movements seek to challenge the emotional regime that 

underpins political power in order to encourage disengagement from 

dominant society. Flam uses the concept ‘emotional strategies’ to de-

scribe such efforts to influence and manage emotion. Politics is thus a site 

where emotional norms are contested. It is not only rulers who seek to 

control emotion. Protestors also encourage specific emotions as a strat-

egy of resistance.26 

                                                           
24 See Reddy’s empirical application of his framework in Reddy, The navigation 
of feeling ch. 5-8.  
25 Helena Flam, ‘Emotions’ map: a research agenda’, in Helena Flam and Debra 
King, eds., Emotions and social movements (New York, 2005), p. 19. 
26 Flam, ’Emotions’ map’, p. 19.  
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Flam’s framework however, shares some of the drawbacks of Reddy’s. 

The emotional norms that uphold the dominant society are seen as a fixed 

structure, already firmly in place. This creates a static view of emotional 

norms as hurdles protestors need to navigate. In the following section, I 

will put her concept of ‘emotional strategies’ in dialogue with the writings 

of the philosopher Michel de Certeau in order to shift the focus towards a 

more dynamic understanding of the politics of emotion.  

Politics is the struggle for power in a society. For those waging this 

fight, be they high and mighty or poor and plebeian, to influence and con-

trol feeling is a fundamental part of the game. This struggle is a dynamic, 

situational and interactive process shaped by structures such as class, 

gender and race. If we are to fully understand the politics of emotion, we 

need not only to map emotional norms, but also examine how they were 

maintained and contested by different groups, as well as how they varied 

across time and place. For this reason, it is necessary to include actions 

as a factor in the analysis. In this study I will refer to the actions political 

actors perform to influence emotion as ‘emotional tactics’.  

The concept emotional tactics is useful because it allows us to study 

emotion, not as static structures, but as a dynamic tool of the political 

trade. ‘Tactics’ depend on the shifting dynamics of events. They depend 

on opportunities, and on attempts to seize or take advantages of them, 

and are adapted according to changing circumstances as well as the ac-

tions of opponents. ‘Tactics’ refers to the day to day actions and battle-

field manoeuvres of political campaigns and protests rather than the 

grand strategic plan.  

Emotion is part and parcel of politics because it motivates action to-

wards specific goals. I find it useful to use the term ‘strategy’ to refer to 

the larger political goals of a campaign or group. Such goals may include, 

for example, the introduction of universal suffrage or the preservation of 

aristocratic oligarchy. Emotional tactics are the methods of influencing 

emotion used to achieve such strategic goals. In my separation between 

strategies and tactics I am inspired by the work of philosopher Michel de 

Certeau. For Certeau tactics refers to the ‘subversive trickery’ and re-

sistance of the weak in the face of the grand strategies of rulers and their 

institutions.27 In contrast to Certeau however, I will use ‘tactics’ to de-

scribe both the actions of authorities and their challengers.  I will also ex-

pand the concept emotional tactics to include not only the actions of 

                                                           
27 For his definition of these concepts see Michel de Certeau, The practice of eve-
ryday life (Berkeley, 1984), pp. 36-7. 
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protestors, as in Flam’s theory, but also the actions taken by authorities 

to counter protest or to encourage support for the regime.  

Having made these adjustments, I define emotional tactics as the lan-

guage, material objects and practices used to encourage emotions for po-

litical purposes. Or to put it differently, emotional tactics refers to the ac-

tions performed by political actors, whether elite or plebeian, either to 

uphold and defend an emotional regime, or to subvert and challenge it. 

Examples of such actions include the use of political speeches or pam-

phlets to encourage feelings like anger towards a government or a ruler, 

the use of music or flags, to encourage loyalty and devotion towards a 

particular group, or the use – or threat of – violence to frighten an oppo-

nent.  

Focusing on emotional tactics makes it possible to investigate emo-

tional regimes as something actively maintained and challenged. My the-

sis deals with a period during which the British regime was under attack. 

Its control was constantly challenged in a time of momentous change, 

during which new groups began to push for a full inclusion into the polit-

ical nation. We can presume that in this time of instability and flux, polit-

ical actors challenged existing emotional norms and created new emo-

tional tactics to encourage political mobilisation. Studying the struggle 

surrounding reform in Britain following the French Revolution from a 

history of emotions perspective focused on action, therefore, has the po-

tential to create a more dynamic and nuanced understanding of the role 

of emotions in politics.  

Pitt’s Terror and Britain’s revolutionary crisis 

The starting point of this study is the confrontation between reformers 

and the defenders of the existing political order following the French Rev-

olution. For students of the period, this conflict will be a familiar subject. 

Indeed, the British response to the French Revolution is seen as vital to 

the consolidation of the modern British state and to the foundation of a 

British national identity.28 Historians have scrutinised Britain’s ‘Revolu-

tionary Crisis’ and the government’s repressive campaign to crush inter-

nal sedition intensely. In broad strokes, during this period Britain can be 

described as an aristocratic oligarchy, dominated by a small land-owning 

elite, who monopolised the highest political offices, and held the two 

chambers of Parliament where the nation’s laws were made in a strong 

                                                           
28 Eric J. Evans, The forging of the modern state: early industrial Britain, 1783-
1870 (Harlow, 2001); Linda Colley, Britons: forging the nation, 1707-1837 (New 
Haven, 2005). 
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grip. Following the French Revolution, however, demands for a more in-

clusive political system grew rapidly and societies for reform sprouted up 

across the country. The most influential group was the London Corre-

sponding Society (LCS), a federation of debating societies founded in 

1792 by nine journeyman artisans in The Bell Tavern on Exeter Street. 

Inspired by the American and French Revolutions, they believed that the 

social and economic miseries of the unrepresented labouring classes 

could only be addressed through political reform. They began to build a 

movement for universal male suffrage, teaching workers to read and de-

bate political literature and to demand political rights.  

While the LCS was committed to peaceful reform, such calls were nev-

ertheless an outright threat to the position of the elite. The progress of 

the LCS and its many offshoots soon began to cause serious alarm, 

prompting the government of Prime Minister William Pitt to issue a series 

of repressive laws. These measures enabled a crackdown on the reform 

movement, which was largely forced underground – a period often re-

ferred to by historians as ‘Pitt’s Terror’. This repression culminated in the 

1799 and 1800 Combinations Acts, which banned the LCS and all work-

ers’ political organisations and trade unions under threat of imprison-

ment or hard labour. By 1799, nearly all the original leaders of the LCS 

were in prison or in exile, and its national organisation was crippled. Even 

so, support for reform endured, and emerged again during the 1810s, this 

time as a mass movement for franchise reform.29  

This struggle over reform was fought against the backdrop of nearly 

twenty-two years of consecutive warfare against Revolutionary and Na-

poleonic France. In a conflict that was a global ‘total war’, not only the 

survival of the British state, but all European regimes, hung in the bal-

ance.30 This global conflict put Britain’s social cohesion under enormous 

strain at a time when new reform movements and ideologies profoundly 

threatened the position of the elite. It was a period marked by desperate 

economic hardships, popular unrest, two extremely serious subsistence 

                                                           
29 For a good overview of this period see e.g. Frank O’Gorman, The long eight-
eenth century: British political and social history, 1688-1832 (London, 2016), pp. 
233-46. For an overview of the LCS’s organisation and history see Michael T. 
Davis, James Epstein, Jack Fruchtman, and Mary Thale, eds., London Correspond-
ing Society, 1792-1799. Vol. 1, (London, 2002). 
30 David Bell, The first total war: Napoleon’s Europe and the birth of modern war-
fare (London, 2007). Because Bell is unfamiliar with the case of Sweden during 
The Great Northern War (1700-1721), he argues that that the Revolutionary 
and Napoleonic wars were the world’s first ‘total war’.  
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crises, republican rebellion in Ireland, large mutinies in the Royal Navy, 

and the threat of a French invasion.  

In hindsight, it is clear that Britain emerged as a global superpower in 

this period, having thwarted its long-standing arch rival. After 1815 it 

truly was ‘Rule Britannia, Britannia rule the waves’. Yet, as Britain en-

tered the war against the newly declared French Republic in 1793, suc-

cess was far from certain. From the perspective of the ruling elite, the war 

was a huge strategic risk for Britain with its small army and with Ireland 

acting as a potential backdoor for an invading French force. During the 

1790s Britain faced a very real prospect not only of defeat, but of exhaus-

tion and surrender. War also placed a huge strain on Britain’s plebeian 

population, who endured two serious crises of subsistence, wartime tax-

ation, economic recession and dramatically increasing costs of living.31 

Not only was the British state locked in a deadly struggle against a foreign 

foe, its social cohesion was also seriously challenged from within.  

In Ireland, the situation escalated into open republican rebellion in 

1798, which was supressed with enormous bloodshed.32 Much of the de-

bate regarding this period in the existing historiography has centred 

around the question of how close England came to its own revolution dur-

ing the 1790s. Historians have interpreted the available evidence very 

differently. On the one hand, those who have focused on ‘loyalist’ associ-

ations, have emphasised the stability of the British state in the face of rev-

olutionary challenges, as well as widespread popular support for the gov-

ernment’s suppression of radicalism.33 Historians working on popular 

                                                           
31 See e.g. Emma Vincent Macleod, ‘The crisis of the French Revolution’, in H. T. 
Dickinson, ed., A companion to eighteenth-century Britain (Malden, 2007), pp. 
117-18. 
32 The 1798 Irish rebellion lasted from 24 May to 12 October and saw a French 
expeditionary force fighting on British soil. This support was poorly co-ordi-
nated, however, and the Irish and French forces were eventually defeated. It 
has been estimated that 30 000 Irish died in punitive killings in the weeks fol-
lowing the collapse if the rebellion. See e.g. Peter McPhee, The French Revolu-
tion, 1789-1799 (Oxford, 2002), pp. 172-3. 
33 Ian R. Christie, ‘Conservatism and stability in British society’, in Mark Philp, 
ed., The French Revolution and British popular politics (Cambridge, 1991); Ian R. 
Christie, Stress and stability in late eighteenth-century Britain: reflections on the 
British avoidance of revolution: the ford lectures delivered in the University of Ox-
ford 1983-1984 (Oxford, 1984); H. T. Dickinson, Liberty and property: political 
ideology in eighteenth-century Britain (London, 1977); O’Gorman, The long 
eighteenth century; Frank O’Gorman, ‘The Paine burnings of 1792-1793’, Past & 
Present, 193 (2006); Mark Philp, ‘Introduction’, in Mark Philp, ed., The French 
Revolution and British popular politics (Cambridge, 1991). 



13 
 

radicalism, on the other hand, have stressed how rapidly the radical 

movement grew across Britain and the enormous impact of the second 

volume of Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man (1792). If not for the ruthless 

determination of Pitt’s government to silence its critics, the chain of 

events, the latter group argues, might very well have led to a general re-

bellion against an increasingly unpopular regime. 34 The many historical 

writings on the confrontation between ‘loyalism’ and reformism have 

also debated the related question of to what extent Britain’s subjects 

were ‘loyal’ to their rulers. There is a consensus that a majority of Britons 

remained quiescent. No revolution did in fact take place. However, 

whether this is to be attributed to popular loyalty, or simply apathy or 

fear of repression, remains disputed.35  

Still, it remains true that during 1790-1815 the British ruling elite faced 

a profound challenge to their position and authority from radicalism in-

spired by the French Revolution. British reformers, in their struggle for 

increasing liberties and a right to participate in the nation’s affairs, like-

wise were profoundly challenged by the government’s repressive cam-

paign.  

The debates over ‘Pitt’s Terror’ illustrate something important. In the 

current historiography, terror is seen as an important characteristic of 

this period, even as its defining emotion. The popularity of the term 

among historians, in fact, owes much to the reformers of this period, who 

likened Pitt’s repression to the reign of terror in France.36 Yet it is also a 

                                                           
34 John E. Archer, Social unrest and popular protest in England, 1780-1840 (Cam-
bridge, 2000); Jenny Graham, The nation, the law, and the king: reform politics in 
England, 1789-1799. Vols. 1-2, (Lanham, 2000); Nicholas Rogers, ‘Burning Tom 
Paine: loyalism and counter-revolution in Britain, 1792-1793’, Social History, 32 
(1999); Thompson, Making of the English working class; Roger Wells, ‘English 
society and revolutionary politics in the 1790s: the case for insurrection’, in 
Mark Philp, ed., The French Revolution and British popular politics (Cambridge, 
1991).  
35 For a good overview of these debates up until the year 2000 see Edward 
Royle, Revolutionary Britannia?: reflections on the threat of revolution in Britain 
1789-1848 (Manchester, 2000). Ian Christie argues that ‘the overwhelming ma-
jority of the British people were loyal…loyal to the system of government under 
which they lived; and, it may be said, loyal to themselves, in that they felt them-
selves in some sense partners and participants in the affairs of the country and 
the nation to which they belonged’. See Christie, ‘Conservatism and stability in 
British society’, p. 187. For the opposing view see Thompson, Making of the 
English working class, p. 11.  
36 Notably by the leader of the reformist Whigs, Charles Fox. See e.g. Clive 
Emsley, ‘An aspect of Pitt’s “terror”: prosecutions for sedition during the 
1790s’, Social History, 6 (1981), p. 155. The popularity of the term also owes 
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potentially confusing and contradictory label, used both to denote terror 

as a strategy of rule and to describe British radicals’ individual experience 

of the period.  

The bloody code and the moral economy 

While historians of Georgian society have seldom used emotions as ana-

lytical categories, emotion has nonetheless been a point of interest. Brit-

ish Marxist social historians in particular stress the importance of fear in 

methods of hegemonic rule by the ruling class. In the absence of a stand-

ing army or organised police force, what Douglas Hay in an influential ar-

ticle refers to as a ‘bloody code’ of capital punishments operated as an 

instrument of terror to subjugate and maintain order among the popula-

tion.37  

Georgian Britain could be characterised as a reign of terror, at least 

against the poor. Yet while the bloody code was a brutal tool, local elites 

were highly sensitive to public opinion. Most people sentenced to the gal-

lows actually received pardons due to the intervention of their social bet-

ters. Through calculated displays of leniency, elites could also evoke grat-

itude from disturbers of the peace, their relatives and the community at 

large. Alternatively, elites could choose a strategy of terror and make ex-

amples of the offenders. As Hay writes, this system served to create a 

spirit of consent and submission and thus maintained ‘the fabric of obe-

dience, gratitude and deference’ that held Georgian society together .38 

Hay’s argument has been intensely scrutinised and elaborated on by later 

historians. The weight of class interest in legal decisions in particular has 

                                                           
much to the LCS member Francis Place, who likened Pitt’s repression to the Jac-
obin reign of terror in his influential autobiography: Francis Place, The autobi-
ography of Francis Place (1771-1854), ed. Mary Thale (Cambridge, 1972), p. 
197. Om the impact of Place’s biography on the historiography of the period see 
also Mary Thale, ed., Selections from the papers of the London Corresponding So-
ciety, 1792-1799 (Cambridge, 1983), p. vii. 
37 Douglas Hay, ‘Property, authority, and the criminal law’, in Albion’s fatal tree: 
crime and society in eighteenth century England (London, 2011 [1975]). 
38 Hay, ‘Property, authority, and the criminal law’, pp. 42-3, 48-9. For quotation 
see p. 49.  
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been a point of fierce debate.39 Nevertheless, social historians still regard 

this combined strategy of terror and mercy as vital to elite power.40 

The system outlined by Hay allows for some flexibility,  but it is notice-

ably binary. Elites could either make examples of offenders or show them 

leniency. This manipulation of emotion is seen as part of a top-down re-

pressive system. While fear alone did not keep the elite in power, these 

historians agree with Thomas Hobbes in seeing the fear that emanates 

from the state’s power to inflict pain and death as the ultimate source of 

the elite’s power.41 Fear is seen as the most important emotion in main-

taining the political order.  

The importance of fear has also been emphasised by historians of pop-

ular culture working from a bottom-up perspective. Fear is inherent in E. 

P. Thompson’s model of the moral economy. Without a standing army or 

a professional police force, local elites could find themselves ‘prisoners of 

the population’, a fact which the English crowd used to their advantage 

when negotiating for relief. This aspect is likewise captured in 

Hobsbawm’s concept of ‘collective bargaining by riot’.42 People from the 

lower end of the social scale, thus, exploited the elite’s fear of popular vi-

olence to enforce their demands.  

If we combine the findings of these studies, we can draw the conclusion 

that British society during the long eighteenth century was, according to 

pervious scholarship, characterised by what we can term a balance of ter-

ror. Social relationships in Georgian England were vastly unequal and 

                                                           
39 Peter King has emphasized that middling groups also played an important 
role in the judiciary and benefited from its administration. Greg Smith has em-
phasised the discretionary administration also of corporal punishments in Lon-
don. Hay has also been criticised by King, John Langbein, Lawrence Stone, and J. 
M. Beattie for exaggerating the importance of class interests in legal decisions. 
Thus, it is often stressed that the poor generally supported the law and were 
willing to use it against others: J. M. Beattie, Crime and the courts in England: 
1660 - 1800 (Oxford, 1986); Peter King, ‘Decision-makers and decision-making 
in the English criminal law, 1750-1800’, The Historical Journal, 27 (1984); John 
H. Langbein, ‘Albion’s fatal flaws’, Past & Present, 98 (1983); Lawrence Stone, 
The past and the present revisited (London, 1987).  
40 See Vic Gatrell, The hanging tree: execution and the English people, 1770-1868 
(Oxford, 1994), p. vi; Archer, Social unrest, p. 76. 
41 For Hobbes fear was the most important tool of the sovereign to control and 
bring order to their subjects. On Hobbes and fear see e.g. M. Jakonen, ‘Thomas 
Hobbes on fear, mimesis, aisthesis and politics’, Distiktion: Scandinavian Journal 
of Social Theory (2011), pp. 157-76. 
42 Eric J. Hobsbawm, Labouring men: studies in the history of labour (London, 
1968), p. 7; Thompson, ‘Moral economy’. For a more recent evaluation of these 
arguments see Archer, Social unrest, pp. 75-6. 
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authoritarian, but also based on reciprocal negotiation between the elite 

and their social inferiors, whom they depended on in many ways. While 

the elite and local authorities of course wielded greater power, their fear 

of popular violence nonetheless meant they needed to negotiate to main-

tain the political order.  

During the 1790s, however, the system underpinned by this balance of 

terror is thought to have begun to disintegrate. Following the French Rev-

olution, levels of social unrest increased and protestors became more po-

litically conscious. In the face of rapid industrialisation, population 

growth and urbanisation, the traditional bonds of paternalism and defer-

ence were beginning to dissolve, particularly in urban centres. This de-

velopment has been interpreted as symptomatic of a systemic crisis and 

a breakdown of community relations.43 The old paternalistic order of 

early modern Britain was dissolving, as the forces of commercialisation 

and industrialisation were reshaping the structure of society into some-

thing new and frightening. The social order that underpinned the bloody 

code and the moral economy was in flux, but what replaced it is less cer-

tain.  

The culture of sensibility  

While emotions have largely been excised from political history, scholars 

have nonetheless seen the late eighteenth-century as a period when hu-

man understanding and experience of emotion underwent rapid and rad-

ical change.44 In particular, many scholars have emphasised the enor-

mous impact of a new ideology of sensibility on eighteenth-century soci-

ety. The social and cultural impact of sensibility, broadly understood as a 

readiness to feel compassion for the suffering of others, was connected to 

new understandings of anatomy and psychology. The discovery of the 

nervous system changed Europeans’ understandings of their bodies. As 

Colin Jones puts it, the body changed from ‘a kind of clumsy container in 

which humoral fluids sloshed around’ to a one composed of fibres and 

nerves hardwired to feel ‘sympathy’ – defined by Adam Smith as ‘fellow-

feeling for the misery of others’. Being human was to have the capacity to 

be moved by the misfortunes of others. Sensibility was therefore a 

                                                           
43 For an overview on this research see Archer, Social unrest, pp. 77-8, 86. 
44 G. J. Barker-Benfield, The culture of sensibility: sex and society in eighteenth-
century Britain (Chicago, 1992); Frevert, ‘Defining emotions’, p. 3; Dixon, From 
passions to emotions; Nicole Eustace, Passion is the gale: emotion, power, and the 
coming of the American revolution (Chapel Hill, 2008); Reddy, The navigation of 
feeling; Stearns and Stearns, ‘Emotionology’.  
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positive moral response enabling a kind of opening up of oneself to strong 

and vivid impressions that made ‘fellow-feeling’ possible.45  

Sensibility culture generated a public craze for emotional authenticity 

across Europe during the second half of the eighteenth century.46 The im-

pact of this development is thought to have been felt across a wide array 

of social spheres, ranging from an increasing intimacy in marriages and 

child rearing practices, to a decreasing tolerance for animal cruelty 

against certain species.47 Historians have also noted that public attitudes 

towards punishment changed during the late eighteenth- and early nine-

teenth centuries, and have fiercely debated the influence of sensibility on 

this development.48  

Historians of gender have connected sensibility to the eighteenth-cen-

tury rise of consumer society, and stress that it profoundly reshaped gen-

dered ideals.49 In particular, gender historians argue that changing 

                                                           
45 Colin Jones, The smile revolution in eighteenth century Paris (Oxford, 2014), p. 
65. Adam Smith quoted in Frevert, ‘Defining emotions’, p. 13. 
46 See e.g. Frevert, ‘Defining emotions’, p. 25; Ute Frevert, Emotions in history: 
lost and found (Budapest, 2011), pp. 173-4; Reddy, The navigation of feeling, p. 
171. 
47 Influential works include: Philippe Ariès, Centuries of childhood: a social his-
tory of family life (New York, 1962); Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Fam-
ily fortunes: men and women of the English middle class, 1780-1850 (Chicago, 
1987), see in particular chs. 7 and 9; Lawrence Stone, The family, sex and mar-
riage in England 1500-1800 (London, 1977). Though whether such a develop-
ment actually took place has been much debated. For an overview of these dis-
cussions see Will Coster, Family and kinship in England, 1450-1800 (London, 
2001) ch. 2. On the influence of sensibility on the increasing compassion for the 
suffering of animals see Keith Thomas, Man and the natural world: changing at-
titudes in England 1500-1800 (London, 1983). 
48 See Petrus Cornelis Spierenburg, The spectacle of suffering: executions and the 
evolution of repression: from a preindustrial metropolis to the European experi-
ence (Cambridge, 1984). Others have vigorously refuted the claim that the diffu-
sion of sensibility caused the abandonment of public punishments. For a coun-
ter-argument to Spierenburg in the British context see Gatrell, The hanging tree. 
See in particular pp. 226-7 
49 The late eighteenth-century rise of sensibility has been connected to the 
emergence of a consumer society with its complex, polite and commercial social 
relations. Men in Georgian Britain, as Philip Carter, Michèle Cohen, Ute Frevert 
and Margaret Hunt observe, increasingly had to deal with a manhood that ex-
pressed itself more immediately in commerce than in war. See Philip Carter, 
Men and the emergence of polite society, Britain, 1660-1800 (Harlow, 2001); 
Michèle Cohen, ‘“Manners” make the man: politeness, chivalry, and the con-
struction of masculinity, 1750-1830’, Journal of British Studies, 44 (2005); Fre-
vert, Emotions in history; Margaret R Hunt, The middling sort: commerce, gender, 
and the family in England, 1680-1780 (Berkeley, 1996). Barker-Benfield argues 
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emotional ideals were used to legitimise an increasing exclusion of 

women from politics during the late eighteenth century. A steadily ad-

vancing body of writing (scientific and other) asserted that women’s frail 

and delicate nervous systems made them susceptible to irrational and 

fleeting emotions, and therefore unsuitable for political responsibilities.50 

Thus, the language of feeling during the late eighteenth-century was gen-

dered, bodily and sensorily, and played an important ideological role in 

justifying the distribution of political power.  

Though sensibility was praised by enlightened contemporaries as a 

fundamental part of humanness, some historians have also explored its 

darker side. As Nicole Eustace emphasises in her study of the Thirteen 

Colonies, contemporary notions of sensibility and sympathy were 

steeped in race, class and gender bias. White colonists justified their rule 

over indigenous people and enslaved Africans through their supposedly 

greater capacity for fellow-feeling – in contrast to the assumed inhuman-

ity and barbarism of these peoples. Elites, similarly, justified their posi-

tion ideologically by describing their feelings as more refined than the 

base and vulgar passions of the poor, and men justified their power over 

women by emphasising their greater capacity for emotional control.51 

While sensibility helped justify hierarchies, it could also be used to 

challenge them. Historians have also connected sensibility to the political 

revolutions of the late eighteenth-century. New cultural practices, such as 

reading novels and newspapers, trained individuals to identify with oth-

ers more easily. Lynn Hunt argues that this cultural emphasis on empathy 

had profound political implications. It required putting oneself in the po-

sition of somebody else and imagining that they were like you – and not 

just a product of their social status or religion. This, in turn, made possible 

the defining concept of the Age of Revolutions: the notion of ‘self-evident’ 

human rights. This cultural training of sympathy created human rights, 

                                                           
that sensibility culture was a reforming movement aimed at disciplining men’s 
and women’s manners to the appeals and demands of consumer capitalism. See 
Barker-Benfield, The culture of sensibility, pp. xxvi-vii, 215. 
50 For a recent account of this change see e.g. Frevert, Emotions in history, pp. 
109-12. This was recognised by some contemporaries. Mary Wollstonecraft fa-
mously argued that sensibility crippled women by forcing them to rely on emo-
tion rather than reason, leaving them helpless and dependent on men. See Mary 
Wollstonecraft, A vindication of the rights of woman: with strictures on political 
and moral subjects (London, 1792). 
51 Eustace, Passion is the gale, pp. 253, 260-1, 265. 
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and paved the way for the late eighteenth- and nineteenth-century dem-

ocratic movements, she argues.52 

Eustace, likewise, sees the American and French Revolutions accompa-

nying an important paradigm shift. Radicals began promoting a new uni-

versal model of human nature that attributed the same feelings and pas-

sions to all humans, thereby making common emotions the basis of natu-

ral rights. In particular, Eustace stresses the importance of Thomas Paine. 

While known as the creator of ‘The Age of Reason’, Paine’s momentous 

impact really came because he insisted that both reason and emotion 

were universal human traits. As Eustace puts it, ‘Paine cast passions and 

feelings alike as the common trait of all people’, thereby making it the ba-

sis of natural equality.53 As Lynn Hunt observes, it is important to note 

that ‘those who so confidently declared rights to be universal in the late 

eighteenth century turned out to have something less all-inclusive in 

mind’. The ‘all men’ of the American and French declarations of human 

rights, for example, excluded men without property, slaves, free blacks, 

and women.54 Indeed, it was not in France or the nascent United States 

claims of universal human rights would be taken to their furthest conclu-

sion, but in Haiti. Nonetheless, in a society in which elites legitimised their 

position through their more refined feelings, Paine’s assertion that all 

men had the same capacity to feel was one that threatened the very foun-

dations of elite claims to authority.55  

Historians of Georgian Britain have explored and debated the influence 

of sensibility on late eighteenth-century humanitarian movements, such 

as campaigns for the abolition of the slave trade, penal reform, and the 

relief of prisoners of war.56 The influence of sensibility on British political 

                                                           
52 Lynn Hunt, Inventing human rights: a history (New York, 2007), pp. 15-19, 21-
34. For quotation see p.26. Although Hunt does not explicitly mention Elias, her 
argument is a reiteration of the process of ‘civilisation’ of emotion described by 
him. See in particular Hunt’s discussion on the rise of individualism and the 
shame threshold on pp. 29-30. 
53 Eustace, Passion is the gale, pp. 275-6, 439-40. 
54 Hunt, Inventing human rights, p. 18. 
55 Eustace, Passion is the gale, pp. 440-3. 
56 On sensibility and abolitionism see e.g. Christopher Leslie Brown, Moral capi-
tal: foundations of British abolitionism (Williamsburg, 2006); Marcus Wood, 
Slavery, empathy, and pornography (Oxford, 2002). For a good overview of the 
debates on the impact on sensibility on penal practices see David Garland, Pun-
ishment and modern society: a study in social theory (Oxford, 1994). On the im-
pact of sensibility on eighteenth-century campaigns for the relief of prisoners of 
war see e.g. Renaud Morieux, The society of prisoners: Anglo-French wars and in-
carceration in the eighteenth century (Oxford, 2019).  
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culture is less thoroughly explored. One important exception is the work 

of Matthew McCormack, who argues that while this development increas-

ingly excluded women from politics, it also created increasing opportuni-

ties for men. Moral character and genuine feelings became increasingly 

important as political ideals. Since these were traits which all men poten-

tially could possess, this new political culture was also potentially acces-

sible to all men.57 Yet, McCormack does not explore what emotions spe-

cifically were thought proper in politics, or how these ideals were put in 

practice. This aspect of Georgian political culture arguably remains un-

derexplored.58 

Anna Clark, though primarily concerned with the ideological im-

portance of rationality, does observe that some radicals, following the 

publication of Paine’s The Rights of Man sought to appeal to working peo-

ple through a broader version of politics based on sympathy for the suf-

ferings of others.59 How radicals actually put sensibility to use to create 

mobilisation for reform remains poorly understood. There is also every 

reason to assume that elites defended themselves against such attempts 

to create a more inclusive political nation. Mary Fairclough has shown 

that following the French Revolution, sympathy became increasingly as-

sociated with social unrest and seen as a threat by conservative writers 

in Britain.60 How elites responded to the challenge that a politics based 

on universal feelings posed to a system that was based on terror remains 

to be explored.  

                                                           
57 Participation in the nation’s affairs thus became more socially inclusive, 
while, conversely, more gender exclusive. In Britain, this trend would be epito-
mised by the 1832 Reform Act which – for the first time – formally defined citi-
zenship as exclusively male. See Matthew McCormack, ‘Men “the Public” and 
political history’, in Matthew McCormack, ed., Public men: masculinity and poli-
tics in modern Britain (Basingstoke, 2007), p. 28. See also Matthew McCormack, 
‘Introduction’, in Matthew McCormack, ed., Public men: masculinity and politics 
in modern Britain (Basingstoke, 2007), pp. 4-5; Matthew McCormack, The inde-
pendent man: citizenship and gender politics in Georgian England (Manchester, 
2011), pp. 76-7, 100, 203, 208. McCormack also ties the influence of sensibility 
to an increasing emphasis on loyalty as an individual experience with a strong 
emotional element in late Georgian political culture. See Matthew McCormack, 
‘Rethinking “Loyalty” in eighteenth-century Britain’, Journal for Eighteenth-Cen-
tury Studies, 35 (2012). 
58 One noticeable exception is Dixon’s study of the practice of weeping. See 
Thomas Dixon, Weeping Britannia: portrait of a nation in tears, (Oxford, 2015). 
59 Anna Clark, The struggle for the breeches: gender and the making of the British 
working class (Berkeley, 1995), p. 149. 
60 Mary Fairclough, The romantic crowd: sympathy, controversy and print culture 
(Cambridge, 2013), pp. 1-9, 12-14. 
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Scholars have connected the rise of sensibility and its associated cul-

tural practices to a trend of increasing politicisation and democratisation 

– but also to trends of increasing exclusion. As these studies suggest, sym-

pathy could be used to claim a right to political participation. However, it 

could also be used deny others this opportunity based on categories of 

class, gender, and race. For defenders of the political order, sympathy was 

a potentially disruptive force that had to be managed, but also a potential 

tool to legitimise their power. For groups excluded from political power, 

likewise, sympathy provided ideological empowerment, but could also be 

used against them. Sympathy was thus a complex phenomenon that could 

both empower and disempower. This study will take a closer look at how 

reformers attempted to navigate sympathy and harness its potential for 

political mobilisation – as well as how supporters of the regime at-

tempted to defuse this potentially disruptive force.  

To summarise, historians of Georgian Britain have painted a seemingly 

contradictory picture of a society characterised by a growing humanism, 

but in which the threat of violence, either through official punishment or 

at the hands of a crowd, was ever-present. Sympathy is thought to have 

become increasingly important as a political ideal, yet at the same time 

the position of the ruling oligarchy rested on a system based on terror.   

When emotions have been investigated, the focus has been on single 

emotions and concepts and, there has been a particularly strong empha-

sis on terror as a technology of rule and as a tool for protest.  However, an 

important takeaway from the history of emotions is that no political re-

gime rests on a single emotion. Rather, they depend on a range of pre-

scribed emotions, and their associated rituals and symbolic practices.61 

We may therefore wonder what emotions other than terror were used in 

the political clashes that followed 1789, and what emotional capacities 

other than sympathy were important. Rather than studying ideals of emo-

tions in Enlightenment writings, this book studies how they were put to 

use in the context of political campaigns. 

                                                           
61 This is crucial to Reddy’s concept ‘emotional regime’. See Reddy, The naviga-
tion of feeling, pp. 124-7. Scheer’s concept ‘emotional practices’ likewise em-
phasizes the ongoing learning and maintenance of a repertoire of emotions as a 
fundamental part of social practices. See Scheer, ‘Are emotions a kind of prac-
tice?’, p. 209. Rosenwein likewise argues that social communities always are 
built on ‘constellations’ of emotions. See Rosenwein, Emotional communities, p. 
26. Stearns and Stearns, emphasise that individuals strive to express a multi-
tude of emotions according to the demands of the dominant emotional norms of 
a society (‘emotionology’). See Stearns and Stearns, ‘Emotionology’. 
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Research aims and cases 

This study aims to analyse which emotions were mobilised to uphold, or 

to challenge, the British political order following the French Revolution. 

This will be examined through the use of case studies; namely three Eng-

lish cities during the period between 1792 and 1812, which encompasses 

the rapid growth of democratic radicalism inspired by the French revolu-

tion, its suppression during the 1790s, and its revival during the early 

1800s. The study asks: 

1. Which emotional tactics were used to encourage or discourage 

political mobilisation in the struggle over reform? Why were 

they used and what outcomes did they produce? 

2. How were emotional tactics adopted and deployed in relation 

to local contexts, and how did they develop over time? 

3. Does knowledge of emotional tactics alter our understanding of 

late Georgian politics, and if so in what ways? 

To analyse how political and local contexts influenced emotional tactics I 

have chosen to study three populous urban centres. The first case study 

deals with Nottingham, a rapidly industrialising town dominated by tex-

tile manufacturing that developed into a hot-spot for plebeian radicalism 

and industrial conflicts during this period. The second case study deals 

with the imperial capital of London and the third with Liverpool, a rapidly 

growing hub in transatlantic trade and Britain’s largest slave port. These 

cities represent three different geographical areas with different social 

and economic structures, as well as different local power structures. This 

variety allows me to explore the relationship between national and local 

politics and how emotional tactics were adapted to different contexts.  

From a European perspective, England makes a good case for a study 

of emotional tactics due to the high degree of popular involvement in its 

Parliamentary elections. Georgian urban political culture, both in the cap-

ital and in the provinces, provided formal and informal venues for politi-

cal participation for men and women from across the social spectrum, 

many of whom could not actually officially vote. The vibrant extra-insti-

tutional political culture of urban centres was where most people experi-

enced politics in this period. Nottingham, London and Liverpool were all 

sites of parliamentary elections. These events were an important part of 

national politics because they selected Members of Parliament. They 

were also central to the life of the local communities in which they took 

place. The extra-parliamentary political culture of Georgian England also 
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frequently provided a venue for popular protests against local elites. Fol-

lowing the French Revolution moreover, elections became one of few 

times where dissenting views could be expressed.62  

The parliamentary system was arguably crucial to the workings of 

Georgian popular politics. It is important to understand however that this 

system was in no way uniform; rather it was a bewildering patchwork of 

local customs and privileges granted to appease the demands of particu-

lar communities over a period that stretched back centuries. In some 

places, MPs were simply nominated by the most influential landowners, 

but Nottingham and Liverpool were among a sizable group of broad fran-

chise constituencies with electorates too large for any one patron to con-

trol – and London itself encompassed several such constituencies. 63 This 

means that politicians of all stripes had to invest considerable time and 

resources in creating a political platform and appealing to the inhabitants 

                                                           
62 Important works include: H. T. Dickinson, The politics of the people in eight-
eenth-century Britain (London, 2016); James Epstein, Radical expression: politi-
cal language, ritual, and symbol in England, 1790-1850 (London, 2014); Frank 
O’Gorman, ‘Campaign rituals and ceremonies: the social meaning of elections in 
England 1780-1860’, Past & Present, 135 (1992); Frank O’Gorman, Voters, pa-
trons, and parties: the unreformed electoral system of Hanoverian England 1734-
1832 (Oxford, 1989); J. A. Phillips, Electoral behaviour in unreformed England: 
plumpers, splitters, and straights (Princeton, 1982); James Vernon, Politics and 
the people: a study in English political culture, c. 1815-1867 (Cambridge, 1993); 
Kathleen Wilson, The sense of the people: politics, culture, and imperialism in 
England, 1715-1785 (Cambridge, 1995). On women’s participation see e.g. 
Elaine Chalus, 'That epidemical Madness': women and electoral politics in the 
late eighteenth century’, in Hannah Barker and Elain Chalus, eds., Gender in 
eighteenth century England: roles, representations and responsibilities  (London, 
1997). For parliamentary elections as opportunities for protests following the 
French Revolution see Anna Clark, ‘Class, gender and British elections, 1794-
1818’, in Paul A Pickering and Michael T Davis, eds., Unrespectable radicals?: 
popular politics in the age of reform (London, 2016), p. 107. 
63 By the early nineteenth century it is estimated that about 200 of 658 English 
MPs – roughly 30 % – sat for nomination boroughs (although, many of these 
were not safe seats). See O’Gorman, Voters, patrons, and parties, p. 21. Between 
1790 and 1801 the House of Commons consisted of 558 Members elected by 
314 constituencies. The 245 English constituencies (40 counties, 203 boroughs, 
2 universities) returned 489 Members. Nottingham and Liverpool belonged to a 
group of about 20 ‘open boroughs’ with electorates too large for any one patron 
to control and were marked by a strong political consciousness. See O’Gorman, 
Voters, patrons, and parties, pp. 55-8. London encompassed the counties of Lon-
don and Middlesex, and the boroughs of Southwark and Westminster, all of 
which had broad franchises. See e.g. Edmund M. Green, P. J. Corfield, and 
Charles Harvey, Elections in metropolitan London 1700-1850 (Bristol, 2013), p. 
3. 
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to build a political following, thereby generating a wealth of source mate-

rial for historical study.  

Urban centres with broad franchises thus offer not only an opportunity 

to study the emotional interaction between politicians and the wider pop-

ulation, but also to study how men and women from the lower end of the 

of the social scale used emotions to advance their own interests.  Of 

course, it would be possible to study emotional tactics of popular politics 

using other geographical locations as cases. Other parliamentary bor-

oughs were also sites of frequent election contests, as were a number of 

counties. However, the three cases I have chosen have additional ad-

vantages because they each represent broader issues that were vital to 

Georgian politics during this time. The case of the industrial town of Not-

tingham allows me to study the impact of industrialisation and laissez-

faire capitalism. The case of London makes it possible to explore the chal-

lenges and possibilities of mass-mobilisation among its million inhabit-

ants. The case of Liverpool adds an important piece to the puzzle, as the 

political landscape here brought issues of slavery and abolitionism to the 

fore. Nottingham, London and Liverpool during the Revolutionary and 

Napoleonic periods, are therefore an ideal starting point for the study of 

emotional tactics in Georgian popular politics: it makes it possible to con-

trast the local contexts of these urban centres with issues of national po-

litical significance. 

Methodology  

To study emotional tactics as flexible and adaptable tools of the political 

trade it is necessary to also develop a methodology that can account for 

such dynamics. In the following section, I will explain how I make use of 

my analytical concepts with the help of practice theory. 

In an influential article published in 2012, Monique Scheer argued that 

emotions should be understood as embodied practices. Emotions, ac-

cording to this view, consist of elements including language, actions, and 

bodily expressions. Rather than something we have, emotions are ac-

tively created and performed through social practices.64 This view allows 

for a more dynamic approach to study emotions in politics, which makes 

it possible to take into consideration factors like the local context, chance 

events and the actions of opposing groups. Practices are influenced by 

their social and cultural context, but also by the shifting dynamics of the 

situation in which they take place and the actions of the people present 

                                                           
64 Scheer, ‘Are emotions a kind of practice?’  
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who might contest and disrupt them.65 For example, a ritual in which par-

ticipants are asked to show love and veneration for their king, might be 

subverted through some audience members’ mockery and laughter, thus 

potentially changing its impact. By studying emotions as actions, it is pos-

sible to see authorities’ attempts to influence and control emotion, as well 

as resistance to such attempts. Thus, practice theory makes it possible to 

work around the static aspect of Reddy’s and Flam’s framework to in-

stead study emotional regimes as actively created and challenged.  

Scheer’s theoretical work points to innovative ways of exploring the 

politics of emotion, but how to actually translate these insights into a con-

crete methodology is less clear. Scheer does provide a brief typology dis-

tinguishing between mobilising, naming, communicating and regulating 

‘emotional practices’. In practice, though, I find it difficult to maintain 

these analytical distinctions. We might ask, for example, how one can 

name an emotion without communicating it? Or what practice does not 

have some ‘regulating’ aspect? Her concept of ‘emotional practices’ also 

seems to me to be potentially boundless. If emotions are constantly im-

plicated in the pursuit of social goals, how then do we distinguish be-

tween emotional practices and other social practices?66 For these reasons 

I prefer to use my concept ‘emotional tactics’, since it is more clearly de-

fined. This concept recognises that emotions have to be actively per-

formed and created, and includes language, actions, material objects and 

practices used by political actors to influence emotion.  

With these reservations in mind, Scheer’s work nonetheless provides 

important insights that I will incorporate into my methodology for the 

study of emotional tactics.  

Firstly, practice theory is useful to consider an aspect of emotions that 

is seen as vital by historians of emotion: their definitions. Emotions in-

volve many capacities of the body, such as language, facial expressions, 

brain activity, the production of tears or sweat, changes in heart rate and 

breathing, as well as postures and movements. In order for us to catego-

rise and make sense of such activations, they have to be translated 

through language. It is through the act of naming emotions that they be-

come available for experience, and the ways emotions are defined shape 

                                                           
65 Scheer, ‘Are emotions a kind of practice?’, pp. 204, 211.  
66 I find Scheer’s assertion that ‘Emotions do not have any special status as 
practices. They are a kind of practice among many others’ particularly confus-
ing. See Scheer, ‘Are emotions a kind of practice?’, p. 34.  
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how they are experienced, manifested and performed.67 Paying attention 

to the naming of emotions also means being attuned to how understand-

ings of emotion change over time.68 To work out why certain emotions 

were encouraged as appropriate for particular groups in particular con-

texts, we must take contemporary definitions into account. 

Secondly, another important aspect of emotions is that they are always 

directed towards a specific goal. From a practice theory perspective, emo-

tions can be understood as bodily activities that have an object. Humans 

constantly labour, often unconsciously, to bring their emotions to meet 

social demands, such as suppressing anger and showing respect and rev-

erence towards persons above them in the social hierarchy. What goals 

emotions are directed towards, as well as how to express and experience 

them, is shaped by culture and upbringing through processes of habitua-

tion.69 Because emotions inspire action, their ‘appropriate’ objects are 

fiercely contested in politics.70 Political actors frequently dispute how 

people should feel in a specific situation, such as hearing the national an-

them, in relation to a person such as a monarch, or towards objects like a 

national flag, or a religious symbol, to name just a few examples.  

To study emotional tactics in Georgian popular politics I will use a 

method with three analytical moves: 

1. Naming 

2. Evaluation 

3. Course of action 

The first step analyses what emotions were named by political actors in 

a specific political situation, such as a political campaign or other confron-

tations. At this level I analyse what emotions political actors attributed to 

themselves and their own group, and what emotions they attributed to 

their opponents. While the understandings of the emotions named by the 

actors I study may sometime appear similar to the present day, it is im-

portant to be aware that the meanings of such words sometimes have 

changed significantly over two centuries. To determine what constitutes 

an emotion word I use eighteenth- and nineteenth-century texts, includ-

ing dictionaries and other theoretical texts, as well as modern scholarship 

about the emotionality of the period when it is available. It is important 
                                                           
67 Scheer, ‘Are emotions a kind of practice?’, p. 213; Reddy, The navigation of 
feeling ch. 3. 
68 See Frevert, ‘Defining emotions’ ch. 1.  
69 Scheer, ‘Are emotions a kind of practice?’, p. 194. Emphasis in original. 
70 As argued by Reddy, ‘Against constructionism’, p. 335.  



27 
 

to be aware that a precise definition of the complex phenomenon of emo-

tion is elusive. There is no scientific consensus and many competing def-

initions exist. How to define an emotion is also a challenge that the history 

of emotions has long struggled with.71 While I have outlined my theoreti-

cal and analytical approach above, how to delineate what is an emotion 

word, or emotional langue, in the sources will always – to some degree – 

be a matter of interpretation. Therefore, in the interest of transparency, I 

include the basis of my interpretations in the empirical chapters.  

The second step analyses how the emotions named by political actors 

were evaluated. That is, whether the emotions political actors attributed 

to their own group or to their opponents, and the objects towards which 

these emotions were directed, were seen as legitimate and desirable, or 

not. The third step examines the courses of action that were taken follow-

ing the naming and evaluation of emotions; i.e. what emotional tactics the 

political actors used. 

To illustrate how I use these three steps in practice, consider the fol-

lowing example: a situation of conflict arises, such as local authorities 

shutting down a radical political club. Members of this club might state 

that they feel ‘indignation’ towards the authorities for this decision, a 

word that signals that their anger is morally justified. Members might also 

give additional statements that justify feelings of indignation towards the 

authorities in this situation. They then chose a course of action. In one 

possible scenario, members could attempt to increase and sustain indig-

nation as a means to inspire further mobilisation for reform. Alterna-

tively, they might conclude that, although indignation is justified, in this 

situation it is not expedient and, consequently, they could take measures 

to supress such feelings. By studying emotional tactics, I analyse such ac-

tions meant to influence emotion, and the means political actors used to 

achieve such influence.  

Studying emotions from a practice theory perspective, means that 

emotions and emotional regimes are analysed as actively created through 

human actions. This has important advantages. Scholars working on pol-

itics and the history of emotions have mostly been occupied with study-

ing conceptual changes in the language of feeling, focusing on emotions 

as verbal expressions.72 While this has produced many new insights, 

                                                           
71 For a good overview on the difficulties of defining emotions see Plamper, The 

history of emotions. 
72 See e.g. Joanna Bourke, Fear: a cultural history (Emeryville, 2006); Dixon, 
From passions to emotions; Nicole Eustace, 1812: war and the passions of patri-
otism (Pennsylvania, 2015); Eustace, Passion is the gale; Fairclough, Romantic 
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politics also contains many situations in which emotions are not neces-

sarily named, but are nonetheless intended to influence emotions, such 

as rituals or acts of violence. This aspect of politics is difficult to study if 

we analyse only the language of emotion.  

It is important to note that all three analytical steps might not always 

be available in the sources. As always when studying this period, it is im-

portant to deal with the fact the most of the available source material was 

created by elite men. Even so, I have sought as much as possible to include 

a wide range of actors in order to explore not only the elite, but also the 

emotional tactics of men and women from the opposite end of the social 

spectrum. Nonetheless, it is sometimes the case that the only named emo-

tions in the sources are those that elite actors ascribed to themselves and 

to those below them in the social hierarchy. This is, of course, still valua-

ble because it helps us understand the perspective of elite actors. Yet it is 

not enough if we want to also understand how plebeian actors influenced 

emotion. In such cases we might only have access to their actions in the 

sources, which have to be carefully interpreted. 

A history of emotion inspired by practice theory is useful in this regard 

because it requires us to read the sources for observable action, and to 

analyse the situations in which such actions are performed.73 This is a 

study of political actors attempting to influence feelings, and the actions 

they used to achieve this influence. Politics always involves trickery and 

deceit. For example, we can easily imagine an actor, be they plebeian or 

elite, stoking the anger of their audience to achieve some particular goal, 

without necessarily being convinced that this is a justified response. 

However, regardless of the actors’ personal beliefs, records of the event 

can tell us that attempts were indeed made to encourage anger, as well as 

what language and gestures were used, if material resources were em-

ployed, and what issues were invoked to achieve this. Records of the 

                                                           
crowd; Frevert, Emotions in history; Ute Frevert, ed., Emotional lexicons: continu-
ity and change in the vocabulary of feeling 1700-2000 (2014); Hunt, Inventing 
human rights; Wojtek Jezierski, ‘Politics of emotions and empathy walls in thir-
teenth-century Livonia’, in Marek Tamm and Anu Mänd, eds., Making Livonia: 
actors and networks in the medieval and early modern Baltic Sea Region  (New 
York, 2020), pp. 113-42; Darrin M. McMahon, Happiness: a history (New York, 
2006); Reddy, The navigation of feeling; Barbara H Rosenwein, ‘Problems and 
methods in the history of emotions’, Passions in context, 1 (2010); Rosenwein, 
Anger. A notable exception that uses practice theory to study emotions in Geor-
gian society, albeit not in a political setting, is: Sally Holloway, The game of love 
in Georgian England: courtship, emotions, and material culture (Oxford, 2019). 
73 Scheer, ‘Are emotions a kind of practice?’, pp. 217-18.  
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event might also tell us how the audience responded to such attempts to 

influence them. This study will discuss political events, situations in 

which emotions were mobilised, through the first-person accounts of 

those who participated, and through third-person reports of the events. 

A practice theory approach has the advantage that both first- and third-

person accounts become methodologically useful sources for studying 

the politics of emotion, as both types of sources tell us what people did to 

evoke emotion. 

Outline and sources 

Using Nottingham, London and Liverpool as starting points, I have first 

identified events of intense political mobilisation connected to the strug-

gle over reform. These events are then divided into four more managea-

ble cases that are analysed in four empirical chapters. Each chapter deals 

with one urban centre and explores particular themes that highlights dif-

ferent aspects of late Georgian popular politics of emotion. 

Chapter 2 follows anti-Jacobin mobilisation in Nottingham during 

1792-1799, analysing the emotional tactics of the town’s government 

supporters and reformers and exploring their impact on the life of the lo-

cal community. Chapter 3 picks up the story in the crisis of the early 

1800s, studying the impact of industrialisation and laissez-faire capital-

ism on Nottingham society during a series of violent clashes from 1800-

1803. This chapter analyses how government supporters and radicals in 

the city adapted their emotional tactics to this changing political and so-

cial situation. Chapter 4 deals with themes of Enlightenment humanitari-

anism, prison reform and popular protests, analysing the emotional tac-

tics used to encourage – or prevent – mass mobilisation in London, with 

its million inhabitants from 1796-1810. Chapter 5 explores abolitionism, 

sectarian tensions and labour organisation in Liverpool from 1792-1812. 

With its slave-dependent economy, this town serves as a contrasting case 

to Nottingham and London that highlights how the conditions for emo-

tional tactics changed in response to the demands of the local community.  

As previously mentioned, studying emotional tactics means looking for 

actions performed to influence emotion. Such actions can be both verbal 

(i.e. the naming of emotion) and non-verbal (e.g. the use of violence or 

rituals). What source material is available of course depends on the con-

text of the three urban centres. Therefore, I have not confined myself to 

any particular collection or source type; instead I have done a broad 

sweep of both national and regional archives to trace the emotional tac-

tics used by a wide range of actors. Since this study is focused on the 
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emotional interaction of political actors, I have emphasised sources for 

action and the outward communication of feeling rather than on intro-

spection, except in those cases where it is analytically warranted.  

To piece together this puzzle, I draw on sources including political 

propaganda used to foster emotion, such as pamphlets, handbills, ballads, 

images, and other forms of printed material. Newspapers are a useful 

source for speeches, official processions and ceremonies, and also for 

subversive acts, disturbances and violence. Personal correspondence, di-

aries and other accounts written by the actors involved are likewise use-

ful sources for particular events and can also provide information on the 

reasoning behind courses of action. The Home Office’s archive provides 

much material from events in the provinces, such as the reports of local 

magistrates as they sought to maintain law and order and to implement 

the government’s directives. They also reported on subversive activities, 

and forwarded seditious material they encountered to their superiors. 

Among the Home Office’s papers, we also find the reports of government 

spies sent to infiltrate the associations of radical workers, allowing in-

sight into the actions of a group of people that would not otherwise have 

been preserved. I also make use of so called ‘controverted election cases’ ; 

that is, elections whose results were challenged and tried by a select com-

mittee of the House of Commons. During these trials, witnesses from all 

levels of society were brought to London to testify in the Common’s cham-

ber. The minutes from these trials, taken down verbatim, allow us to hear 

the voices of people from the lower ends of the social scale.74 These 

minutes provide an incredibly rich source that give us a window into the 

colourful lives and power struggles within local communities.  

The different source types used all offers valuable insights into the 

emotional tactics used in Georgian popular politics. However, it is im-

portant to note that they also present particular challenges, and have to 

be approached cautiously and with the appropriate source criticism. I will 

explain how I navigate these challenges as I introduce the sources in the 

empirical chapters.  

This book is about both reformers and government supporters; it is 

about the high and mighty and the labouring poor; women and men. In 

                                                           
74 On controverted election cases as sources see e.g. Alvar Blomgren, “’Shew 
Yourself as Men”: gender, citizenship and political propaganda in the 1773 and 
1774 Worcester election contests, Parliamentary History, 36 (2017); Elaine 
Chalus, ‘Gender, place and power: controverted elections in late Georgian Eng-
land’, in James Daybell and Svante Norrhem, eds., Gender and political culture in 
early modern Europe, 1400-1800 (London, 2017). 
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the imperial capital we will meet the thirteen-year-old labourers’ daugh-

ter Mary Rich, whose decision to testify about the abuses she endured in 

prison would strike fear into the hearts of magistrates and government 

ministers. We will come face to face with mutinous sailors, radical 

booksellers and Irish revolutionaries, as well as the radical aristocrat Sir 

Francis Burdett, who spearheaded some of the largest anti-government 

protests during the war. In Nottingham, we will meet the mighty Duke of 

Portland, hell-bent on crushing the tenacious organisation of local work-

ers. We will also meet the people who opposed him, such as the plebeian 

women who fought his soldiers, declaring that they were willing to die 

rather than endure the authorities’ abuses any longer. In Liverpool, we 

will meet the affluent Tarleton brothers, hip deep in the lucrative slave 

trade, as well as the powerful journeyman shipwrights, pouring hot pitch 

into the faces of blacklegs and mobbing Liverpool’s ‘enlightened’ middle-

class reformers in the streets. This book seeks to write a history of politics 

that is neither top-down nor bottom-up, but focused on the interactions 

of a multitude of political actors. This is made possible by studying emo-

tions, as they constitute the link that unites and divides socially and ide-

ologically diverse groups of people.   
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Chapter 2. Furious love: anti-Jacobin mobilisation in 
Nottingham 1792-1799 

The blaze of opinion  

As the Napoleonic wars drew to a close, Nottingham resident John Black-

ner reflected on the dramatic impact of the French revolution in his native 

town during the past two decades. Blackner wrote that the ‘blaze of opin-

ion, which sprung from the American and French revolutions, had made 

a great alteration in the political disposition of the people of England; and 

no where more so than in Nottingham’.75 The French Revolution, he 

wrote, ‘was an object of admiration to one part of the people, and of terror 

to the other’.76 Blackner looked back on what he recalled as an intense 

polarisation and politicization of Nottingham following the French Revo-

lution. It was not until 1792, however, when the government began their 

repressive campaign against the growing movement for reform in ear-

nest, that Nottingham openly split ‘into two hostile parties’, referred to 

respectively as the ‘democrats’ and the ‘aristocrats’, according to Black-

ner.77 This chapter will follow this conflict. The first part does so from the 

perspective of Nottingham’s ‘aristocrats’, the pro-government Tory fac-

tion, investigating what emotional tactics they used to encourage mobili-

sation for the established order. The second part turns the tables and fol-

lows the Tories’ campaign from the perspective of Nottingham’s reform-

supporting ‘democrats’, analysing what consequences the Tories’ emo-

tional tactics had on the movement for reform in this town.  

Three years after the fall of the Bastille, Britain’s ruling elite was 

acutely alarmed by the spread of radicalism inspired by the French Rev-

olution. Particularly worrying to the government was the phenomenal 

success of Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man – published in two volumes in 

1791 and 1792. This book asserted that all men had a natural right to a 

political voice. Such a system would, according to Paine, end all monar-

chical wars and bring about a fairer society that instead spent its re-

sources on alleviating poverty through welfare and education for its citi-

zens. Paine stopped short of promoting universal suffrage (at least for 

men), but many labourers and artisans nonetheless drew on its ideas to 

claim a say in the nation’s affairs. To put an end to the growth of 
                                                           
75 John Blackner, The history of Nottingham, embracing its antiquities, trade, and 
manufactures, from the earliest authentic records, to the present period etc.  (Not-
tingham, 1815), p. 386. 
76 Blackner, History of Nottingham, p. 300. 
77 Blackner, History of Nottingham, p. 386. 
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radicalism, William Pitt’s government began legal proceedings against 

Paine and issued a royal proclamation against seditious writings in the 

name of George III on 21 May 1792. This declaration marked the start of 

the repressive campaign referred to by historians as ‘Pitt’s Terror’.78 This 

campaign, as we shall see, was directed against the hearts of the king’s 

subjects. Terror, however, was only one part of the story. 

The 1792 proclamation declared that ‘wicked and seditious writings 

have been printed, published, and industriously dispersed, tending to ex-

cite tumult and disorder, by endeavouring to raise…discontents in the 

minds of our faithful and loving subjects’. The local authorities were now 

ordered to root out this source of dissent. As the declaration asserted, the 

happiness of the nation depended both on the population’s ‘submission 

to the laws’ and their ‘zealous attachment to the Government of the king-

dom’. The king therefore ordered his subjects both to ‘deter’ people from 

radicalism, and to restore their waning attachment to their rulers.79 

Back in Nottingham, a group of Tory gentlemen organised a meeting in 

support of the royal proclamation, attended by some 500 of the town’s 

‘principal inhabitants’. The meeting resulted in a joint address to the king, 

which was then published in the local newspaper, the Tory Nottingham 

Journal. In their address, the participants stated that the seditious texts 

spread in Nottingham were designed ‘to inflame and unsettle the minds 

of your Majesty’s subjects, and alienate them from our present happy con-

stitution in Church and State’. That was treason, and they promised their 

king to do their utmost to end this threat to the nation. 80  

The use of the word ‘inflame’ in this address is significant. During this 

period, this word connoted rage and fury, and signified the excitement of 

                                                           
78 For Paine’s impact and the beginning of ‘Pitt’s Terror’ see e.g. Evans, The forg-
ing of the modern state, pp. 68-9. Paine’s Rights of Man sold, in conservative es-
timates, between 100,000 and 200,000 copies in the first three years of its pub-
lication in a country with an adult population of around 5 million. Burke’s Re-
flections on the revolution in France, in contrast, sold around 30,000 copies in 
the first three years. See Philp, ‘Introduction’, p. 5; Frank O’Gorman, ‘The Paine 
burnings of 1792-1793’, pp. 116-18. 
79 Cobbett’s parliamentary history of England. Vol. 29, (London, 1817), 
pp. 1476-7. The 1792 Royal proclamation prompted at least 386 addresses in 
support of it across Britain by 1 September. See e.g. David Eastwood, ‘Patriotism 
and the English state in the 1790s’, in Mark Philp, ed., The French revolution and 
British popular politics (Cambridge, 1991), p. 154. 
80 Nottingham Journal, 23 June 1792. At the time of writing, the Nottingham Jour-
nal has not been digitalised for the period 1792-1799. I have used the only sur-
viving originals for these years, which are held by Manuscripts and Special Col-
lections, University of Nottingham. 
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passion – a kind of emotion that in the eighteenth century was under-

stood as an ‘overpowering force’ taking control over the mind. The word 

also connoted a rapid spread, like a wildfire or an infection, as in the word 

‘inflammation’.81 On a national level, the potential of seditious ideas to 

rapidly inflame the minds of the people motivated the government’s pros-

ecution of radicals. As the chief justice Lord Kenyon put it, ‘seditious 

words might be the forerunners of seditious acts’, and when ‘men’s spirits 

were inflamed…[they] might from small beginnings take fire and might 

be brought into action’.82 In Nottingham, likewise, the 500 participants 

believed that radicals were using seditious texts to inflame the passions 

of the population, thereby alienating them from the regime. Seeing this 

development, they proclaimed ‘we cannot but heartily express our abhor-

rence’.83 The use of the word ‘alienate’ in their address is crucial, as it in-

dicates an emotional change, a withdrawal of affection from a relation-

ship that was previously characterised by friendship and love.84  

That these Nottingham radicals actually were angry and alienated is 

less certain: there are no sources available from their perspective at this 

point in time. What matters is that the Tories believed the radicals were 

angry and alienated and that this influenced the Tories’ actions. The 

stakes were immensely high. As the Tory Journal later elaborated, some 

of Nottingham’s inhabitants had been ‘poisoned by the lure held out by 

certain political tracts’ that were ‘calculated to set the lower orders of the 

Community at war against the higher’.85 Anger, in other words, was 

spreading like an inflammation, or a toxin in Nottingham. If this illness 

was not contained, they would face a revolution – a war between rich and 

poor.  

                                                           
81 Samuel Johnson, A dictionary of the English language: in which the words are 
deduced from their originals, explained in their different meanings and author-
ised by the names of the writers in whose works they are found (London, 1792 
[1755]): ’anger’, ‘burn’, ‘fire’ ‘to fire’, ‘heart-burned’, ‘incendiary’, ‘incense’, ‘kin-
dle’; Nathan Bailey, An universal etymological English dictionary (London, 
1790)‘inflame’; OED, ‘inflame’. See also Eustace, Passion is the gale, p. 485. 
82 During the trial of the radical John Frost in 1794. See John Barrell and Jon 
Mee, eds., ‘The trial of John Frost for seditious words (1794), in Trials for trea-
son and sedition 1792-1794. Vol. 1, (London, 2006), p. 254. 
83 Nottingham Journal, 23 June 1792. See also 23 December 1792.  
84 Noah Webster, An American dictionary of the English language (New York, 
1828): ‘alienate’. Available online through: https://webstersdiction-
ary1828.com [Accessed on 15 June 2022]. 
85 Nottingham Journal, 31 May 1794. ‘Political tracts’ in this case presumably re-
ferred principally to Paine’s Rights of Man.  
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The declaration of these Nottingham Tories is intriguing because it sug-

gests a clear awareness of the power of emotion to influence politics.  Like 

the 1792 royal proclamation, it expressed the idea that popular attach-

ment to and love for the regime and the figure of the monarch was a foun-

dation of the existing political order. The Tories believed that radicals 

threatened this attachment. By spreading seditious texts,  they argued, 

radicals were rapidly inflaming the people, thereby turning them away 

from the regime and inspiring them to revolutionary action. Paying atten-

tion to contemporary understandings of emotions and politics,  thus helps 

us better understand why the Tories responded as they did to the Revo-

lutionary Crisis. These examples from Nottingham, in particular, suggest 

that anger was understood as central to the current political crisis.  

Modern scholars have also stressed that anger is a hugely important 

part of politics. The sociologist Helena Flam emphasises that anger is cru-

cial to political mobilisation due to its powerful potential to inspire peo-

ple to action. The philosopher Peter Sloterdijk has even argued that, for 

this reason, anger is the main driver of historical change.86 In the current 

historiography of Britain’s Revolutionary Crisis however, anger is a feel-

ing that is conspicuously understudied.  

While historians of medieval England have recently begun investigat-

ing political uses of anger in earnest, there has been little interest in the 

role of anger in Georgian politics as of yet.87 Historians working on the 

Revolutionary Crisis have instead focused on other emotions. As I dis-

cussed in the previous chapter, Marxist social historians have stressed 

the importance of terror to sustain the elite’s position during Georgian 

period. Previous research on the Revolutionary Crisis has likewise em-

phasised the importance of ‘Pitt’s terror’ to supress the movement for re-

form.88 More recently, historians including Linda Colley, Frank O’Gorman, 

Mathew McCormack and Katrina Navickas have shown that government 

                                                           
86 Flam, ‘Emotions’ map’, pp. 20-2; Peter Sloterdijk, Rage and time: a psychopo-
litical investigation (New York, 2010), p. 62. 
87 See e.g. Barbara H. Rosenwein, Anger’s past: the social issues of an emotion in 
the Middle Ages (Ithaca, 2018); Rolf H. Bremmer Jr, ‘Looking back at anger: 
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Given-Wilson, ‘The Earl of Arundel, the war with France, and the anger of King 
Richard II’, in R. F. Yeager and Toshiyuki Takamiya, eds., The medieval python: 
the purposive and provocative work of Terry Jones (New York, 2012). 
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p. 203. See also: Rogers, ‘Burning Tom Paine’. 
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repression depended on the voluntary participation of large sections of 

the population. In particular they have emphasised the importance of pat-

riotic, royalist mobilisation to successfully win over the hearts and minds 

of the wider population.89 The concepts of ‘loyalty’ and ‘loyalism’ have 

been central to historians investigating the Revolutionary Crisis. Indeed, 

this period is commonly conceptualised as a conflict between reformism 

and ‘loyalism’.90 However, as McCormack observes, historians have ap-

plied the concept of loyalty anachronistically, mixing up their analytical 

categories with past usages. In particular he criticises historians’ use of 

the term ‘loyalism’ to denote support for the established order as if it had 

been used by Georgian contemporaries, when it is in fact a Victorian con-

cept.91  

McCormack’s point is fair, and as will become clear in this book, histo-

rians have generally tended to apply emotional concepts anachronisti-

cally. Even if we take conceptual changes seriously however, focusing on 

single emotions, like terror or loyalty, is not enough. In this chapter, I will 

use the concepts emotional regime and emotional tactics to explore what 

emotions (in the plural) were used and practiced by the Nottingham To-

ries in their conflict with the town’s reformers. Such an approach shifts 

the focus away from terror or loyalty as characteristics of a period or phe-

nomenon, and towards their varied political use. This shift has the im-

portant advantage that it also makes visible other emotions, which were 

clearly of paramount importance to contemporaries. In particular, this 

chapter will add to our understanding of Britain’s Revolutionary Crisis by 

exploring the role of anger in Georgian popular politics.  

                                                           
89 See Colley, Britons ch. 7; Frank O’Gorman, ‘The Paine burnings of 1792-1793’; 
Katrina Navickas, Loyalism and radicalism in Lancashire, 1798-1815 (Oxford, 
2009); McCormack, The independent man ch. 6. 
90 See for example H. T Dickinson, ‘Popular loyalism in Britain in the 1790s’, in 
Eckhart Hellmuth, ed., The transformation of political culture: England and Ger-
many in the late eighteenth century (Oxford, 1990); Robert R. Dozier, For king, 
constitution, and country: the English loyalists and the French Revolution (Lex-
ington, 1983); Emma Vincent Macleod, A war of ideas: British attitudes to the 
wars against revolutionary France, 1792-1802 (Aldershot, 1998); Jennifer Mori, 
‘Languages of loyalism: patriotism, nationhood and the state in the 1790s’, The 
English Historical Review, 118 (2003); Navickas, Loyalism and radicalism in Lan-
cashire; Philp, ‘Introduction’; Mark Philp, ed., Resisting Napoleon: the British re-
sponse to the threat of invasion, 1797-1815 (Aldershot, 2016); Rogers, ‘Burning 
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Loyalty and hate: burning Thomas Paine 

To investigate the Nottingham Tories’ campaign against the town’s radi-

cals it is first necessary to briefly examine who these allegedly inflamed 

revolutionaries were. During the time covered by this investigation, Not-

tingham’s political landscape was characterised by a conflict between the 

Nottinghamshire aristocracy and town’s corporation. This struggle even 

manifested itself in Nottingham’s physical landscape, which was visually 

dominated by the imposing mansion of the Duke of Newcastle on Castle 

Rock, towering high above the streets below. The corporation was con-

trolled by men from the town’s business elite. They were tradesmen and 

manufacturers in Nottingham’s all-important textile industry, were 

mostly Protestant non-conformists in faith, and fiercely guarded their in-

dependence against the attempts of the Tories, Anglican aristocracy and 

local gentry to dominate the town’s political life. The Tory elite was not 

without allies, however, and relied on support from primarily Anglican 

retailers and employers who were shut out from positions of influence in 

the corporation.92 The question of parliamentary reform would give this 

fairly traditional power struggle between rival elite families a much 

sharper edge.  

Already before the outbreak of the French Revolution, the growing 

politization of society had caused rising social tensions in Nottingham. In 

1780, a sub-branch of the Society for Constitutional Information was es-

tablished to spread reform literature and promote a broader franchise. 

Under the leadership of the Reverend George Walker (1735-1807), a Uni-

tarian minister, this society managed to generate considerable support 

for reform among the middling sort, and organised two public petitions 

for this cause – one of which gathered more than 3,500 signatures.93 

Walker’s activism continued into the 1790s through a group called the 

‘Nottingham Society for Promoting Parliamentary Reform’. This society 

                                                           
92 John Beckett, ‘Radical Nottingham’, in John Beckett, ed., A centenary history of 
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met regularly during 1793 and organised at least two petitions to Parlia-

ment.  

Following the French Revolution, the character of reform activism 

changed drastically as these ‘enlightened’ middle-class reformers were 

joined by working people. Thomas Hardy, a journeyman shoemaker and 

the secretary of the leading political club for working men, the London 

Corresponding Society (LCS), visited Nottingham in November 1792, pre-

sumably to promote links between radicals in the two cities. By 1794, a 

Nottingham Corresponding Society (NCS) was already well established. 

Its organisation was based on the LCS model and was based on a cheap 

two pence a month subscription – a clear indication that it sought to draw 

members from the town’s plebeian population. Like in the parent organ-

isation in London, NCS members referred to each other as ‘Citizens’ , in-

spired by the French, and organised weekly meetings after working hours 

to read and discuss political literature. Workers’ political education was 

seen as a stepping stone for universal male suffrage.  94 According to Black-

ner, these reform societies conducted a successful recruitment campaign 

and rapidly gained new followers by spreading persuasive political pam-

phlets, which greatly upset the local aristocracy.95  

As we have seen, the Nottingham Tories believed these societies were 

causing popular anger to spread like wildfire. In order to impose social 

unity, and to successfully fulfil the king’s command to restore popular at-

tachment to the regime, this anger had to be dealt with. An important in-

strument in this endeavour was the Nottingham Journal, which was 

owned and operated by the printer George Burbage. Since it was the only 

newspaper produced in Nottingham until 1808, it provided the Tories 

with a powerful media resource, which their reforming opponents 

lacked.96 Burbage’s paper is an important source for the escalating con-

frontation between government supporters and reformers in Notting-

ham. As a propaganda tool for the Tories, moreover, it instructed its 

                                                           
94 See Wells, Riot and political disaffection, p. 10; Thorne and Symonds, ‘Notting-
ham’. For the NCS’s regulations see ‘The Nottingham Corresponding Society’s 
Address, and Regulations’, included in George Cartwright report to Portland on 
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readers not only how to act, but also how to feel in this time of national 

crisis. It also provided instructions on how to deal with those individuals 

whose troublesome passions threatened the community. 

In February 1793, the Journal reported that Thomas Paine had been 

burnt in effigy all across Nottinghamshire. Its editor interpreted this as a 

display of the population’s feelings: ‘We are happy to inform the readers 

of our Paper, that almost every village in this neighbourhood echoes with 

joyful and noble sounds of Loyalty!’ In one village ‘the inhabitants…unan-

imously assembled to testify their loyalty to HIS MAJESTY, and their ha-

tred to that Seditious Traitor TOM PAINE!’ which they did by putting an 

effigy of Paine on trial and sentencing it to be hanged for high treason. 

The inhabitants then paraded the effigy around the village with a band of 

musicians playing, after which they carried out the sentence. Their mood 

was ‘very jovial’, the Journal wrote, and as they hanged Paine and burnt 

his ‘body’ in a bonfire, ‘the Company sang “GOD save the KING,” in full 

chorus, upon which the place rung with three huzzas’.97 

Across the channel, the French revolutionaries burnt items connected 

with the old order, to symbolically purge the country from its influence. 

In Britain, it was instead the republican symbols of Paine and his Rights 

of Man that were put to the flames: during the winter of 1792-1793, Paine 

was burnt in effigy in at least 286 locations in Britain. The action in Not-

tingham was part of a mass phenomenon fuelled by a public obsession 

with Paine, whom the government now regarded as national enemy num-

ber one.98 The public execution of an effigy was also a powerful symbolic 

act with a long tradition in English popular culture. It was an established 

element in so-called ‘rough music’, or ‘charivari’ rituals used to punish 

individuals who had violated community norms. The act of burning some-

one in effigy also recalled the burning of witches and heretics. To hold 

such a humiliating funeral service over someone still living was a terrible 

judgment.99 The burnings of Paine during 1792-1793 are seen by histori-

ans as classic examples of coercive ‘loyalism’. For E. P. Thompson and 

                                                           
97 Nottingham Journal, 2 February 1793. My emphasis.  
98 To avoid a trial, Paine fled to France, where he was granted citizenship and 
elected to the National Assembly. Back home it was now widely assumed that 
the republican author was plotting a revolution in England from his new base in 
Paris. See Frank O’Gorman, ‘The Paine burnings of 1792-1793’, pp. 116-18, 120. 
Rogers speculates that perhaps as many as 400,000 Britons witnessed a mock 
execution of Paine during 1792-1793. See Rogers, ‘Burning Tom Paine’, p. 158. 
On the burning of royalist symbols in France see e.g. Michael L Kennedy, The 
Jacobin clubs in the French Revolution, 1793-1795 (New York, 2000), pp. 190-93. 
99 E. P. Thompson, ‘Rough music reconsidered’, Folklore, 103 (1992), p. 7. 
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Nicholas Rogers, they were a top-down projection of elite power used by 

government ‘loyalists’ to frighten radicals into silence. More recently, 

Frank O’Gorman has emphasised that the burnings were also highly par-

ticipatory public spectacles, designed to draw onlookers in and encour-

age them to participate in the condemnation of Paine through the clam-

our and excitement of the event.100 In order to fully grasp what this ritual 

was intended to achieve, however, it is important to note how important 

the feelings displayed by the participants were to the Journal in its report 

of the event.  

For this paper, it was clearly desirable that the inhabitants should ex-

press feelings of loyalty and joy towards the king and his government. We 

should therefore interpret effigy burning as an emotional tactic used to 

further the goals of the 1792 royal proclamation. This performance 

served as a frightening deterrent to radicals but also as encouragement 

for popular attachment to the regime. Importantly, this ritual also encour-

aged popular resentment and hatred towards Paine and his supporters in 

Britain – and not only against their symbols. As the Journal noted, it would 

have been more suitable to burn Paine in the flesh rather than his straw-

filled proxy.101 This chilling comment was an ill-boding omen of what lay 

ahead for Nottingham’s reformers.  

The following week, Burbage’s Journal again provided a detailed ac-

count of an effigy-burning that took place in the village of Lenton, just 

outside the town of Nottingham. This time, a large crowd ‘apprehended’ 

an effigy of Paine, escorted it to jail, and then held a trial wherein they 

sentenced Paine to be hanged in a tree for ‘endeavouring, by his seditious 

writings, to overwhelm us in destruction’.102 The crowd then carried out 

the sentence and retired to a nearby coffeehouse for refreshments. How-

ever, they were soon interrupted by a report of a group of ‘Paineites’ on 

their way to retrieve ‘the remains of their Champion’. The ‘LOYALISTS’ 

quickly set up an ambush in response. As their unsuspecting victims ap-

proached, they sprang their trap and put them to flight after a short 

fight.103 As evening fell, the crowd burnt Paine’s ‘body…to ashes in a bon-

fire’, after which they again withdrew to the coffeehouse,  where they 

toasted the king and the royal family.104  

                                                           
100 Frank O’Gorman, ‘The Paine burnings of 1792-1793’; Rogers, ‘Burning Tom 
Paine’; Thompson, Making of the English working class, pp. 122-23.  
101 Nottingham Journal, 2 February 1793. 
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The participants executed Paine in effigy, fought his supporters and 

celebrated monarchy. This was praised as a display of loyalty and joyous 

attachment to the monarch. The Journal also made clear that this was a 

display of support for the local gentry and aristocracy by noting that the 

company then toasted Lord Middelton ‘and many other Gentlemen’ in the 

local area, who, we may presume, sponsored the event.105 The Journal 

also approved of violence against those who sought to disturb the event. 

These ‘Paineites’ did not hate Paine but sought to rescue him from the 

flames, and, as the report suggests, they did not share the participants’ 

affection for the king. This made violence against these ‘republicans’ le-

gitimate in the eyes of the Journal. This affair marks an important escala-

tion. For the first time, government supporters crossed the line between 

attacking a radical by proxy and attacking them in person. 

The effigy-burnings in Nottingham should be understood in a context 

of increasing political tension. By the end of 1792, Britain was moving 

rapidly toward war with France. In early September the Revolution had 

appeared near collapse, with Paris about to fall to a Prussian army set to 

restore the old order. This triggered the bloody September Massacres, 

during which more than a thousand prisoners were slaughtered, to the 

horror of British observers. At the battle of Valmy however, the French 

surprised contemporary observers by forcing the Prussians back. Flush 

with the news of victory, the National Assembly abolished the monarchy 

and declared France a republic, which was followed by a declaration to 

the peoples of Europe to rise up against their oppressors.106 In Britain, the 

entire established order now appeared under threat. Amidst growing 

fears that the Revolution would spread across the channel, the feelings of 

Nottingham’s inhabitants became hugely important to the Journal. Those 

who lacked an emotional attachment to the regime became an urgent 

threat that needed to be dealt with.  

Tensions continued to grow in Nottingham following the French decla-

ration of war on Britain on 1 February 1793. During this year we see the 

first evidence of people emulating the examples of the elite sponsored ef-

figy burnings. In November, the Journal reported on a disturbance caused 

by a group of soldiers who targeted a republican shoemaker. The affair 

                                                           
105 Nottingham Journal, 16 February 1793. 
106 On these events see e.g. McPhee, The French Revolution, 1789-1799, pp. 98-
106. The September Massacres, together with the execution of Louis XVI on 21 
Jan 1793, were crucial in turning British public opinion against the French Rev-
olution. See e.g. Kennedy, The Jacobin clubs in the French Revolution, 1793-1795, 
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began when an officer stationed in Nottingham went to this shoemaker 

to order a pair of boots. Inside the shop, he spotted a copy of Paine’s 

Rights of Man lying on a table. He promptly cancelled his order, and 

marched out of the store, taking the book with him. The next day, the of-

ficer returned with a group of his soldiers, carrying their weapons with 

them. Outside of the shop, they built a bonfire and ordered the shoemaker 

to step out into the street. To the tune of ‘God save the King’, they forced 

the man to burn his copy of Rights of Man on the pyre. At the end of this 

ceremony, the soldiers and the crowd that had gathered to watch the cer-

emony ‘gave three loyal huzzas’ before allowing the shoemaker to walk 

away.107 Loyalty to the regime was here enforced at gunpoint using the 

emotional tactic of terror. This time, the man targeted was left unharmed, 

but no doubt this was a frightening experience. The message was clear: 

abandon Paine and declare loyalty to the regime, or face the inhabitants’ 

anger. 

During the summer of 1793 Nottingham’s leadership appears to have 

begun to waver in their support of the regime. Twenty-six ‘gentlemen’ – 

including eight of the corporation’s thirty-three members – signed a pub-

lic declaration against the war with France.108 While the majority of the 

corporation was not yet prepared to publicly oppose the government, this 

appeal nonetheless prompted a violent response from the Tories. 

The Nottingham resident John Blackner experienced these events first 

hand and later wrote in his history of the town that those who called for 

peace were seen as traitors in the eyes of what he referred to as ‘the more 

violent and ignorant of the war party’.109 Although Blackner presented 

himself as an unbiased observer of the conflict between the town’s ‘aris-

tocrats’ and ‘democrats’, it should be noted that when he published his 

book in 1815 he dedicated it to a reformist Whig MP. Although he dis-

tanced himself from Nottingham’s more radical elements (discussed in 
                                                           
107 Nottingham Journal, 16 November 1793. 
108 Blackner, The history of Notttingham, p. 387. Nottingham’s corporation con-
sisted of 1 mayor, 2 sheriffs, 6 aldermen, 18 senior councilmen and 6 junior 
council men. For a list of the officeholders, see Records of the borough of Not-
tingham, pp. 416-17. For a good description of the organisation of the corpora-
tion see Select committee on petitions complaining of undue election for town 
and county of Nottingham, report, minutes of evidence, (London, 1803), p. 269. 
The men who supported the petition were Joseph Oldknow (mayor in 1793 and 
alderman in 1794), Thomas Smith (senior council and chamberlain), William 
Huthwaithe (alderman), William Howitt ((alderman), Joseph Lowe (alderman), 
Thomas Oldknow (senior council), Samuel Statham (senior council), and Henry 
Hollins (senior council), see Blackner, History of Nottingham, p. 387 in footnote. 
109 Blackner, The history of Notttingham, p. 387. 
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more detail in the next chapter), his account is generally sympathetic to 

Nottingham’s reform supporters.110 Those who had called for peace, he 

wrote, were now marked for the ‘vengeance’ of the Tories’ supporters, 

whom he dismissively referred to as a ‘mob’. The mayor himself, Joseph 

Oldknow, had put his name to this appeal for peace. For this reason, 

Blackner wrote, ‘an enfuriated mob’ assaulted Oldknow’s home and 

smashed the windows with stones. 111 According to John Suttons’s Date 

book of Nottingham (1852), it was instead the local Tort elite who insti-

gated the riot because they were displeased with what they saw as leni-

ency from the corporation against the town’s ‘Jacobins’.112 Nonetheless, 

both accounts agree that the mayor defended his life and property reso-

lutely.  

The mayor first attempted to warn the Tory crowd off with his blun-

derbuss, and when this failed to stop them, he fired into the mass of peo-

ple, killing one man and wounding several others. 113 The attack on Not-

tingham’s mayor can be interpreted as a continuation of the Tories’ emo-

tional tactics of fostering anger to encourage violence towards reformers. 

Like the burning of Paine and his Rights of Man, it punished and made an 

example of a person who had not shown loyalty and affection towards the 

regime and therefore was a legitimate object of anger. 

I chose the word ‘fostering’ here deliberately, because I wish to avoid 

the negative and moralising connotation of other instigation words asso-

ciated with anger, such as ‘inflame’, ‘ignite’, ‘stoke’, ‘provoke’ or ‘inspire’. 

Such words suggest a one-sided, top-down manipulation of emotion that 

removes agency from the recipients of such appeals. Political actors do 

not simply conjure emotions out of nothing: the success of their appeals 

depends on the willingness of their audiences, who have their own moti-

vations, to participate. The phrase ‘fostering anger’ may have a somewhat 

strange sound, but it is a useful analytical construct that implies a carful 

                                                           
110 As the title of his work informs us, Blackner dedicated his History of Notting-
ham to the Whig reformer and MP John Smith II. On Smith’s political career see 
Lawrence Taylor and R. G. Thorne, ‘Smith, John II (1767-1842), of Blendon Hall, 
Kent and Dale Park, Suss.’, in R. G. Thorne, ed., The history of Parliament: the 
House of Commons 1790-1820 (London, 1986). 
111 Blackner, History of Nottingham, p. 387. 
112 Sutton, The date book of Nottingham, p. 199-200. Sutton’s account is proba-
bly based on the Journal’s account of the event. However, pages 3-4 of the Jour-
nal’s issue on 27 July 1794, which likely contained such an account, are missing 
from the University of Nottingham Libraries’ collection.  
113 Blackner, The history of Nottingham, p. 388; Sutton, The date book of Notting-
ham, p. 199-200.  
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nurturing of anger for political purposes. By choosing this word, I wish to 

emphasise that this emotional tactic depended on a mutual interaction 

between multiple actors. That is not to say that the results of such inter-

actions were always predicable; as we shall see in the case of Nottingham, 

they could drive polarisation and radicalisation, that affected both plebe-

ian and elite actors alike. 

To summarise events so far, the Tories responded to the perceived 

threat of rapidly spreading popular anger, not by attempting to supress 

it, but by attempting to control this force for themselves. They deliber-

ately fostered anger towards reformers and encouraged violent action 

against them. With the first fatality of the conflict recorded, the attack on 

Oldknow marked another escalation in the level of violence. It would not 

be the last.  

Rapturous affection: civic and military celebrations  

The Journal’s reporting suggests that Nottingham was developing a rep-

utation as a nest of radical activity. In particular, Burbage’s paper was 

troubled by reports that the town’s inhabitants were ‘disaffected’.114 The 

use of this word is crucial. It was commonly used by government support-

ers about reform supporters, and it denoted someone ‘not disposed to 

zeal or affection’, or someone whose affections were alienated.115 Affec-

tion, in turn, signified passion, and ‘love or zealous attachment’.116 Not-

tingham’s reform supporters, in other words, were said to lack love and 

affection for the regime, which the Journal found reprehensible. The gov-

ernment certainly shared such concerns about the commitment of Not-

tingham’s inhabitants to the regime. In 1792 they ordered the construc-

tion of military barracks to allow for a permanent garrison of troops in 

Nottingham at a cost of £20,000.117 In this context, it was clearly im-

portant for Nottingham’s Tories to encourage popular attachment to the 

regime.  

The British campaign in Flanders would end in disaster and defeat in 

1795, with its expeditionary force itself forced to evacuate across the 

channel to escape the advancing French armies. When the British force 

had arrived in Flanders in February 1793, however, it made a promising 

start, creating opportunity for celebrations of Britain’s military prowess  

                                                           
114 Nottingham Journal, 31 May 1794. 
115 As defined by Johnson (1792): ‘disaffected’. ‘See also Webster (1828): ‘disaf-
fected’.  
116 As defined by Webster (1828): ’affection’. See also Johnson (1792): ‘affect’.  
117 Beckett, ‘Radical Nottingham’, pp. 291-2. 
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at home. During 1793-1794, a range of popular celebrations in support of 

the regime would be enacted in Nottingham. As in previous acts of sup-

port for the regime, the inhabitants’ feelings were at the centre of atten-

tion in the Journal’s reporting.  

When news arrived in Nottingham of the allied victory at Valenciennes 

in August 1793, the Journal reported that celebrations took place across 

town, ‘by ringing bells, bonfires blazing, loyalty beaming in every counte-

nance, and every other demonstration of joy’.118 According to the Journal, 

people gathered in the town’s taverns to celebrate with toasts and din-

ners, and ‘loyal’ men, women and children sat in groups on the streets, 

passing drinks between them, denouncing French principles abroad and 

at home. The Journal asserted that the inhabitants were affected by ‘the 

fascinating charm of patriotism’, to such a degree ‘that even the rancorous 

heart of Jacobinism felt a pulse unknown before’.119 The notion of patri-

otism as a strong emotional experience comports well with what contem-

porary theorists were saying: Samuel Johnson defined a patriot as some-

one ‘whose ruling passion is the love of his country’, and Noah Webster 

would later define patriotism as ‘Love of one's country’ and describe it as 

‘the noblest passion that animates a man in the character of a citizen’.120 

The Journal’s report suggested that the hearts of Nottingham’s Jacobins 

were usually filled with bitterness and resentment towards their country. 

During this celebration, however, even the hearts of these subversive in-

dividuals were affected by the majority’s passionate love for Britain, 

which was described as a strongly appealing and contagious experience. 

Strong emotions, as this example illustrates, were understood as alluring. 

They had potential to sway political opinions, and unite Nottingham’s in-

habitants within a common cause.  

Earlier research has emphasised royal, patriotic celebration as a means 

for the British regime to secure the allegiance of its subjects. As Colley 

shows, such mass celebrations increased dramatically in scale and tempo 

in Britain following the French Revolution. The primary purpose of these 

elite-sponsored events was to maintain popular support for the war and 

to secure compliance towards the state. Yet Colley does not analyse 

                                                           
118 Nottingham Journal, 17 August 1793. Bonfires were a traditional means of 
celebrating good news. Local administrations were also tasked to lighten them 
on important occasions like public anniversaries. Free drink was often pro-
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patriotism specifically as an emotion, using it instead ‘in the sense of iden-

tification with Britain’.121 Contemporary definitions of this concept, how-

ever, make clear that patriotism was understood not just as an indication 

of support for one’s country. Patriotism was a passionate love for one’s 

country; it was a strong and overpowering emotional experience. For this 

reason, it served an important function in the Journal’s reporting. For this 

paper, compliance to the state was not enough: they wished to generate 

passionate devotion. 

Emotions have to be actively created and performed. From this presup-

position it follows that emotional regimes depend on popular participa-

tion in the practices, rituals and ceremonies that sustain it. Conversely, if 

emotions are not activated, they diminish over time. Affection for the re-

gime, consequently, had to be performed continuously to sustain the 

emotional energy of the participants.122 It is important to note that this 

performance involved many emotions that co-existed and depended on 

each other. Love, loyalty and joy were part of this bond of affection, and 

so was the anger inspired by these feelings.  

Before wartime hardships began causing significant distress, large 

numbers of people from all levels of society rallied behind the govern-

ment in the war against Britain’s traditional foe.123 It is reasonable to as-

sume that many of Nottingham’s inhabitants joined in the victory celebra-

tions out of a desire to support their country. We may, however, doubt 

that the entire town was as enthusiastically in favour of the government 

as the Journal wanted their readers to believe. Its description of the cele-

bration of the victory at Valenciennes is nonetheless revealing of what 

this Tory paper wanted Nottingham’s inhabitants to feel in this time of 

national struggle, and how it wanted them to demonstrate these feelings. 

The entire community of Nottingham – men, women and children – were 

swept up in a torrent of patriotic emotion. The inhabitants’ feelings of loy-

alty to and love for the regime and the country, were clearly visible. It was 

not some passive, internal experience, but something that inspired them 

                                                           
121 Colley, Britons, p. 5. 
122 For the concept ‘emotional energy’ see Randal Collins, Interaction ritual 
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to take to the streets in joyous celebration. Through these celebrations, 

the sentiments of their hearts could be seen by everyone, which demon-

strated their authentic attachment to the regime, according to the Jour-

nal.124 This paper wished to convey an image of a population that was not 

just complying with the regime, but felt for it deeply in their hearts. 

The Tories’ ‘patriotic’ mobilisation continued into 1794, eagerly en-

couraged by the new mayor Henry Green, a man ‘who has ever been con-

spicuous in the cause of Loyalty’ in the words of the Journal.125 In its re-

porting on these celebrations, this paper again laboured to prove that 

Nottingham’s inhabitants were not ‘disaffected’, but felt passionately for 

the government. In its reports, the Journal stated what emotions the par-

ticipants expressed, encouraging and lauding specific emotional displays. 

It served as an instruction manual of sorts, and tells us what emotions 

were desirable from the perspective of the local Tories.  

On 31 May 1794, the mail coach arrived in Nottingham with news of 

victory in Flanders. By this point, the tide of war had again turned against 

the allies, and this engagement was in fact little but a small speed bump 

in front of the advancing French armies. The Journal nonetheless hailed 

this as a great feat of British military prowess. The church bells, it re-

ported, began ringing, spreading the ‘glad tidings’ across the town. Soon, 

people lined the streets of the town, ‘curiosity and zeal having wound up 

expectations of all ranks to the highest pitch’. According to the Journal, 

some 10,000 people bedecked with blue colours attended: ‘crowds fol-

lowed crowds, huzzas ecchoed [sic] everywhere the happy sentiments of 

a truly-loyal people’.126 The celebrations continued throughout the day, 

and when evening fell, the Journal reported that the inhabitants were in 

a state of ‘rapturous feeling’, and asserted that ‘nothing could exceed the 

ardour manifested on this joyous occasion’.127 The fervour of Notting-

ham’s inhabitants, in other words, was unmatched, and the Journal 

sought to convey an atmosphere of extraordinary feeling.  Johnson de-

fined ‘Rapture’ as ‘violence of any pleasing passion’, and as a state of ‘ec-

stasy’. We also find these two characteristics of rapture listed by Webster, 

who added that it also signified ‘extreme joy or pleasure’. It was a word 
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that connoted an almost religious fervour.128 ‘Ardour’, in turn, signified 

the excitement of heated passions and affections.129  

In her study of colonial North America, Eustace shows that local elites 

viewed the passions of the ‘lower classes’ with constant anxiety, believing 

they lacked the necessary willpower to control such forces. In Britain too, 

as Randall McGowen argues, officials believed that only the threat of pain-

ful punishments kept the passions of the population in check.130 In the 

case of Nottingham, in contrast, the passions of the population were seen 

as benign – that is, at least when they were directed towards support of 

the government through celebrations sanctioned by the local authorities. 

For the Tory Journal, the passions of the inhabitants were clearly well-

meaning and encouraged in this context, as it demonstrated a genuine at-

tachment towards their rulers.  

On the king’s birthday on 4 June 1794, the town’s authorities again 

made a massive effort to create an impressive display of support for 

George III and his government, which was vividly described by the Jour-

nal. In the market square, the new mayor arranged a large bonfire, and 

had the statue of justice on the roof of the Exchange building dressed in 

beautiful blue silk for the occasion. Twenty sheep were also roasted and 

distributed to the inhabitants – a clear indication that the authorities 

wished to draw as many people as possible into the celebration. Church 

bells rang across town and from St. Mary’s flew a 7x5 yd union flag, on 

which was painted ‘George Rex’. Other church towers were decorated 

with blue banners. The dark streets were lit up as several houses in Not-

tingham arranged illuminations ‘to render themselves more conspicu-

ously loyal’.131  

The Journal eagerly reported on this dazzling atmosphere. The sights, 

the sounds and the smell of roasted meat were conveyed to the readers. 

These beautiful symbols and this material wealth were emphasised be-

cause they were displays of the inhabitant’s feelings. For, as always, the 

Journal fixed its attention on the movements of their hearts. These sym-

bolic acts were reported as demonstrations of deep and true feelings. 
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Everyone, it wrote, ‘was zealously happy’. This was a glorious display of 

support for the monarchy: ‘so loyal were the people’, the Journal contin-

ued, ‘that thousands sported the Blue Ribbon, some as cockades, others 

in streamers, flags Gordian knots, &C.’ Adorned ‘in these fanciful decora-

tions’ they ‘paraded through the different streets, chaunting, at intervals, 

the never-ceasing Song of “God save the King.” Festivities were organised 

across Nottinghamshire. In the county’s villages, ‘the same happy senti-

ments prevailed – love and veneration for the King’. The French Revolu-

tion may initially have split Nottingham into two hostile factions, but on 

this day these divisions were healed as the inhabitants joined together in 

a community bound together through mutual feeling. The ‘Unanimity… 

manifested on this evening’, the Journal wrote, ‘was a convincing proof 

how well it would become all men to cease party strife, and to unite in 

one only cause – the cause of Loyalty and Love’.132 

This comment should be understood as a wish to impose a sense of so-

cial unity that was seen as lacking in this time of social and political tur-

moil. The inhabitants’ celebrations, their singing of ‘God save the King’ 

and the wearing of blue, were here described as indications of heartfelt 

feelings of joy, loyalty, love, patriotism and veneration. The use of that last 

word emphasises the hierarchical nature of these feelings. Webster de-

fined ‘veneration’ as ‘The highest degree of respect and reverence’ and 

added that it was ‘mingled with some degree of awe’. Johnson likewise 

defined veneration as ‘awful respect’. ‘Awe’, moreover, had a distinctly 

different meaning during this period, denoting a state of ‘Reverential 

fear’.133 The promotion of royal and military celebrations, then, can be un-

derstood as emotional tactics used by the Tories in their campaign to in-

crease support for the king and his government. As the Journal’s reporting 

shows, such celebrations were understood to promote a range of passion-

ate feelings that were complex and partly overlapping, but always deep 

and genuine.  

As we have seen previously, however, the unity of such events was 

fragile and could be threatened by the actions and words of the people 

present. Not everyone conformed to the ideal image painted by the Jour-

nal. During the celebrations of the British victory on 31 May, ‘individuals, 

nobly fired with a love of their country’s glory,’ as they were  termed by 

the paper, drew the mail coach that had delivered the happy news 
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through the streets in celebration.134 Seeing this, one man exclaimed ‘Why 

the Mail used to be drawn by horses, but now, good lack! it is drawn by 

asses!’ For this ‘ill-timed witticism’, the Journal wrote, ‘he met with that 

chastisement…[he] deserved’. Though it did not specify whether the 

crowd reprimanded him verbally, or with their fists, this one critical voice 

– rhetorically contrasted to the united crowd – was silenced: an action the 

Journal clearly approved of. To fail to express the prescribed feelings of 

the celebration was clearly perceived as a subversive act that deserved 

punishment. The paper also published enough details on the man’s iden-

tity so that readers could potentially identify him.135 This was a barely 

concealed encouragement to further retribution.   

By now, the Journal openly promoted violence against the town’s re-

formers. During the same celebration, moreover, members of the cele-

brating crowd also fired guns at an effigy of ‘a certain Disciple of Liberty 

and Equality’ (i.e. Paine), an act that it glossed as follows: ‘we…think no 

man should be burnt in effigy merely for his opinion, yet when that opin-

ion militates so much against the common weal, the folly of the former is 

palliated by the best and dearest considerations’.136 While emphasising 

the unity of Nottingham, the Journal also stressed that this unity was con-

stantly challenged by Jacobin ‘traitors’.137 Clearly, not everyone wished to 

join ‘the cause of Loyalty and Love’.  

I have argued here that in response to the challenge of radicalism in-

spired by the French Revolution, the Tories promoted an emotional re-

gime that prescribed true and deep feeling of joy, patriotism, love and loy-

alty, directed towards the king, the government, and Britain. We have also 

seen that the Journal encouraged anger and hatred towards the town’s 

reform supporters and sought to legitimise acts of violence against them. 

The purpose of such acts of violence – and threats thereof – was to create 

fear to deter support for radicalism and to enforce compliance with the 

emotional regime promoted by the Tories.  
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 The Tories were determined to impose their vision of a town united 

through feeling, not just in the pages of the Journal, but also on the streets 

of Nottingham. This process, however, was neither as smooth nor as tri-

umphant as Burbage’s paper wished its readers to believe.  

The wrath of a loyal people 

From the perspective of one of Nottingham’s leading reform supporters, 

George Walker, the Tories’ mobilisation was a difficult time. Walker 

wrote an account of the situation in Nottingham following the French 

Revolution, but the original text does not appear to have survived. Fortu-

nately, sections of it have been preserved through John Sutton’s compila-

tion of sources, The date book of Nottingham (1852).138 Unfortunately, 

Sutton does not specify when Walker originally wrote his account. All we 

can establish is that it was written sometime between 1794 and Walker’s 

death in 1807. Walker’s account provides much valuable information 

about the political mobilisation in Nottingham from the perspective of 

one of the Tories’ political opponents. 

Whereas the Journal repeatedly emphasised the joy of Nottingham’s in-

habitants during 1793-1794, Walker gave a very different account of the 

atmosphere. ‘Loyal’ societies were established, he wrote, and these began 

agitating against ‘all who dared to maintain an independent opinion’. 

These societies sponsored the publication of ‘continual lampoons’ that 

marked these ‘persons as the just objects of popular resentment and 

fury’.139 During June 1794, the pressure on Nottingham’s reformers in-

creased. Walker stated that the Tories now began using the war with 

France to rally the population against them. Britain and its allies were 

now being rapidly chased out of the Austrian Netherlands by the armies 

of the French republic, but even as the Flanders campaign was turning 

into disaster and defeat, Nottingham’s Tories clung to every semblance of 

success. Thus, each time the mail coach arrived in Nottingham with news 

of military success for Britain and its allies, a blue flag was placed on it, 

which was ‘peculiarly calculated to excite and foment, amongst the 

poorer class of the people, the heat of party zeal’. Both sides, he noted , 

began keeping a watch for the arrival of the mail coach. However, the ‘re-

publicans’ did it not to join the celebration, but to obtain an early warning 
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so that they could ‘separate themselves from the others, to avoid in-

sult’.140  

From the perspective of one of Nottingham’s reformers, the victory cel-

ebrations in Nottingham were not the unambiguously happy occasions 

the Journal claimed they were. Indeed, Walker asserted that news of mil-

itary success regularly ‘produced a general state of drunkenness and dis-

orderly behaviour all over the town’ – in particular among ’the lower or-

ders of approvers of the war’.141 Of course, this assessment has to be 

viewed with some caution, since Walker is speaking of his political oppo-

nents, but his account does suggest that Nottingham was more divided 

than the Tory-leaning Journal admitted. Despite these divisions, however, 

Walker’s testimony also suggests that the Tories were successful in cre-

ating a major popular mobilisation. There were sufficient numbers of 

government supporters out in the streets to force Nottingham’s ‘republi-

cans’ to keep a low profile. Moreover, his account suggests that – like Not-

tingham’s Tories – he also believed that it was possible to influence the 

feelings of the town’s population. In particular, he suggested that ‘the 

lower orders’ were especially easy to manipulate, which made reformers 

like himself targets of popular anger.  

Rather than uniting in the cause of loyalty and love as the Journal had 

professed, Nottingham’s population was, in fact, becoming increasingly 

polarised. This had already led to outbursts of violence and even to one 

man’s death. According to Blackner’s History of Nottingham, by 1792 the 

inhabitants had already split into two hostile factions. During the spring 

and summer of 1794, they grew even further apart. Particularly im-

portant was an incident that took place in the village of Newthorpe 

roughly eight miles (13 km) from Nottingham. Sometime during the 

spring or early summer of 1794, some of the residents there staged their 

own mock execution of Paine. They fired their guns at an effigy represent-

ing the republican author, but soon ran out of ammunition and went to 

Matthew Lindley’s shop to buy some more.142  

Lindley refused to sell any to them, because he believed that their ac-

tivities risked starting a fire. The men responded by trashing Lindley’s 

shop. Afterwards, Lindley brought his brother Robert with him as a wit-

ness and applied for legal redress before the county magistrates in Not-

tingham, but their request was denied. This court ruling emboldened the 

Tories, Blackner wrote. From now on it was clear that they could act with 
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‘criminal impunity’. As they left the hearing, Lindley and his brother 

found themselves surrounded by a crowd ‘whose passions were in-

flamed’ by the news. They seized the two men and began dragging them 

towards the market place. Lindley managed to pull himself loose and es-

caped into a nearby shop, but his brother was less fortunate and ‘Robert 

was dragged to the Exchange pump where he was pumped upon as long 

as the mob pleased’.143 

Pumping was an English custom, whereby the victim’s head was forced 

under water. In London it was used as an unofficial punishment, particu-

larly against pick-pockets. Here, the victims were forced under water in 

fountains, wells, or ditches. In the Nottingham version the victim’s head 

was instead placed under a pump and doused with water.144 To be held 

down by other men for a prolonged period of time, unable to move as cold 

water ran across your face, must have been a terrifying and painful expe-

rience. Presumably it created an effect akin to waterboarding. Indeed, it 

easy to imagine Robert Lindley gasping for breath and struggling in vain 

to break free from his tormentors. His pumping, moreover, was a public 

act. The crowd brought him to Nottingham’s main square, presumably so 

that the entire town could witness their actions. Moreover, the victim’s 

water-drenched body and clothes after the pumping was over would have 

visually singled him. Water was commonly used to defame a victim. It was 

a demeaning act that symbolically stained the character of the victim. 145 

In this sense, pumping drew on long-established English charivari rit-

uals, the purpose of which was to publicly humiliate individuals who had 

violated community norms. 146 In the case of Lindley and his brother, cha-

rivari traditions were adapted for a political purpose. The crowd singled 

them out as targets for pumping because they refused to aid a mock exe-

cution of Paine, and because they brought their assailants to trial. Regard-

less of whether the brothers actually supported reform, they had inter-

fered with the suppression of radicalism in Nottingham. This made them 

legitimate targets in the eyes of the crowd.  

This charivari in Nottingham can be understood as an emotional tactic 

though which fear, shame and humiliation was operationalised to aid the 

goal of suppressing radicalism. While the sources do not describe the re-

actions of those who watched or participated in the pumping, we should 
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picture Robert Lindsley surrounded by a laughing crowd. In official pun-

ishments the crowd’s laughter and the mocking of the victim were im-

portant parts of the punitive effect, serving to destroy the victim’s honour 

through public humiliation.147 Moreover, Robert was apparently mocked 

in a play performed in the town’s theatre on 17 June 1794. During the 

performance, one of the characters exclaimed that in ‘”Lonnon [they say 

that] they were all Jacobits [sic] at Nottinghum, [but] they’d fund a way to 

cure them on Seterday last; that douzing them with pump water had ta’en 

th’ fevar off!”’. This line, the Journal noted ‘kept the Audience in a roar of 

laughter for many minutes’.148 The symbolism of pumping, it would ap-

pear, was highly amusing. Pumping, essentially, was described as a cure 

for individuals running hot with the fever of Jacobinism.  

It is possible that the practice of pumping played on cultural beliefs 

about the role of emotion in politics. Politics was often said to make peo-

ple run hot with emotion. Walker’s account of the attempts to evoke ‘the 

heat of party zeal’ in Nottingham reflects this idea. The symbolism of 

pumping also seems to allude to the Tories’ belief that seditious writings 

inflamed the passions of the population. Today, ‘inflamed’ is usually used 

as a metaphor, but in the early modern period this concept described a 

physiological response similar to the phrases hot blooded or making 

somebody’s blood boil. Anger was believed to be caused by the heart lit-

erally heating the blood.149 Pumping could be interpreted as a play on this 

belief. The perpetrators were quite literally cooling the feelings of their  

victims. Regardless of which symbolic understandings were evoked how-

ever, it would appear the idea of pumping a Jacobin greatly amused the 

audience. This would have reinforced the effect of shame and humiliation.  

Violence against reformers who failed to conform to the emotional re-

gime promoted by the Tories was already encouraged on the pages of the 

Journal. Through the county magistrates’ refusal to prosecute those in-

volved in the attacks on the Lindsley brothers, violence was effectively 

given an official sanction. This, it would seem, was interpreted as a go-

ahead for further attacks. 

Two weeks later, according to Walker, a handbill was circulated in Not-

tingham that ‘irritate[d] the public mind to some inordinate excess’.  This 
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handbill was titled ‘The reformation Pump’, and urged the inhabitants ‘to 

bring the Jacobins to the Exchange pump, that they might be “converted”’. 

The handbill also agitated against Charles Sutton, a bookseller and 

preacher, as well as a shoemaker named Mr. Wheatley, proclaiming that 

they must apply for this treatment ‘or nothing but a halter will effect a 

cure’. 150 In other words, if they did not retract their Jacobinism, they de-

served to be hanged. This was an explicit death threat.  

While this handbill is only partially preserved in Sutton’s compilation, 

it does suggest that at least some reform supporters were well known, 

and that they were now marked as legitimate targets of anger and vio-

lence. It also suggests that those who circulated the handbill were aware 

that this medium could be used to manipulate the emotions of the crowd 

to silence these critical voices. Indeed, both men found it prudent to leave 

Nottingham immediately after their names were publicised in this man-

ner.151  

On the following day (2 July), a Tory crowd gathered at the turnpike 

road, as they had done every day for several weeks, to wait for the arrival 

of the mail coach, hoping that it would carry news of British victories with 

it. Because of the previous day’s agitation, according to Walker, the 

crowd’s expectation was ‘at a higher pitch’ than ever before. Their ‘oppo-

nents’ were also keeping a watch, and had taken up positions on a nearby 

hill in order to obtain an early warning. If the British forces had scored a 

victory, they needed to stay away from the Tories to avoid harm. When 

the carriage came into view however, it did so without a blue flag, mean-

ing that it did not carry with it any favourable news. According to Walker, 

the disappointed Tories instead ‘proceeded to the hill where they [the re-

publicans] were stationed, and immediately on their arrival assailed 

them, unprepared for such a combat, with sticks and stones &c. ’152 More 

people joined in from both sides, but eventually the Tories routed their 

foes. Encouraged by this victory, the Tory crowd then targeted the homes 

of their opponents in ‘mobbish fury’ and dragged them out into the streets 

where they were kicked and beaten.153 

The Journal also reported extensively on this event, but gave a different 

account than Walker of the causes of the outbreak of violence. According 

to this paper, members of ‘the Royalist Party’ had discovered a group of 

                                                           
150 Sutton, Date book of Nottingham, p. 210 in footnote. 
151 Sutton, Date book of Nottingham, p. 210.  
152 Sutton, Date book of Nottingham, p. 210. 
153 Sutton, Date book of Nottingham, p. 211. 



56 
 

‘disaffected people’ performing military drills in some nearby fields on 

the morning of 2 July.154 

This may actually have happened. According to Blackner, the ‘demo-

crats’ had enlisted a former sergeant named Robert Brown to teach them 

to use weapons, ostensibly to defend themselves from the Tories. Brown 

was also a framework-knitter turned publican, a member of the Notting-

ham Corresponding Society (NCS), and owner of the ‘Butterfly’ inn, noted 

as a meeting point for the town’s ‘Jacobins’ in the reports sent by local 

authorities to the Home Office in London. We do not know his exact posi-

tion in the NCS at this time, but later sources refer to Brown as its leading 

figure, and by 1798 he was noted as their general secretary. Nottingham’s 

barrack master described Brown as a dangerous revolutionary in 1798, 

believing he stored weapons in preparation for a coming rising, and urged 

the government to send a warrant for his arrest.155 This request was ap-

parently denied and we have no indication that any weapons were ever 

found. Blackner, in contrast, described Brown as a charismatic leader, 

who appealed to the working population as well as ‘the liberal minded 

rich’, because, unlike other men ‘from the lowly class to which nature had 

assigned him’ he was a talented speaker ‘with the manners of a polished 

gentleman’. According to Blackner, the ‘republicans’ he was drilling in 

1794 used wooden sticks instead of muskets – sarcastically referred to as 

‘wooden guns’. Nonetheless, in the suspicious and polarised atmosphere 

of Nottingham, it is easy to imagine that the Tories perceived this as prep-

arations for a Jacobin revolution. As Blackner put it, Brown’s actions 

posed no real threat and harmed nobody but, given the circumstances, 

they were ‘extremely indiscreet’.156 

Furthermore, according to the Journal, these republicans had shown 

‘the meaning of their hearts’ by carrying French cockades in their hats, 

and by celebrating when the mail coach arrived with bad news from the 

war. In other words, they did not feel loyalty and love in their hearts for 

Britain. We can surmise that the Journal counted these people among the 

‘traitors’ hiding in Nottingham. The sight of this treason, the Journal 

wrote, ‘exasperated’ the royalists so much ‘that they went in a body to the 

spot [where Brown and his colleagues were drilling], and after a sharp 
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but speedy conflict, put the latter entirely to rout’.157 The republicans re-

treated to a public house, seeking shelter from their attackers inside. The 

Tory crowd followed close by and demanded ‘that their opponents should 

be delivered up to their fury’, which the republicans refused. They were 

now trapped inside the building, and when the royalists attempted to 

force their way through the door, the republicans fired upon them. Mus-

kets flashed. Bullets hit, wounding several attackers badly – but this failed 

to deter the them. According to the Journal this ‘exasperated the people 

still worse, who now vowed revenge upon the Republicans and their 

friends’.158 

Amidst this tumultuous scene, the Tory crowd mounted an attack on a 

steam-powered cotton mill belonging to Robert Denison, a prominent re-

form advocate, and set its workshops ablaze. In the dry summer weather, 

the fire grew quickly and threatened to spread. The Journal stated that 

were it not for the exertions of the local inhabitants, aided by soldiers 

from Nottingham’s garrison, ‘that part of the town would probably have 

been a heap of ruins’. The troops, by order from the magistrates, then pro-

ceeded to disperse what this paper described as an ‘enraged multi-

tude’.159 

Walker and Burbage’s Journal differed in their assessment of the cause 

of this riot. Yet it is noteworthy that both agreed that the Tory crowd was 

driven by ‘rage’ and ‘fury’. It should also be observed that the Journal – in 

contrast to Walker – saw these emotions as legitimate. Indeed, while the 

Journal conceded that the violence was not ’altogether right’, it was per-

formed by ‘a justly-incensed people’.160 From the perspective of this pa-

per, the victims of the riot had simply reaped what they had sown. Bur-

bage wrote: ‘we cannot help remarking, that the persons who have so suf-

fered have drawn down the wrath of a loyal people upon them’. Indeed, 
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‘to see men rejoicing at their country’s misfortunes publicly, were enough 

to fire the heart of Loyalty to madness – make it go beyond the laws, and 

adopt, sometimes, methods irreconcilable to peace and good order.’161 

This assessment is remarkable. In one breath, the Journal reported that 

an enraged crowd had almost burned down an entire neighbourhood and 

had to be forcefully disbanded by the military, in the next, they praised 

the actions of this crowd as an act of patriotism. The Journal clearly be-

lieved that the dire political situation in Nottingham necessitated this ex-

traordinary measure – a measure it openly conceded was illegal. Through 

its reporting, thus, this paper confirmed anger and violence as legitimate 

when directed towards Nottingham’s reform supporters.  

It is noteworthy that the subversive activity for which these alleged re-

publicans were singled out as targets of violence, was that they had sup-

posedly rejoiced in a British military defeat. In the context of an atmos-

phere of national emergency and acute fears of Jacobin conspiracies, the 

feelings of Nottingham’s reform supporters signified their untrustworthi-

ness. Their evident lack of emotional attachment to the regime meant 

they were a threat to the nation – a threat that needed to be dealt with. 

Nottingham’s republicans, according to the Journal, had shown their rev-

olutionary intent through military exercise and through their clothing. 

Yet it was their assumed joy towards the enemies of the nation that was 

the final straw, and that made them legitimate targets for the wrath of the 

crowd.  

These accounts of the violence in Nottingham raise questions about the 

role of anger in eighteenth-century politics. Anger, as Eustace argues, was 

seen as a multifaceted passion. Words for anger were highly charged and 

different words carried different connotations. Anger was one of the 

seven deadly sins and associated with moral weakness. Yet it also signi-

fied strength and could be a positive trait of elite men in certain contexts. 

The distinctions between different brands of anger, therefore, were 

highly important to contemporaries because they conveyed information 

about social status and of morality. Plebeian men, as well as various ‘Oth-

ers’ like black Africans and indigenous peoples in North America, were 

commonly believed to be more prone to fits of anger, whereas elite men 

interpreted their own anger as more refined, as ‘resentment’ or ‘indigna-

tion’, words that signalled moral justification, as well as control and will-

power. To claim that a man was absurdly angry, in contrast, was to un-

dermine his political legitimacy.162 This can be compared to the crowd in 
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Nottingham, which was said to be driven by ‘rage’, ‘fury’, and ‘wrath’, 

words that implied uncontrolled, passionate anger. Johnson’s dictionary, 

for example, equated fury with a state of madness, and defined rage, like-

wise, as a ‘passion of anger; tumult of mind approaching to madness. 11163 

Crucially, the anger of the Tory crowd was described as uncontrolled. 

They were driven to madness by the actions of traitorous republicans,  

and ended up wrecking large sections of the town . Despite the brutish 

nature of their feelings, however, in the eyes of the Journal such feelings 

were legitimate in this situation, because they originated in love for king 

and country. 

As the anthropologist Catherine Lutz reminds us, emotions perform 

important ideological functions.164 By representing the anger of ‘the 

lower classes’ as driven by uncontrolled passion, the Journal emphasised 

this group’s lack of mental control. Yet anger was praised as well-mean-

ing and righteous when it was directed against enemies of the nation. Im-

portantly, this type of anger was legitimate because it was based on heart-

felt feelings of loyalty and love. These descriptions both confirmed the 

necessity of hierarchy and the belief that only elite men possessed the ra-

tionality to rule. It also illustrated the folly of the ‘democratic’ reforms 

called for by the ‘republicans’, since it would flood government with peo-

ple who could not control their emotions.  

Patriotic baptisms: The Duckings of 1794 

The first day of violence was over. As the sun set, the smouldering ruins 

of Denison’s workshops glowed red in the dark, burning until 1 o’clock in 

the morning. Blood had been spilled on Nottingham’s streets, on a day 

that smelled of smoke and gunpowder. The ‘Royalist’ crowds had been 

temporarily dispersed, but the next morning they gathered again. More 

violence and more appeals to popular anger would follow. According to 

the Journal, the Tories now began ‘cooling the spirits of their adversaries’ 

and ‘Ducking and Pumping became the order of the day’. The ‘Republi-

cans‘ were ‘seized and dragged down to the canal, where they underwent 

an immersion into the water, and made to sing a recantation of their Rev-

olutionary Principles!!!’165  
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During a ‘ducking’, the attackers forced – or ‘ducked’ – their victims’ 

bodies under the surface of the town’s rivers and canals. The word duck-

ing evoked the use of the ducking or cucking-stool – a corporal punish-

ment that originated from the medieval period. The offender was 

strapped to a chair attached to the end of a beam, which was suspended 

over water, and then was repeatedly lowered under the surface and then 

raised again.166 During the eighteenth century, and until at least the 

1840s, ducking was used as part of the informal meting out of justice 

known as the charivari ritual. As in other such rituals, the purpose was to 

punish and humiliate individuals who had violated community norms. 

Among British sailors, in particular, duckings were used to punish indi-

viduals who had endangered the ship’s community. In the case of Notting-

ham, pumping and ducking, as the Journal’s comments suggest, were used 

by the Tories to force individuals they believed were traitors to disavow 

their support for reform. According to Sutton, moreover, the ‘popular dis-

tich’ during these attacks was, ‘We’ll pump upon them, till they sing/Upon 

their knees, “God save the King”’.167 That pumping was used to force re-

formers to sing this anthem was also mentioned in a subsequent election 

squib by a Tory candidate.168 The victims, these references suggest, were 

essentially forced to declare their loyalty to the king. 

While the attacks drew on long-established charivari traditions, they 

were also tailored for a specific political situation. Blackner claimed that 

the attacks were organised by a committee founded for this purpose. Ac-

cording to him, this group had raised money in secret prior to the first 

outbreak of violence, which allowed them to employ an agent, who was 

given funds to ‘engage, and marshal the rioters’ by supplying them with 

ale and ‘inflammatory’ hand bills.169 The ranks of the crowds, moreover, 
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were boosted by labourers who had arrived in Nottingham to build the 

Trent canal, whom the committee payed to assist the locals in hunting 

down individuals marked for ducking. The committee made lists of peo-

ple to attack, and ‘the mob, upon finishing one achievement, referred to 

this committee for instructions for the next.’170  

The Tories’ at the time stressed that the violence was a symptom of 

genuine support for the king and the government. Blackner instead 

sought to discredit his political opponents by portraying it as a cynical 

manipulation of the masses, who were driven by base passion, alcohol, or 

money, rather than political conviction and moral feelings. This illus-

trates well how important genuine feeling was to political legitimacy. We 

may, however, doubt that the Tories stirred up this resentment from 

nothing, or that they simply purchased their backing: many inhabitants 

were clearly willing to support their violent campaign. By this point, 

moreover, the Tory agitation had continued over a period of two years of 

increasing radicalisation. 

Nonetheless, if Blackner is correct, the riot – which later became known 

in Nottingham as ‘the Duckings’ after the most common treatment on this 

occasion – was well organised. Walker wrote that those marked as targets 

for ducking tried to hide in the woods or nearby villages, but the Tories 

sent men out to hunt them down. He witnessed three men captured in 

this way, and noted that the hunters placed paper cockades in their hats 

as proof of their support of France: ‘In this manner they were led through 

the town, conducted to the river, and there most inhumanly ducked and 

beaten, till they were nearly lifeless’. The assailants then proceeded to tie 

the men together with a rope – presumably to plunge them into the water 

again – but at this point, a group of soldiers arrived and interrupted the 

proceedings. However, Walker wrote, one of the men – a master frame-

work-knitter named John Relphs – never recovered from the injuries he 

sustained and died shortly thereafter.171 The killing of Relphs, as we shall 

see in the following chapter, would become a poignant symbol in Notting-

ham politics.  

The Duckings may also have been modelled on an infamous series of 

events during the civil war in the Vendée: the so called ‘drownings at 
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Nantes’. Between November 1793 and February 1794, Jean-Baptiste Car-

rier, a delegate of the Jacobin Committee of Public Safety sent to suppress 

the counter-revolutionary rebels, ordered the execution of thousands of 

suspected royalists. The guillotine was found to be too slow for this task, 

so the Jacobins instead drowned between 2,800 and 4,600 prisoners in 

the river Loire.172 This event was widely reported in the British press,173 

and it is reasonable to assume that this intelligence also reached Notting-

ham. Walker noted that the committee organising the Duckings was 

named ‘The Committee of Public Safety’ – a direct reference to the execu-

tive body of the Jacobin regime.174 The Duckings, thus, could be inter-

preted as a play on the method of execution used in Nantes. The organis-

ers of the riot, in essence, acted out an inverted version of the Reign of 

Terror under the French Jacobins. Unlike the drownings at Nantes, the 

main purpose of the Duckings was not to eliminate political opponents, 

but to frighten and humiliate them. 

These events were described in both religious and medical language . 

According to Walker, the Tory committee published a handbill to encour-

age the crowds, which praised ducking and pumping as a ‘baptism’ and as 

a ‘cure for Jacobinism’. Apparently inspired by this address, a journeyman 

butcher named Nathaniel Crisp was dubbed a ‘bishop’, and in this capac-

ity led a crowd in search of victims to duck in the river. According to Sut-

ton, moreover, the river Leen and the new canals, where these ‘baptisms’ 

took place, was renamed the Jordan during the attacks in reference to the 

site where John the Baptist baptized Jesus Christ.175 This biblical refer-

ence emphasises the association of water with baptism and conversion. 

Other reformers were ‘baptised’ through a ritual referred to as ‘sprin-

kling’. What this entailed exactly is unclear, but it included the use of 

                                                           
172 A further 1,866 prisoners were also guillotined or shot by firing squad. On 
the mass drownings at Nantes see e.g. Bell, The first total war, pp. 181-2.  
173 A search on ‘drownings at Nantes’ in the British Newspaper Archive gener-
ates 78 articles between 1793-1794. 
174 Sutton, Date book of Nottingham, p. 212. 
175 Sutton, Date book of Nottingham, pp. 212-13. For quotations see p. 212. Sut-
ton notes that this butcher – in reference to his role during the Duckings – was 
commonly referred to as ‘Bishop Crisp’ in Nottingham where he continued to 
live until his death in 1819. See comment on p. 212 in footnote. Crisp was one of 
two men convicted for their part in the Duckings, see p. 218. The reference to 
John the Baptist, moreover, may also have been a play on the name of the Jaco-
bin commander Jean Baptiste Carrier who ordered the drownings at Nantes.  
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copious amounts of pump water and ‘a cooling process’ overseen by fe-

male ‘assistants’.176 

While shaming rituals damaged the victim’s honour through public hu-

miliation, they could sometimes also restore the offender’s honour. In 

penance, for example, the object of the punishment was to prepare the 

soul of the sinner to be reconciled with the church.177 The ritual of duck-

ing, moreover, has been interpreted as a similar form of restorative jus-

tice. As Nicklas Frykman argues, when used among British sailors, this 

ritual drowning served to enact the victims’ temporary expulsion from 

the ship’s community by throwing them off the ship into the water with a 

rope around the waist, followed by their readmittance as they were 

hauled back on board.178 The pumpings and duckings in Nottingham were 

likewise a means of punishing reformers for endangering the town’s com-

munity, followed by their re-integration once they were ‘cured’ of their 

dangerous political ideas. The immersion of the victim into water can 

thus be interpreted as an attempted emotional transformation. The trou-

blesome Jacobin fever was forcefully removed, which enabled the person 

to re-join the cause of loyalty and love. By forcing the victims to declare 

their loyalty to the king, moreover, they were, in effect, forced to express 

a vital emotion in the emotional regime promoted by the Tories.  

It is also very possible that reference to baptisms was less about effect-

ing a conversion, and more about reinforcing terror and shame by humil-

iating the victims for their alleged imitation of French principles. Presum-

ably this humiliating effect was enhanced by the fact that some of the per-

petrators were female. Everyone who saw the Nottingham reformers’ be-

draggled appearances would have known about their humiliating ordeal. 

It is worth emphasising the resemblance between the logic of these rit-

uals and other public punishments during this period, which drew much 

of their punitive force from the ritual shaming and humiliation of the of-

fender. These rituals were designed to destroy the reputation of the of-

fender in front of their communities, and the shame inflicted was sup-

posed to deter the culprit and others from committing further offences.179 

                                                           
176 Sutton, Date book of Nottingham, p. 213. See also Blackner, History of Notting-
ham, p. 391. 
177 Shoemaker, The London mob, p. 79. 
178 Frykman, The bloody flag, p. 147. 
179 George Smith, ‘Civilised people don’t want to see that kind of thing: the de-
cline of public physical punishment in London, 1760-1840’, p. 25, in Carolyn 
Strange, ed., Qualities of mercy: justice, punishment, and discretion (Vancouver, 
1996); Shoemaker, The London mob, pp. 82-4. The ritual humiliation of the of-
fender was explicitly stated in the law. The 1752 ‘Murder Act’, for example, 



64 
 

The infliction of shame and humiliation, thus, was an important part of 

the terror of official punishment. In pumping and ducking, the victims 

were forced to navigate between their political convictions and their fear 

of mortal danger, pain and humiliation. These attacks would thus create 

an open wound in Nottingham society, reinforcing the polarisation there. 

The duckings, Blackner wrote, lasted for more than a week, with some 

short interruptions.180 According to him, the authorities did nothing to 

stop the attacks, which ‘very much contributed to increase the fury and 

confidence of the mob’. The Mayor, in fact aided the attackers by ordering 

the houses of reformers to be searched for weapons – which left them 

defenceless against the ducking crowds.181 

Unfortunately, it is not possible to make any precise estimate of the to-

tal number of victims based on available sources. We do not know how 

many names were on the list of disaffected people, or indeed even if such 

a list existed. Sutton wrote down the names of nine victims – at least one 

of whom was still alive and living in Nottingham in 1852. However, he 

also noted the many of those targeted in the riot were now dead ‘and com-

pletely buried in oblivion’.182 In 1815, in contrast, the emotional wounds 

from these traumatic events were still fresh. Blackner stated, twenty-one 

years later, that the Duckings were still a source of great resentment in 

Nottingham. As he put it, he knew the names of all those who were on the 

‘Committee of Public Safety’, and lived next door to one who still bragged 

about his role. Yet, in order to prevent further violence, he believed it was 

his duty as a historian not to commit the names of the victims and perpe-

trators to paper, precisely so that future generations could forget. He did, 

however, hint that Robert Brown was one of those targeted. 183 Of the 

                                                           
mandated that the bodies of murderers should be publicly dissected by sur-
geons after the hanging to add ‘some further terror and peculiar mark of in-
famy’. See Shoemaker, The London mob, pp. 86-7. For quotation see p. 86. 
180 Blackner, History of Nottingham, p. 390. According to Walker the main at-
tacks lasted for ‘upwards of four days’, see Sutton, Date book of Nottingham, p. 
212. 
181 Blackner, History of Nottingham, pp. 390-91. For quotation see p. 390. See 
also Sutton, Date book of Nottingham, p. 212-13. 
182 Sutton, Date book of Nottingham, p. 213. The victim still alive and living in 
Nottingham was namned William Hutchinson. The names of the other victims 
were: John Relphs, Mr. Burton of Narrow-march, Mr. Wright of Narrow-march, 
the joiner Mr. Farrands of St. Mary’s churchyard, the framework-knitter 
Thomas Evans of Balloon-court, William Marriot, Samuel Duckmanton, and ‘a 
man named Lees’. See p. 213.  
183 Blackner, History of Nottingham, p. 389. For Brown as a potential victim see 
p. 306. 
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perpetrators, only two men are named in the sources, including ‘Bishop 

Crisp’, who were given minor punishments for their part in the rioting. 

No other perpetrators, it would appear, were ever brought to trial.184 

It is clear that the Duckings of 1794 represented a collective trauma for 

Nottingham’s reformers. For the perpetrators, in contrast, participation 

appears to have been a source of pride. Nathaniel Crisp retained the nick-

name ‘bishop’ as if it were an honorary title, and Blackner’s neighbour 

clearly felt entitled to bragging rights. From the perspective of the perpe-

trators, the Duckings were likely a demonstration of their affection to the 

king. It was an act motivated by love. 

At any rate, The Duckings of 1794 represented an escalation of the vi-

olence in Nottingham. In the winter of 1792-1793, the Tories had primar-

ily targeted Thomas Paine in proxy, whereas in July 1794 they systemat-

ically attacked his alleged supporters in person. Reform supporters like 

Walker and Blackner reported the presence of inflammatory handbills 

and repeated agitation from ‘Loyal’ societies, especially during the daily 

arrival of the mail coach, and Burbage’s Journal celebrated violence with 

increasing eagerness. Nottingham’s Tories had now reached a stage 

where they were prepared to use violence on members of their own com-

munity in order to impose their political views on others.  

The purpose of this mobilisation was to encourage popular participa-

tion in politicised charivari rituals intended to instil shame, humiliation 

and fear in the victims – and to boost and generate affection, pride and a 

sense of community among the perpetrators. These actions were part of 

a repertoire of emotional tactics used to enforce an emotional regime by 

imposing increasingly harsh sanctions on deviant members of the com-

munity. By this point anyone who did not demonstrate a heartfelt attach-

ment to the government was marked as a traitor to be hunted down and 

tortured. 

In his study of the French Revolution, Reddy argues that the influence 

of sentimentalism and its fixation with authentic feeling had a radicalising 

effect. As Reddy shows, the Jacobins were obsessed with the population’s 

feelings. Increasingly harsh measures were enforced to uncover traitors 

who were insincere or hid behind masks of hypocrisy. For the radical Jac-

obins, compliance with the regime was not enough, they sought to force 

sincere devotion. This was exemplified by the 1793 law stipulating that 

                                                           
184 The other perpetrator was a man named Joseph Campbell. They were brought 
to trial at the Lent assizes in 1795 by two of their victims, William Marriot and 
Samuel Duckmanton, where they were sentenced to six months imprisonment 
and fined one shilling each. See Sutton, Date book of Nottingham, p. 218. 
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relatives of emigrés should be arrested ‘if they had not constantly shown 

their attachment to the Revolution’. This law, Reddy argues, should be 

understood as a direct attempt to regulate feeling.185 The example of Not-

tingham makes us wonder whether the late eighteenth-century insist-

ence on deep and true feeling did not also have such a radicalising effect 

in Britain. As we have seen, for the Nottingham Tories, authentic attach-

ment to the king and government was of paramount importance. To some 

extent, the British government appears to have shared such concerns. As 

Pitt framed it in 1794, to avoid a revolution in Britain it was absolutely 

crucial to find and uncover those who hid behind ‘the mask of attachment 

to the state and country’.186 At any rate, events in Nottingham suggest a 

development towards an increasingly strict emotional regime. 

Planting the tree of liberty: emotions of radical resistance  

On a national level, Pitt’s government began to clamp down on the move-

ment for reform in earnest in 1794. Alarmed by reports suggesting that 

the LCS would attempt to replace Parliament with a British National As-

sembly, they ordered 30 leading radicals arrested in London. Though the 

so-called ‘Treason Trials’ eventually resulted in the acquittal of those 

prosecuted, they nonetheless did much to discourage open support for 

reform. When it failed to convict the radicals, moreover, the government 

suspended habeas corpus, meaning that anyone suspected of sedition 

could now be held indefinitely without trial. In 1795, the government 

passed the so-called Gagging Acts amidst massive popular resistance, ri-

ots against the king in London and near famine conditions. These laws 

extended the definition of treason to include any criticism of the king or 

government, and the possibility to hold public meetings was restricted in 

order to thwart the organisation of the reform societies. In London, the 

LCS began to crumble and its membership dwindled.187 In Nottingham, in 

contrast, radical mobilisation appears to have increased following 1794. 

Indeed, the attempts of Nottingham’s Tories to ‘cure’ its disaffected in-

habitants of their Jacobinism failed. Rather than uniting within the har-

monious cause of loyalty and love, as the Journal had envisaged, the 

memory of the Duckings would serve as a rallying point for Nottingham’s 

reform supporters.   

                                                           
185 Reddy, The navigation of feeling, pp. 180, 195-7. 
186 Cobbett’s parliamentary history of England. Vol. 31, (London, 1818), p. 500. 
187 Membership for the LCS peaked during the second half of 1795, and declined 
thereafter. See Davis, Epstein, Fruchtman, and Thale, eds., London Correspond-
ing Society, 1792-1799, p. xxxi. 
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Illustration 1. 'The contrast' (c. 1794). This radical print from Nottingham con-
trasts the existing political order, supported by the twin pillars of church and aris-
tocracy (left and right) and backed by mob violence (centre), with the cause of re-
form, represented by the liberty tree in the centre. 

 

Source: NA, DD/TS/14/18, © Nottinghamshire Archives.  
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Illustration 2. Detail from 'The contrast' (c. 1794) showing a crowd pumping a vic-
tim in front of the Nottingham Exchange building.  

  

Source: NA, DD/TS/14/18, © Nottinghamshire Archives.  

 

Illustration 1, a print titled ‘The contrast’,188 dated to around 1794, pro-

vides an interesting example of how the Duckings were interpreted by 

Nottingham’s reformers. In the centre is a crowd of well-dressed men and 

women, and a group of soldiers carry a banner upon which is inscribed 

‘For Religion and good ORDER’. They watch a pumping in front of the Not-

tingham exchange. One man holds the victim’s head down, forcing him to 

lie down on his back, while another douses him with water (the image is 

enlarged in Illustration 2). Above the scene is a banner which describes 

the action as ‘Supporting the pillars of the constitution’. The first of the 

pillars upheld through the pumping is ‘ceremonials’, to the left with a cler-

gyman on its top. On this pillar two men are being burned on two pyres. 

The top one is ‘Burning for Opinion’ the bottom one is ‘Burning for Witch-

craft’, thereby equating Tory repression with a witch hunt against people 

of opposing political beliefs. The pillar on the right is titled ‘Hereditary 

wisdom’ – a reference to the aristocracy (and possibly to Burke, who 

praised this concept in his Reflections). An aristocrat stands on top of the 

pillar, holding a plan for the conquest of France, with his pockets lined 

                                                           
188 This title was most likely a reference to a famous print by Thomas Rowland-
son published in 1793 which contrasted British and French ‘liberty’. See The 
Contrast 1793. British Liberty. French liberty. Which is best? (1793) BM Satires 
8284.  
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with the people’s money. The pillars of the constitution, the church and 

the aristocracy, the print suggest, support a corrupt political system. The 

elite steals from the people, and monopolises power at the expense of 

people who are at least as wise as they are. As the man in the bottom left 

corner proclaims: ’what folly & Hypocrisy this Grand Pillar shews’. More-

over, whereas reform supporters were accused of being traitorous revo-

lutionaries plotting to overthrow the regime, it was, in fact, supporters of 

the regime who were the ones encouraging violence, as illustrated by the 

pumping. These pillars are contrasted – as the title informs us – with the 

liberty tree in the centre. On its trunk is written ‘It has taken deep Root 

and spread its Branches far & wide’. On these branches hangs fruits of 

‘increasing Knowledge’, ‘Plebeian Ability’, ‘Popular Control’ ‘Honest Rep-

resentation’, ‘Virtue’, ‘truth’, and ‘justice’. The poem underneath the title 

states: 

A Pillar once gave a whole People hope,  

A Tree has given many a Rogue a Rope, 

‘Tis now a Truth however we cannot smother, 

That each must do the Office of the other.189 

 

The corrupt pillars of the constitution once inspired hope, but this hope 

can now only be realised if they are brought down and replaced by the 

Tree of Liberty. Rather than looking back at the traditional constitution-

alism of England, as many reformers did, this print instead urged the 

viewer to place their hope in political rebirth, a symbolism emphasised 

by the living organism of the tree contrasted to the inanimate stone pil-

lars that maintained the existing order.190 This was a radical message in-

deed. Since the aristocracy is compared to thieves in this print, moreover, 

it also suggests that they are the rogues that deserved to hang for their 

crimes against the people. This was a thinly veiled threat.  

Illustration 3 provides another fascinating example of how the memory 

of the Duckings was kept alive in Nottingham as a rallying point for the 

cause of reform. At the top sits a clueless and confused King George who 

proclaims ‘what what what what’, apparently unaware that his crown is 

chained by two figures at his left and right, representing the church and 

aristocracy. These figures stand by two large stacks of books, including 

the Bible (top left) and Burke’s Reflections (top right), symbolizing texts 

used to back their influence. Paper scrolls are attached to the chains, 

                                                           
189 'The contrast', NA DD/TS/14/18. 
190 For an excellent account of the symbolism of Liberty Trees see Mona Ozouf, 
Festivals and the French revolution (Cambridge Mass., 1988), pp. 244-58. 
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representing the heavy burdens laid on the population, including the on-

going war with France, the Gagging Acts, the climbing national debt and 

the slave trade. In the center of the print stands a woman by a tree of lib-

erty with William Godwin’s Political Justice and Paine’s Rights of Man at 

its foot. Among its branches hangs fruits inscribed ‘religious liberty’, ‘uni-

versal suffrage’ and ‘annual parliaments’. The female figure carries a staff 

with a liberty cap placed on its top. She points her finger at the liberty 

tree, perhaps evoking associations with Eve stealing the forbidden fruit, 

thus passing the knowledge onto mankind. 
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Illustration 3. ‘Frontispiece from an unidentified pamphlet’ (1798). This etching 
shows King George III, oblivious to the fact that his crown is chained to the church 
and aristocracy (left and right). The bottom image shows Nottingham in flames 
and a royalist crowd ‘ducking’ a reformer in the river Leen. The image in the centre 
calls for political rebirth, symbolised by the image of a rising sun, a liberty tree and 
a female representation of liberty. The image has been cropped. 

 

Source: BM Satires 9286, ©Trustees of the British Museum  
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The creator of this print is unknown, and we do not know what pamphlet 

it came from, but it clearly refers to Nottingham. The ‘561 FREE and un-

bought VOTES’ is a reference to the number of voters who managed to 

poll for the reform candidate Peter Crompton in the general election of 

1796, before he was driven from the town by a Tory crowd. This time, 

however, the reformers successfully defended themselves and beat the 

Tories back in a vicious street battle. Due to this determined defense, 

Crompton managed to escape unharmed, which, according to Sutton’s 

history of Nottingham, was a great source of pride to the town’s reform-

ers.191 The liberty tree in the centre also appears to reference the 1796 

election. According to Abigail Gawthern, a white lead manufacturer in 

Nottingham, the ‘Painites’ planted a Liberty Tree in the market place dur-

ing this contest. If this report is accurate, it must have appeared an ill 

omen to the Tories, conjuring frightening images of social upheaval, since 

the planting of liberty trees had become a poignant symbol for support of 

the republic during the French Revolution.192 

The message of Illustration 3 also suggests a close ideological connec-

tion to the NCS, since the contents of these fruits were rallying cries of 

both the Nottingham and London societies. This scene is set against the 

backdrop of a rising sun, which, as the text below it informs us, represents 

a new dawn when its rays will chase ‘a world of Fog’ – a world of igno-

rance – away. This hopeful image is contrasted with a representation of 

the Duckings below. Against a backdrop of burning houses a crowd is sub-

merging two reformers in the river. The man to the far left declares 

‘Church and King for ever’, while the man standing to his right, stooped 

forward with his hands on his knees asks ‘What’s Amiss?’ The man in the 

center ducking a reformer replies ‘Amiss why the rascal presumes to 

think for himself’, while his assistant declares ‘Killing not Murder’. It is 

not impossible that this scene depicts the killing of Relphs.  

While the use of a Liberty Tree in Illustrations 1 and 3 does not indicate 

support for armed rebellion, its use does represent hope for a new 

                                                           
191 Sutton, Date book of Nottingham, p. 226. 
192 Adrian Henstock, ed., The diary of Abigail Gawthern of Nottingham, 1751-
1810 (Nottingham, 1980), p. 66. The planting of Liberty Trees was adapted in 
the early days of the Revolution from the peasant custom of planting maypoles. 
The use of a living tree rather than a dead pole symbolised growth and regener-
ation. It became a common feature of republican festivals and was adopted into 
the legislated official rituals of the republic. The felling of Liberty Trees, con-
versely, became a powerful symbol of counterrevolutionary support. See e.g. 
Paul R. Hanson, Historical dictionary of the French Revolution (Lanham, 2015), 
pp. 201-2. 
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political future. Indeed, these prints articulate a sense of wounded hon-

our. They represent the repression endured by the town’s reformers, 

simply because they had presumed to think for themselves, as the text 

puts it in Illustration 3. They also convey a distinct sense of pride at hav-

ing withstood these attacks.  

Quite contrary to the Tories’ intentions, their heavy-handed repression 

united reformers from the middle and working classes. Before the Duck-

ings, the corporation, as I have shown, was divided in their response to 

reform. After this event, however, the corporation appears to have united. 

Indeed, it began to actively protect the NCS, which appears to have en-

joyed considerable success under the leadership of the charismatic Rob-

ert Brown. In fact, when in July 1797 the NCS convened a public meeting 

in the market place, chaired by Brown, the Mayor and aldermen not only 

allowed it to proceed, but attended in support of it. Indeed, the LCS, in a 

public letter to their Nottingham branch, praised the good fortune of the 

NCS members for their magistrates’ conduct. The meeting resulted in a 

public declaration in support of the LCS and for ‘a full, fair, free and equal 

representation of the people in the Common House of Parliament’.193 

While the NCS asserted its determination to achieve this goal through 

peaceful means, it also used an almost fatalistic tone. To its public decla-

ration it added the following lines: ‘one more glorious struggle we will 

make / And if we fail, we’ll perish for her [Freedom’s] sake  / Freedom 

alone to life can relish give / And ceasing to be free, we cease to live.’194  

This meeting, it should be emphasised, was held during the summer of 

1797, a moment of national crisis where it seemed to many contemporar-

ies, including the government, that Britain was moving rapidly towards a 

revolution.195 In this feverish atmosphere, the NCS clearly expected to be 

made a target of further attacks. Nottingham’s reformers had already ex-

perienced repeated attacks during 1792-1796. Just two weeks prior to 

the NCS meeting a group of workers celebrating the anniversary of the 

fall of the Bastille were attacked by a Tory crowd in neighbouring Leices-

ter, during which troops cut nine people with their sabres. Nevertheless, 

the NCS were determined to persevere. As one member declared to the 

government in a speech ‘Bring forth your whips and…executioners; erect 

barracks in every street, and bastilles in every corner; persecute and 

                                                           
193 The proceedings at a general meeting of the Nottingham Corresponding Soci-
ety, held in the market place, on the 31st of July, 1797 , (London, 1797). For quo-
tations see p. 3 
194 General meeting of the Nottingham Corresponding Society, p. 8.  
195 Graham, The nation, the law, and the king, pp. 780, 789-97.  
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punish every innocent individual; but you will not succeed’. By now, it 

would appear, there was little hope for social unity. Indeed, the NCS’s 

pamphlet referred to its Tory opponents as a ’gang of inhuman mon-

sters’.196 It is worth noting that the apparent willingness of the NCS rank 

and file to live free or die clearly worried the LCS’s leaders. ‘We know well 

that there are degrees of oppression which, in the scale of morality justify 

resistance’ they wrote to the NCS in a public letter. Yet, they maintained, 

‘we know also that resistance, however just, must be guided by discre-

tion’, and urged the NCS members to exercise ‘command of temper which 

will enable them to curb the unseasonable resentment of injuries, how-

ever flagrant’.197  

This exchange is an interesting example of a discussion about the dan-

gers of appealing to emotion. The London organisation conceded that 

their Nottingham brethren were justified to feel resentment – defined by 

Webster as a ‘passion which proceeds from a sense of wrong’ – and ad-

vised them to control it rather than encourage it.198 They essentially cau-

tioned against putting anger to use out of fear that it would result in rash 

decisions.  

Men like Brown and the NCS members, as well as better-off reformers, 

clearly believed they were endowed with a capacity for morality and ra-

tionality and entitled to a say in the nation’s affairs. Because of Tory re-

pression however these reformers were forced to weigh their desire for 

political participation against the fear of mortal danger, crippling shame 

and ritual humiliation. The Tories’ use of emotional tactics that encour-

aged anger and violence induced a conflict between different and incom-

patible goals. This conflict was articulated as an experience of wounded 

honour, and indeed, as a sense of moral outrage. By seeking to impose 

social unity, the Tories in fact fuelled and motivated resistance to the re-

gime, and contributed to uniting reformers of different classes in this 

cause.  

The NCS continued to operate successfully under the leadership of ‘Cit-

izen Brown’, whose determination to persevere in the face of repression 

made him a popular figure among his fellow workers according to Black-

ner. In their cause, Brown ‘had been prosecuted and persecuted’ , as he 

                                                           
196 General meeting of the Nottingham Corresponding Society. For quotations see 
p. 4 and p. 7.  
197 General meeting of the Nottingham Corresponding Society, p. 5. Emphasis in 
original.  
198 Resentment was often used synonymously with anger. See Webster (1828): 
‘resentment’. 
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put it.199 The NCS remained in contact with their London brethren, asking 

for literature and reporting a rapid increase in membership. In November 

1797, the NCS wrote to ‘Citizen Evans’ to assure him of the continued sup-

port of Nottingham’s ‘sans culottes’.200 By 1798, Nottingham’s barrack 

master, Cartwright, estimated that the society had 800 members and was 

’using their utmost endeavour to increase!’201 Moreover, he complained, 

the corporation took no measures to stop their meetings and refused to 

cooperate with him.202 Brown also appears to have enjoyed considerable 

support among Nottingham’s freemen. When he stood for election to the 

corporation’s junior council in 1798 he polled a respectable 684 votes, 

but his Tory rival defeated him by a margin of 184 votes.203 By 1798 we 

also see the first signs that Nottingham’s Tories were themselves begin-

ning to become targets of acts of violence. A mysterious ‘Pistol Club’ now 

began to terrorize government supporters by firing pistols through their 

windows at night.204 In 1800 a fight broke out in the town’s theatre when 

the band struck up ‘God save the King’, and three army officers were 

stoned by the audience.205 Rather than uniting Nottingham’s inhabitants 

in ‘the cause of loyalty and love’, violence and polarisation continued. In 

this chapter, I have shown how reformers began creating a kind of 

memory culture around the experience of past abuses. In this way, the 

emotional charge of these events was sustained and could be used as a 

resource to encourage further mobilisation for the cause of reform. In the 

following chapter I will take a closer look at how reformers used this 

memory culture to foster popular anger against the Tories. Revenge for 

the Duckings was coming.  

                                                           
199 Blackner, History of Nottingham, p. 306. 
200 Graham, The nation, the law, and the king, pp. 756-7. For quotation see p. 
811. There are also requests from Nottingham booksellers from 1797 among 
the papers of the leading LCS member John Bones for copies of LCS’s Moral and 
political magazine, and for copies of Paine’s Agrarian justice, see Graham, The 
nation, the law, and the king, p. 758. 
201 Cartwright to Portland 7 March 1798, HO 42/42/148, ff. 340-46. For quota-
tion see f. 346. 
202 Cartwright to Portland, 15 June 1798, HO 42/43/8, ff. 21-3; Cartwright to 
Portland, 31 October 1798, HO 42/45/31, ff. 218A-B. 
203 The Tory candidate was the maltster Richard Hooton. See Sutton, Date book 
of Nottingham, p. 234. 
204 Wells, Riot and political disaffection, p. 19. 
205 Nottingham Journal, 9 August 1800. 
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Conclusion  

This chapter shows that contemporary understandings of emotionality 

were crucial to the Nottingham Tories’ assessment of the Revolutionary 

Crisis of the 1790s, and decisively influenced how they chose to counter 

the threat of radicalism inspired by the French Revolution. I emphasise 

that the 1792 royal proclamation against seditious writings ordered local 

authorities both to restore popular attachment to the regime and to deter 

the king’s subjects from the cause of reform. Taking their cue from the 

royal proclamation, Nottingham’s Tories began a campaign to mobilise 

the passions of the population in defence of the social order.  

Whereas Sloterdijk argues that anger is the main force of history, a key 

argument of this book is that political mobilisation relies on the engage-

ment of a multitude of emotions. As we have seen in this chapter, the Tory 

mobilisation did rely on anger, but it also relied on joy and a sense of com-

munity. It inspired terror, but also love and affection. To impose social 

unity, the Tories used a range of emotional tactics. They promoted royal 

and military celebrations and ritual burnings of Thomas Paine, through 

which the inhabitants were encouraged to display deep and heartfelt sup-

port for the regime, and passionate feelings of enthusiasm, joy, loyalty, 

love, patriotism and veneration directed towards the king, his govern-

ment and Britain. The Tory paper, the Nottingham Journal, was an im-

portant media resource in this campaign because it instructed its readers 

on how to feel, encouraging specific examples of emotion as worthy of 

emulation.  

As Britain entered into war with the French Republic, elite fears of do-

mestic fifth columnists fuelled an increasing obsession with displays of 

emotional attachment to the regime. Those who refused to participate in 

displays of prescribed emotion, or displayed the wrong emotions, such as 

anger against the government or joy over French victories, were increas-

ingly seen as a dangerous threat. In order to combat the perceived threat 

of revolutionary upheaval, Nottingham’s Tories also sought to impose an 

emotional unity – or an emotional regime. In order to unite the popula-

tion, it was also necessary to unite their feelings. 

This chapter emphasise the importance of anger to popular mobilisa-

tion, which has been largely overlooked in the current research on this 

period. For the local elite, the anger of the plebeian population was both 

a dangerous threat and a useful tool. It is true that the emotions of the 

working population were assumed to be more animalistic in nature than 

those of elites, even akin to madness – one reason why the widening of 

the political nation to include this group was a bad idea, according to the 
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elites. As I have shown here, however, when the fury of this group was 

based on heartfelt feelings of loyalty and love, and directed against ene-

mies of the nation, it was also described as justified and righteous, as long 

as it continued to be guided by the influence of their betters.  

Because anger was understood as a spur to action, for the local Tories 

it was necessary to wrest control of this force from the town’s radicals. 

They chose to utilise this force in defence of the monarchical order and 

promoted passionate wrath, fury, rage and hatred as legitimate expres-

sions to be directed towards Nottingham’s reformers. However, these 

emotional appeals were complex, since hatred and anger were portrayed 

as stemming from love. Love and hate were interdependent: without love 

for the king there could be no hate for his enemies. 

This chapter shows that the tactics of the Tories grew more extreme 

over time. Compliance with the British government was soon not enough. 

By 1794, anyone who did not support the war enthusiastically was 

branded a traitor to the nation. The goal of this mobilisation was to root 

out disaffection so that only affection remained. Yet,  Prime Minister Wil-

liam Pitt proclaimed, revolutionary conspirators hid themselves under 

the mask of attachment to the British state. In this context, the innermost 

feelings of Nottingham’s inhabitants became immensely important, be-

cause they could reveal whose love for the king was sincere and whose 

heart was false. During 1792-1794 something akin to a dictatorship of 

love emerged in Nottingham, and violations against the Tory emotional 

regime came to be punished with increasing severity. Tactics fostering 

anger were used to encourage popular participation in a range of chari-

vari rituals referred to as ‘sprinkling’, ‘pumping’, and ‘ducking’. These rit-

uals, perpetrated by both women and men, were violent,  painful and hu-

miliating for the victims, and entailed as a central element a forced con-

version from ‘Jacobinism’.  

The Tories’ attempts to restore affection for the regime and to deter 

inhabitants from support of reform did not succeed. While the Tories’ 

emotional tactics successfully inspired participation in their anti-Jacobin 

campaign, their strategic political aims failed. Rather than re-uniting Not-

tingham’s inhabitants in ‘the cause of loyalty and love’, the violence and 

humiliation suffered by Nottingham’s radicals was used as a rallying sym-

bol and appears only to have strengthened their resolve. 

As the war continued, and its toll on the population increased, popular 

support for the government would begin to erode. In response to these 

challenges, as we shall see in the following chapter, both authorities and 

radicals would have to adapt their emotional tactics.   
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Chapter 3. Terror and dishonour: Nottingham and the 
new capitalist order 1800-1803  

Introduction 

In the previous chapter I showed how Nottingham’s Tories sought to re-

store popular affections for the regime, encouraging zealous displays of 

love and loyalty. This, however, failed to supress radicalism. This chapter 

will first analyse how the local Tories adapted their emotional tactics as 

they faced increasing opposition from a hungry and radicalised popula-

tion. This chapter will also analyse the emotional tactics of Nottingham’s 

plebeian radicals, exploring how they challenged the might of an increas-

ingly powerful British state. At the time, the Revolutionary Crisis and 

threat of an invasion had placed standing garrisons of troops at the au-

thorities’ disposal. Following the Combination Acts of 1799 and 1800, 

moreover, workers’ political organisations and trade unions were 

banned under the threat of imprisonment or hard labour.206 The Notting-

ham Corresponding Society was now banned, meaning that plebeian rad-

icals lost a key tool for open political mobilisation.  

To analyse the emotional tactics of Nottingham’s working population, 

it is necessary to briefly introduce this group and their situation, which 

was intimately linked to the region’s status as a centre of textile manufac-

turing. The regional economy was completely dominated by hosiery pro-

duction, which employed an army of journeyman framework-knitters 

(stockingers) working in small workshops in Nottingham and its sur-

rounding villages according to the old putting-out system. Nottingham’s 

framework-knitters were skilled artisans who operated the complex knit-

ting machines by hand and foot. They also lived in a highly literate world 

where inns provided easy access to newspapers and a venue for working 

men to drink, read and discuss current affairs. Nottingham’s journeymen 

also held formal political power. Upon completion of a seven years’ ap-

prenticeship, they acquired status as ‘freemen’, which in Nottingham en-

titled them to the right to vote. The guild system was rapidly dissolving, 

however, in the face of industrialisation, and the journeymen’s chances of 

eventually becoming masters themselves were evaporating. The old 

                                                           
206 Following adjustments made by the 1800 act, workers could be convicted 
and sentenced to three months imprisonment or two months hard labour. The 
Combination Acts allowed employers to bring charges against their workers di-
rectly before one or more magistrates without going through a lengthy court 
process. See Henry Pelling, A history of British trade unionism (Basingstoke, 
1995), pp. 16-19. 
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world where masters and journeymen were bonded through deep 

knowledge of their trade – and of each other – was disappearing. Increas-

ingly, journeymen found themselves reduced to permanent status as in-

dustrial wage workers.207 Tensions between employers and their politi-

cally conscious workforce were highly emotive and an important ingre-

dient in Nottingham’s political conflicts, and both radicals and Tories 

needed to contend with them.  

‘They cry out for a revolution’: tactics of terror and awe 

During the autumn of 1800, civil unrest erupted not just in Nottingham 

but all across Nottinghamshire, which would continue until the spring of 

1801. By this time, Britain’s population had endured the strain of seven 

years of continuous warfare, and was experiencing a nationwide subsist-

ence crisis. For Nottingham’s working population the situation was espe-

cially dire. During the food crisis of 1795, they had endured near-famine 

conditions, which was followed by outbreaks of smallpox, measles and 

whooping cough. During the winter, the diarist Abigail Gawthern ob-

served, many parents were forced to bury their infant children.208 In 

1799, the harvest failed again and grain prices skyrocketed. Mass imports 

of grain temporarily saved Britain from starvation, but the shortage con-

tinued into 1800. During the autumn, grain prices rose sharply, which in 

Nottinghamshire coincided with a sharp decrease in wages. The boom in 

the textile industry that had propelled Nottingham and the surrounding 

region to prosperity during the second half of the eighteenth century was 

coming to an end. Nottingham was moving into a period of persistent in-

dustrial recession as both domestic and foreign markets for stockings and 

other knitted garments were under pressure from wartime hardships 

and interruptions of trade.209 

                                                           
207 On the life of framework-knitters in of Nottinghamshire, see Carolyn Steed-
man, An everyday life of the English working class: work, self and sociability in the 
early nineteenth century (Cambridge, 2013). On literacy and newspaper reading 
see pp. 29, 41-6. On Nottingham’s hosiery industry see Chapman, ‘Industry and 
trade’, pp. 317-19. On journeymen’s transformation to wage workers see Joyce 
Burnette, Gender, work and wages in industrial revolution Britain (Cambridge, 
2008), pp. 233-4. On journeymen’s status as electors in Nottingham see Malcom 
Thomis, Politics and society in Nottingham 1785-1835 (Oxford, 1969), p. 143. 
208 Gawthern notes that the number of burials in her parish increased by 270 
during the winter of 1795-1796 due to the epidemics. See Henstock, ed., Diary 
of Abigail Gawthern, p. 63.  
209 Wells, Riot and political disaffection, p. 26; Chapman, ‘Industry and trade’, pp. 
317-24. Nottingham was also hit hard by The Bank Restriction Act of 1797 
which prevented The Bank of England from converting paper money into gold. 
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William Watson, one of the county magistrates who had jurisdiction 

over the villages and townships surrounding Nottingham, reported to the 

Duke of Portland, Home Secretary and Lord Lieutenant of Nottingham-

shire, ‘The present situation of the Poor, My Lord, is shocking beyond de-

scription – several families going not only without Bread; but without an-

ything to eat’. This precarious situation, he wrote, was worsened by un-

scrupulous price speculation. Millers and farmers refused to sell their 

supplies to the hungry population, instead hoping to cash in when prices 

climbed even further.210 Nottinghamshire was taut with social tensions.  

According to T. L. Golby, a resident of Nottingham, the inhabitants de-

cided to act on 31 August, following a meeting held by a group of bakers 

and flour sellers, who had reportedly agreed to raise the price of flour in 

Nottingham the following day. Regardless of what was actually decided 

at this meeting, news of this event quickly spread across town. People 

took to the streets and began breaking the windows of those they be-

lieved were responsible for this decision.211  

As John Archer has emphasised in his study of English popular protests, 

crowds understood and accepted price fluctuations based on supply and 

demand. The creation of artificial shortages through hoarding, however, 

was seen as unacceptable and deeply immoral. During ‘food riots’, crowds 

usually targeted persons they believed had broken the rules of the moral 

economy.212 The violence in Nottingham, therefore, can be interpreted as 

a display of anger at the violation of these rules.  

                                                           
Business in Nottingham halted and the vital knitting frames stopped. In April 
1797 a mass meeting for peace was held in the market place. It resulted in a pe-
tition signed by 5,000 people that called for the king to fire Pitt’s government. 
See Blackner, History of Nottingham, p. 392. 
210 Watson to Portland, 1 September 1800, HO 42/51/1, ff. 1-2. For quotation 
see f. 2. 
211 T. L. Golby to his brother and sisters, 7 September 1800, HO 42/51/86, ff. 
201-2. Golby’s letter, interestingly, has been preserved in the Home Office’s ar-
chive because it was found on the person of a Thomas Whitmore, who was ar-
rested in Oxfordshire for leading a riot later that month. It would appear that 
news of the rising in Nottingham inspired Whitmore to action. Golby’s letter is 
addressed to his siblings in Northamptonshire. How it ended up in Oxfordshire 
is unclear. Golby’s letter, together with a report of its capture, is included in: 
William Walford, Mayor of Banbury [Oxfordshire] to Portland, 17 September 
1800, HO 42/51/86, ff. 199-203. On the outbreak of violence in Nottingham see 
also: Records of the borough of Nottingham, pp. 394-407.  
212Archer, Social unrest, pp. 37-9. 
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We should also consider fear as a motivating factor. The crisis of 1795 

would have been fresh in people’s memory, and if the price increase was 

put into effect, many inhabitants likely believed they would starve.  

Initially, the unrest in Nottinghamshire seemed to follow the pattern of 

a traditional ‘food riot’: to save themselves from starvation, the inhabit-

ants formed large bands, moved from village to village, forced bakers to 

sell their bread at reduced prices and raided mills.213 In Nottingham, 

crowds of women attacked bakers and raided granaries and storehouses. 

The Nottingham resident John Blackner recalled that ‘it was really dis-

tressing to see with what famine-impelled eagerness, many a mother 

bore off the corn in her apron to feed her famished young.’214. Yet this 

struggle against starvation would soon take on an added political dimen-

sion and it would be highly reductive to classify these events as simply 

‘food riots’.  

The most powerful tool available to the Nottinghamshire authorities 

for dealing with popular disturbances was the Riot Act. Failing to disperse 

within one hour after the act was read was a capital offence and made one 

liable to be fired upon by the military. The Riot Act relied on the threat of 

direct state-sanctioned violence to achieve its aim and we can consider 

this in a similar way as the ‘bloody code’; i.e. as an instrument of terror 

that could be used to enforce compliance on an unruly crowd. The use of 

the Riot Act was a powerful tactic of fear in the crowd control arsenal. It 

is important to note, though, that its use was not indiscriminate, but fol-

lowed a well-established and highly ritualised protocol that usually al-

lowed the crowd time to get away, and authorities rarely punished of-

fenders to the law’s fullest extent in order to prevent further unrest.215 

The popular protests in 1800, however, would not be subdued so peace-

fully. 

The authorities in Nottinghamshire quickly resorted to the Riot Act, 

and called in the military to enforce it. They had access to a substantial 

force that included both militia and regulars, and one that would increase 

                                                           
213 James Bingham to Portland, 15 November 1800, HO 42/53/112, ff. 314-15; 
Watson to Portland, 3 September 1800, HO 42/51/10, ff. 21-2. 
214 Blackner, History of Nottingham, p. 394. See also The Times, 4 and 5 Septem-
ber 1800.  
215 On the practice of the Riot Act see e.g. W. Nippel, ‘“Reading the riot act”: the 
discourse of law-enforcement in 18th century England’, History and Anthropol-
ogy, 1 (1985). See also John Stevenson, Popular disturbances in England, 1700-
1832 (London, 1992), pp. 6-7, 29.  
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as the conflict escalated.216 The county magistrates William Watson and 

James Bingham reported to the Home Office that they had dispersed sev-

eral riots in their respective neighbourhoods using the Riot Act. Bingham 

succinctly described the method for dealing with popular unrest: ‘I read 

the riot act & with the Soldiers pursued the rioters, met with them at Hov-

eringham Mill took about thirty & totally dispersed the remainder, should 

have taken more if night had not prevented.’217 In the industrial village of 

Arnold, a troop of the Bunny yeomanry opened fire on a group of protes-

tors, and took 30 of them prisoner. As they arrived in Nottingham on their 

way to the town gaol, the pro-government Times observed that two of the 

prisoners were seriously injured: ‘one of them is dreadfully wounded 

with a ball in the neck, and another had his arm shattered.’ 218  

In Nottingham, the town magistrates lamented the distress of the poor, 

yet they too maintained it was ‘their duty to make every exertion to force 

a turbulent populace to pay obedience to the Laws’.219 In a public address 

printed in 2000 copies they commanded an end to the unrest: ‘The Riot-

Act having been read, all persons continuing assembled are guilty of Fel-

ony…the Military have been called out, and if the Populace do not dis-

perse themselves they will be dealt with according to Law.’220 This was a 

direct threat, using the fear of violence to intimidate the inhabitants into 

compliance.  

                                                           
216 Initially the authorities had access to the Nottingham Volunteer Infantry, 
The Nottingham Yeomanry, as well as parts of the Royal Regiment of Horse 
Guards (Oxford Blues). The Nottingham Volunteer Infantry was raised in 1797 
under the command of the banker Samuel Smith and consisted of three compa-
nies of roughly 100 men each. The Nottingham Yeomanry was raised in 1794 
under the command of Anthony Hardolph Eyre and consisted of four troops 
raised from Nottingham, Bunny, Holme and Pierrepont. See George Coldham to 
Portland, 6 September 1800, HO 42/51/24, ff. 48-53; Blackner, History of Not-
tingham, pp. 388, 393.  
217 James Bingham to Portland, 15 November 1800, HO 42/53/112, f. 314-15. 
For quotation see f. 314; Watson to Portland, 3 September 1800, HO 42/51/10, 
ff. 21-2 
218 The Times, 5 September 1800. The sources mentions 112 prisoners taken 
during the first week alone. See The Times, 4 and 5 September 1800; Watson to 
Portland, 1 September 1800, HO 42/51/1, ff. 1-2; Watson to Portland, 3 Sep-
tember 1800, HO 42/51/10, ff. 21-2; Watson to Portland, 7 September 1800, 
HO 42/51/26, ff. 56-8; Bingham to Portland, 15 November 1800, HO 
42/53/112, ff. 314-15 
219 Enclosures in a letter [not present] from George Coldham, Town Clerk, Not-
tingham, 1 September, HO 42/51/2, ff. 3-5. For quotation see f. 3. 
220 ‘To the inhabitants of Nottingham’, in Records of the borough of Nottingham, 
pp. 394-5. See also HO 42/51/2, f. 4.  
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The use of the military against the crowds was intended to cause a spe-

cific order of fear. As the town clerk George Coldham explained, it was 

intended ‘to keep the populace in awe’.221 The Home Office likewise ar-

gued that a large military presence was necessary ‘to keep the disaffected 

part of the Inhabitants in awe’.222 As discussed in chapter 2, ‘awe’ had a 

distinctly different meaning during the eighteenth century, denoting a 

state of ‘Reverential fear’. To awe was to ‘strike with fear and reverence’. 

It denoted a clearly hierarchical emotional state: awe was felt towards a 

supreme authority, towards God.223 According to Burke, moreover, the 

dispensation of terrifying punishments inspired awe when it appeared 

just and measured.224 This observation is crucial to our understanding of 

how local authorities dealt with popular unrest during this period. Awe 

was understood to have a pacifying effect. We should understand the in-

spiration of awe through a show of military force as a specific emotional 

tactic that was intended by the authorities to keep what they deemed a 

disobedient population in line. Clearly, insisting on affection towards the 

king was not a viable option in this situation, which serves to emphasise 

the instrumental aspect of emotional tactics.  

This tactic of inspiring awe initially appeared to have been successful, 

at least according to The Times. In the town of Mansfield, some 12 miles 

(19km) from Nottingham, it was reported that the rioters had been ‘over-

awed’ after a few days, and that the place was now quiet.225 This optimis-

tic assessment would soon be adjusted, however. In fact, the authorities’ 

attempt to control the population by keeping them in awe was failing. 

Within days the Home Office was receiving alarming news from Not-

tinghamshire of the organisation and determination of the protestors. 

Watson reported that large bands were moving across the countryside. 

They attacked mills and caused ‘great mischief’. Striking in one place, they 

would disperse before the cavalry arrived, only to attack again at a new 

                                                           
221 Coldham to Portland, 6 September 1800, HO 42/51/24, ff. 48-53. For quota-
tion see f. 53. 
222 E. Hatton to Colonel Brownrigg, 26 July 1801, HO 51/154/193. Quoted from 
Wells, Riot and political disaffection, p. 34.  
223 For quotations see Johnson (1792): ‘awe’ and Webster (1828): ‘awe’. 
224 As Burke put it: ‘I have ever maintained that the execution of one man fixes 
the attention and excites awe; the execution of multitudes dissipates and weak-
ens the effect’. Consequently, if punishment appeared excessive the ‘laws lose 
their terror in the minds of the wicked, and their reverence in the minds of the 
virtuous’. Quoted from The works and correspondence of the right honourable 
Edmund Burke. Vol. 5, (London, 1852), p. 581. 
225 The Times, 5 September 1800. 
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location, thereby wearing the troops down by keeping them engaged day 

and night. On 3 September, Watson reported that he could no longer 

count on support from the exhausted garrison in Nottingham. 226 Also 

worrying to Watson was the defiant attitude of the protestors towards 

the authorities. The inhabitants, he wrote, ‘behaved in the most insolent 

manner – they even were daring enough before our faces, to assault the 

Constables in the execution of their Duty – and attempted to rescue some 

Prisoners from them’.227 In Nottingham, The Times reported, the yeo-

manry and infantry attempted to restore order on the streets, to no effect: 

‘the poor inhabitants,…absolutely defy them’.228 Who these poor inhabit-

ants were and how many they were is not easy to determine. ‘The poor’ 

can be defined narrowly as the roughly 10 % of the population, according 

to a national average, who were dependent on poor relief (paupers), or 

more broadly as all those living on the margins of poverty. It has been 

estimated that 60 % of the national population experienced significant 

poverty at some point in their lives.229 In Nottingham, even respectable 

artisans could refer to themselves as poor. ‘The poor inhabitants’ consti-

tuted a broad section of the population, including all those who now 

struggled to afford their daily bread. While we do not know their exact 

numbers, there were enough of them to make the authorities anxious. 

These inhabitants clearly were not experiencing ‘awe’ in the way the au-

thorities had intended. In fact, by breaking this emotional norm through 

their perseverance and defiance, the poor inhabitants of Nottinghamshire 

were instead beginning to frighten the elite. 

To Golby it seemed that Nottingham’s poor had reached a breaking 

point. ‘Your hearts’, he told his siblings, ‘Would have Ached to have seen 

the Women Calling for Bread and Declaring they would fight till they died 

Before they wou’d be used so any longer’.230 The Times reported that the 

women were ‘the principal aggressors’, and actively engaged the soldiers, 

abusing them and even attempting to rescue prisoners from their 

hands.231 Women of the labouring classes commonly took part in street 

protests during this period, but in this case their determination and read-

iness to use violence – even against armed soldiers – indicated the 

                                                           
226 Watson to Portland, 3 September 1800, HO 42/51/10, ff. 21-2. 
227 Watson to Portland, 1 September 1800, HO 42/51/1, ff. 1-2. 
228 The Times, 5 September 1800. 
229 Tim Hitchcock and Robert Shoemaker, London lives: poverty, crime and the 
making of a modern city, 1690-1800 (Cambridge, 2015), p. 5.  
230 Golby to his brother and sisters, 7 September 1800, HO 42/51/86, ff. 201-
202. For quotation see f. 201 and the following folio which is marked 201A.  
231 The Times, 5 September 1800. 
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severity of the situation to these observers. Among English observers, vi-

olent women calling for bread would have conjured frightening images of 

the early days of the French revolution, where starving women played a 

pivotal role in the events that brought down the old regime, such as the 

iconic women’s march on Versailles.232 

Indeed, during the first week of September 1800, Nottingham appears 

to have descended into a state not unlike civil war. A detachment of yeo-

men escorting grain carts was ambushed with ‘volleys of stones’ on their 

way into town. One soldier fell from his horse into a ditch, where the at-

tackers pelted him with more stones and mud, stole his equipment and 

beat him to within an inch of his life.233 There was also fighting in the 

streets of Nottingham. When the prisoners taken in Arnold entered Not-

tingham escorted by troops from the yeomanry and infantry, they were 

surrounded and their escort pelted with stones. The infantry, consisting 

mostly of local men of artisanal status, appears to have been reluctant to 

use violence towards their fellow townspeople. The yeomanry, made up 

of wealthier landholders and tenant farmers, did not to share this reluc-

tance. They had already fired into the crowd at Arnold, and now they 

turned their weapons on the oncoming crowd once again.234 

It was clear to Golby that something changed on this day. Guns fired, 

but the attackers did not disperse or run for cover. They withstood the 

gunfire and pressed on, showering the yeomanry with stones from all 

sides so they could not reload their weapons. The crowd came at the sol-

diers, Golby wrote, ‘with such fury’ that they were nearly completely 

routed, but were saved at the last moment by the arrival of the Royal 

Horse Guards.235 The inhabitants of Nottingham, clearly, could not be 

‘overawed’. Charging straight into gunfire, they showed no fear, making 

themselves even more frightening in the eyes of the elite. Indeed, if fear 

was the mortar that cemented the elite’s position of dominance over their 

subordinates, it must have seemed like the entire social order was col-

lapsing on the streets of Nottingham. The authorities’ tool for crowd con-

trol, fear of state violence through the Riot Act, was now without effect.  

                                                           
232 See for example Darline Gay Levy, Harriet Branson Applewhite, and Mary 
Durham Johnson, eds., Women in revolutionary Paris, 1789-1795: selected docu-
ments translated with notes and commentary (Urbana, 1979). 
233 Coldham to Portland, 6 September 1800, HO 42/51/24, ff. 48-53. For quota-
tion see f. 50.  
234 Golby to his brother and sisters, 7 September 1800, HO 42/51/86, ff. 201-2.  
235 Golby to his brother and sisters, 7 September 1800, HO 42/51/86, ff. 201-2. 
For quotation see f. 201. 
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For those living in Nottingham it seemed like a moment of crisis. The 

Times reported that ‘a real panic pervades the minds of all the opulent’.236 

Golby observed that ‘the Gentlemen Begun to be frightened’, and there-

fore convened a meeting at the County Hall.237 This meeting resulted in a 

public declaration signed by 35 ‘Land Owners and Farmers’, promising to 

compel their tenants to thresh their corn and bring it the market to sell it 

at a reduced price, and to do everything in their power to bring hoarders 

and speculators to justice. This declaration was clearly intended to ap-

pease the protestors, and they went to great lengths to spread this mes-

sage far and wide.238 Golby continued: ‘what Scared the Gentlemen the 

most’ was that the population now appeared completely united against 

them. As he put it, ‘God save the King’ could no longer be heard in Not-

tingham. The inhabitants’ courage and determination in confronting the 

troops, moreover, had shaken the gentlemen to their core. It really 

seemed like many inhabitants were ready to die for their cause.239  

At this point, it seemed, the protestors’ terror tactics had been success-

ful: they had frightened the landed elite into making concessions. This 

chain of events seems to follow the logic of the moral economy, or a suc-

cessfully employed tactic of ‘bargaining by riot’. It is important to empha-

sise that fear was used in Nottinghamshire as part of a negotiation. How-

ever, the unrest in England during 1800-1801 was clearly different from 

earlier food protests and authorities saw it as an explicit revolutionary 

threat.240 While this negotiation drew on a long tradition, the protestors 

also exploited the current political situation by using the elite’s fear of 

revolutionary upheaval to maximise the impact of their terror tactics.  

When Watson arrived in Nottingham on 12 (or 13) September, he 

found a population still ‘determined to persevere’. The decision to ap-

pease them, he reported, was made with good intentions, but it ‘has, and 

will have a very contrary effect – They are going about the Streets calling 

out the Sixth day of the Revolution; and say as they have forced them to 

supply Flour; they will carry their other points also’. He also found it very 

                                                           
236 The Times, 5 September 1800.  
237 Golby to his brother and sisters, 7 September 1800, HO 42/51/86, ff. 201-2. 
For quotation see f. 201.  
238 They published it in the Nottingham Journal, as well as in Derby and Leices-
ter papers and also ordered 2000 copies of it to be printed and distributed. See  
Nottingham Journal, 6 September 1800. Emphasis in original. See also Records 
of the borough of Nottingham, pp. 396-400. 
239 Golby to his brother and sisters, 7 September 1800, HO 42/51/86, ff. 201-2. 
For quotations see f. 201A. 
240 Archer, Social unrest, p. 60. 
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worrying indeed that many of the Nottingham infantry were sending in 

their uniforms after having ‘been threatened in a most shocking manner’, 

and urgently asked the Home Office to dispatch additional troops.241 We 

have to remember that these men lived in the same communities as those 

people they were tasked to confront, making them susceptible to tactics 

of intimidation. They might also have been sympathetic to the protesters’ 

situation. Golby, reported that there was now ‘an Implacable hatred’ to-

wards the volunteer regiments, and that many of the infantry resigned 

because they could not bear this.242 

The commander of the infantry, the banker Samuel Smith, reported  to 

Portland that the town and surrounding villages were in a state of ‘terror’. 

During the daytime, he wrote, crowds consisting mostly of women and 

boys roamed the streets. At night, men were called to secret meetings by 

the signal of a gun firing. He had sent two spies in disguise to infiltrate 

one of these clandestine gatherings, which they found attended by around 

fifty men. ‘I have learnt that their object is to keep the Country under con-

stant alarm’ until the troops are exhausted, and then strike at the troops 

‘in the dead of the Night’. These men, he wrote to Portland, ‘are rank Jac-

obins & the scarcity of Grain is merely a pretext. They cry out for a Revo-

lution, & after the french fashion date their Days of Liberty from the com-

mencement of these Riots’.243 Watson too suspected that the price of 

grain was used as a pretext by ‘certain societies’ to instigate a co-ordi-

nated rising across the nation.244 

Regardless of the accuracy of these assessments, the actions of the pro-

testors certainly made these magistrates believe that a revolution was 

imminent. In their reports to Portland, these magistrates depicted them-

selves as the last line of defence against a revolutionary rising that threat-

ened to escalate beyond control. By emphasising the seriousness of the 

threat, they also stressed the importance of their actions to their superior 

– and justified their demands for additional resources. However, what I 

wish to emphasise here is the authorities’ fear of a revolution and how 

the protestors used this to their advantage. Nottingham’s town clerk re-

ported that three anonymous placards had been placed in conspicuous 

places in the market square. The first urged the town magistrates to com-

ply with their demands, or else ‘you must die…we are determined to have 
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a great loaf in spite of all the Famin [sic] Guards and all those bloody 

thieves’. The second addressed the ‘Citizens of Nottingham’, urging them 

to continue the fight and to ‘let that corrupt Parliament see we are deter-

mined to be Free. Let us keep the Troops always upon Guard by that 

means the men will be wearied out and then they will turn to us.’ The last 

placard, purportedly issued jointly by three unnamed societies, declared 

‘Citizens arm yourselves’ and provided a list of names and addresses of 

farmers and traders who had grain in their stores: ‘Let us collect in mobs 

in different part of Nottingham tomorrow… The people in the County 

Towns will help us they are all ripe for a Revolution. Ten o’clock to mor-

row morning is the time fixed…take different roads.’245  

This revolutionary rhetoric was an emotional tactic used to frighten 

the local elite into making further concessions. In so doing, the person or 

persons behind the placards put themselves at great risk, since sending 

anonymous threatening letters was a capital offence.246 It is also possible 

to interpret the clamour for revolution as a genuine desire by some pro-

testors to carry on their campaign with the goal of forcing a change in the 

political order. Sources on the motivations of the protestors are scarce, 

however, and are only available to us filtered through the words of the 

local authorities. 

We get more evidence from government spies. Their reports are also 

problematic sources: spies tend to report back what their superiors have 

tasked them to find. They do, however, provide rare insight into the life 

of Nottingham’s working community at the time of this crisis.  In late Sep-

tember 1800, two Bow Street Runners arrived in Nottingham disguised 

as journeyman shoemakers. For a period of six weeks they lived and 

worked among the town’s journeymen. Back in London they reported to 

their superiors that they quickly became accepted in the company of ‘dis-

affected persons’ who declared ‘themselves highly in favour of a Revolu-

tion in England, and wishing for it immediately’. These people, they noted, 

blamed the king and the government for their distress. They were fre-

quently ‘damning the king, & abusing him’, and they also damned ‘all per-

sons concerned in the Government, [and] the Church particularly’. In-

deed, among the population ‘it was an universal opinion’ that there would 

be a general revolution during the winter, and that they ‘very frequently 

heard them say they wishd. things ten times dearer than they are,’ since 
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this would unite the people in favour of insurrection. During their stay, 

the spies also visited other towns and villages in Nottinghamshire, as well 

as Kegworth in Leicestershire and Melbourne in Derbyshire, where they 

‘found the people equally disaffected…They wish for a revolution and that 

they had arms’. Though the population would back a revolution if they 

had the chance, the spies concluded they lacked weapons and that they 

were not organised into societies that were actually capable of carrying 

out these desires.247 Their assessment was supported by another spy who 

visited Nottingham during the summer of 1801. He reported to the Home 

Office that ‘The poor are for a general rising for a Revolution’, but that 

‘The Gentlemen’ reformers were against it.248  

These assessments are difficult to corroborate, and have to be ap-

proached with caution. Yet these reports do not seem overly alarmist: 

yes, there was talk of revolution, but there was also no realistic chance of 

these words being put to action. Given the government’s handling of the 

food crisis it would not be unreasonable to assume that many inhabitants 

wished for its downfall, but based on available evidence it is not possible 

to say how many would have been ready to risk their lives in open rebel-

lion. For the purposes of this investigation, it is sufficient to note that the 

local authorities believed that the revolutionary threat was real. Indeed, 

Nottingham had already experienced episodes of revolutionary panic 

during the 1797 Great Naval mutinies and during the 1798 republican re-

bellion in Ireland.249 This context made the protestors’ tactic of fear all 

the more potent. 

The inhabitants’ cries for revolution would have been a powerful tool 

of intimidation. When we consider those at the receiving end of death 

threats, written in an explicitly republican revolutionary style and appar-

ently orchestrated by clandestine societies, The Times’ assessment that 

the opulent were in a state of panic seem reasonable.  

Conflict was part of the moral economy, but in Nottingham the confron-

tation between the plebian population and the local authorities was at 

another level entirely. Crowds armed with nothing but stones were 
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willing to risk their lives in highly organized attacks on troops of armed 

soldiers. The threats being made were not empty words, but were backed 

up with an uncommon determination and readiness to use violence.  

The threat of revolution was also used to prevent the authorities from 

punishing those who had participated in these protests. In a legal system 

without public prosecutors, the authorities relied on private individuals 

to press charges. Usually this favoured those wealthy enough to afford the 

cost and trouble of putting an offender before a jury.250 In Nottingham-

shire, however, the protesters used this system to their own advantage. 

In November, Bingham reported that the ‘Jacobins’ in his neighbourhood 

were ‘perpetually propagating whispers of a revolution to be expected 

before Christmas of pikes being preparing & other surmises of the same 

sort’. Those who had previously been attacked by the protestors, there-

fore, did not dare press charges for fear of being made targets of new at-

tacks in an upcoming rising.251 

In hindsight, the crisis of 1800-1801 did not develop into a general re-

bellion. But at its beginning, for those who experienced it, it may indeed 

have seemed like a revolution was imminent. As the magistrates Smith 

and Watson reported, at least some of Nottingham’s inhabitants had de-

clared themselves to be in a revolution. For Golby too, the events of Sep-

tember seemed like a turning point with profound political implications. 

The price of grain was lowered, he wrote to his siblings ‘by nothing but 

the courage of the people in Declaring against Oppression’. When news of 

this spread he believed it would surely inspire similar events in other 

counties. According to him, it was generally agreed in Nottingham ‘that 

the Riot has done a great deal of Good Though no one ever thought it 

would have been Carried to the height it Really was’. Summarizing the 

first week’s events he wrote: ‘It is the Opinion of most people that this is 

only a prelude to something Further and if it is I should not Wonder at 

it’.252 This would not happen. 

Though some of the country gentry attempted to lower the grain price, 

their proclamation proved to be a damp squib. Watson wrote that he did 

everything in his power to procure a supply of grain at a price that the 

poor could afford. However, farmers and millers proved reluctant to sell 
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at a reduced price, and neither the local authorities nor the landowners 

had any effective means to force them to comply. On top of that, the grain 

hoarding continued as unscrupulous traders travelled from market to 

market, buying up the already scant supply.253 In Nottingham, in contrast, 

whether due to fear or to sympathy for the plight of the working popula-

tion, the corporation was more successful in its relief efforts. They man-

aged to purchase a supply of grain, which was ground and sold to the poor 

at a reduced price, and to set a maximum price at the town’s grain mar-

ket.254  

This drew the ire of Portland, however, who ordered the corporation 

to abandon these measures, and let traders and farmers set the prices as 

they saw fit. His message to Nottingham provides us with insight into the 

emotional tactics of the government in this situation. Under no circum-

stance, Portland insisted, should the local authorities give into threats 

from the population. The inhabitants must be made to obey the law and 

private property must be protected. In times of food shortages, Portland 

declared the only effective measure was to give farmers and grain traders 

‘full security and indemnification’ from any loss, and to act with ‘a deter-

mined resolution to suppress at once, and by force, if it shall unhappily be 

necessary, every attempt to impede, by open acts of violence or by intim-

idation, the regular business of the markets.’255 The protestors’ terror tac-

tics, in other words, ought to be met by military force.  

For E. P. Thompson, the food crises of 1795 and 1800-1801 signaled 

the start of the breakdown of the old paternalist political economy based 

on reciprocal negotiation. In its place, a new political economy based on 

capitalist ideology enforced through open repression arose, with Port-

land its foremost champion.256 Eric Evans has also emphasized the im-

portance of laissez-faire ideology to the central government in their re-

sponse to the crisis of 1800-1801. If the poor were aided artificially, ac-

cording to the logic of this relatively new ideology, they were cushioned 

from reality. As Malthus put it, they would only respond by marrying ear-

lier and producing more children, thus exacerbating the problem. The 

                                                           
253 Watson to Portland, 7 September 1800, HO 42/51/26, ff. 56-8 
254 Goldham to Portland, 6 September 1800, HO 42/51/24, ff. 48-53. See also 
Wells, Riot and political disaffection, pp. 29-30.  
255 Albion, 12 September 1800. See also Wells, Riot and political disaffection, pp. 
29-30. Portland’s opinion was shared by the under secretary John King. See 
King to Liverpool, 8 September 1800, HO 42/51/33, ff. 72 and 77.  
256 Thompson, ‘Moral economy’, pp. 130-1.  



92 
 

government therefore did little to alleviate the nationwide distress, and 

likewise refused pleas to set a minimum wage for workers.257  

Evans and Thompson have also emphasized the influence of Edmund 

Burke, the chief ideologue of the new political economy, on the govern-

ment’s attitude.258 The history of emotions can add an important piece to 

our understanding of this ideology and the government’s response to the 

crisis. Contemporary understandings of emotionality were important to 

Burke’s view on how the government should handle food scarcity. During 

such times, Burke wrote, ‘the passions of men are so violent, and their 

judgment so weak’. Yet the force of the free market was a law of nature 

and therefore also the law of God. In such times, therefore, the govern-

ment must exercise ‘timely coercion’ to control the tempers of the peo-

ple.259 The government should not provide the poor with regulated relief 

because it would only sap their self-reliance: 

Let compassion be shown in action…but let there be no 

lamentation of their condition. It is no relief to their misera-

ble circumstances; it is only an insult to their miserable un-

derstandings…Patience, labour, sobriety, frugality and reli-

gion, should be recommended to them; all the rest is down-

right fraud.260 

In effect, Burke argued that the elite needed to moderate their feelings 

towards the working poor. Burke was in this sense not only the propo-

nent of a new political economy, but also of a new emotional regime. 

While Burke deemed it acceptable for private individuals to aid the starv-

ing poor ‘in action’, by which he meant individual acts of charity, crucially, 

they ought not to feel for their situation. The passions of the poor must be 

controlled and they must be taught not to have so many children. They 

were poor, Burke wrote, not because of unfortunate circumstances, but 

simply because they were so numerous that they overextended their re-

sources.261 Sympathy for the poor could neither be allowed to bend the 

laws of the market, nor the laws of subsistence. 
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This new view should be understood within the context of a general 

harshening of attitudes toward the working population at the end of the 

eighteenth century. The British state used its growing strength to subject 

the masses to increasing control and discipline, and the authorities’ tol-

erance for their protests decreased.262 As Burke and Portland illustrate, 

however, though sympathy was crucial in the culture of sensibility, not 

everyone was a worthy object of sympathy. The bonds of fellow-feeling 

did not extend to include the entire population. The authorities’ handling 

of the food crisis in Nottingham instead shows the dehumanization of the 

working population and an active shunning of empathic emotions.  

Nottingham’s corporation decided to comply with Portland’s orders 

and issued a public statement in which they asserted their determination 

to restore the free market, and to ensure that farmers and traders could 

sell their grain ‘without fear of intimidation’. Any attempts to impede this 

would be suppressed ‘by force’.263 While this was styled as a return to a 

free market, we should note that, in effect, it meant that grain distributors 

were again free to manipulate the market price as they saw fit.  

The protestors responded to this decision with a new wave of attacks 

across Nottinghamshire – thus continuing their tactics of fear and intimi-

dation to further their demands. This time, however, the military had 

learned from their previous mistakes. When a crowd attempted to storm 

the magistrate Sir Gervase Clifton’s estate, they were ambushed and 

routed by a detachment of yeomen. The Royal Horse Guards repulsed an 

attack on another estate, driving the attackers into the river Trent and 

sending several prisoners to the Nottingham Gaol.264 Outside Notting-

ham, a crowd attacked the home of an officer in the yeomanry. But this 

time the soldiers were prepared: Smith reported that ‘the Mob met with 

a warm reception, several of them being severely wounded’.265 One 
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attacker was ‘shot in the leg…another had a piece of his skull shot off’’.266 

As these examples make clear, confronting government troops meant 

putting oneself in mortal danger: people were shot and maimed. Accord-

ing to Smith, this ‘had a good effect as no outrage has since been commit-

ted’.267 

Additional reinforcements were sent to Nottingham, and after three 

weeks of fighting, the situation turned into a stalemate. Troops patrolled 

the streets ‘to keep the populace in awe’, markets were placed under 

guard, and dire consequences were threatened for any disturbers of the 

peace.268 Of course, we ought to question whether shooting and maiming 

people actually inspired awe. Sullen silence is more likely to have been 

the result. The corporation also held daily meetings to try and improve 

the influx of grain into the town, which appears to have relieved the pres-

sure on the population somewhat. 269 On 23 September, the corporation 

reported to Portland that the town was in a state of ‘tolerable quietness’. 

By that they meant that there had been no open acts of violence in recent 

days, though ‘a considerable spirit of discontent…is still prevalent 

amongst the people’.270 

‘Don’t murder me’: tactics of terror and shame  

By the time of the parliamentary election of 1802, the bitter conflict be-

tween Nottingham’s reformers and Tories had lasted for ten years. Dur-

ing the election, their struggle resolved into yet another episode of open 

violence, bringing the town’s past traumas to the surface once again. Fear 

of violence, and fear induced through violence, had been part of this con-

flict since its beginning. The trauma of the Duckings in 1794 was followed 

by a bitter election contest in 1796 where a Tory crowd forced the reform 

candidate to flee the town.271 In 1802 fear was again used to influence the 

cause of the election, but this time the Tories would find themselves the 

main targets of violence. We can reconstruct the events of 1802 because 
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they were investigated in great detail by a House of Commons select com-

mittee. The material is extensive. Over a period of 21 days, the committee 

interrogated 57 witnesses, generating 451 pages of minutes of evidence. 

Yet this material has previously been overlooked. These pages provide a 

fascinating window into the local community and its power relationships. 

Through the first-hand accounts of the witnesses in the election trial, we 

learn how working-class men put fear to use through acts of ritual vio-

lence, intended to make their opponents’ courage falter.  

A certain amount of violence was expected and accepted by contempo-

raries as part of the parliamentary elections. Indeed, it is very telling that 

during the election trial the committee members investigated, not 

whether violence had occurred, but whether it was ‘sufficient to deter 

Men of ordinary Courage’ from voting. As the committee’s question sug-

gests, a man needed to possess a certain amount of courage in order to be 

considered a legitimate political subject. If he could not control his fear, 

he had no business voting. 272 This emotional norm is implicit throughout 

the Common’s investigation. The lawfulness of the election explicitly 

hinged on whether or not voters had been subjected to more fear than 

they reasonably could be expected to handle as English men – which 

eventually was determined to have been the case.  

On the one side of the election contest stood the Tory candidates Daniel 

Parker Cook and Sir John Borlase Warren, who were backed by the Not-

tinghamshire aristocracy and gentry, including the powerful Dukes of 

Portland and Newcastle. The corporation, now united in support of re-

form, officially sponsored a reform candidate named Joseph Birch to op-

pose the local Tories.273 

A central location in the events that followed was the town’s market 

place. In its centre, the three candidates erected a polling station. This 

wooden building was 14-15 feet high (roughly 4.5 m), with walls and a 

roof. Voters entered through a doorway on the north side, declared the 

name of the candidate they wished to elect, which was written down in 

the pollbooks by the poll clerks, and then exited through a doorway on 
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the south side.274 Almost immediately after the polling began, a group of 

young men and boys, referred to as ‘Telegraphs’, managed to scale the 

roof and tore some of the planks off the gable end in order to get a view 

of the voters’ transactions inside.275 Outside the building ‘a Mob’ gathered, 

consisting of ‘the lower Class of People in Nottingham’, as one witness put 

it, numbering around 300-400 on most days.276 The ‘telegraphs’ used 

their elevated position to call out to the crowd the names of those voters 

who had polled for the Tory candidates. If they did not know their names 

they instead identified them by the clothes they were wearing.277  

In 1794, Nottingham reformers had been subjected to pumping, duck-

ing and sprinkling rituals that, as we have seen, functioned to weaponize 

fear and shame for political purposes. In 1802, Tories instead became tar-

gets of an equally terrifying and fascinating ritual.  

Once the ‘telegraphs’ had identified a suitable target they called out to 

the crowd below: ‘Crop him! Dock him! Spencer him!’  A group of men then 

surrounded their target, beat him and held him down, while another man 

closed in from behind with a short knife in his hand, which was then used 

to cut the victim’s coat off.278  

Symbolically, ‘cropping’ and ‘docking’ recalled the practice of removing 

a dog’s ear flaps and tail. To ‘Spencer’, moreover, was described by wit-

nesses as the act of shortening a coat ‘by the Help of a Knife’, and also as 

‘converting...[a] Coat into a spencer’.279 A spencer was a popular women’s 

garment, originally created by removing the tails of a man’s coat, which 

was worn like a short jacket or cardigan. By removing part of the victim’s 

coat, the assailants were both symbolically treating their victims as dogs 

and dressing them in a piece of women’s clothing and thus emasculating 

them. Like the ritual of ducking, this new ritual, which I will refer to as 

spencering, was an inventive use of long-standing traditions adapted for 

a new purpose: it allowed feelings of fear, shame and humiliation to be 

used for political purposes. The tearing of clothes, in fact, constituted a 

specific type of crime referred to as ‘vestiary affronts’, and was seen as a 

grave insult to the honour of the victim. In cases where the attackers 
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where social inferiors, as they were in Nottingham, vestiary affronts were 

also highly subversive acts.280 

The weight and significance of vestiary affronts should be understood 

in the context of a society where clothing was a crucial way of embodying 

relationships of power. Spencering targeted the victim’s coat and waist-

coat, items which were part of the three-piece suit – the standard dress 

of male elites and a symbol of male strength and authority. Since clothing 

was very expensive during this period, it was an open attack on their 

wealth and social status, as well as their manliness. Spencering, moreo-

ver, had an additional and insidious gendered symbolism: to be held 

down by other men, and have one’s coat forcibly converted into a 

woman’s jacket by knives, during the act of voting – an event which epit-

omised manly independence and citizenship – was, in effect a form of po-

litical castration. The victims were emasculated, and, on a symbolic level, 

disenfranchised.281 Spencering, essentially, removed the victims’ position 

of authority, and quite literally brought them down to the ground, with 

subordinate men towering over them and in absolute command over 

their fate. The reversal of the social hierarchy and masculinity could not 

have been starker.  

Other aspects of the attacks were also assaults on the victim’s honour. 

A shoemaker named Thomas Barnes testified that his attackers ‘seized 

me by the Collar, took my Hat and threw it right into the Air’.282 The for-

cible removal of a hat was a grave insult to the masculine honour of the 

victim, emphasised by the social weight ascribed to the act of doffing – or 

failing to doff – one’s hat to a social superior.283 Barnes told the committee 

that he was grabbed by the hair and had his head knocked against the side 

of the booth, and ‘they took my Coat, and wrapped it round my Eyes, as to 

blindfold me’, and then kicked and beat him for ‘a long Time’. In a reversal 

of the roles in 1794, the attackers forced Barnes down under a pump in 

the market place. The committee asked ‘Did they wet you?’ To which 

Barnes replied: ‘Yes, very bad; they then knocked me down in the Channel 

that ran by the Pump; they kicked me and knocked me about, and dragged 

me for Fifty Yards, sometimes by the Hair of my Head, sometimes by my 

Coat’. Then, Barnes explained, ‘a Man stepped up to me, and said he 
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thought I had had enough’. He was allowed to escape into a nearby 

yard.284 

To be cropped, docked and spencered in a public place also left the vic-

tim with a conspicuous mark, which presumably reinforced their feelings 

of shame and humiliation. The entire community would know about their 

humiliating ordeal. One poem, for example, mused about how the Tories 

were ‘turned out’ and ‘sp-w-d and…sh-, and tumbled about’ at the hands 

of the crowd.285  

Shaming someone is a powerful act of intimidation.286 The fear the at-

tackers caused through the ritual of spencering apparently had an effect 

on the course of the election. The committee inquired whether the vio-

lence had produced a ‘general Effect of Terror’. This was determined to 

have been so.287 Of course the witnesses who testified had been carefully 

chosen by the legal team of Coke, the Tory candidate, to prove that the 

election had been unlawful. Even with this consideration in mind, how-

ever, it is safe to say that experiencing this ritual violence must have been 

terrifying. A frame-work knitter told the committee that as soon as he cast 

his votes for the Tory candidates, the telegraphs called out ‘There is Mil-

ler! Coke and Warren! damn him! do him! He explained: ‘it terrified me to 

hear these Expressions’. The attackers then spencered him, and struck 

him to the ground and kicked and stomped on his hands and feet – ‘my 

Toe-nail came off in consequence’ – with such force that he could not 

work for three weeks afterwards.288 Other witnesses testified that they 

were too afraid to vote. As one of them laconically put it when asked why 

he did not vote: ‘For fear I should be murdered.’289  

The violence, though vicious, was carefully controlled. Knives were 

used against the victims’ clothes, not their bodies. Once the victim’s ‘had 

had enough’, as Barnes testified, they were let go. Attacks were also 

planned in advance. Indeed, preparations were even said to include the 

manufacturing of special spencering knives which could be easily con-

cealed and passed around between the attackers.290 The committee also 

                                                           
284 Nottingham minutes of evidence, p. 164.  
285 Paper war, p. 278.  
286 See e.g. Flam, ‘Emotions’ map’, p. 22.  
287 Nottingham minutes of evidence, p. 61. 
288 Nottingham minutes of evidence p. 162. 
289 Nottingham minutes of evidence p. 60, 156-7, 200, 211. For quotation see p. 
211. 
290 These knives were hooked at the end, resembling pruning knives, and were 
made by breaking off an old knife blade which they then placed in a short, thick 
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found that the violence was organised and led by a group of journeyman 

framework-knitters, six of whom were named by witnesses.291 The 

minutes of evidence also suggest that the attackers chose their targets 

carefully. While the witnesses chosen by Coke’s council stated that the 

violence targeted all Tory voters, the actual number of victims appears to 

have been limited. In the minutes I can only find ten men who were 

named as victims, and two intended targets who narrowly escaped.292 

The committee did not ask witnesses specifically about the number of vic-

tims, nor did they attempted to establish an official count (or at least it 

was not included in the final report), so the actual number may have been 

greater. Nonetheless, it is clear that not all Tory voters were spencered. 

Rather, some of them were made examples of to deter the rest, which it 

did. This tactic of intimidation was effective. According to one witness 

‘There were several Hundreds under the influence of Terror that could 

                                                           
handle, leaving out about 1,25 inches (c. 3 cm) of the blade. See Nottingham 
minutes of evidence, pp. 74, 84.  
291 The crowd leaders were named as George James, Edward Stevenson, James 
Hall, James Taylor, Samuel Hudson, and Joseph Kilburn see Nottingham minutes 
of evidence, p. 86. George James was a former soldier in the volunteers. During 
the Irish rebellion in 1798, according one informant, James attempted to con-
vince a dragoon to abandon his ‘Allegiance to his Majesty’, stating to him: ‘The 
king is a fool, who does not know his right hand from his left. If you were to lose 
a limb in defending him, do you trust he would do any thing for you? See Cart-
wright to Portland,19 June 1798, HO 42/43/9, ff. 24-5. James Taylor, was one of 
the men implicated in the mysterious ‘Pistol Club’, whose members terrorised 
Nottingham’s Tories during 1798 by firing pistols through their windows at 
night. Taylor, was tried for assault in connection with these events, but it is un-
clear if he was convicted or not. See Nottingham minutes of evidence, p. 348. On 
the ‘Pistol Club’ see Wells, Riot and political disaffection, p. 19. 
292 Of the ten victims at least six were described as gentlemen, masters, or em-
ployers. The victims were: Stephen Trueman, who was close to seventy years 
old and was described as ‘A Gentleman who lives upon his property’, see Not-
tingham minutes of evidence, pp. 80, 151-2; Thomas Low, a master millwright 
and a magistrate, see pp. 76, 156. John Lovett a master framework-knitter, see 
pp. 108-9, 165; William Miller, a framework-knitter. It is not specified that he 
was a master, but since he was described as a ‘Gentleman’ we can assume this 
was the case, see pp. 162, 268; Thomas Wright, who owned a linen and woollen 
draping business and who employed at least one servant, see pp. 169-170; Luke 
Williamson, a butcher who was adorned with a silk handkerchief when he was 
spencered, see pp. 172-3; Thomas Cullen, a master carpenter, see p. 173-4. A 
printer and serjeant in the Nottingham Volunteer Corps named Henshaw or 
Renshaw, see p. 188; Thomas Barnes, a shoemaker of unspecified social status, 
see p. 163-5; A man only referenced as Lubbock, see p. 97. The two intended 
victims were James Simpson, a solicitor, see p. 280, and Richard Valentine 
Handley, a member of the Yeomanry cavalry, see p. 108-9. 
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not come up to give their Votes’.293 This assessment is supported by the 

result of the poll. In 1802, Coke received 636 votes. In the 1803 re-run of 

the election, the military protected voters from spencering and Coke’s re-

sult then rose to a total of 1359 votes. 294 Fear of one’s life, as well as fear 

of shame and dishonour, here worked to influence the course of the elec-

tion.  

Terror tactics were also aimed directly at the Tory candidate Daniel 

Parker Coke. On 7 July, Coke was returning to his party headquarters at 

the White Lion tavern with a group of supporters, when a large crowd 

began to move towards them. Coke’s group made a hasty retreat inside a 

nearby shop, which was instantly surrounded by the crowd, who broke 

the windows and shouted ‘Turn him out, Turn him out’. Fortunately for 

Coke’s group, a detachment of dragoons appeared at this point and es-

corted them to safety.295 The following day they were less fortunate. As 

Coke and his supporters were on their way to the polling station, they 

stepped into an ambush. The crowd had prepared themselves by conceal-

ing a supply of pavement stones under a layer of sand. When Coke ap-

peared, they shouted ‘No Coke’ and pelted them with these projectiles. 

Coke was struck in the head, and started to bleed heavily, but managed to 

escape inside the polling station, from which he was later rescued by the 

dragoons yet again. After these events, Coke decided to quit the con-

test.296 This terror tactic was successful, at least in the short run, in influ-

encing the course of the election. Birch was soon declared the winner but, 

as previously mentioned this result was later overturned by the Com-

mons.  

Terror tactics also prevented the authorities from intervening against 

the perpetrators of the violence. To this end another ritual called ‘Punch’ 

was used. One witness explained to the committee that Punch was a term 

used for ‘doing Violence in the Night to People’. The committee inquired: 

‘It is well-known in Nottingham?’ The witness replied: ‘Yes, some People 

know it too much.’297 Another witness elaborated that it included ‘De-

stroying Gardens, throwing over Haystacks, some were set on Fire, 

                                                           
293 Nottingham minutes of evidence, p. 61. 
294 Thorne and Symonds, ‘Nottingham’. The total number of voters also in-
creased from 1,600 to 2,525. We should be aware, though, that in the 1802 elec-
tion there were three candidates whereas in the 1803 re-run there were only 
two. Since electors had two votes each this explains some of the difference. 
Nonetheless many more people voted in 1803, and they voted for Coke.  
295 Nottingham minutes of evidence, pp. 17, 121, 444. For quotation see p. 17. 
296 Nottingham minutes of evidence, pp. 13, 17, 119, 135. For quotation see p. 17  
297 Nottingham minutes of evidence, p. 267. 
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maiming Cattle, cutting of the Manes and Tails of Horses, Fences broke 

down, and whole Gardens laid waste.’298 

The name Punch likely referenced a well-known character in English 

popular culture by the same name. In this period, Punch had not yet be-

come a children’s story. He was carnival character, one who turned the 

world upside down, one who ‘laughs at laws, at men, at the devil himself’ 

as one contemporary put it. Commonly portrayed with a long, hooked 

nose – a phallic symbol – the vindictive Punch triumphed over authority 

with outrageous trickery in numerous popular plays. It is easy to see why 

working men might adopt him as their fictitious leader. This tactic fore-

shadows another invention of Nottingham’s workers: the rise of General 

Ludd in 1811. The testimony of John Walker, a mason employed as con-

stable during the election, highlights how the threat of a visit from Punch 

worked to prevent intervention from the authorities. When the commit-

tee asked him why he, in his capacity as a constable, did not arrest any of 

the leaders since their identities were known, he answered: ‘There would 

have been some Difficulty in that, some Difficulty in taking the People, and 

some Difficulty in keeping ones Life after one had done; there was Punch 

about.’299 Punch entailed a threat of physical and financial harm, and was 

difficult to protect oneself against. Once the authorities’ troops or consta-

bles left and the sun set, those who opposed the crowd knew they were 

left to face Punch on their own in the night. 

These terror tactics relied on longstanding grievances among Notting-

ham’s working community, to foster anger towards individual perpetra-

tors of injustices. The detailed minutes of evidence makes it possible to 

analyse the identities of those chosen to be targets of acts of violence and 

humiliation, and their relationship with their attackers.  

The first category of victims were employers who were believed to have 

forced their workers to vote for Coke. William Haynes, one of Notting-

ham’s largest employers and known in town as an enthusiastic  Tory, ap-

pears to have been particularly resented for this reason. One witness de-

scribed the crowd reacting ‘extremely clamorous’ when a rumour spread 

that Haynes was present in the polling station. The committee enquired 

‘Did they express...what the Cause of their Indignation against him was?’ 

                                                           
298 Nottingham minutes of evidence, p. 89. 
299 Nottingham minutes of evidence, p. 100. Another witness told the committee 
that his wife had persuaded him to start carrying a knife ‘because they had 
sworn so much Violence at me’. This statement indicates that there was a group 
– ‘they’ – who was well known in Nottingham and which used the threat of vio-
lence to spread fear amongst their opponents. In this case apparently to pre-
vent him from testifying in the election trial. See p. 266. 
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The witness replied: ‘I understood it was, they conceived he had influ-

enced some Voters in Favour of Mr Coke, and he [Haynes] was obnoxious 

to them on that Account’.300 Fortunately for him, perhaps, Haynes was not 

present inside at this moment. However, when he later appeared at the 

market-place, leading close to a hundred of his workers to poll for Coke, 

the crowd ambushed them, pelting them with stones. Many in Haynes’ 

following were wounded and they were forced to disperse, thereby pre-

venting them from casting their votes.301 As this episode emphasises, 

though an employer was the main target, workers were also attacking 

other workers. One can easily imagine the dilemma of Haynes’ workers, 

forced either to bear the consequences of defying their employer or make 

themselves targets of the crowd. Crowd violence, thus, also served to en-

force loyalty among other members of Nottingham’s working community.   

The second category of victims targeted by the crowd was members of 

the volunteer forces. During the trial a member of the Yeoman cavalry 

stated that as he approached the polling station, the crowd shouted 

‘There is one of the Famine Guards coming, one of the shitten Yeomen, 

one of the Bloodhounds; he is Coke ! watch for him! and do him!’. The term 

‘Famine Guard’ was used to denote members of the volunteer forces dur-

ing the food crisis two years earlier. The Yeomanry in particular had used 

plenty of violence to supress the unrest, and were, we may presume, re-

sented for their role in these events, having shot and wounded several 

inhabitants. This member narrowly escaped, but other volunteers were 

not so lucky. A sergeant in the Nottingham Infantry was spencered and 

beaten, and two other volunteers were attacked with stones.302   

According to Blackner, many inhabitants blamed the Tory candidate 

Coke for supporting policies which they believed had caused the shortage 

                                                           
300 Nottingham minutes of evidence p. 118. 
301 Nottingham minutes of evidence, pp. 38, 226-9. It is unclear if Haynes intimi-
dated his workers to vote for the Tories. However, when the committee ques-
tioned one of Haynes’ employees on this point, they got an evasive – and uncon-
vincing – answer: ‘I cannot tell what he may have said in my Absence; he never 
did threaten them in my Presence’. See p. 229. A crowd of some 300-400 per-
sons also assaulted Haynes’ home, throwing stones and breaking the windows. 
Haynes however had prepared eleven loaded muskets. Together with a group 
of friends and workmen he managed to keep the attackers at bay by threaten-
ing to fire into their ranks. See pp. 220, 264, 347. The historian S. D. Chapman 
describes Haynes as a legendary industrial pioneer. By 1812 he and his two 
brothers owned some 960 frames valued at £24,000. See Chapman, ‘Industry 
and trade’, pp. 320-1. 
302 Nottingham minutes of evidence pp. 108, 188-9. For quotation see p. 108. 
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of 1800-1801.303 This was also referenced in the actions of the crowd dur-

ing the election. According to one witness ‘a Man in a low Situation of Life’ 

approached Coke ‘with a dried Herring, a small Loaf about the Size of a 

Walnut, and an Effigy of the Devil’. He shook these objects in Coke’s face 

with the words ‘Damn you, Coke, are Provisions now cheap enough!’304 

Coke was also threatened by, James Taylor one of the crowd leaders, who 

shook a noose in his face, threatened to hang him with it, and called him 

a scoundrel.305  

The third category of victims were individuals who had participated in 

the week-long attack on Nottingham reformers in 1794 known as the 

Duckings (see chapter 2). The crowd in the market place, according to one 

witness, ‘said they were determined to remember the ducking’.306 More-

over, there were individuals in Nottingham who had a reputation for be-

ing ‘Duckers’. As one witness explained to the committee, ‘Duckers’ were 

‘Persons that have committed [the] most atrocious Conduct in the Town 

of Nottingham’. They were so resented, he asserted, that even 10,000 sol-

diers could not have stopped the crowd from attacking them. 307 It was 

now eight years since the Duckings, but the memory had been kept alive 

in Nottingham. This experience held an emotional charge that was now 

used to encourage violent reprisals against the Tories. 

For some, this experience of past injustices was deeply personal. One of 

the suspected Duckers was a master framework-knitter named John 

‘Long’ Lovett. Before he went to the polling station he was approached by 

John Relphs – the brother of the man who died after having been beaten 

and ducked in 1794. According to Lovett, Relphs ‘abused me with very 

bad Language and told me I was the Cause of his Brother’s Death’. Lovett 

denied that he had had anything to do with this episode. He had known 

John Relphs since they were children, and had met him hundreds of times 

since the Duckings and never heard this accusation before. Instead, he 

hinted to the committee that someone had turned Relphs against him 

prior to the election.308 We should of course be cautious about this claim, 

since Lovett likely would not confess to participating in a killing while 

                                                           
303 Blackner, History of Nottingham, p. 301. 
304 Nottingham minutes of evidence, p. 134. 
305 Nottingham minutes of evidence, pp. 137, 188, 378. 
306 Nottingham minutes of evidence p. 98. 
307 Nottingham minutes of evidence, pp. 169, 417. For quotation see p. 417. With 
Lovett included, at least five out of the ten named victims were accused of being 
Duckers by their attackers: Barnes, see p. 332; Cullen, see p. 173-4; Lowe, see p. 
98, 417; Williamson, see p. 172.  
308 Nottingham minutes of evidence, pp. 167-9. For quotation see p. 167. 
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standing in the Commons. Regardless of whether he was a ducker or not, 

Lovett’s case illustrates how polarised Nottingham had become: people 

who had known each other since childhood and regularly interacted with 

each other in their daily lives were prepared to inflict serious violence on 

each other. 

As Lovett exited the polling station later that day, the crowd surrounded 

him. Lovett exclaimed ‘for God’s sake, Gentlemen, don’t murder me’, to 

which one of them replied ‘We will not murder you, but we will tear your 

Garments’. Lovett looked to the nearby constables for help, but they did 

not interfere. His attacker knocked him unconscious with a blow to his 

head. As he came to his senses, Lovett found himself lying on the ground 

surrounded by men who were kicking his defenceless body. Looking up 

at his attacker he recognised one of them: John Relphs. Someone called 

out ‘the Man is dying’, and they got him on his feet, and then proceeded to 

drag him through a kennel, a nasty experience one presumes since it 

would usually have been filled with excrement and mud. As he was at-

tempting to escape, he was blinded on one eye by ‘a Handful of Slush’ and 

a stone struck him on his temple, before he managed to get away through 

nearby yard.309  

In other cases, the relationship between attackers and victims could in-

stead prevent violence. Walker, the mason, told the committee that he 

personally knew the crowd leaders: ‘I am a neighbour to them all’, he ex-

plained. After Walker cast his votes for the Tory candidates, he stated that 

he was afraid to exit the polling station and face the crowd. But one of 

their leaders, Edward Stevenson, who lived next door to Walker, came up 

to him and said ‘If I go out along with you, nobody will hurt you’. Stephen-

son took hold of Walker’s arm, and kept holding it as they passed through 

the crowd which hissed at him, but did not touch him.310 This example 

shows how disciplined the crowd was, and how careful their leaders were 

in selecting their targets. They clearly had an idea of who was a reasona-

ble target and who was not. Even though Walker was a Tory voter, he was 

not to be a target. Those selected as examples to inspire terror among the 

ranks of the Tories appear primarily to have been men in positions of au-

thority: masters and employers and members of the Volunteers. Rather 

than a crazed rabble, unable to control their passions, the crowd showed 

restraint and were guided by their moral principles.  

                                                           
309 Nottingham minutes of evidence, pp. 166-8. For quotations see p. 166. On 
kennels and insults, see Shoemaker, The London mob, pp. 54-5. 
310 Nottingham minutes of evidence, pp. 86-7. For quotation see p. 86. 
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Emotions can be powerful motivators to action, but they are also fleet-

ing and difficult to sustain over time. This is a challenge all political move-

ments face. The philosopher Peter Sloterdijk observes that the construc-

tion of historical narratives to maintain the memory of past injustices is 

an important means of sustaining rage over time. The construction of 

such memory cultures, he writes, creates a metaphorical bank, whose 

symbolic resources can be put to use to foster anger for political mobili-

sation.311 In the previous chapter I showed how reformers held on to 

memories of Tory repression, and how this fuelled and sustained their 

cause throughout the 1790s. The attacks of the 1802 election reveal how 

reformers used the memory of the Duckings, and the emotional charge it 

carried with it, to foster anger and direct it against the Tories. Spencering 

was now described as a measured response and a rightful vengeance. As 

an address in support of Birch put it, it was entirely justified ‘to cut off the 

skirt of the coat of him who, a few years ago, in the plenitude of party zeal, 

murdered a father or a brother’ – a reference to the killing of Relphs.312 

Birch’s supporters argued that the spencerings were ‘but a trifle’ com-

pared to the pumpings, duckings and other assaults Nottingham’s re-

formers had endured.313 Coke was also blamed for the Duckings due to 

his association with the Nottingham Tories (the True Blues) As one elec-

tion ballad put it, Coke had proven himself ‘quite true to the blue ducking 

crew’ who had ‘murder’d poor RELPS’.314 Or, as one address put it, Coke 

had done nothing ‘to stop the ducking and burning system of his 

friends’.315 The death of Relphs in particular appears to have held a strong 

emotional charge, that motivated – or could be used to encourage – at-

tacks on the Tories. 

As we have seen, the memory of the Duckings was also maintained 

through visual representations (see Illustration 3). Illustration 4 shows 

how this image was re-printed and updated in 1803. In the new version, 

three white feathers are added, the symbol of the Prince of Wales. Two of 

these bear the names of his mistresses, Lady Jersey (on the left feather) 

and Mrs. Fitzherbert (on the right). On the middle feather is written ‘sep-

arate maintenance’, a reference to his estranged wife, Queen Caroline. 

These names are humorously placed above the Prince’s motto ‘Ich dien’ 

(I serve). The crown is thus symbolically transferred from George III to 

                                                           
311 Sloterdijk, Rage and time, pp. 62-3. 
312 Paper war, pp. 303-4. See also pp. 83, 187.  
313 Paper war, p. 323. 
314 Paper war, p. 153. 
315 Paper war, p. 301.  
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his, by this point, scandal-ridden and much less popular son. This print 

shows how the symbol of the Ducking continued to be used, with modifi-

cations to its references to fit the current political situation. 
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Illustration 4. ‘Crompton and liberty’ (1803). Nottingham reformers kept the 

memory of past abuses alive by reusing and adapting an existing image. The addi-

tion of three feathers to the crowned head transforms King George III into his des-

pised son, the Prince of Wales. 

  

Source: ‘A complete alphabetical list of the 2525 burgresses & freeholders who 
polled at the late Nottingham election...to which is added a summary of the poll 
(Nottingham, 1803), © British Library Board General Reference Collection 
RB.23.a.31679. 
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Up to this point the emphasis has been on the discipline and organisation 

of those who participated in the attacks of 1802. The ‘rationality’ of the 

English crowd – in the sense of calculated and goal-oriented actions – has 

also been emphasised in the historiography of Georgian popular politics 

– a lasting legacy of the contributions of British Marxist historians of the 

1960s and 1970s.316 Clearly the Nottingham crowd chose their targets 

carefully and acted according to their moral principles. However, the wit-

ness testimonies from the minutes of evidence also illustrate that emo-

tions were difficult to control: they were situational and depended on the 

dynamic of a given event. Emotional tactics, therefore could produce un-

predictable consequences. During the 1802 election, the Tories suffered 

great violence and insult, and tensions were running high between them 

and their Whig opponents. In this polarised atmosphere, even a small ac-

tion could have significant consequences.  

The Tory headquarters was located at the White Lion tavern. When two 

of Birch’s voters passed by the inn, they encountered a group of Coke’s 

supporters. One of them called out to the two men ‘Damn you, where is 

your Birch and your Basket Money on Saturday?’ – an insult that meant 

that they were poor and had no money to shop with on market day. 

Pushes were exchanged. More people joined from both factions and the 

situation quickly escalated into what a witness referred to as a ‘Battle’. 

Birch’s supporters got the upper hand, and forced their opponents to re-

treat inside the White Lion.317 Inside, the solicitor James Simpson was just 

sitting down to eat after a very narrow escape from the spencering crowd 

at the market-place. Simpson told the Committee ‘I heard a Noise before 

the House, I went to look at the Window, and saw several people fighting 

with their Fists, and a very large Mob seemed to be bearing down upon 

them...I immediately suspected that myself would be done.’318 As stones 

began to smash through the windows, he made his way upstairs to his 

lodgings to avoid the barrage, where he was joined by four other persons. 

They locked the door and hid behind the bed, pulling the mattresses over 

them for protection. Simpson clearly believed himself to be in a situation 

of mortal danger. He continued: ‘after some Time we heard a Knocking at 

one of the doors, as if Persons were attempting to break into the House, 

and then we heard the Discharge of Fire Arms’.319 The attackers had at-

tempted to break open the doors, and the defenders responded by firing 

                                                           
316 For a more detailed discussion see ch. 1, pp. 6-7 of the present book.  
317 Nottingham minutes of evidence, pp. 465-6. For quotation see p. 465. 
318 Nottingham minutes of evidence, p. 289. 
319 Nottingham minutes of evidence, p. 290. 
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into the crowd, hitting and wounding several of them. Several shots were 

fired, and Simpson and the four other men hid under the matrasses until, 

eventually, the dragoons arrived to disperse the attackers.320  

This incident had begun as a chance encounter during which an insult 

was thrown, and ended with several people being shot. It was hardly a 

planned action. Nonetheless, it does not seem farfetched to suggest that 

the use of emotional tactics to foster anger and hostility during the 1802 

election contributed to the quick escalation of the situation – and to a 

readiness to use violence. It is easier to make sense of these examples 

from the 1802 election if we can abandon our common-sense presuppo-

sition that actions are either rational or emotional. Marxist historians re-

belled against what they regarded as a condescending historical narrative 

that viewed plebeian rioting not as part of a political strategy, but as spas-

modic violence by enraged mobs. Yet as the example of Nottingham illus-

trate, it is reasonable to assume that the plebeian actors who participated 

in the assaults were indeed enraged, and the evidence clearly shows that 

they fostered anger for political purposes. These acts of crowd violence 

were simultaneously rational and motivated by emotion. At the same 

time, we have to be aware that no matter how well organised the workers 

who lead the attacks were, the effects of this type of agitation could not 

be completely controlled. 

The grand chain: gratitude and attachment 

In the previous section I showed how workers used terror tactics and rit-

ual violence to influence the election in favour of the reform candidate 

Joseph Birch. Such tactics relied on direct action that was spectacular and 

visually conspicuous. The Tories, however, had other means to influence 

the electorate. Working voters were often in a financially precarious sit-

uation and as such were susceptible to financial threats from their em-

ployers and landlords. Such tactics of intimidation were particularly po-

tent due to the journeymen’s worsening economic situation. In theory, a 

journeyman pressured by his master for his votes could simply choose 

another employer.321 In practice, however, times were hard. Pitt’s gov-

ernment defended the masters’ right to set wages according to the market 

                                                           
320 Nottingham minutes of evidence, p. 146-7, 150, 290.  
321 Journeyman artisans acquired their ‘freedom’ – i.e. became freemen – when 
they completed their apprenticeships. This freedom was a kind of indefeasible 
property. Once acquired, the freeman would always be able to support himself 
in work so he could – theoretically – defy his superiors on the grounds that he 
could work elsewhere. On journeymen and citizenship see McCormack, The in-
dependent man, p. 17. 
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price just as vigorously as they defended the retailers’ right to determine 

the price of grain without interference. Since the Combination Acts of 

1799 and 1800, journeymen were also banned from attempting to influ-

ence their wages or working hours through collective action under the 

threat of imprisonment or hard labour.322 Working men, in other words, 

were highly dependent on their masters, especially during these times of 

food shortages and wartime recession where the necessities of life were 

dear and employment scarce. Economic margins were narrow for many 

workers. For those living hand to mouth, even the reduction or withhold-

ing of salaries would have been devastating, and risked sending them into 

a downward spiral of want and debt. This, we have to remember, was a 

society where debtors often ended up behind bars.323 

In the elections of 1802 and 1803 it was not only control over Notting-

ham’s streets that were contested, but the very meaning of citizenship. At 

the heart of this conflict was the issue of the workers’ relationship to their 

superiors. In this section I will analyse how the Tories used workers’ de-

pendence on their superiors to threaten and shame this group into 

proper behaviour, as well as how workers responded to this using emo-

tional tactics, relying on pride and indignation. Thanks to two Notting-

ham printers, 435 pages of campaign material produced during these 

contests have been preserved in a compilation volume titled The Paper 

War (1803).324 This material allows us to further investigate the opposing 

side’s emotional tactics, and I will argue that it functioned as a battle-

ground where the dominant emotional regime was contested. 

A major issue during these elections was whether employers and land-

lords had the right to expect their workers and tenants to vote according 

to their wishes. From a modern perspective, using economic pressure to 

influence a subordinate’s choice of representative would be deeply prob-

lematic, but we have to keep in mind that patronage and deference were 

                                                           
322 Burnette, Gender, work and wages, pp. 233-4; Evans, The forging of the mod-
ern state, pp. 54-5. On the Combinations Acts see Pelling, A history of British 
trade unionism, pp. 16-19. 
323 See e.g. K. Tawny Paul, The poverty of disaster: debt and insecurity in eight-
eenth-century Britain (Cambridge, 2019), pp. 20-1. On conditions in debtors’ 
prisons see ch. 6 in particular.  
324 The printer were W. and M. Turner and the full title of their work is: Coke 
and Birch: the paper war carried on at the Nottingham election, 1803, containing 
the whole of the addresses, songs, squibs, &c. circulated by the contending parties; 
including the books of accidents and chances [i.e. “Accidents of the history of Dan-
iel and Joseph” and “Book of chances ... from the commencement of the Notting-
ham election in 1802, to the return of D. P. Coke, esq.”] (Nottingham, 1803). 
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established facts of life in Georgian society. To expect a worker to vote 

according to the wishes of his master, in this context, would have been 

seen by many as perfectly legitimate.325 The Tories certainly believed this 

to be the case. 

The master and worker, the Nottingham Tories argued, were linked to-

gether by a ‘grand chain’: the best interest of the master was also the best 

interest of the worker. In their ‘elevated situations’, the masters were in 

a position to support their workers with favours, and it was the duty of 

the workers to return this favour by showing the masters due deference. 

As Coke’s campaign put it: ‘no workman employed by others can prosper, 

or accomplish anything better than rags, unless he is honest, industrious, 

looks up with reverence to superiors, and with due respect to his employ-

ers’.326 Coke himself also took this stance, arguing in an election speech 

that ‘it was quite fair...that landlords should influence their tenants, and 

he would be sorry to see the day when men of property could not use such 

influence’.327 The Paper War also contain examples of more direct acts of 

intimidation. When the setters-up (lace makers) proclaimed their sup-

port for the reform candidate, Coke’s campaign suggested they should 

‘take the advice of a friend’ and ‘keep to their own’ business and stay out 

of politics, reminding them that ‘Lace Frames will not always be 

wanted’.328 Since Coke’s campaign did not contest accusations of coer-

cion, but rather defended it as a legitimate act of patronage, it seems safe 

to assume that some workers were indeed pressured by their employers. 

Through these arguments, Coke and his campaigners sought to defend 

an emotional regime under attack. Workers ought to show their masters 

reverence – a concept defined by Johnson as ‘to regard with awful re-

spect’. Webster defined reverence as ‘Fear mingled with respect and es-

teem’. Like awe, reverence was a clearly hierarchical emotional state: one 

felt reverence towards a supreme authority, like God Almighty. Unlike 

awe, however, reverence implied an element of love and affection to-

wards that authority.329 As far as the Tories were concerned, Notting-

ham’s working population had no reason for discontent, and their sup-

port for reform was not a legitimate political cause, but an attempt to line 

their pockets with the wealth of their betters. As Coke’s campaign put it 

in one of their election ballads: 
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Revolution’s their aim, tho’ they talk of reform, 

Each hoping, when rages the horrible storm, 

To plunder his neighbour that’s richer than he,  

While they howl their French hymns, and their “Millions, 

be free.”330 
 
In other words, plebeian reformers were accused of disloyalty, of being 

un-patriotic and foreign, and of being envious of and ungrateful toward 

the rich.  

This ballad clearly played on the propertied classes’ fear of the envy of 

the poor. It was also a shaming tactic. The grievances of the poor were not 

legitimate; rather they were merely an excuse to try to rise above their 

station. The poor were not legitimate political subjects. Rather they were 

depicted as a dangerous mass, howling like animals rather than articulat-

ing coherent political thoughts. As the example of France showed, the 

vain presumptions of this group could cause chaos and bloodshed. In a 

very telling, if somewhat simplistic, summary of the causes of the Reign 

of Terror in France, the Tories asserted that events got out of hand be-

cause ‘Common Workmen’ had been allowed to influence government, 

who then ‘instead of attending the work they were chosen for…began to 

cut off heads by the hundred’.331  

The Tories acknowledged that some inhabitants had endured hard-

ships, but as an address for Coke’s campaign rhetorically asked: ‘Are 

there not Poor in every nation? Were we all rich, who would plough, sow 

and reap?’ Moreover, they argued: ‘It is from a multiplicity of causes that 

those who are poor remain so, some being unfortunate in business, but 

hundreds more from a natural propensity to idleness’. Moreover, an idle-

ness that made them more likely ‘to commit crimes’. In effect, like Burke, 

the Nottingham Tories argued that one should not feel for the working 

poor. Poverty was a part of life, and the poor, as a rule, only had them-

selves to blame for their situation. In fact, the address continued, the poor 

in Britain were fortunate compared to the poor in other nations. Indeed, 

                                                           
330 Paper war, p. 261. Emphasis in original. This was probably also a reference 
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cred to the rights of man (London, 1793), pp. 57-8. 
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‘it would be difficult to find in reality [in Britain] that description of peo-

ple denominated poor’. Instead of complaining, they ought to remember 

that they were all Englishmen, and ‘join hand and heart’ with those 

fighting for their country. The address continued, ‘as long as a good and 

virtuous King…has the interest of his Subjects so much at heart, does not 

gratitude demand of us our love and sincere attachment?’332 As they did 

during the early 1790s (see chapter 2), the Tories insisted on loyalty and 

love towards the king and to Britain. However, during the 1802-1803 

elections, this bond of attachment was no longer portrayed as a basis for 

feeling righteous fury. By dismissing the grievances of the working poor 

as ingratitude and shaming them for their attempt to rise above their sta-

tion, the Tories ideologically undermined the latter’s right to feel legiti-

mate anger.  

We get a good idea of what emotions were desirable through a Tory 

handbill that relate a didactic tale of two ‘Jacobin’ workers.  In the imag-

ined dialogue, one man described to the other how he had long supported 

the Jacobin cause: ‘we told the people they were oppressed – published 

the Rights of Man – formed Societies – denied the Scripture…but they re-

taliated, and put us under the pumps, and made us sing “God save the 

King”’. He and his friends had also conspired to raise the grain prices in 

1800-1801 to cause a revolution, and spencered and attacked the Tories 

in 1802. The man now regretted that he had any part in this: ‘I have idled 

away a fortnight, and offended my master, who has lent me a guinea in 

my distress – pawned my clothes – my children starving – my wife fret-

ting – and I am held in derision. O what shall I do – COKE will come in – 

B---H thrown out, and myself brought to beggary.’ His friend replies: ‘I 

perceive our system is made up of deceit – Let us, in the future, fear God 

and honour our King, and mind our business; and no doubt but we shall 

live comfortably again; so farewell to Jacobinism.’ They then agree to 

burn Birch’s yellow colours and instead adorn themselves in ‘TRUE 

BLUE’, deciding to rather ‘sing “God save the King” by day light, instead of 

“Millions be free” in the dark’ – an obvious reference to the subversive 

night-time activities of Nottingham’s reformers.333  

This fictional conversion by the Tories is intriguing, since it essentially 

describes what I have argued was the Tories’ aim with the Duckings in 

1794; an emotional conversion from disaffection to loyal affection. We 

can interpret this story either as a genuine attempt to convince radical 

workers to stop their subversive activities, or as a satirical mockery of 
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this group. Regardless, the sentiment in this story fits well with the mes-

sage of Coke’s campaign: working people ought to mind their business, 

fear god, honour and love their king, treat their superiors with reverence 

and respect, and be grateful to their betters. Importantly, they had no 

right to feel anger. The grievances of the plebeian population were simply 

manufactured by Jacobin conspirators who manipulated this feeble-

minded group of people into acts of sedition.  

In these examples of Tory propaganda, patronage was described, not 

only as an exchange of votes in return for favours and protection, but also 

as emotional transactions. Workers ought to return the patronage they 

received from their superiors by supporting their chosen candidate, but 

also by showing them loyalty and gratitude. Shaming tactics were used 

against workers who showed the wrong feelings so as to force them into 

line and to deny the legitimacy of ‘independent’ political actions. The To-

ries effectively argued that one should not feel sympathy for the plight of 

Nottingham’s workers: they were simply ungrateful and ought to know 

their place. In this way, shaming tactics also legitimised acts of intimida-

tion from Tory employers against workers who did not show their supe-

riors deference.  

For the working class: indignation and pride 

Nottingham’s supporters of reform, as mentioned above, were a diverse 

group of actors ranging from radical journeymen to members of the 

town’s corporation. The following section deals with the emotional tac-

tics they used to defend themselves against the Tories’ tactics of shame 

and intimidation during the 1802 and 1803 parliamentary elections. To 

understand the actions of the Nottingham reformers, it is first necessary 

to briefly examine the context of their mobilisation.  

To summarise the events described so far in this chapter, the corpora-

tion, which was dominated by men from the town’s business elite, backed 

Joseph Birch – a radical Whig from Liverpool – against the candidates 

sponsored by the local Tory aristocracy and gentry. A group of journey-

men led crowds of working men in attacks against the Tories in the 1802 

election to ensure that Birch would win. The level of co-operation be-

tween the corporation and these journeymen in the organisation of these 

attacks is uncertain, but it is clear that they had a common goal. Birch 

himself likely played a very minor role in the organisation of his election 

campaign. In fact, he was only put forward as a candidate at the last mi-

nute, nominated by a journeyman framework-knitter and a master wool-

comber, and he arrived in Nottingham five days after the election had 
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begun.334 The committee organising Birch’s election also demonstrates 

this alliance between plebeian and patrician radicals. From the minutes 

of evidence of the election trial we learn that a key organiser and adviser 

to Birch was a journeyman framework-knitter named Joseph Kilburn, de-

scribed as a leader in the local working community. According to Tory 

witnesses, Kilburn was also one of the organisers of the spencerings. 

However, since these witnesses had political motives, their testimonies 

have to be viewed with caution.335 Regardless of the truth of these accu-

sations, Birch’s campaign would have been well aware of the situation of 

Nottingham’s working voters and their resentments, which they could ex-

ploit to the detriment of the Tories. Crucially, Birch’s election hinged on 

the support of journeymen voters: the framework-knitters alone made up 

half of the roughly 4,000 electors.336 

 

To stir journeymen voters to action against the wishes of Tory employ-

ers and landlords, Birch’s campaign chose to confront head on the vulner-

ability of this group to financial threats. Whereas the Tories argued that 

the poor only had themselves to blame for their situation, Birch’s cam-

paign reminded working-class voters of previous years of hardships, 

which had rendered many men incapable of supporting their families – 

regardless of how industrious they were – and forced them to rely on par-

ish relief. The Tories’ threats to their livelihoods risked putting them in a 

similar situation once more. This, Birch’s campaign argued, was not only 

a financial threat, but an attempt to ‘deny you either political knowledge, 

or the participation of political rights.’337 Since men who became depend-

ent on parish relief generally lost their right to vote, this was a direct blow 

to their rights as citizens. A position of dependency, moreover, was 

                                                           
334 Nottingham, minutes of evidence, p. 374 
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almost always considered feminine – and therefore also shameful and 

dishonourable.338 By threatening workers’ income, the Tories threatened 

to take away their independence, their capacity to provide for their fami-

lies and their manhood.  

Birch’s campaign acknowledged that working men might find them-

selves in a position where they had to reluctantly accept support from the 

parish. Yet they adamantly maintained that these men were forced to do 

so by forces beyond their control, and that working men had the right and 

capacity to participate in politics. In order to legitimise working men’s 

participation however, they needed to deal with the fact that working 

men’s vulnerable position did often hinder their claims to independence 

– the necessary criterion of citizenship in Georgian political discourse. In 

the eyes of the elite, the looming threat of poverty made working men 

susceptible to corruption and bribery, which was used as an argument 

against their claims to citizenship. The Whig politician Thomas Erskine, 

for example, argued that giving labourers the vote would destroy the in-

tegrity of the voting process precisely because they could be influenced 

by their employers.339  

In a context where the financial situation of working men was used to 

disqualify them from citizenship, Birch’s campaign instead stressed that 

the working men still qualified as independent because they possessed 

the capacity for reason, conscience and honour. Working men, Birch’s 

campaign argued, had the capacity to judge for themselves their choice of 

representative. Yet they found themselves in a situation where the 

threats of their masters could force them to violate their own moral prin-

ciples: ‘Frames, houses, farms, are all converted into instruments of com-

pulsion in the iron hands of oppression, and their possessors threatened 

with the deprivation of them, unless, they vote against their con-

science.’340 The iron hand, crucially, could not feel. The Tory candidate 

Coke had referred to spencering as a ‘System of Terror’, but so were the 

threats of Tory landlords and employers, according to Birch’s supporters. 

They declared Coke a hypocrite who saw intimidation as a ‘most horrid 

thing, when applied to the bodies & clothes of men’. When it was directed 

at voters’ ‘consciences, or their very subsistence’, however, it was appar-

ently perfectly legitimate.341 The Tories maintained that workers lived in 
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a system of benign patronage held together by their gratitude and affec-

tion for their betters. Birch’s campaign insisted instead that workers 

were kept down by their unfeeling superiors through a rule by terror. 
The issue of voter coercion was clearly a highly emotive issue among 

Nottingham workers, which could be used to foster resentment against 

the Tories. During the attacks of 1802, as we have seen, the crowd tar-

geted employers thought to have pressured their workmen to vote for the 

Tory candidates. Birch’s committee would have been well aware of this 

fact and sought to use it to their advantage. In his nomination speech in 

1803, Birch asserted that ‘this election…is…nothing more than a contest 

between the rich and the poor; where the one are struggling…to secure 

the right of electing their own Representative, and the other are endeav-

ouring to acquire the power of arbitrarily dictating to them.’342 Voters 

were urged to ‘Never forget that this is the cause of THE WORKING CLASS 

OF ELECTORS.‘343 No matter what the Tories might claim, they were in 

fact fighting a noble and moral cause: for parliamentary reform and for 

the poor voters’ right to an independent franchise.  

While working men may have lacked financial independence, Birch’s 

campaign maintained that they had the capacity for conscience. To be 

forced to violate one’s conscience, Birch’s campaign argued, was an af-

front to their honour as men: ‘Do they mean to insult you, by saying that 

an honest heart cannot beat beneath a shabby coat; or that because you 

are destitute of that Wealth, which, for purposes we cannot fathom, is 

fallen to their lot, you must also be devoid of Honour, Principle, and In-

tegrity?’ They continued: ‘I know that you consider your WORD as good 

as your BOND; your PROMISE as sacred as your OATH…your defamers 

will find that, though POOR, ye are VIRTOUS, though DESPISED, ye are 

INDEPENDENT; that you gave your Promises from the honest dictates of 

your consciences’.344 

Birch’s campaign also took advantage of events during the election to 

incite anger against the Tories by stressing the insults poor voters had to 

endure from them. One address accused the head-master of the Blue Coat 

Charity School of having threatened to expel pupils if their parents did 

not vote for Coke. In an exchange recorded in the Paper War, the head 

master denied these charges, insisting he did merely ‘recommend to the 

boys that their parents should vote for MR. COKE’.345 Regardless of 
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whether his ‘recommendation’ was backed by further intimidation, 

Birch’s campaign seized the moment to argue that this was yet another 

example of the arrogance of the Tories against ‘the poor man’. Every day, 

they asserted, ‘teems with fresh and flagrant instances of insult and op-

pression towards you’, insults that ought to excite indignation.346  

Birch’s campaign sought to use worker’s daily experience of insult and 

contempt to foster anger against the Tories, presumably because they be-

lieved this would stir this group to action. As we have seen, Tory propa-

ganda took a very negative view of working men’s capacity and suitability 

for political participation – a view which was in no way unusual for this 

period. It is very telling indeed that the word ‘disgustful’ was the adjective 

the Tory supporter Abigail Gawthern used when she described the sight 

of the Nottingham ‘Jacobins’ in her diary.347 These workers were part of 

Burke’s ‘swinish multitude’ and, as Anna Clark observes, belonged to a 

demographic that often found their very humanity under attack from con-

servatives.348 Yet we should be careful to note that such attitudes were 

also present among some of Nottingham’s more better-off reformers. 

Even Blackner, whose history of Nottingham is generally sympathetic to 

the plight of its plebeian population, expressed a dim view of working 

men’s capacity as citizens. Though he praised the NCS leader ‘Citizen’ 

Brown, he clearly viewed him as an exception. In a telling passage he 

writes that Brown’s run for office in 1798 failed due to the ‘abruptness of 

manners, and…coarseness of behaviour’ of his co-candidate James Ellis, 

who was also a framework-knitter. As Blackner put it, ‘the only excuse for 

his presumption in putting up for the office of junior councillor, can be 

found in a species of insanity’. Nottingham’s corporation supported 

Brown, but firmly – and rightly according to Blackner – resisted Ellis’s 

vain attempt to rise above his station. They therefore thwarted his run for 

office, thereby avoiding the ‘disgrace’ of being forced to mix with a man 

like Ellis.349 As this episode suggests, some of Birch’s wealthier supports 

may have been uneasy about the political ambitions of Nottingham’s ple-

beian population, but they nonetheless needed to appeal to voters from 

this group – if only as a matter of political expedience.  

While the Tories stressed that masters had their worker’s best interest 

at heart, Birch’s supporters instead stressed their naked contempt for 

elites. This emotional tactic of fostering anger was perhaps a way to 
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remove the burden of fear of defying one’s master or landlord: to encour-

age workers to refuse their superiors reverence and respect. A good ex-

ample of this is an election ballad titled ‘The song of freedom‘, which 

urged voters to show the nation that they would not be dismissed: 

 

Tho’ Oppression may curb you, and raise in your breasts 

The indignant emotion awhile; 

Yet soon each will lay his free hand on his heart, 

And say, “I have acted an Englishman’s part”.350 

 

To feel indignation in the face of oppression by employers and landlords, 

in other words, was both English and manly. This feeling of righteous in-

dignation, crucially, was connected to a sense of pride as workers. Work-

ing men were urged to ‘convince the proud imperious aristocrats, and 

their stewards, that though you earn your bread by the sweat of your 

brow, the spirit of Freedom inhabits your bosoms’. 351 Tory patrons ex-

pected compliance and deference, treating their workers with arrogance 

and contempt, and thus continuing ‘to insult and calumniate the poorer 

classes on whose labour…[Nottingham] is built’. The town’s artisans, they 

wrote, were honest and industrious, yet they were forced to endure ‘the 

Reproaches, the Presumption, and the Contempt of their poverty, which 

Mr. Coke, and these friends of his shew’.352 As honest workers with a ca-

pacity for conscience and morality, they had a right to take pride in them-

selves – and a right to act with indignation when their honour was in-

sulted. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have shown how Nottingham and Nottinghamshire’s To-

ries changed their emotional tactics in response to a deteriorating econ-

omy and increasing popular resistance. The local Tories now abandoned 

their earlier attempts to restore affection to the regime, and instead came 

to rely primarily on tactics of terror and intimidation to enforce social or-

der. The Tories had previously sought to encourage popular anger in de-

fence of the political regime. Yet they had to contend with the fact that 

emotions are contextual and situational and therefore difficult for politi-

cal actors to control. During the food crisis of 1800-1801 and during the 
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1802-1803 elections, the Tories instead found themselves targets of emo-

tional tactics grounded in wrath. 

During the shortages of 1800-1801, Nottingham descended into a state 

akin to civil war, as a hungry population attempted to negotiate for relief, 

using mass action and violence to frighten the elite into making conces-

sions. The protestors’ terror tactics depended on traditional means used 

to defend the moral economy, but also skilfully exploited the elite’s fear 

of revolution to maximise its impact. Traditional practices, such as the use 

of threatening messages, were augmented with revolutionary rhetoric in-

spired by events in France, such as the declaration of a new age of liberty 

marked by a new revolutionary calendar.  

Nottinghamshire’s lord lieutenant, the Duke of Portland, was deter-

mined not to give in to such demands however. Instead, he aggressively 

pushed to implement a new capitalist order. This rested on the belief, 

championed by Burke and Malthus among others, that government 

should not provide relief to working people since it shielded them from 

their own bad decisions. In order to force working people to adapt to de-

mands of the – allegedly – free market, their passions must be controlled 

and disciplined. Because sympathy for the hungry working population 

could motivate action to relieve their plight, and thus undo this discipli-

nary project, it was necessary for the elite to supress such feelings. The 

case of Nottingham shows how the government sought to enforce these 

new norms in practice. 

Encouraged by Portland, the local authorities abandoned their relief 

efforts and used military force to crush the ongoing unrest. When the 

threat of deadly violence proved insufficient, troops shot and maimed 

protestors, using legal terror to restore order. Military force, the authori-

ties believed, kept the population in a state of ‘awe’, in the sense of a state 

of reverential fear grounded in hierarchy. Awe was seen as pacifying, as 

an antidote to unrest caused by inflamed passions .  

Historians of emotion have previously emphasised the increased im-

portance of sympathy as a political concept during this period. Yet, as the 

example of Nottingham shows, its boundaries were contested. Sympathy 

for the working population, indeed, became problematic to the regime in 

their struggle to restore social order on a new foundation following the 

Revolutionary crisis. During the 1802 and 1803 elections, this struggle of 

conflicting emotional norms surfaced in full force. The Nottingham To-

ries, sponsored by the Nottinghamshire aristocracy and gentry, asserted 

the right of masters and landlords to expect deference from their work-

ers. Workers, the Tories argued, ought to fear God, love their king, treat 
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their superiors with reverence and respect, and be grateful to their bet-

ters. The Tories also sought to discredit workers’ demands for political 

participation, using shaming tactics that depicted workers attempting to 

rise above their station as animalistic and degraded. The intention was to 

undermine the legitimacy of working men’s anger by portraying them as 

ungrateful and misled by revolutionaries. The threat of unemployment 

and eviction was also used to force them into line. 

Workers also used shame and fear to strike upwards in the social hier-

archy. This tactic was intended to punish superiors for various moral 

transgressions. What those transgressions where was deeply rooted in 

the life of the local community and the personal relationships of its mem-

bers. At the same time, such local and personal issues were intimately 

bound up with national political issues. The ritual violence through which 

terror and shame was enacted could be both vengeance for past acts of 

violence and part of a larger nationwide struggle about reform.  

In chapter 2 I showed how the Nottingham Tories used tactics fostering 

anger to encourage participation in acts of ritual violence, thereby creat-

ing an effect of terror. This chapter shows that Nottingham reformers also 

used similar tactics. In the 1802 election, the tables were turned, and it 

was Tory supporters who were subjected to brutal charivari rituals, or-

ganised by a group of journeymen workers. In the daytime Tory support-

ers were made examples of through the painful and humiliating practice 

of spencering, which included both vicious beatings and a symbolic cas-

tration. At night, workers attacked the property of their opponents under 

the leadership of the fictitious Punch. These terror tactics punished indi-

viduals seen as perpetrators of moral crimes against the plebeian popu-

lation, such as members of the Yeomanry, employers who had coerced 

their worker to vote for the Tories, and participants in the Tory-led Duck-

ings of 1794. While these attacks on Tories had the character of a local 

vendetta, this terror tactic also aimed to influence politics at the national 

level by ensuring that the reformer Joseph Birch gained a seat in Parlia-

ment.  

The election of 1802 illustrates how the creation of a memory culture 

around past abuses towards reformers – and to the plebeian population 

more generally – was used to foster anger towards the Tories held re-

sponsible. Whereas the Tories argued one should not feel for the plight of 

the poor, and dismissed demands for relief and political rights as ingrati-

tude, reformers instead stressed workers’ right to feel pride in the sweat 

of their toil. They were honest and industrious, and, consequently, re-

formers argued, they also had a right to feel anger when their superiors 
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insulted their honour by treating them with open contempt. Thus, 

through this merging of past and present abuses, Nottingham reformers 

sustained anger over time as source of radical mobilisation. This may ex-

plain, in part, why the cause of reform proved so tenacious in Nottingham.  
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Chapter 4. Sympathy and antipathy: the English Bas-
tille and the struggle for reform 1796-1810 

Introduction 

Between 1797 and 1807, the Cold Bath Fields House of Correction in 

Clerkenwell, London became the focal point for a series of political con-

troversies. These evolved into a popular mass protest, one unprece-

dented in scale according to contemporary newspaper reports. Never be-

fore, they declared, had such numbers taken to the streets of the imperial 

capital. What was arguably one of the largest popular protests during 

Britain’s 22 years of war with France centred around the treatment of the 

inmates in this new prison, which had been built on the penitentiary 

model. What began as a campaign against abuses of prisoners in Cold 

Bath evolved into an early example of a political mass movement, in-

tended to put as many people as possible on the streets to influence law-

makers and their national policies.  

London was the preeminent centre of British radicalism. These radicals 

were socially and intellectually diverse, ranging from reform-minded 

aristocrats living in palatial homes at Piccadilly, down to ultra-radical 

revolutionaries inhabiting a world of debating clubs, public houses and 

speakeasies frequented by radical workers. The urban space they moved 

within was also diverse. By 1800, London was a bustling imperial capital 

sprawling across an unwieldly geographical area and inhabited by a mil-

lion people. London was by far the largest city in Europe. Contemporary 

radicals recognised that London’s enormous size made effective mobili-

sation for reform difficult. But the potential political power of its huge 

population was also an opportunity, and source of concern to the govern-

ment.353 

This fear of popular violence has to be understood in the context of the 

devastating Gordon Riots in 1780, during which nearly 300 people were 

killed and large parts of central London put to the torch. These events 

shook London’s inhabitants to the core and created a lingering trauma in 

the capital.354 Fears of popular violence only intensified during the 

                                                           
353 Matthew McCormack, ‘Metropolitan “radicalism” and electoral independ-
ence, 1760-1820’, in Matthew Cragoe and Antony Taylor, eds., London politics, 
1760-1914 (Basingstoke, 2005), pp. 19-21. 
354 As argued by Ian Haywood, ‘A metropolis in flames and a nation in ruin’s: 
the Gordon riots as a sublime spectacle’, in Ian Haywood and John Seed, eds., 
The Gordon riots: politics, culture and insurrection in late eighteenth-century 
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Revolutionary Crisis. During 1795, the London Corresponding Society 

(LCS) organised a series of ‘monster meetings’ in the capital, the largest 

of which had a reported attendance of 150,000 to 200,000 people, to pro-

test against the war and demand political reform. Although the accuracy 

of the attendance numbers is uncertain, the government was deeply wor-

ried about the huge popular participation in these protests. On 29 Octo-

ber 1795, George III was mobbed in his carriage on his way to the opening 

of Parliament by huge crowds demanding peace and bread. The govern-

ment linked this to the LCS campaigns and used it as pretext to ramp up 

their repressive campaign against the reform movement. By 1797, the 

LCS was in disarray and largely spent as a political force.355 Those radicals 

who wished to continue mobilising for reform thus faced the challenging 

task of creating mobilisation amidst government repression, divisions 

and despair among radicals, and a huge population across a wide geo-

graphical area. 

 
Illustration 5. ‘A View of the House of Correction in Cold Bath Fields’ (1798). Illus-
tration to the European Magazine St. Paul’s cathedral is seen in the background to 
the right. 

 

Source: BM Crace 1878 XXXII.35, ©Trustees of the British Museum.  

                                                           
Britain (Cambridge, 2012), pp. 7-8. On the memory of the Gordon riots follow-
ing the French Revolution see e.g. Archer, Social unrest, p. 60. 
355 See e.g. Stevenson, Popular disturbances, pp. 216-17. On the decline in the 
LCS’s membership see e.g. Thale, ed., The papers of the London Corresponding 
Society, p. xxiv. 
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The challenges popular mobilisation faced in London were symbolised by 

the institution of Cold Bath. Finished in 1794 at an expense of £65,656, 

Cold Bath was part of an emerging system of state-operated prisons. It 

was based on a new model of punishment intended to instil ‘total disci-

pline’ by rendering the inmate’s minds and bodies docile through isola-

tion and hard labour.356 These new penal strategies were tied to an in-

creasing desire to police and control public disorder following the French 

Revolution. The political repression of Pitt’s government was also fol-

lowed by a strengthening of policing and punishment that directly tar-

geted the working poor. Between 1793 and 1820 more than 60 acts were 

passed that aimed to repress working class collective action.357 This pres-

sure was felt by London’s plebeian population, whose civil liberties were 

eroded through increasingly harsh legislation. A particularly severe blow 

was the Middlesex Justices’ Act of 1792, which removed a traditional and 

affordable means to seek legal redress and, together with the 1792 Va-

grancy Act, empowered constables and watchmen to arrest anyone fitting 

a loose definition of suspicious behavior. The 1790s also marked a crucial 

change in the authorities’ penal strategies. Never before were so many 

sent to prison. At the Old Bailey, imprisonment sentences doubled during 

this decade.358 

Cold Bath was an institution where intensified policing intersected 

with political repression. Amongst the prison population were criminals, 

paupers, vagrants and debtors, but also members of subversive groups. 

These included participants in the naval mutinies of 1797, as well as 

members of the LCS and republican revolutionaries of the United move-

ment. To London’s radicals, then, the prison became a symbol of the 

                                                           
356 Cold Bath was built following the 1779 Penitentiary Act according to the 
new ideals of prison discipline advocated by the reformer John Howard, and 
had 232 single cells. On the construction of Cold Bath and its role in a new para-
digm of punishment see Michael Ignatieff, A just measure of pain: the peniten-
tiary in the industrial revolution, 1750-1850 (London, 1978), pp. 78-9, 84, 93, 
97-8. For the cost and construction of Cold Bath see C. W. Chalklin, ‘The recon-
struction of London’s prisons, 1770-1799: an aspect of the growth of Georgian 
London’, The London Journal, 9 (1983), pp. 25-7. 
357 Archer, Social unrest, p. 86. 
358 The Middlesex Justices Act 1792 suppressed the activities of the so-called 
‘trading justices’ thereby removing ‘an inexpensive and independent justice for 
the poor’ Hitchcock and Shoemaker, London lives, pp. 399-403. For quotation 
see p. 401. Ignatieff, A just measure of pain, p. 141. 
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government’s oppression. Indeed, it soon became known in the capital as 

‘the Bastille’.359  

The Cold Bath controversies make visible the confrontation between 

ruling elites attempting to strengthen their position by enforcing law and 

order and reformers seeking to reshape the political order. Both sides 

faced the challenge of political mobilisation among London’s huge popu-

lation, with one side seeking to encourage it and the other to stop it.   

The late eighteenth century saw the growth of a range of humanitarian 

campaigns that cultivated audiences’ sympathy for victims of oppression. 

The movement for the abolition of the slave trade was a particularly suc-

cessful example of this trend, which developed into a national political 

movement during the 1780s.360 However, fellow-feeling for someone 

does not necessarily lead to action. Humans are regularly confronted with 

the suffering of others without acting to relieve it; this is a challenge any-

one who has tried to raise money for a charitable cause is familiar with. 

It may well be that the capacity to identify with the feelings of others is a 

fundamental part of what makes us human, as moral philosophers like 

Hume and Smith believed. However, as David Garland notes, humans also 

have an extraordinary capacity to ignore suffering and pain, particularly 

when it concerns individuals that are seen as social others. 361 This chap-

ter explores this challenge from the perspective of Georgian popular pol-

itics, arguing that sympathy was so successful in getting people out on the 

streets because of its ability to evoke a range of other emotions, including 

anger and moral outrage, but also feelings of attachment and community. 

This chapter first explores how London radicals used sympathy to fash-

ion emotional tactics for political mobilisation. It aims to nuance our un-

derstanding of sympathy in the late Georgian period by showing how 

emotional tactics that sought to cultivate an identification with the  

                                                           
359 J. Ann Hone, For the cause of truth: radicalism in London 1796-1821 (Oxford, 
1982), pp. 117-29; Christina Parolin, Radical spaces: venues of popular politics in 
London, 1790-c.1845 (Canberra, 2010), pp. 50-62. By 1811 ’Bastille’ had become 
the ’Stile’ or ‘Steel’ on the streets of London, a name it retained at least until 
1850. See Ignatieff, A just measure of pain, p. 141. 
360 For a good overview of the historiography of British abolitionism see Brown, 
Moral Capital, ch. 1. On the abolitionist use of the language of sensibility see e.g. 
Brycchan Carey, British abolitionism and the rhetoric of sensibility: writing, senti-
ment and slavery, 1760-1807 (Basingstoke, 2005). On the use of images of slave 
ships to evoke sympathy for the enslaved see e. g. Marcus Rediker, The slave 
ship: a human history (London, 2008), pp. 335-39. On the ideological im-
portance of sympathy see ch. 1 of the present book, pp. 16-22. 
361 Garland, Punishment and modern society, p. 243. 
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suffering of others could also foster its opposite: antipathy and dehuman-

isation. This aspect is then explored further through an analysis of the 

emotional tactics used by government supporters to counter the chal-

lenge of radical mobilisation based on sympathy. This chapter then 

moves on to examine antipathy as a tool for bottom-up protest, by explor-

ing the emotional tactics of the London crowd. It ends with a discussion 

of the challenges of sustaining emotions over time in politics.  

Prisoners of the Bastille: sympathy and emotional contagion 

The largest anti-government protests of the Napoleonic wars, appear to 

have begun with LCS member Joseph Burks. In November 1796 he was 

convicted of seditious libel and sentenced to two years at hard labour in 

Cold Bath for selling a pamphlet entitled The duties of citizenship!362 Burks 

owned one of the small book shops that were crucial to the LCS and their 

strategy, which promoted political education as a stepping-stone to uni-

versal male suffrage. They were a source for the cheap political literature 

that members read and discussed at the LCS’s weekly meetings.363 Burks’ 

sentence might seem relatively mild, at least in comparison to other pain-

ful corporal and capital punishments of the English criminal law. How-

ever, it is important to note that during this period, imprisonment was a 

highly punitive – and potentially lethal – corporal punishment.364  

In his Affidavit, published shortly after his release in 1798, Burks de-

scribed his two years in Cold Bath as a process of slow starvation. In order 

to engage the reader’s sympathy, he detailed how he spent his days at the 

gruelling task of picking oakum, subsisting on a diet of bread and water 

                                                           
362 This pamphlet was a scorching attack on the monarchy and the state church, 
but it was also a call to LCS members to continue educating themselves and to 
keep to a peaceful path in the ongoing struggle for reform. See Edward Henry, A 
summary of the duties of citizenship!: written expressly for the members of the 
London Corresponding Society; including observations on the contemptuous ne-
glect of the Secretary of State, with regard to their late address to the king!  (Lon-
don, 1795). 
363 Although the meetings of LCS divisions could be rowdy, they functioned as 
schools for plebeian men in which they learned the practical skills of citizen-
ship. Members listened to reading of newspapers and political writings learned 
to debate these under organised forms, and to participate in collective decision 
making through majority voting. This organisation was to serve as a model for 
the reformed political system they wished to establish. For a good description 
of the organisation of the LCS’s meetings and their part in the society’s political 
strategy see Andy Blunden, The origins of collective decision making (Leiden, 
2016), pp. 71-82. 
364 See e.g. Paul, The poverty of disaster, p. 193. 
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three days a week and, on the remaining four days, a broth ‘which nothing 

but extreme hunger could force a man to swallow’.365 When his mother 

attempted to bring him additional food, the guards beat him and put him 

in solitary confinement until he promised not to repeat the ‘offense’.366 

His nights were spent in isolation in a filthy, vermin-infested cell, with an 

unglazed window grated with iron bars and placed 8 feet (2.4 m) above 

the floor as his only source of light. The cell was so cold and damp that a 

crust of ice would form on the brick walls during severe weather. Even-

tually, he wrote ‘the oppression became so intolerable’ that he decided to 

risk making a formal complaint. He approached the prison chaplain, who 

refused to help him and instead reprimanded Burks, telling him the 

prison, ‘was a place of Punishment, not of Indulgence’.367  

In his narrative, Burks created a sense of immediate threat to the audi-

ence, in order to compel them to action. As Flam and King have argued, 

successful mobilisation requires protestors to shake ‘onlookers out of 

their everyday routine compliance or indifference’.368 Burks achieved this 

by connecting his experience to the government’s crackdown on reform-

ers, and urged his countrymen to act before it was too late. His testimony, 

he asserted, was ‘a plain statement of evils seen and felt, of evils present, 

imminent, and staring every Englishman in the face.’369 It is important to 

note here that Burks did not condemn the disciplinary practices of the 

new penitentiary per se. Rather, he argued that it was an outrage that they 

were being used on men like him. Burks saw himself as imprisoned for 

his political beliefs: he was not a criminal. Yet, as he put it, they treated 

him like ‘the worst felon in the worst gaol in the kingdom’. Those who 

remained passive might soon suffer the same fate as him, ‘immured in 

this burial place of the living…exposed to the brutality of the lowest of 

human beings, a turnkey of the House of Correction in Cold Bath-fields.’370  

During this period, depictions of suffering and despair were under-

stood as creating a kind of emotional contagion by engaging the readers’ 

sympathies. Adam Smith, for example, argued that sympathy operated 

through a logic of mirroring, through which the spectator reconstructed 

the experience of others in their imagination. The strength of the 

                                                           
365 Joseph Burks, Affidavit [price one penny] (London, 1798), p. 4.  
366 Burks, Affidavit, p. 4.  
367 Burks, Affidavit, p. 6. Emphasis in original.  
368 Helena Flam and Debra King, ‘Introduction’, in Helena Flam and Debra King, 
eds., Emotions and social movements (New York, 2005), pp. 11-12. For quota-
tion, see p. 12. 
369 Burks, Affidavit, pp. 5-6. For quotation see p. 6. 
370 Burks, Affidavit, p. 7  
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identification, the degree to which the suffering of the other makes the 

observer ‘tremble and shudder’, as Smith put it, therefore depended on 

the vividness of the account.371 Burks’ account, thus, was a practical ap-

plication of such late eighteenth-century theoretical understandings of 

emotional contagion. Whether or not Burks was conscious of these theo-

ries, his text was nonetheless an attempt to engage the reader’s sympa-

thies for a political purpose. Through his vivid description of his emo-

tional desperation, the cruelty and injustice of his jailors and the sensory 

impact of the cold, filth and hunger he endured, Burks invited readers to 

put themselves in his position and be moved by his fate. Burks sought to 

incite his audience to action by describing a suffering that he claimed was 

so extreme that he would willingly end his own life rather than relive it.372  

This tactic was successful. Burks’ account was widely read and dis-

cussed in London, and the local authorities clearly saw it as highly sub-

versive. Since Cold Bath was situated in the county of Middlesex, which 

included all of London north of the Thames, except for the independent 

City of London373, the county magistrates were responsible for its man-

agement. These now complained that Burks’ text was spread with ‘great 

industry’ across London ‘for the most mischievous purposes’.374 Indeed, 

Burks’ account caused enough of a stir to be discussed in the Commons, 

where the magistrates attempted to undermine its credibility.375 Burks 

was not alone in attempting to engage the public’s sympathies for the rad-

icals imprisoned in Cold Bath. Catherine Despard’s campaign for her 

                                                           
371 On depictions of suffering as a literary device see e.g. Kelly McGuire, Dying to 
be English: suicide narratives and national identity, 1721-1814 (Hoboken, 2015). 
For Adam Smith’s view see. Adam Smith, The theory of moral sentiments, ed. Ryan 
Patrick Hanley (New York, 2009 [1759]) part 1, section 1: ‘Of Sympathy’.  For 
quotation see p. 14. 
372 Burks, Affidavit, p. 6. This may have been a rhetorical exaggeration, but at least 
four prisoners committed suicide between 1797-1800 see Frykman, The bloody 
flag, p. 158. 
373 Westminster, though part of Middlesex, was also governed by separate insti-
tutions of local government. See Tim Hitchcock, Sharon Howard and Robert 
Shoemaker, ‘Local government’, London Lives, 1690-1800 (www.lon-
donlives.org, version, 2.0 March 2018) [Accessed on 15 June 2022]. 
374 Morning Chronicle. 25 February 1799. The suffering of the LCS members was 
also referenced in an anonymous poem titled the Devil’s Walk, first published in 
the Morning Post. The name of the prison was redacted to avoid libel charges, but 
it is fair to say that the readers could infer which institution the devil admired: 
‘As he went through --------fields, he saw / A solitary cell; / And the devil was 
pleased, for it gave him a hint For improving his prisons in hell’. See Morning Post, 
6 September 1799. 
375 Morning Chronicle, 6 March 1799.  
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husband Edward, another LCS member imprisoned in Cold Bath, likewise 

brought much attention to the plight of the reformers confined here. His 

case, like Burks’, was debated in the Commons and reported on in the 

press. Elisabeth Smith campaigned for her imprisoned husband John, 

who was arrested together with Burks, by publicising his letters to her in 

which he described the suffering and starvation of Cold Bath in vivid de-

tail.376 

Prisoners complained about the conditions of their confinement 

throughout the eighteenth century. A recent study of prisoners of war by 

Renaud Morieux shows that starvation, the violence of the jailors, and the 

bodily pain endured, were staple topics in prisoners’ petitions, and were 

used to evoke sympathy and compassion from the authorities to compel 

them to intervene.377 Catherine Despard, Elisabeth Smith and Burks drew 

on a well-established practice. However, Smith and Burks in particular 

directed this rhetoric not towards the prison authorities, like the prison-

ers in Morieux’s study, but directly to the London masses. In this sense 

this tactic is more reminiscent of the work of prison reformers like John 

Howard, who focussed on the horrors of imprisonment, and whose writ-

ing was widely read by radicals.378 It is also more reminiscent of the work 

of anti-slavery activists like Thomas Clarkson, who gathered and pub-

lished accounts of the horrors of the plantations and onboard slave ships 

to elicit public sympathy for African captives, than of traditional prison-

ers’ petitions.379 The continuous publication of eye-witness accounts of 

the suffering inflicted on Cold Bath’s radical prisoners would prove 

                                                           
376 On Catherine Despard’s petition see ‘Letter from Catherine Despard’, HO 
42/43/127, ff. 291-3; Journals of the House of Commons: from November the 
20th 1798...to August the 27th 1799, Vol. 54, pp. 450-1, 457, 466-7. For the de-
bates on this case see e.g. Morning Post 24 December 1798; Oracle and Daily Ad-
vertiser, 27 December 1798. On Catharine Despard’s campaign see also Parolin, 
Radical spaces, pp. 53-4. Colonel Edward Despard was released in 1801. In 
1802 he was arrested again for his part in a failed coup de etat, and was subse-
quently executed for treason. For the Despard plot see e.g. Thompson, Making 
of the English working class, pp. 190-1. For Elisabeth Smith’s campaign see The 
trial of John Smith, bookseller, of Portsmouth-Street, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, before 
Lord Kenyon, in the Court of King’s Bench, Westminster, on December 6, 1796, for 
selling a work, entitled, ‘A summary of the duties of citizenship’, (London, 1797). 
On Elizabeth Smith, see also Graham, The nation, the law, and the king pp. 846-
7, in footnote 180. 
377 Morieux, The society of prisoners, pp. 89-90. 
378 On Howards’ campaigns and his impact on radicals see e.g. Ignatieff, A just 
measure of pain, pp. 52-79.  
379 On Thomas Clarkson’s publication of eyewitness testimonies to elicit sympa-
thy see e.g. Rediker, The slave ship, pp. 319-39. 
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crucial in turning these small protests into a mass movement. These ac-

counts provided detailed stories of the suffering of specific, named indi-

viduals, allowing audiences to identify with them and to be moved by 

their fates.  

Emotional tactics depend on the dynamic of particular events. The pro-

tests against the treatment of Cold Bath’s radical prisoners might have 

remained a minor inconvenience for the Middlesex authorities, or they 

might even have subsided completely. However, the arrival of two groups 

of subversive prisoners in Cold Bath started a chain of events that would 

allow radicals to launch a serious challenge to the entire political order. 

The first group comprised twenty-two sailors imprisoned for their role in 

the mutiny at the Nore in 1797. The second group included the remain-

ders of the LCS leadership, arrested in April 1798 during parallel raids in 

London, Manchester and Birmingham – a crippling blow to the organisa-

tion from which it would never recover.380 This was not the end of these 

plebeian radicals’ struggle for reform, however. In Cold Bath, these pris-

oners, together with their wives, continued the practice of gathering in-

formation about shocking abuses which they passed on to their allies on 

the outside to create public attention for their cause.381 

One of these allies was Sir Francis Burdett, a member of the radical 

Whig faction in the Commons. Through Burdett, these radical prisoners 

gained a parliamentary platform. This meant that the eyewitness testimo-

nies they gathered could now be used to evoke sympathy among a much 

wider audience. As strange as the alliance between these prisoners and 

                                                           
380 On the sailors sent to Cold Bath see e.g. Ignatieff, A just measure of pain, pp. 
126-7. Following the April 1798 raids, 22 radicals were sent to Cold Bath. 16 of 
these were from the LCS and 6 from the Manchester Corresponding Society. 
The raid was part of a larger wave of arrests. Between March and August 1798, 
65 members of radical societies were imprisoned. See Hone, For the cause of 
truth, p. 48. When the government finally banned the LCS in 1799, most of the 
original leadership was already in prison or in exile. See e.g. Thompson, Making 
of the English working class, p. 191. 
381 Janet Evans and Elisabeth Bones, the wives of two imprisoned LCS-leaders 
played an important role in this endeavour, until Aris banned them from the 
prison. Janet after being caught making illicit signals to the mutineers, and Elis-
abeth for attempting to organise a riot to save the starving prisoners. Papers re-
lating to his majesty's prison in Cold Bath Fields: ordered to be printed 5th March 
1799, (1799), p. 17, in Bodl. Lib., MS Eng. Hist. C296 f. 51. See also Iain 
McCalman, Radical underworld: prophets, revolutionaries, and pornographers in 
London, 1795-1840 (Cambridge, 1988), p. 16. For the complaints of Thomas Ev-
ans and John Bone see Papers relating to his majesty's prison in Cold Bath Fields: 
ordered to be printed 5th March 1799, (1799), pp. 13-16, in Bodl. Lib., MS Eng. 
Hist. C296 ff. 49-51. 
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the aristocratic Burdett may seem, he proved to be a useful ally. The 28-

year-old Burdett was well positioned to call public attention to the condi-

tions within Cold Bath. He was a wealthy baronet, married into an even 

wealthier banking family, and was the lover of the well-connected Jane 

Elisabeth Harley, Lady Oxford. Burdett became an MP in 1796 after his 

father-in-law, the banker Thomas Coutts, purchased a seat for him in a 

rotten borough. He nonetheless became a vocal proponent of reform, 

which was somewhat ironic given how he entered the House in the first 

place. He also began fraternising with the LCS and was voted an honorary 

member in 1797.382 Due to his connection within the LCS, Burdett was 

well aware of the plight of the prisoners. He visited the prison three times 

in late 1798 together with allied politicians. During the subsequent inves-

tigation by the Commons, Burdett and his allies testified before their fel-

low MPs, imploring them to intervene with the prison management. 

As we have seen, vivid accounts of suffering were thought to create a 

kind of emotional contagion by engaging the reader’s or listeners’ sympa-

thy. These radical MPs now put such understandings to use by emphasis-

ing the sensory shock they experienced as they toured Cold Bath. 

Prompted by Burdett, the prison Governor Thomas Aris had opened one 

of the sailors’ cells. One of Burdett’s allies, Richard Wilson, told the as-

sembled MPs: ‘I confess I was extremely shocked, and nearly suffocated 

by the abominable Smell’. The sailor pointed to a broken sewage pipe, ex-

plaining to them that ‘Filth’ from the prisoners above him oozed out into 

his cell. The sailors also complained to the visiting politicians about their 

meagre provisions. One of them stated that he ‘suffered so much from 

Cold and Hunger, that he regretted he had not been executed after his 

Sentence’.383 Another of Burdett’s allies recounted his shock when he first 

met one of the sailors: ‘The Figure of the Man struck me very much…[he] 

appeared wasted by Poverty and Distress’.384 In another cell they 

                                                           
382 Burdett had an estimated yearly income of £7,500 in 1802. In 1793 he mar-
ried into the fabulously wealthy Coutts family. In 1796 he became MP for Bor-
oughbridge after his father-in-law Thomas Coutts purchased the seat for him 
from the Duke of Newcastle, who had fallen into debt, for a sum of £4,000. 
Coutts motivation appears to have been twofold. Having a son in-law in Parlia-
ment was a political investment. Coutts also hoped that the distraction of a po-
litical career would improve the situation for his daughter Sophia, who found 
Burdett hard to live with due to his morose mood and continuous extra-marital 
affairs. See M. W Patterson, Sir Francis Burdett and his times (1770-1844) (Lon-
don, 1931), pp. 34-8. On Burdett’s appointment as an honorary member of the 
LCS see Thale, ed., The papers of the London Corresponding Society, p. 404. 
383 The journals of the House of Commons, vol. 54, p. 460. 
384 The journals of the House of Commons, vol. 54, p. 461 
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encountered a sailor who was unable to move and ‘continually spitting 

Blood; he looked shockingly ill’.385 These politicians stated that their con-

frontation with the suffering sailors moved them to action. By spreading 

their experience in the Commons, they encouraged others to also be 

moved by the prisoners’ treatment – and to act to relieve their situation.  

In 1800, the Nore mutineers received further public attention after the 

Traverse jury of the Middlesex sessions made two inspections of Cold 

Bath. The mutineers told the jurors that they were starving to death and, 

that, during the winter, their suffering from the cold ‘was severe to the 

extreme’: many of them lacked shoes, and money sent to them was stolen 

by the guards.386 ‘Many of the seamen complained of illness’, the jurors 

reported, ‘and in general they had the appearance of men worn out by 

wretchedness and disease’.387 The jurors also reported their encounter 

with the 27-year-old sailor James Johnston, who, after three years of con-

finement, was crippled by starvation and unable to stand unsupported. 

Johnston told them he had begged the prison doctor for relief, but was 

accused of faking his condition. Johnston denied this emphatically to the 

jurors, imploring them to look at his famished body, telling them ‘you see 

Gentlemen…I do not sham it’.388  

The jurors acted to make their findings publicly known by providing 

Burdett with a copy of their report, thereby contributing to the ongoing 

mobilisation.389 Armed with this information, in July 1800, Burdett used 

his parliamentary bully pulpit to again call for an inquiry into the condi-

tions at Cold Bath. He read the report out aloud in its entirety in the Com-

mons, thereby calling further attention to Johnston’s case. The Morning 

Chronicle subsequently published Burdett’s speech as well as the jury’s 

report.390 Thirteen days later, John S. Jordan, a former member of the now 

banned LCS, a veteran publisher of radical literature, and a former inmate 

of Cold Bath, also reprinted them.391 Jordan additionally included a letter 

                                                           
385 The journals of the House of Commons, vol. 54, p. 460.  
386 J. S. Jordan, An impartial statement of the inhuman cruelties discovered! in the 
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he had received from Johnston in his publication. The sailor wrote to him 

that he was now ‘at the point of Death, being far worse than ever’, weak-

ened by illness and hunger and denied medical treatment. He implored 

Jordan to put his case before a jury so the truth of his death would be 

known. ‘In the presence of God’, Johnston swore that his death had been 

caused by the cruel treatment he had received in Cold Bath.392 The letter 

ended,  

Your obliged Friend, 

                  though undone, 

(Signed) J. Johnston393 
 

On 4 August 1800, the dying Johnston was released from Cold Bath to-

gether with seven other sailors. The other mutineers were already free 

after a successful prison break in April, during which they created a riot 

as a distraction while they scaled the walls. This group successfully 

avoided capture, but Governor Aris punished Johnston and the others 

who fell behind by chaining them to their cell walls. According to The 

Times, when Johnston was released he ‘was so unwell as to be totally un-

able to walk’.394 

The fact that this was reported in London’s largest newspaper – and 

that Johnston was referred to by name – testifies to the public interest in 

his case. Shortly after his release, Johnston met up with another former 

inmate of Cold Bath: Patrick William Duffin. A former captain in the Irish 

Brigade and now a member of the revolutionary United Irishmen, Duffin 

had served one year in Cold Bath for running a gambling house. He had 

also already organised a campaign against prison abuses during an ear-

lier sentence. In Cold Bath he established contacts with the LCS-prisoners, 

as well as with the mutineers, which he used to provide Burdett with in-

formation.395 Duffin personally knew Johnston, who, knowing he was 
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dying, insisted that he would use his final days to expose the conditions 

of Cold Bath and to bring Aris to justice. The latter part of this objective 

would fail. A jury inquest would later exonerate Aris, instead attributing 

Johnston’s death to a ‘visitation of God’. The former part proved more suc-

cessful. As one of his last actions in life, Johnston was carried to Fleet 

Street where Duffin recorded a 70-pound (32 kg) weight loss during his 

confinement. In a carefully arranged protest, the starved body of the dy-

ing sailor was then displayed in front of a large crowd with sign that read 

‘a man brought to death’s door under the management of Mr.  Aris’.396  

Social movements often use public acting to maximise their impact. 

The narratives protestors create are important because they enable emo-

tional interaction between protesters and onlookers. Narratives move 

the audience, and shape their emotions towards specific objects by defin-

ing what ‘we’ – the protestors – are against.397 Johnston and Duffin cre-

ated a public spectacle intended to shake onlookers into action. They 

made themselves into actors on a stage, communicating their message to 

onlookers using a visually effective dramaturgy, starring the dying John-

ston as the victim, and Aris as the villain. Sympathy for the victims of gov-

ernment oppression was thus used to encourage antagonism towards the 

prison authorities and, by extension, towards the government responsi-

ble for their confinement.  
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This kind of public theatre was necessary because Cold Bath was a new 

model prison, built to sever the inmates’ ties with the rest of society.398 

What went on behind Cold Bath’s iron gate was obscured from the world 

outside, and could be denied by the authorities. The testimonies from 

Cold Bath’s inmates were intended to counter the punitive and discipli-

nary power of the penitentiary by bringing abuses into plain view. In the 

case of the dying sailor, his friends quite literally brought Cold Bath’s 

abuses out from its dark cells and into the streets for the public to see and 

judge. The performance sough to evoke the audience’s feelings of sympa-

thy for the dying sailor, and to direct popular resentment against the 

prison authorities. How the crowd interpreted this display is less certain, 

but it would appear that it did have an effect. 

During the evening lock-up on 14 August, inmates in every part of the 

prison began ‘setting up violent and tumultuous outcries’. 399 According to 

the Morning Chronicle, they ‘roared out loud enough to be heard in the 

adjoining streets, “Murder! murder! murder! They were starved! A fever 

raged within!”’.400 A large crowd from nearby Clerkenwell quickly assem-

bled outside the prison walls, numbering, according to The Times, around 

5,000-6,000 people.401 The inmates ‘complained of cruelties being exer-

cised against them; and used every expression that could interest the feel-

ings of the persons on the outside, whom they entreated to pull down the 

prison and release them.’402 

Those who campaigned against the conditions in Cold Bath had fre-

quently brought accounts of starvation to public attention. The prisoners 

were aware of the growing opinion and directly referenced this in their 

protest. They also drew attention to the recently released sailors and to 

Johnston’s case in particular. It is likely that the story of their suffering 

was well known across London by this stage. Importantly, the press ex-

plicitly interpreted the prisoners’ actions as a means to manipulate the 

sympathy of the crowds outside the prison in order to prompt them into 

action. The large number of people that assembled suggests that there 

was much sympathy among the population of Clerkenwell for the plight 

of the prisoners. According to the authorities’ report of the event, moreo-

ver, the crowd believed the prisoners were in distress, and would have 
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assisted them in their escape had they not been stopped. 403 The crowd 

members, in other words, felt sympathy for the inmates and sought to 

rescue them from their brutal governor. 

In the prevailing atmosphere of acute fears of social upheaval, it is easy 

to imagine that these events evoked a mood of impending doom in the 

minds of the better off. A crowd of plebeian Londoners attempting to 

storm a prison known as the English ‘Bastille’ would certainly have re-

called images of the beginning of the French Revolution. The attempt to 

‘pull down’ Cold Bath would also have sparked memories of the devastat-

ing Gordon Riots of 1780, during which crowds stormed Newgate prison, 

set it ablaze and released its prisoners. 404 Presumably with these events 

in mind, the authorities responded swiftly and resolutely to save Cold 

Bath from the crowd. 

A group of peace officers managed to get hold of a cannon and placed 

it in front of the gates, directing it towards the mass of people as a deter-

rent until reinforcements arrived. Then, aided by several hundred troops, 

they dispersed the crowd with the threat of their firearms. 405 Both the 

oppositional and government press agreed that the released sailors 

themselves played no role in inciting the unrest. As the Morning Chronicle 

observed, they had been seized by a press gang on their first day in free-

dom, and sent to re-join the war effort – except for one who managed to 

escape and Johnston who lay dying in a hospital bed.406 It would appear 

that the unrest on 14 August was created by other prisoners, who used 

references to starvation and mistreatment because they knew this was an 

emotionally charged issue that could evoke sympathy from people on the 

outside. In this case however, the threat of deadly violence proved suffi-

cient to counter this emotional tactic. 

The following month, the Home Office received an alarming report of 

leaflets posted on Cold Bath’s walls and slid under the doors of homes in 

the neighbourhood. It declared ‘Liberty or Death! Citizens! To Arms!’ and 

called for a storming of this English ‘Bastille’. Someone had also scribbled 

the ominous message ‘Blood for Blood’ in chalk on the walls.407 While the 

population of Clerkenwell was apparently ready to break out starving 
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prisoners, this call for a revolution seems to have gone unanswered. 

Nonetheless, these anonymous messages are an interesting example of 

an attempt to capitalise on the emotional potential of Cold Bath. Emo-

tional tactics, as I have stressed, depend on, and seek to take advantage 

of, chance opportunities and to exploit events as they unfold. As the ex-

amples above illustrate, however, such attempts can fail. In the case of 

Cold Bath’s inmates, they successfully appealed to the emotions of the in-

habitants of Clerkenwell, but the authorities still thwarted their plans. In 

the case of the would-be revolutionaries, their attempt to incite a riot 

failed, apparently because their message did not resonate sufficiently 

with their target audience.  

As we have seen, people convicted for, or suspected of, crimes against 

the state, aided by their friends and relations on the outside, as well as by 

their allies in parliament, proved capable of generating popular mobilisa-

tion by evoking sympathy for their suffering. In the next case I will discuss 

however, the prisoner was neither a criminal, nor suspected of any crime. 

In fact, she was the victim of a crime. Her case therefore had considerable 

potential to evoke emotions, which Burdett and the other former LCS-

members would exploit to the fullest. 

In May 1800, the grand jury of the Middlesex county sessions called a 

13-year-old girl named Mary Rich before them to give testimony. Mary 

had accused a lawyer of attempting to rape her. Because the authorities 

determined that she came from an impoverished family, they ordered her 

confined in Cold Bath until the trial. The unequal treatment of rich and 

poor was enshrined in the English judicial system. It was actually com-

mon procedure for poor witnesses to be imprisoned while those actually 

accused of the crime remained free if they could afford to post bail.408 

When questioned by the jury, Mary could barely hold herself upright in 

the chair and testified that the guards had only fed her bread and water 

for a month.409  

The jury made further inquiries into her case and inspected the prison 

on 27 May. In their report, the jurors stated that Mary looked ‘exceedingly 

ill’. Her family, they found, was too poor to send her provisions in addition 

to the scant prison diet. They therefore recommended that she be re-

leased.410 A further jury inspection of the prison on 4 June, however, 
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discovered that Mary was still kept in prison because she was too ill to 

give testimony in her trial.411 

‘The case of Mary Rich’, as it was dubbed by the Morning Chronicle was 

one of the instances of abuse that Burdett brought to public attention by 

bringing her case to the Commons floor, asking the government to inter-

vene against the conditions in the prison.412 William Mainwaring, the Jus-

tice of the Peace for Middlesex, and also an MP, was responsible for the 

prison management, and rose to defend himself from Burdett’s accusa-

tion. Mainwaring was responsible for maintaining law and order in Brit-

ain’s largest metropolitan area, and Cold Bath was a matter of personal 

prestige for him. He had personally overseen the prison’s construction, 

and maintained it was a model of humanitarian reform. In fact, he argued 

to his fellow MPs, since Mary lived in poverty she was actually better 

treated in prison than she would be in her mothers’ house. 413  

Richard Sheridan, a reform-supporter and a Foxite Whig, supported 

Burdett’s case in the Commons and rose to speak: ‘It was a strange mode 

of arguing that, because her parents were poor, the wretched meagre diet 

of the gaol was excellent food’.414 Nonetheless, despite this objection it is 

important to note that the conditions of confinement were supposed to 

be harsh in the new penitentiary system in order to deter the poor from 

crime. It was assumed that if standards were too high they would prefer 

prison to their own homes.415 Mainwaring’s argument, thus reflected a 

common belief at the time.  

Mainwaring also stated that Mary’s testimony could not be trusted be-

cause she was a prostitute, who only reported the lawyer for rape be-

cause he did not pay her for her services. This argument was a gendered 

shaming tactic. It was an attempt to silence Mary’s accusations and to un-

dermine her credibility by attacking her morality, thereby also 
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challenging Burdett’s and Sheridan’s legitimacy for supporting the accu-

sations of such a disreputable figure. Moreover, humans are less likely to 

feel empathy with individuals who are seen as social others.416 Mainwar-

ing, in effect, argued that one should not feel for Mary because she was 

not part of respectable society. Whereas Burdett and his radical allies ar-

gued Mary was a worthy object of sympathy, Mainwaring sought to coun-

ter this by constructing Mary as a social other, effectively ridiculing and 

dehumanising her. 

To understand the indignation Mary’s case would evoke among ordi-

nary Londoners, it is important to note that while her family was poor, 

they were not social outcasts. According to the jury’s report Mary’s father 

was a labourer, and her mother was a button-maker. Their report also 

shows that Mary’s parents did not abandon their daughter. They sent her 

food twice before running out of money, having four other children to 

feed; and Mary’s arrest had happened after they had invested most of 

their meagre income in materials for her mother’s button production.417 

They were a family living on the margins, and it is likely that they relied 

on Mary’s contribution to make ends meet – until the magistrates put her 

in a cell. The situation of Mary’s family would arguably have been some-

thing many of London’s labouring poor could identify with.  

Burdett used this opportunity to construct himself as a defender of the 

rights of the labouring poor of London. Defending Mary’s honour on the 

Commons floor, he refuted Mainwaring’s claim that Mary was a prosti-

tute. He also defended her humanity, declaring that even if it had been 

true, ‘that the poor child was unprincipled, was this any excuse for the 

barbarities she had experienced?’418 How Mary made ends meet did not 

matter; she still had rights. Burdett, according to the Morning Chronicle, 

spoke ‘with great animation and ability’, asserting that Mary’s case ‘was 

too shocking to be described’.419 How, he asked, could they rest or relax, 

knowing how ‘their fellow creatures’ suffered in Cold Bath? 420 He im-

plored the MPs to think of Mary Rich who, as they were debating, still lay 

ill in her cell. ‘Were these not circumstances to excite terror?’ he asked 

them.421 During his previous visits to Cold Bath Burdett had also publicly 

demonstrated his sympathy by making a point of personally speaking 
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with the inmates and asking them about their stories and their health. 

When he learnt from one of the Nore mutineers that they missed tobacco, 

he gifted them money to buy some. Burdett’s generosity was reported in 

the press, and made the prison authorities complain that he made the in-

mates ‘discontented and riotous, by pitying their Situation’.422 Acts of 

sympathy towards the inmates was here seen as a direct challenge to au-

thority.  

By performing such acts, Burdett publicly demonstrated his sympa-

thetic capacity, constructing himself as a man who cared deeply for the 

abused and downtrodden. This performance may have been motivated 

by a desire to relieve the suffering of these inmates, but for the purposes 

of this study I wish to emphasise how it also served Burdett’s political 

ambitions. This performance can be understood as an emotional tactic in-

tended to foster attachment towards him as a political leader. As we shall 

see, this emotional tactic was part of a conscious and clearly articulated 

political strategy to build a national movement for reform – with Burdett 

as its leader. 

Burdett and his allies used the abuses of Cold Bath to strike directly at 

the government, by stressing his deep and genuine feelings for the people 

in contrast to the unfeeling government. The experience of a decade of 

war, with periods of near famine and wartime recession, had taken a 

heavy toll on the British population, Burdett’s supporters emphasised. 

Yet, Prime minister Pitt remained unaffected by their suffering. As the 

publisher of Burdett’s speeches asserted, those in power did not feel for 

the people: Pitt’s ‘“heart” (if I may use the expression) was never dis-

turbed by an emotion of humanity’.423 Pitt had become corrupted by 

power and no longer relied on ‘loyalty or attachment’, but on the support 

of the ‘cold-hearted financier’ and ‘the monied interest’.424 Popular affec-

tion for the regime was the cornerstone of the social order, but Pitt’s gov-

ernment was no longer capable of inspiring such feelings. Pitt no longer 

felt for the people he governed, and consequently the bond of feeling that 

ought to exist between them was broken. The Prime minister was driven 
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by greed and quite literally did not have the people’s best interest at 

heart. Burdett’s goal, therefore, was to put an end to his authority.425 

Burdett, in contrast, while also born into landed gentry, had constantly 

shown his sincere attachment to ‘the cause of the people’.426 Unlike Pitt, 

Burdett was a man described as motivated by his feelings for the suffering 

of the people. As he put it to the electors, ‘I am impelled only by the feel-

ings of humanity’. It was these feelings that first ‘impelled’ him to investi-

gate Cold Bath, and which now demanded that he challenge Mainwar-

ing.427 Indeed, as his publisher put it, Burdett was incapable of ‘supressing 

any sentiment that he felt, or concealing any design that he enter-

tained’.428 Burdett was described in his election campaign as a generous 

man strongly moved by the suffering of his fellow humans, and as a man 

who neither concealed these feelings, nor hesitated to act on them. Con-

sequently, he could inspire the popular attachment necessary for a polit-

ical leader.  

Many eighteenth-century commentators saw collective sympathetic 

transmissions as crucial to unrest and protest during this period.429 As 

this chapter shows, such understandings also influenced politics at a 

practical level. Burdett and his supporters argued that the issue of Cold 

Bath could generate energy across the nation. It would unite and revive a 

national movement, actualising the bonds of fellow-feeling to create po-

litical mobilisation for reform. In this way, the emotions evoked by the 

Cold Bath issue were used to connect the local with the national in an at-

tempt to build a larger political community that would reshape the entire 

social order. As the editor of Burdett’s speeches argued, the corruption of 

Pitt’s regime had eroded the bond of feeling that held the people and its 

government together, and society was in turmoil. The question now at 

hand was how to unite ‘every class of his majesty’s subjects, to attach the 

people to the government and the government to the people, and to pro-

duce that kind of feeling and unanimity which would render the country 

formidable’.430 Thus, in order to unite Britain in this time of crisis, it was 

necessary restore affection between rulers and their subjects.  

Political community had to be based on feelings of mutual attachment, 

a point expressed here with clarity. Burdett provided a different vision of 
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how this was to be achieved than was presented by the Nottingham To-

ries, as seen in chapters 2 and 3. In this time of national crisis, Burdett 

asserted, the rich must ‘stand by the people’ and safeguard their rights to 

avoid a revolution: ‘It is to me quite clear, that the best security for the 

rich, is to maintain inviolate the just rights of the poor’ .431 Addressing the 

grievances of the poor, consequently, would ‘animate and augment the 

resolution and the energy of the people’.432  

Burdett’s self-declared mission to heal Britain’s social division bor-

rowed ideas from other humanitarian reformers who attacked the pain-

ful punishments of the English law. Late Georgian prison reformers 

sought to create a new union of individuals, rich and poor alike, held to-

gether through a bond of shared feeling. Though sympathy, they hoped, a 

new reassuring social order would emerge, and governments would no 

longer need to rely on terror.433 Burdett utilised such rhetoric, making 

sympathy the ideological foundation of a new political system, and pre-

senting himself as the leader who would fulfil this vison.  

Burdett envisioned a British nation where the ‘rights of humanity’ were 

protected, and in which political community was based ‘upon affection 

and the generous passions’ rather than ‘fear and interest’.434 Importantly, 

Burdett emphasised, this was a community of equals devoted to the cause 

of freedom, united by their zeal and bonds of feeling and friendship. As he 

put it: ‘Whoever is equally devoted…[as I am] to the cause of liberty, I es-

teem my equal’. Whoever ‘manifest[s] his devotion to that cause, I 

acknowledge…not only as my equal, but as my friend.’435  

In this project, the power of sympathy was harnessed as a vehicle for 

mobilisation. Ten years of government repression, he said, had nearly ex-

tinguished the love of freedom in Britain, and reduced the people ‘to des-

pair’. In a situation like this, it would be natural ‘to feel disgust, and even 

to believe the Spirit of the People for ever lost’. In his struggle against the 

abusive system of Cold Bath, however, Burdett declared: ‘I have found the 

energy of my Countrymen revived’. They had seized the ‘opportunity to 

express the deep sense of injuries they have received and to protest’ 

against a government that treated them ‘as only fit for Bastilles and soli-

tary Dungeons’.436 Burdett and his followers thus sought to revive a 

                                                           
431 A full report of the speeches of Sir Francis, p. 68.  
432 A full report of the speeches of Sir Francis, p. vii.  
433 McGowen, ‘A powerful sympathy’, pp. 314, 23.  
434 The Times, 27 July 1804. 
435 Morning Post, 30 July 1802.  
436 Morning Post, 12 July, 1802. 



144 
 

reform movement that by this point was thoroughly demoralised and 

forced underground. It is noteworthy that Burdett explicitly saw the gov-

ernment’s repression as creating feelings of ‘despair’ and ‘’disgust’. In 

other words, people had lost any hope of change, which made them pas-

sive in the face of the government’s might. The feelings evoked through 

the Cold Bath issue, however, could be used to overcome this sense of fa-

talism. Sympathy, in this way, was explicitly understood to foster feelings 

of attachment, between individual supporters, and between a political 

leader and their followers, which united them in a common cause.  

Sympathy and indignation 

The 1802 general election provided Burdett with an opportunity to real-

ise his political mission, and to elevate himself into a position as a national 

leader for the cause of reform. Burdett now chose to abandon his pur-

chased, but secure, seat in Parliament, to instead stand for election as MP 

for Middlesex. London elections were high-profile affairs due to their 

proximity to the court and Parliament, and contests here were eagerly 

followed throughout the country. Middlesex was, together with Westmin-

ster and Yorkshire, one of the most prestigious seats in Britain, and its 

large population and wide franchise gave its MPs a unique popular weight 

in the Commons.437 A seat for Middlesex would be an enormous boost to 

Burdett’s career, but his political ambitions were far greater. To win the 

election, he explained in a speech, was not enough since this would not 

change the representative system. Instead, he intended to use this elec-

tion to demonstrate that ‘the voice of the people’ was with him, thereby 

pressuring the government into enacting much needed political re-

forms.438 Public opinion, he proclaimed, ‘is capable of intimidating the 

boldest Minister’.439 In other words, he intended to use the government’s 

fear of popular mobilisation to convince them to widen the franchise.  

In his campaigns for the Middlesex election, Burdett sought not only to 

get the county’s electors on the streets, but to fashion the entire city of 

London into an example of inspiration for the nation. Frank O’Gorman de-

scribes Burdett as ‘an old-fashioned paternalist’; John Archer too de-

scribes him as ‘essentially an elitist who was not prepared to utilise the 
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masses’.440 While it is true that in the 1830s Burdett, gouty and old, would 

side with the Conservatives, as we shall see in the following section, the 

young Burdett was very much a radical who explicitly sought to build a 

mass movement for reform. In this project, feelings of indignation would 

assume a crucial importance; feelings that were evoked through sympa-

thy with Cold Bath’s inmates.  

In order to mobilise people in protest against Pitt’s repression, Burdett 

and his supporters again used the case of Mary Rich. Prior to the nomina-

tion ceremony on the first day of the election, Burdett’s campaigners 

made sure that the Mary Rich’s story was ‘generally dispersed’ among the 

assembled crowd.441 Later on the same day, Burdett addressed the elec-

tion crowd from the hustings. He announced that he had brought Mary’s 

father with him to testify to the truth about ‘the horrid things done in that 

most hateful of all prisons’.442 As Burdett mentioned his name, The Times 

observed, ‘a sentiment of general indignation burst forth’ among the 

crowd.443  

The use of such italicized insertions makes the press reports of the 

election fascinating sources for studying emotional tactics in Georgian 

politics. These were stylistic moves, used to show that these lines came 

directly from the reporter’s notepads, put down during the moments they 

described.444 During the Middlesex election, reporters had access to a 

designated space in front of the hustings, placing them directly between 

the speaker and the massive crowds that gathered around this elevated 

platform.445 This allows us to follow the emotional interaction between 

the candidates and the crowd in detail.  

Burdett’s plot did not unfold entirely according to plan. The overseeing 

sheriffs refused Mary’s father the right to speak, stating that this was an 

‘irregularity’. His presence was successful nonetheless, since when Main-

waring stepped forward to speak, the crowd shouted him down. The 

‘hisses and cries of “No Bastille”’, the Morning Post observed, were so loud 
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that he could not make himself heard.446 Mary’s father was denied his 

voice, but the crowd also denied Mainwaring his.  

Burdett’s use of Mary’s case on this day was obviously pre-arranged to 

direct the crowd’s resentment towards his opponent. Mainwaring was re-

sponsible for the management of Cold Bath, and he had defended the 

prison’s mistreatment of her in Parliament. Burdett declared that Main-

waring supported a horrible system of abuses, which every Englishman 

ought to ‘expose and condemn’. As Burdett put it, those responsible 

‘move, and ever will move, my indignation and contempt’.447 While re-

formers sought to encourage sympathy for Cold Bath’s inmates, it is im-

portant to realise that sympathy alone is not enough to move people to 

action. Tactics of sympathy had such a powerful political potency because 

the emotional connection they created had the potential to inspire other 

emotions. For Burdett’s campaign for reform,  sympathy for the suffering 

was intended to encourage feelings of indignation. In chapter 2 I showed 

how the Tories sought to incite rage against radicals, based on heartfelt 

feeling of loyalty the king and his government. In this case, in contrast, the 

‘feelings of humanity’ and sympathy for suffering were the impulses that 

were supposed to generate popular anger. 

In the Commons, Burdett argued that the abuses of Cold Bath ought ‘to 

excite universal indignation’.448 During the election, he addressed the vot-

ers as ‘fellow country-men, and fellow-men’, and emphasised the connec-

tion between indignation and manliness. In his words, ‘it is only neces-

sary to be men to feel affliction for such things and indignation against 

the authors of them’.449 For Burdett, crucially, his indignation emanated 

from his sympathetic capability, which he appears to have taken great 

personal pride in. As he put it in a private letter: ‘The best part of my char-

acter is a strong feeling of indignation at injustice & oppression & lively 

sympathy with the suffering of my fellows.’450 Through his election 

speeches, Burdett sought to legitimise male anger as morally justifiable, 

not just for the upper classes, but for all men who had seen the abuses 

committed by Mainwaring, the Middlesex authorities, and the judicial 

system they represented. 
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Burdett’s speeches clearly had a normative function; he was quite 

plainly telling his audience how they should feel. Eighteenth-century 

elites saw displays of anger from subordinates as a dangerous lack of def-

erence.451 Moreover, in legitimate systems of domination, anger is the 

prerogative of the powerful.452 Burdett, in contrast, argued that anger 

ought to be directed upwards in the social hierarchy in order to encour-

age mobilisation against the government and their representatives. It was 

a legitimate expression because it stemmed from feelings of humanity, 

from sympathy for the innocent victims of a morally bankrupt regime. 

Burdett and his supporters thus challenged the existing emotional regime 

by redefining whose anger was justified and where it could legitimately 

be directed. Chapter 2 showed how Nottingham’s Tories sought to har-

ness the power of anger in defence of the political order. But, as we see 

here, anger was also seized upon and used for the reforming cause.  

There is an interesting parallel between the development of the politi-

cal language of anger and that of patriotism during this period. During the 

1760s and 1770s patriotism – in its broader sense of identification with 

Britain – was actually a radical position. During the Revolutionary Crisis, 

as Colley argues, government loyalists seized control over the language 

of patriotism and successfully harnessed its power to create national po-

litical mobilisation. In so doing, however, they inadvertently gave a new 

opening to oppositional groups to promote their own interest by adver-

tising them as acts of patriotism. 453 As I have shown in the previous chap-

ters, government supporters likewise believed that they needed to wres-

tle control over anger from radical groups in order to use it in defence of 

the existing order instead. We may wonder if, in so doing, they inadvert-

ently legitimised anger as a political force, making it possible for radicals 

like Burdett to promote the expression of indignation as an act of patriot-

ism.  

It is of course unlikely that the fostering of anger to encourage collec-

tive action was a new political tactic. Nevertheless, the patchy historiog-

raphy of the political use of anger makes comparisons to earlier decades 

and centuries difficult. Regardless of the novelty, or lack thereof, it is clear 

that appeals to anger were not a fringe phenomenon but part of the polit-

ical mainstream during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic period. 

The history of emotion also provides us with useful tools to consider 

the interaction between Burdett and the crowd. Naming emotions is a 
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crucial part of experiencing them. Telling someone that they should feel 

indignation for example, as Burdett did, can confirm and intensify that 

emotion. Or, alternatively, if the claim is out of touch with the recipient’s 

experience, it may instead diminish that emotion. Simply put, telling an 

audience that they feel angry, and have a right feel this way, has the po-

tential to make them angrier. If this message is repeated over time, more-

over, it is more likely to be successful.454 In the case of the Middlesex elec-

tion, it would appear, Burdett successfully enhanced an emotional expe-

rience. That is not to say that he created these feelings out of nothing: this 

tactic was successful only because his message resonated with the crowd. 

Indeed, the press reports of the event emphasised the audience’s emo-

tional response, describing a process of emotional contagion. When Bur-

dett accused Mainwaring of supporting the abuses in Cold Bath, The Times 

reported that this evoked ‘an extraordinary sensation of rage among the 

Populace’.455 What Burdett did was to enhance this response and give it 

an ideological framing.  

Mary became a useful symbol of the government’s arbitrary cruelties. 

She was confined to Cold Bath without a trial, and Burdett’s campaign in 

particular connected her fate to what they referred to as a ‘barbarous and 

cruel system of secret and close imprisonment’. 456 During the first day of 

the 1802 election, Burdett’s campaign attacked Mainwaring not only for 

his defence of Mary’s treatment in Cold Bath, but also for his support of 

Pitt’s repressive wartime legislation. In particular, Mainwaring was at-

tacked for his support of the 1795 Gagging Acts. One of Burdett’s support-

ers – a freeholder named Mr. Breton – made it clear that this election was 

an opportunity for the voters to question the authority of Mainwaring, 

their elected representative, for his actions in Parliament. At the hustings, 

Breton addressed Mainwaring directly, accusing him of being an advocate 

of ‘oppression’, and urged him to answer for his actions.457  

As Breton made these accusations, the magistrates placed next to Main-

waring on the hustings shouted and hissed at him, attempting to interrupt 

him. Breton continued regardless, asserting ‘that he would not be bullied 

into silence’. He might be a simple freeholder, but it was his right to ques-

tion his representative. His question to Mainwaring was whether or not 
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Mainwaring had voted for the Gagging Acts. As Breton said this, the crowd 

broke out in what the Morning Post described as ‘hisses, hootings, violent 

effusions of popular indignation’.458 Breton pressed on, ‘I ask whether he 

did not support the Bastille, and whether he did not defend Governor 

Aris?’459 Breton further hammered home his point by comparing the vic-

tims of Cold Bath to the victims of Robespierre’s rule of terror in France. 

The only difference, he claimed, was that while Robespierre’s victims 

‘were publicly and violently put to death’ the lives of the inmates of Cold 

Bath were ‘exhausted by slow and cruel means, amidst the darkness of 

the dungeons of that place, in order to afford a pretext for saying they 

perished by a natural death’. 460 As he uttered these words, The Times re-

ported ‘The fury of the populace was at its height’.461  

As we have seen, ‘fury’ – in contrast to ‘indignation’ – signified a lack of 

control and connoted violent or excessive anger. According to The Times’s 

report, the audience’s responses to Breton’s speech gradually intensified, 

from hisses to indignation to fury. It is possible that The Times, which sup-

ported Pitt’s government, was trying to discredit Burdett’s supporters by 

portraying their anger as escalating beyond control.  When Burdett spoke 

shortly after Breton, he instead framed the crowd’s anger as indigna-

tion.462 Nonetheless, we should understand these speeches as an emo-

tional tactic that intensified and directed anger towards Mainwaring, as 

well as towards the government’s policies. It also justified this feeling ide-

ologically by portraying those who were angry as motivated by sympathy 

for their fellow creatures. As Breton made clear in his speech, Cold Bath 

and political oppression were intimately linked. The Gagging Acts, he ar-

gued, meant that the voters no longer could express their opinions with-

out risk of being treated as ‘common felons’, and suffering all the horrors 

of the Bastille – a rhetoric we recognise from Burks’s pamphlet.463 Main-

waring, however, refused to be questioned by Breton. When he eventu-

ally managed to make himself heard, he simply stated that a voter cer-

tainly could ask him about his conduct, ‘but I am sure that [a] Member of 

Parliament would be a simpleton who answered him’.464 The crowd, the 
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Morning Post observed, responded to this statement with ‘powerful and 

almost universal…groans and hisses’.465  

Thus, by combining the emotionally charged issues of Mary Rich’s mis-

treatment and Pitt’s repression, Burdett’s campaign sought to re-appro-

priate anger as a legitimate expression, framing it as indignation stem-

ming from feelings of humanity. This was the first day of the election.  

The following day, the Morning Post reported several riots taking place, 

and that ‘no person, wearing the colour of Mr. Mainwaring could pass 

through the town without molestation’. A large crowd cornered a group 

of Mainwaring’s supporters, hissing and hooting. Police constables dis-

persed the crowd with their truncheons, but they soon returned. Seeing 

their comrades rounded up by the constables escalated the situation even 

further: the constables drew their cutlasses, triggering a stampede of 

panicked protestors. Later, another crowd gathered around constables 

trying to apprehend boys for throwing mud at Mainwaring’s voters. Po-

lice and protestors faced off with hastily mobilised soldiers at St. James’s 

guardhouse, and a sergeant knocked a man to the ground in response to 

his ‘pert’ behaviour. Things were about to take an ugly turn when an of-

ficer appeared and managed to calm the situation: he explained that ‘sol-

diers had feelings like other men and could not bear to be insulted’.  The 

mud-thrower was soon released, and the crowd retired peacefully.466  

The two riots began with two groups of people expressing their resent-

ment of Mainwaring by hissing and hooting and by throwing mud. It is 

crucial to note that in both instances, the catalyst was the arrest of some 

of the participants by the authorities. It seems likely that the clashes be-

tween police and military on the one hand, and the election crowds on the 

other, were exacerbated by the intense agitation against Mainwaring and 

Cold Bath.  

Four days after these riots, the inmates of Cold Bath began uttering 

‘dreadful shrieks’, upon which a crowd began gathering outside the walls. 

Previously, handbills had been spread in the city that celebrated the 

storming of the Bastille in France, and this unrest at the prison made the 

authorities very anxious indeed. Aris, fearing for his safety, immediately 

sent out a messenger to fetch reinforcements. The police and military 

quickly mobilised, but when they arrived the crowd had already dis-

persed, and the turnkeys had subdued the inmates with heavy irons. The 

Morning Post investigated the event and found the neighbourhood 
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buzzing with rumours of a plan to ‘pull down the prison’, but nothing 

more happened on that day.467 

The following week, a young girl, 12 or 13 years old, smashed Main-

waring’s carriage window with a well-aimed piece of mortar as he passed 

by. She attempted to escape onto a roof, but a couple of Mainwaring’s Bow 

Street Runners followed in close pursuit. The Runners were a 76-man 

strong professional police force financed by the Treasury, and they were 

greatly disliked by ordinary Londoners. During the 1790s they had be-

come an important tool for the Home Office in its campaign against inter-

nal sedition. Indeed, it was the Runners who led the raid in 1798, which 

resulted in the LCS leadership being sent to Cold Bath.468 Members of this 

force were now at Mainwaring’s disposal, and chased the culprit across 

the rooftops, eventually finding her hiding behind a chimney, and took 

her to their office in Bow Street, where she was held until she could be 

bailed out.469 On the following day, Burdett brought this incident to the 

voters’ attention on the hustings. He asked them to judge if it was ‘con-

sistent with justice and humanity’ to drag away ‘a poor girl [...] from the 

house of her parents’. He also asserted that if it had not been for the in-

tervention of ‘a Gentleman’ who witnessed the incident and, afterwards 

paid her bail out of ‘humanity’ she would have been sent to Cold Bath.470 

In other words, a new Mary Rich case had only just been avoided.  

Burdett then called on Mainwaring to explain his behaviour. His oppo-

nent was not present at the hustings, however, of which Burdett must 

have been aware. Instead, one of Mainwaring’s councillors stepped for-

ward to ‘loud cries of - Off! Off!’ from the crowd. He explained that Main-

waring thought ‘it highly improper not to ice [sic] such an attack’. It had 

been necessary to apprehend the girl ‘to afford a wholesome example to 

the mob’ and ‘to frighten others against doing what she did’. However, the 

councillor claimed that she was detained afterwards only by mistake, and 

denied that she would have been sent to prison.  471 As a magistrate, Main-

waring was a powerful man with command over police forces, and his 

council clearly believed it was legitimate to use this power to frighten the 
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crowd into compliance. Moreover, fear was here explicitly seen as a legit-

imate means of crowd-control. 

It is this fear of the authorities’ power that Burdett focused to incite 

further protest. Anger is of key importance to social movements because 

it works as an antidote to fear.472 On the hustings, he asked his audience 

‘whether such an unjust and violent act as this was not calculated to stir 

up the people to commit acts of outrage, and to inflame their passions into 

madness’.473 Burdett, in other words, accused Mainwaring of deliberately 

provoking popular anger. While he phrased this as an accusation, he also 

justified anger as a legitimate response. Mainwaring’s unjust and violent 

actions would inevitably inflame the population.  

Burdett successfully inspired further protest against his opponent. The 

following day, the Morning Post observed, the general cry of the crowds 

was ‘“Who stole the child!” Answer, “Mainwaring”’. Some 150 people also 

assembled outside Mainwaring’s home and ‘appeared disposed to riot’, 

but were dispersed by police with the aid of a troop of Horse Guards.474 

The same day, The Times reported that what they derogatorily referred 

to as ‘the female part of the mob’ in the neighbourhoods along the road 

from central London to the hustings in Brentford, viciously abused any-

one in Mainwaring’s sky-blue colours. This wording is intriguing because 

it suggests that, to them, ‘the mob’ usually denoted a gender-mixed crowd 

with male and female ‘parts’. Nonetheless, the abuse by these female 

crowds, they wrote, was so intense that Mainwaring’s coachmen were 

forced to disguise themselves in Burdett’s purple colours.475 in order to 

pass through London unmolested.476 Burdett again showed his ability to 

seize the opportunity. He visited the girl’s house and gave away a butt of 

porter to her father, who was a publican, thereby publicly demonstrating 

his humanity in contrast to his opponent.477 

In contrast with the example of Nottingham, where government sup-

porters fostered popular anger to frighten reformers into submission, 

Burdett’s campaign fostered popular anger for the opposite purpose: to 

frighten the government into making concessions. Indignation based on 

sympathy for the suffering here served as a uniting force and to 
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encourage action. The aim of these tactics was explicitly to put as many 

people as possible on the streets, creating popular pressure that would 

force the government to enact political reform.  

Political celebration: attachment and community 

The press reports of the 1802 Middlesex election convey a distinct sense 

of awe at the scale of the event and the enormous numbers of people in-

volved. The Morning Post stated that at least 100,000 people were on the 

streets: ‘on no other occasion, we believe, was there ever such a number 

collected together’.478 For comparison, there were around 60,000 people 

in the crowd during the 1819 Peterloo massacre, and in London similar 

numbers to those of 1802 would not be reported again until the execution 

of the Cato Street conspirators in 1820. 479 To the Morning Post, the mobi-

lisation during this election was an unprecedented event, and the paper 

struggled to find words to describe the victory celebration. ‘We have been 

unable to convey a just idea of the crowd on foot…or of the enthusiasm 

manifested by all ranks’.480 

The use of the word ‘enthusiasm’ should be noted, since it had dis-

tinctly different meaning during this period, denoting a ‘rapturous inten-

sity of feeling in favour of a particular cause, principle, etc’.481 Even The 

Times struggled for words: ’The expressions of joy and congratulation 

manifested by the people all along the road [between Brentford, the 

county town of Middlesex were the polling took place, and London] were 

greater than it is possible to describe.’ They too were bewildered by the 

enormous number of people. ‘On the whole, we never witnessed so large 

an assemblage of persons on any similar occasion’. All of Knightsbridge, 

Hyde Park Corner, and Piccadilly, the editors wrote, was covered by a cel-

ebratory ‘mob’, which they interpreted as a worrying sign. They also re-

ported that Burdett was celebrated by more respectable people. In Turn-

ham Green, Hammersmith and Kensington, ‘the windows were filled with 

beautiful, well-dressed women’, who waved their handkerchiefs and rib-

bons in Burdett’s purple colours. Moreover, ‘some of the less polished 

damsels vociferated from their windows – “Burdett for ever, and No Bas-

tille”’, thus showing their loyalty to him and their antagonism to the gov-

ernment.482 For The Times, this unification of men and women from all 
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ranks in support of one common cause did not evoke joy, but rather fears 

of revolutionary upheaval and disgust of the mixing of social classes. As 

they put it ‘on no occasion has Jacobinism more decidedly mustered its 

strength’. Nor had they ever seen ‘such a motley scene of disgusting 

folly.’483 

London, according to press reports, buzzed with excitement and peo-

ple eagerly followed the polling in Brentford. In all the principle streets 

along the Strand and Holborn, the Morning Post observed, every third 

shop had the daily result of the poll posted outside, which large crowds 

eagerly commented on and discussed. On 29 July, Burdett finally soared 

above Mainwaring, after lagging behind the entire contest, not least due 

to the efforts of his female canvassers, among who was his wife Sophia, 

Lady Burdett. People poured out into the streets in a ‘delirium of joy’ , ac-

cording to the Morning Post. On every corner people gathered to cele-

brate, dancing to the music of fiddles. As Burdett’s voters returned from 

the hustings in a steady stream of carriages decorated in deep blue, they 

and the crowd huzzaed each other and shook each other’s hands. The 

pressure of the crowd grew so large that some people were badly 

squeezed, but this did not dampen the festive mood. Burdett’s deep blue 

cockades were seen everywhere, and at Hyde Park the gardeners began 

cutting off sprigs of laurel, for men to put in their hats. The crowd chanted 

‘Sir Francis and no Bastille’, and forced those passing by to huzza for him , 

whether they supported him or not. 484 In effect, they were forced to show 

their loyalty to Burdett.  

Burdett’s victory parade was accompanied by a huge number of car-

riages. By the time they reached Hammersmith, the line of carriages was 

reportedly 3 miles (4.8 km) long, which moved forward at a crawl, four 

abreast. The heavy traffic forced the coachmen to make frequent sudden 

stops, causing many to run their carriages’ pole through the back  panels 

of the vehicle in front of them. It was a chaotic scene. Coachmen at-

tempted to cut each other off as they tried to manoeuvre between the 

rows. The carriage of two ladies was overturned, and, as the Morning Post 

put it: ‘Many people were in liquor on the road and fell in the mud.’  For-

tunately, they noted, no one was seriously hurt.485 
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At Piccadilly, people crammed on every rooftop and in every window, 

and outside Burdett’s home; the crowd was so dense ‘you might have 

walked upon their heads’. When the victorious candidate passed by, the 

Morning Post wrote, the ‘acclamations resounded like thunder’. The pro-

cession continued onwards, passing under a laurel-covered arch across 

the Strand with a medallion with the words ‘Vox Populi’ written on it, and 

then arriving at its destination, the celebratory dinner for his campaign-

ers at the Crown and Anchor tavern.486 

One of Burdett’s supporters rose up to hold a speech and stated: ‘I think 

it unnecessary to express those sentiments of love and esteem which the 

event must have inspired, and you must all feel in common with me.’ Only 

those who had followed Burdett from the beginning, the Morning Post 

wrote, ‘can form any idea of the enthusiasm with which the toast was re-

ceived. The company all stood up, waving hats and handkerchiefs, with 

peals of huzzas, prolonged, exhausted, resumed, and reiterated, like so 

many peals of thunder’. Burdett then thanked his supporters and made a 

speech ‘delivered evidently under the impression of strong feelings, and 

as such made its way to every heart.’ The speech hit a chord, according to 

the Morning Post, and it ‘drew forth every possible testimony of the most 

zealous devotion to the man, and to the cause of which he was the cham-

pion.’487 Burdett was here depicted as a true man of feeling, inspiring de-

votion and zeal from his followers. We can understand this kind of cele-

bration as encouraging feelings of love, ecstatic joy, and a deep-felt sense 

of community – no doubt enhanced by the many toasts drunk during the 

evening. On the streets of London, the celebration continued long into the 

night, with groups of people moving about singing songs, before retiring 

peacefully.488  

This chapter began by observing that London’s radicals faced a difficult 

challenge when they sought to inspire a huge and socially diverse popu-

lation to overcome fears of government repression. The campaign of Bur-

dett and his allies, however, successfully achieved this feat. During the 

victorious 1802 Middlesex election, this mobilisation reached its peak. It 

drew in huge numbers of women and men from across the metropolis, 

ranging from the aristocracy down to poor labourers. They included mil-

itant revolutionaries, peaceful reformists, and, presumably, bystanders 

drawn in by the dazzling carnivalesque atmosphere and growing sense of 

triumph. The motivations of the women and men in the crowds must have 
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varied greatly; not all would have shared Burdett’s grand vision of a re-

formed and revigorated Britain. For some it was simply an opportunity 

to score some cash: the Morning Post, noted that pickpockets had a field 

day amidst the densely packed streets.489 Even so, it was an impressive 

show of popular support for a cause that Burdett consistently emphasised 

was for reform. No doubt the vagueness was deliberate and allowed a va-

riety of visons to co-exist under the umbrella of ‘No Bastille’. Nonetheless, 

the many of these protests were decidedly against the government and 

for political rebirth. The success of this mobilisation relied on its emo-

tional appeal.  

Many of the feelings involved in this reformist mobilisation were inves-

tigated in chapter 2. Attachment towards political leaders was expressed 

in terms of love, loyalty, joy, enthusiasm, and zeal, feelings that were of 

the great intensity and that promoted a strong sense of community. We 

also saw the way anger could be a uniting force towards a common en-

emy. 

The example of the Middlesex election lends nuance to our understand-

ing of loyalty in Georgian political culture. As McCormack shows, follow-

ing 1789 loyalty to the king was commonly expressed in terms of individ-

ual feeling in ‘loyalist’ writings, which he connects to the increasing of 

cultural importance of sensibility.490 Although more studies are needed, 

the case of Burdett and his followers suggest the importance of personal 

attachment, not just to the person of the monarch, but to political leaders 

more generally. In the case of Burdett, is also important to note that this 

attachment was portrayed as mutual and egalitarian. The accounts of the 

celebrations during the Middlesex election show the importance of this 

ideal of mutual attachment based on strong and deep feelings. This exam-

ple also underlines why historians’ anachronistic use of the concepts of 

’loyalism’ to denote support for the established order, which I discussed 

in chapter 2, is easily misleading. Clearly, loyalty, in the sense that Geor-

gian contemporaries understood this concept, was crucial on both sides 

of this political conflict. For Georgians, loyalty, together with love, joy, en-

thusiasm and zeal, were aspects of an affectionate, emotional bond that 

they understood as a vital part of political communities.  

Government responses: shaming tactics 

The government did not remain passive during this mobilisation, and ac-

tively sought to undermine Burdett’s ongoing campaign. The Home 

                                                           
489 Morning Post, 28 July 1802.  
490 McCormack, ‘Rethinking “loyalty”’, p. 414.  
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Secretary Henry Dundas had attacked Burdett in the Commons in 1799, 

stating that his ‘kindly’ conversations with the inmates made them unruly 

and encouraged them to revolt. These men, Dundas asserted, were sus-

pected traitors and enemies of the nation and Burdett had the nerve to 

speak to them and say, “Davis and Jones, how are you? you look thin; this 

place is not fit for you”’. Dundas, moreover, argued it was ‘childish’ to re-

fer to English prisons as Bastilles: ‘they were places of confinement for all 

those who endeavoured to overthrow, all law, all government, all moral-

ity and all order.’491 To feel for such individuals, in other words, was not 

only naïve but outright dangerous.  

The government also mocked Burdett’s sympathy for Cold Bath’s pris-

oners in their propaganda. In this endeavour they had one of the most 

famous caricature artists of this period, James Gillray, on their side, and 

he was secretly paid by the Tory MP George Canning to produce anti-re-

form propaganda.492 In Illustration 6, Gillray depicts Burdett addressing 

Cold Baths’ Governor Aris: ‘Hush! - Harkee! - open the door! - I want only 

to see if my Brother Citizens have Candles & Fires, & good Beds, & clean 

Girls, for their accommodation, - that [is] iall!!!’ Hush! open the Door! 

quick!!’ Burdett’s demands for the better treatment of prisoners are here 

represented as outrageous demands, mockingly referred to as ‘demo-

cratic charities’. Burdett also refers to the inmates as his ‘ Brother Citi-

zens’, a reference to his connection with the LCS and the United Irishmen. 

Part of the mockery in this picture is that Burdett – a wealthy baronet – 

stoops to the level of people from the lower end of the social hierarchy 

going so far as to address them as ‘brother’. The ridiculous scene is rein-

forced by his overly fashionable clothes and affected hairstyle.  
  

                                                           
491 Morning Chronicle, 22 May 1799. 
492 Vic Gatrell, City of laughter: sex and satire in eighteenth-century London (New 
York, 2007), p. 263. 



158 
 

Illustration 6. ‘Citizens visiting the Bastille’, (1799). Hand-coloured etching mock-
ing Sir Francis Burdett’s campaign for the inmates of London’s Bastille. 

Source: BM Satires 9341, ©Trustees of the British Museum. 
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Burdett’s opponents also played on the fear of social unrest by depicting 

his campaign as a dangerous threat to the established order. In ‘Preparing 

for the grand attack’ (BM Satires 9739), Gillray depicted Burdett as a rev-

olutionary agitator, speaking with a guillotine looming in the background. 

According to The Times, Burdett’s candidacy in the Middlesex elections 

was part of a nationwide Jacobin conspiracy, signalling the beginning of a 

general uprising.493 Indeed, the image of the aristocratic Burdett frater-

nising with the labouring classes symbolised a dangerous dissolution of 

social hierarchies that not only evoked fear but also disgust. Burdett, The 

Times declared, was drawn to Jacobinism ‘like a dog to his vomit’, and 

would ignite a revolution in Britain if he was not stopped.494 

Such claims might seem like reactionary paranoia. However, Burdett’s 

connections with Irish Radicalism warranted suspicions about his mo-

tives. In 1796, the young Burdett, lacking direction in life and feeling 

trapped in an unhappy marriage, became infatuated with the charismatic 

Irish revolutionary Arthur O’Connor. The two men quickly developed a 

close friendship, and Burdett urged O’Connor to educate him about the 

distress and injustice endured by the Irish, which, he claimed, affected 

him deeply. The historian Victoria Arnold likens their relationship to that 

of ‘a demanding master and his adoring pupil’. As a leading member of 

the Untied Irishmen, O’Connor participated in the planning of the failed 

1798 Irish rebellion. The extent of Burdett’s involvement in the schemes 

of the United Irishmen has been debated among historians. As Arnold 

shows, however, there is no evidence to show that he was an active par-

ticipant, but he almost certainly was privy to their plans. After O’Connor’s 

arrest, the government became aware of his relationship with Burdett, 

who did little to assuage their suspicions. He publicly defended O’Connor 

during his trial for high treason, borrowed large sums of money to pay for 

his legal expenses, and also joined the LCS. During 1798, Burdett balanced 

on a knife edge and only narrowly escaped prosecution, possibly due to 

his father-in-law’s influence with the king.495  

                                                           
493 The Times, 23 July 1802. See also The Times, 27 July 1802.  
494 The Times, 23 July 1804. 
495 Victoria Arnold, ‘The reputations of Sir Francis Burdett’, Unpublished PhD-
thesis, University of Kent (2010), pp. 124-38. For quotation see p. 126. By 1795, 
Burdett was contemplating, emigration, separation and even suicide to escape 
his marriage, see p. 124. O’Connor described his friendship with Burdett as ‘one 
of the most intimate friendships that ever bound man and man together’. Bur-
dett likewise declared to O’Connor ‘I really know not how to live without you’. 
As Arnold shows, O’Connor deeply influenced Burdett and his political awaken-
ing during this period, see pp 124-6. For Burdett’s involvement with the Untied 
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Burdett’s involvement with the United Irishmen made him an easy target 

for conservative propaganda. In Illustration 6, ‘Citizen visiting the Bas-

tille’, O’Connor’s name can be seen on the paper hanging from Burdett’s 

pocket. Gillray also depicted Burdett in a series of prints called ‘French 

Habits’ (BM Satires 9197-9201, 9208-13). These depicted Charles Fox 

and a number of the radical Whigs around him as the future Jacobin gov-

ernment in Britain. The series includes Fox as ‘Le minister d’etat’ (BM Sat-

ires 9196), with George Tierney (famous for his 1798 duel against Pitt) 

as head of ‘Le Boureau’ (BM Satires 9201), dressed as a Jacobin execu-

tioner with his hand on a bloody guillotine, standing in front of a crowd 

dressed in liberty caps. In Illustration 7, ‘French Habits no 12., Messager 

d’ Etat’, Burdett is depicted in French colours delivering a message to the 

French, emphasising to the viewer his involvement in the United Irish-

men’s rebellion. Burdett, Gillray suggests, would not hesitate to invite a 

French invasion force into Britain so that he and his radical Whig col-

leagues could seize power through revolution. 
  

                                                           
Irish see also Graham, The nation, the law, and the king, pp. 842-51. On Bur-
dett’s involvement in O’Connor’s trial, including in the subsequent riot see Pat-
terson, Burdett and his times, pp. 58-9. 
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Illustration 7. ‘French Habits no 12., Messager d’ Etat’, (1798). Hand-coloured 
etching depicting the radical Sir Francis as a Jacobin conspirator dressed in 
French colours.  

Source: BM Satires 9196, ©Trustees of the British Museum. 
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These accusations may seem outlandish, but to contemporaries such a re-

gime shift would have seemed plausible. It was widely believed that a ris-

ing was imminent, both in 1797 and 1798. In the feverish atmosphere of 

invasion scares and popular unrest, the actions of the Foxite Whigs gave 

the government serious concerns about their allegiance. During the 1797 

mutinies, when it seemed to many as if the political order was disinte-

grating, the parliamentary opposition did not rally behind the govern-

ment in the name of national unity. Rather, they attempted to use the po-

litical crisis to bring down the ministry.496 We can only speculate how the 

Foxite Whigs would have responded if the French had mounted a success-

ful invasion, but to the Tory elite Burdett’s actions would have appeared 

as a mortal threat to the nation.  

For the Tories, this threat was made acute by what they saw as a bare-

faced attempt to manipulate the passions of London’s labouring popula-

tion to turn them against their betters. The prolific conservative propa-

gandist John Bowles warned that Burdett’s real goal was ‘to corrupt the 

remains of loyalty in the breasts of the inferior classes, and to rouze into 

activity…that destructive spirit…issuing from Revolutionary France’.497 

In London, he wrote, there lived a great mass of people, who spend their 

days in idleness and ‘have no sense, whatever, of Religion, [and] whose 

morals are becoming more and more profligate every day’.498 Burdett was 

‘goading and inflaming’ them, driving them to acts of violence through the 

influence of sympathy.499 Through Burdett’s actions, Bowles argued, the 

minds of London’s masses ‘have been inflamed, almost to madness ‘– by 

what he referred to as ‘false appeals to their humanity’.500 As we have 

seen, the word ‘inflame’, during this period, conjured images of overpow-

ering rage rapidly spreading among a section of the population believed 

to be unable to withstand the influences of the passions. Bowles’ attacks 

should be seen as a tactic of fear, seeking to encourage mobilisation in 

defence of the political order by evoking threatening images of revolu-

tionary masses on the move, whipped up into a state of mad fury. At the 

same time, this rhetoric also functioned as a shaming tactic, by attacking 

Burdett’s supporters as an immoral, ignorant, and inferior sort of people. 

                                                           
496 Graham, The nation, the law, and the king, pp. 751, 768-80, 787, 793. 
497 Bowles, Thoughts on the late general election, p. 43. 
498 Bowles, Thoughts on the late general election, p. 50. 
499 Bowles, Thoughts on the late general election, pp. 34, 44. For quotation see p. 
44. 
500 Bowles, Thoughts on the late general election, p. 49.  
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To claim that someone was absurdly angry, thus, was to undermine their 

political legitimacy.501  

Bowles explicitly represented Burdett’s campaign as an attack on the 

population’s attachment to the regime. The Times, similarly, argued that 

Burdett’s campaigns would destroy ‘every sentiment of affection for the 

Sovereign’ through his appeals to the passions of the population.502 Eng-

lish law, it wrote, was designed to ‘curb licentious passions’, but now the 

entire judicial system was under threat.503 Bowles also argued that the 

passions of the masses must be brought under control. As he explained, 

‘the preservation of internal order, safety, and quiet, is the main object of 

society’, an objective that was constantly threatened by ‘the passions and 

evil propensities of mankind, which, therefore, it is necessary to restrain 

by adequate powers, and efficient laws’.504 The inferior classes of London, 

he wrote, were only ‘kept in order by the vigilance of Magistrates and the 

rigour of laws’ – the very order that Burdett threatened by appealing to 

their sympathy. The rallying cry of ‘no Bastille’, actually meant ‘no stocks 

– no pillory – no gallows – no…laws – no judges to apply them – no exe-

cutioner to carry them into effect’.505 Importantly, Bowles argued that the 

recent progress of ‘Jacobinism’ in England demonstrated the foolishness 

of relying only on ‘the attachment of the multitude’ to the government. 

This was a poor protection against insurrection, since the passions of this 

group were so easily manipulated by agitators like Burdett. 506  

Many eighteenth-century people believed that painful punishments 

were necessary to maintain social order. The law, as Edmund Burke ar-

gued, ought to inspire ‘terror in the minds of the wicked, and their rever-

ence in the minds of the virtuous.’507 Terror was, indeed, the word used 

by contemporaries when describing the effect of the death penalty. As one 

MP put it, it was used ‘in terrorem’, and was designed to ‘operate upon the 

                                                           
501 Eustace, Passion is the gale, pp. 156-7. 
502 The Times, 23 July 1804. 
503 The Times, 26 July 1804. 
504 Bowles, Thoughts on the late general election, p. 34. 
505 Bowles, Thoughts on the late general election, p. 51. 
506 Bowles, Thoughts on the late general election, p. 49. 
507 Quoted in Gatrell, The hanging tree, p. 20. Burke made this comment in the 
aftermath of the 1780 Gordon Riots. In particular, Burke stressed that punish-
ment ought to impress the population, but also that if the show of force was too 
brutal, the law could lose its deterring effect. In order to maximise the effect of 
terror, he argued, the number of hangings should be limited to six. See Gatrell, 
The hanging tree, pp. 20, 103.  
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fears of many’.508 As the observations of Bowles and The Times illustrates, 

this logic was applied also to the radical mobilisation around Cold Bath. 

Terror was believed necessary to pacify a multitude whose passions were 

inflamed by revolutionary ideas. 

Bowles’ reasoning illustrates well why the tactics of sympathy used by 

the London radicals were seen as such a threat. The fate of individuals 

punished by the law ought to inspire terror and awe and the suffering 

bodies of the prisoners should serve as a warning example of the conse-

quences of treason and defiance. Instead, radicals turned them into ob-

jects of sympathy. This undermined the emotional deterrence thought 

necessary to keep popular passions in check. Since the plebeian popula-

tion was thought to be unable to resist the influence of passion, removing 

this check would inevitably cause chaos and bloodshed. 

The London crowd: laughter and humour 

The previous section showed how government supporters used shaming 

tactics to counter radicals’ emotional tactics of sympathy. In this section 

I will analyse the emotional tactics of London’s plebeian inhabitants, 

showing how shame became a means for bottom-up protest.  

It is possible to explore the actions of plebeian participants in detail 

due to a legal challenge from Mainwaring after his defeat by Burdett in 

1802. Mainwaring challenged the results in the Commons, arguing that 

his opponent had committed electoral fraud. The Commons appointed a 

select committee to investigate these accusations, which found that 375 

men who had polled for Burdett lacked the necessary property require-

ments to be entitled to the vote. With these votes dismissed, Mainwaring 

would have been declared the victor. Mainwaring’s petition backfired, 

however, since the same committee also found him guilty of bribing vot-

ers with food and drink. Therefore, the election result was declared null 

and void, setting the stage for a renewed electoral battle in 1804. The 

Common’s trial of the election lasted forty-five days, during which the se-

lect committee extensively questioned twenty-seven witnesses.509 The 

253 pages of minutes of evidence taken down from these hearings 

                                                           
508 As argued by the Nottingham MP Daniel Parker Coke in 1788, when he asked 
the Commons to make to make machine breaking a capital offence in order to 
protect Nottingham’s manufacturers from their rebellious labourers. For quota-
tion see p. 391 and p. 392 in Cobbett’s parliamentary history of England. Vol. 27, 
(London, 1816). See also McGowen, ‘A powerful sympathy’, p. 313.  
509 Middlesex, minutes of evidence. For the committee’s decision see p. 3-4. 
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provides a fascinating look at the emotional tactics of the women and men 

of the London crowd. 

During the trial, the committee members spent a lot of time question-

ing witnesses regarding the activities of a mysterious figure known only 

as ‘the Orator’ – presumably due to his rhetorical skill. At first, several 

men competed against each other in verbal debates, but one man soon 

emerged as a crowd leader after having outwitted his opponents. During 

the fifteen-days-long election, he led the crowd in front of the hustings in 

relentless verbal attacks on Mainwaring and his supporters.510 As one 

witness put it, ‘the language of this Orator was excessively obscene’.511 

Another witness stated that he used the ‘most abominable language that 

was ever heard towards Mr. Mainwaring’.512 Women were part of the 

crowd and joined the abuse, and, one witness stated, had caused ‘a con-

siderable tumult and us[ed] expressions which it would be unfit for me to 

repeat here’.513 One group of women, the under-sheriff testified, was par-

ticularly conspicuous, and made life difficult for Mainwaring and his 

council through their ‘intolerable noise’.514 Nonetheless, to the witnesses 

in the election trial it was clear that ‘the Orator’ was the crowd’s leader. 

As a witness for Mainwaring put it, ‘It was impossible to be present with-

out observing him…He was the voice of the people, if I may so say .’515  

The sources also describe the speeches and theatrical performances of 

the Orator as incredibly funny. As the Morning Post put it, he used his 

‘boisterous mirth and vulgar sarcasm’ to lead the unfranchised crowd in 

incessant attacks on Mainwaring for his actions in respect to Cold Bath.516 

A witness in the Common’s trial described the Orator’s performance as 

containing ‘a vast deal of nonsense, grimace, humour and fun’.517 His 

speeches, the witness continued were ‘sometimes ludicrous, sometimes 

nonsensical, sometimes laughable, sometimes vulgar.’518 The Orator, wit-

nesses told the Common’s committee, made the crowd roar with laughter. 

                                                           
510 Middlesex, minutes of evidence, p. 39. According to the Morning Post this 
character was instead named ‘the Oracle’. It noted that he emerged as the 
crowd leader after a verbal showdown with two other orators. See Morning 
Post 19 July 1802. 
511 Middlesex, minutes of evidence, p. 9.  
512 Middlesex, minutes of evidence, p. 145. 
513 Middlesex, minutes of evidence, p. 179.  
514 Middlesex, minutes of evidence, p. 180.  
515 Middlesex, minutes of evidence, p. 39. 
516 Morning Post, 16 and 19 July 1802. For quotation see 19 July 1802. 
517 Middlesex, minutes of evidence, p. 189. 
518 Middlesex, minutes of evidence, p. 197. 
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A Sheriff’s assistant stated: ‘I saw no one that did not laugh at him occa-

sionally; it occasioned a general laugh.’519 The Orator was not alone in 

this. According to the Morning Post, the ‘vulgar wit’ of the unfranchised 

crowd regularly interrupted the polling.520 This group also used more 

practical jokes. One witness recalled them laughing loudly as they halted 

the carriage of one of Mainwaring’s voters by clinging to its wheels. 521 For 

The Times, the actions of the crowd, and of the Orator in particular, were 

highly subversive, and it described him as ‘a methodical Jacobin’. It also 

sought to discredit him as a man who was ‘half foolish and half drunk’.522 

For members of the landed classes longing for order and reverence, the 

vulgar mockery of the disorderly masses may have been a source of un-

ease and disgust. Yet for the unfranchised crowd, it was a source of joy 

and laughter, which contributed to creating a sense of community, and 

helped to draw people into the action.  

Mainwaring’s council had repeatedly implored the sheriffs to intervene 

against ‘the Orator’, arguing that he was disturbing the polling, and that 

the ladies present on the hustings needed to be protected from his ob-

scene language. None of Mainwaring’s voters were physically abused or 

prevented from voting, however, and the sheriffs had decided not to in-

tervene.523 The Committee was eager to determine the social status of ‘the 

Orator’, and questioned witnesses about his dress and demeanour. One 

witness stated that he did not have the appearance of a ‘gentleman’.524 

Another described him as ‘an ignorant illiterate fellow’, whose harangues 

were characterised by ‘extreme stupidity’.525 The Committee also ques-

tioned witnesses extensively about the Orator’s physical position during 

the election. Upon arrival, voters had to push through a massive crowd, 

referred to in the minutes of evidence as a ‘mob’, in order to reach a des-

ignated space marked off from the rest of the square by a low wooden 

railing. Within the fence, only voters were allowed, and they had to pre-

sent a ticket as evidence of their electoral status to gain entrance. The Or-

ator, witnesses told the committee, was always on the outer side of this 

fence. This meant that he was not a voter, but part of the unfranchised 

‘mob’.526  

                                                           
519 Middlesex, minutes of evidence, pp. 161, 197, 206. For quotation see, p. 161. 
520 Morning Post, 19 July 1802. 
521 Middlesex, minutes of evidence, p. 208. 
522 The Times, 17 July 1802.  
523 Middlesex minutes of evidence, 9, 29-31, 144.  
524 Middlesex minutes of evidence, p. 39. 
525 Middlesex minutes of evidence, p. 206. 
526 Middlesex minutes of evidence, p. 154, 161. 
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The Orator and the other men and women in the unfranchised crowd, 

it would appear, were decidedly in favour of Burdett. This assessment is 

supported by press reports of the election. According to The Times, Bur-

dett was backed by ‘the very lowest classes of society’.527 It also referred 

to these people as ‘the rabble’ and ‘the mob’, who looked like paupers and 

belonged in the workhouse, or in prison.528 As The Times sneeringly put 

it, Burdett’s purple cockades ‘were liberally distributed among the mob; 

and there was not a jack-ass-driver from Kent-street, or link-boy from the 

Hundreds of Drury, that did not sport this badge’. In other words, his sup-

porters were employed in low-status occupations, and from disreputable 

and immoral parts of London. Mainwaring, in contrast, was backed by the 

‘respectable people’.529 The Morning Post, likewise, observed that ‘the 

lower classes’ and ‘the women’ were ‘violent in his [Burdett’s] favour’, 

whereas Mainwaring had better contacts among ‘the electors’ and was 

supported by ‘a great number of Magistrates, and Gentlemen of prop-

erty’.530 According to these newspapers, the road from Piccadilly to Brent-

ford was lined with men and women from the lower end of the social 

scale, who greeted Burdett with applause and cries of ‘no Bastille’ as he 

passed by, and showed their contempt for Mainwaring by hissing at him 

and his supporters. As the Morning Post put it: ‘The maids and servants of 

the houses...all turned out (their masters and mistresses not being up)’.531 

Throughout the election, these plebeian men and women used their in-

fluence to encourage protests against Mainwaring in highly creative 

                                                           
527 The Times, 30 July 1802. See also The Times, 14 July 1802. 
528 The Times, 14 July 1802. 
529 The Times, 14 July 1802. Kent street was a squalid and decrepit place and 
was known as a thieves’ den. The Hundreds of Drury were the location of a 
number of pleasure houses and evoked associations with prostitution and vice. 
Link-boys made a meagre living using make-shift torches to light the way for 
pedestrians at night. In this case, presumably on their way to or from some 
shady establishment. On Kent Street see Ida Darlington, ed., ‘Tabard Street and 
the Old Kent Road’, in Survey of London: St George’s Fields (The parishes of St. 
George the Martyr Southwark and St. Mary Newington). Vol. 25, (London, 1955), 
pp. 121-6. Available online through British History Online http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/survey-london/vol25/pp121-126 [accessed 1 March 2022]. ‘The 
Strand (northern tributaries): Drury Lane and Clare Market’, in Old and new 
London. Vol. 3, (London, 1878), pp. 36-44. Available online through British His-
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[accessed 1 March 2022]. On link-boys see e.g. Tim Hitchcock, Down and out in 
eighteenth-century London (London, 2007), pp. 59-61. 
530 Morning Post, 14 July 1802. 
531 Morning Post, 14 July 1802. See also The Times, 30 July 1802.  
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ways. The voices of this group however, are only available filtered 

through the writings of their social superiors, who treated them, their ac-

tions and motives dismissively. It nonetheless appears clear that for those 

who took to the streets during the election, their experience of the judicial 

system, symbolised by Cold Bath and its inmates, was crucial.  

In fact, according to the Morning Post, ‘the Orator’ may have been a for-

mer inmate of Cold Bath. They describe a crowd leader who declared that 

he had been imprisoned for two years in Cold Bath. This man was ‘partic-

ularly active, loud and bold’ according to the Morning Post, who noted that 

he ‘kept up an incessant roar’ towards Mainwaring the entire day using 

witty remarks to great effect. This description, as we shall see, fits well 

with other descriptions of ‘the Orator’ and it therefore seems reasonable 

to assume that he was the former inmate referred to in this report. Alt-

hough, given the scarcity of details this cannot be ascertained with cer-

tainty.532 

 ‘The Orator’ used the election to flip the tables on Mainwaring, putting 

him through a mock trial in front of the crowd. In an elaborate theatrical 

performance, ‘the Orator’ dressed himself up in a wig and a barristers’ 

gown, styled himself as a judge and called Mainwaring to answer for his 

crimes. According to one witness, the Orator asserted to the man he held 

responsible for his treatment in Cold Bath: ‘you have been a very sad 

dog…you have been found guilty; and as I shall receive very little mercy 

whenever I come before you, you may depend upon it you shall not have 

a great deal at my hands’.533 In effect, he argued that Mainwaring, the Jus-

tice of Peace for Middlesex, was in fact a criminal himself and deserved to 

be treated as such. The crowd’s shout of ‘Who stole the child?’  can also be 

interpreted as a similar type of inversion. Mainwaring was their social 

superior and, in theory, they owned him deference and respect. Less than 

3 % of the population were rich enough to serve as Justices of the Peace. 

It was Mainwaring who kept the law and passed judgment, for the most 

part on his social inferiors, in the grand session house on Clerkenwell 

Green.534 Now they instead judged him, calling him a child thief.  

Judging Mainwaring had become a common, theme if we look at the 

actions of plebeian men and women. The Morning Post described a man 

dressed in a smock frock – an item of clothing that indicated his lowly 

social status – ‘raised on the shoulders of the mob’ holding a print 

                                                           
532 Morning Post, 16 July 1802.  
533 On the dress of the Orator see Middlesex minutes of evidence, p. 43; The 
Times, 27 July 1802. For quotation see Middlesex minutes of evidence, p. 44. 
534 Douglas Hay, ‘Crime and justice’, p. 46.  
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‘representing Mr. Mainwaring and all the horrors of the Bastille’. The man 

proceeded to whip Mainwaring’s likeness to pieces ‘as if he were exercis-

ing the discipline of the Bastille’.535 In effect, the man subjected Mainwar-

ing to a symbolic public flogging – a corporal punishment designed to 

publicly shame and humiliate the offender, and usually only used on non-

elite people.536 This treatment of this magistrate as a common criminal is 

also referenced in Illustration 8.  
  

                                                           
535 Morning Post, 14 July 1802.  
536 Smith, ‘The decline of public physical punishment in London’, pp. 37-8. 
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Illustration 8. ‘Two pair of candidates proposed to the independant [sic] electors of 
Middlesex’ (12 July 1802). Hand-coloured etching depicting the radical Sir Francis 
Burdett (in green) challenging William Mainwaring (in brown) at the husting. In 
the bottom right corner stands two electors armed with rotten eggs and dead cats, 
ready to pass their judgment. 

Source: BM Satires 9878 ©Trustees of the British Museum.  

Here Mainwaring (dressed in brown) is depicted together with Aris 

(holding two large keys and extending his clenched fist towards a sailor 

in shackles); in front are two plebeian men armed with cats and rotten 

eggs, ready to treat their Justice of Peace, the representative of govern-

ment power in Middlesex, as they would have treated a felon convicted to 

the pillory. While this inversion of hierarchy is humorously presented, it 

nevertheless confirms the symbolism of popular justice as understood by 

audiences at the time. 

In Hammersmith, moreover, the inhabitants erected a gibbet from 

which they hung an effigy of Mainwaring. Underneath him, they placed a 

straw pyre. As Burdett’s procession passed by on their way from Brent-

ford to his home in Piccadilly, accompanied by a massive crowd, they set 

fire to their installation. 537 Mainwaring was thus symbolically executed, 

hanged like a thief and burnt at the stake.  

Similarly, in the 1804 Middlesex election, a group of ‘women and work-

ing men’ erected a gibbet with an effigy of Mainwaring’s son suspended 
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from it, ‘bestowing a plentiful share of ribaldry and abuse upon the imag-

ined representative, and extracting from passengers a toll to recompense 

their zeal and ingenuity’. When the peace officers arrived to remove this 

‘insulting installation’, the women cut it down, concealed it in their 

aprons and hid it in a nearby garden ‘to secure it for a future exhibition’.538  

During the Middlesex election, this ritual mock execution acquired an 

added political edge, since it symbolically subverted the entire judicial 

system. Under normal circumstances it was the elite who made laws and 

dispensed justice. But now this relationship was reversed, and justice was 

exercised by what conservative commentators designated as a mob with 

revolutionary tendencies. 

During the Middlesex election, it seems that the mask of acceptance of 

elite power was removed. Crowd members openly attacked Mainwaring, 

insulted him and took away his honour by portraying him as criminal. Of 

course, shame is a double-edged weapon. It is crucial for enforcing social 

control, but can also be used to challenge elites. Expressing contempt of 

one’s social superiors is an act of empowerment, and builds solidarity 

within a group. Protesters can assert their own moral standards as supe-

rior, thereby ridiculing a member of the elite who claims to be entitled to 

their respect.539 Shaming tactics, in this way, both encouraged mobilisa-

tion and created unity. Though feelings of sympathy for victims of abuses 

were important in these protests, in this case, the dominant feelings were 

antagonism and hostility.  

In the Middlesex elections, the crowd used street theatre as an emo-

tional tactic to shame those who maintained law and order. Among ‘the 

Mob’ outside the husting, a man appeared dressed as a sailor in heavy 

chains, while those around him pretended to whip him.  This was clearly 

a reference to the treatment of Johnston and the other Nore mutineers. 

As the sailor sank down with feigned screams of agony, The Times re-

ported, cries of ‘No Bastille’ rang through the air in all directions.  540 A 

witness in the election trial recalled a man in chains with his face painted 

‘to give him the appearance of the emaciation which arises from long con-

finement’, acting out his ‘great distress’ – a piece of theatre that evoked 

the starvation endured by Cold Bath’s prisoners.541 Crowd members also 

paraded dead rats tied to a long pole, together with mouldy bread and 

dirty water, while ‘the mob, hallooed out to Mr. Mainwaring what time he 

                                                           
538 Morning Post, 26 July 1804.  
539 Flam, ‘Emotions’ map’, pp. 30-1.  
540 The Times, 14 July 1802; Middlesex minutes of evidence, pp. 10-11. 
541 Middlesex minutes of evidence, p. 40. 
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would have these things dressed for the Prisoners’ dinner in the Bas-

tille’.542 Indeed, as The Morning Post put it ‘The whole horrors of the Bas-

tille were acted in front of the hustings, and with a degree of ability that 

would have gained applause in a theatre’.543  

While anger was a powerful mobilising force, so too was satire and hu-

mour. Laughter is a powerful tool for social movements to counter immo-

bilising feelings of fear and shame. People at the bottom of social hierar-

chies, Flam and King write, ‘are expected to swallow insults and have 

more or less vicious jokes poke fun at them’. By seizing shame and ridi-

cule for their own purposes, protestors can reverse this relationship, 

thereby putting the powerless in a position to laugh at and ridicule elites 

and their moral standards. Carnivalesque, satirical protest forms are im-

portant to achieve this. They not only serve to punish elites, but they pull 

bystanders in and removes protesters’ fear and respect for the authori-

ties.544 Such actions, were doubtlessly highly potent in the context of 

Georgian society. To ridicule somebody and make them the object of de-

risive laughter was to assert their inferiority by patronising and mocking 

them.545  

Previously in this chapter I showed how activists sought to evoke both 

indignation and sympathy by exposing the public to the suffering en-

dured by Cold Bath’s inmates. As shown by the example of the Middlesex 

election, the women and men of the London crowd also re-enacted Cold 

Bath’s abuses, but here they did so in order to create amusement and 

laughter. In so doing, the participants transformed frightening symbols of 

the authorities’ power – gibbets, whips, and starving prisoners – into 

something laughable. This facilitated participation in these protests and 

put the participants in a position where they could judge their superiors.  

In the context of Georgian elections, however, it is important to note 

that the participation of the unfranchised members of the community was 

usually encouraged by local elites. O’Gorman argues that Georgian elec-

tions had a similar function to the continental carnivals. They allowed the 

population to express their grievances towards their superiors, to satirise 

and heckle them for a short period, but this social inversion was only 

                                                           
542 Middlesex minutes of evidence, pp. 10-11. 
543 Morning Post, 14 July 1802. Another man had a figure which he flogged like 
he was an executioner, while another was seen with a mark on his face and his 
hands in chains, see The Times, 30 July, 1802.  
544 Flam and King, ‘Introduction’, pp. 13-14; Flam, ‘Emotions’ map’, p. 30. For 
quotation see p. 30. 
545 See e.g. Kate Davison, ‘Occasional politeness and gentlemen’s laughter in 18 
th C England’, The Historical Journal, 57 (2014), pp. 932-3.  
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temporary. As soon as the election was over, hierarchies reverted back to 

normal with renewed legitimacy.546 To some extent, the protests during 

the 1802 Middlesex election followed this pattern. The protests were an 

opportunity for people to vent their grievances against a local leader in a 

socially acceptable form, according to a long-established tradition.  

Other aspects of these protests fit in less easily with this pattern, how-

ever. In particular, their aim appears much more expansive than those in 

the traditional electoral protests described by O’Gorman. The women and 

men who took to London’s streets during 1802 were clearly concerned 

with more than the performance of Mainwaring as their incumbent MP. 

It makes more sense to view the actions of these plebeian Londoners as a 

protest against the national government, and against perceived injustices 

of the English judiciary system. These protests should be seen within the 

context of the authorities’ attacks on the traditional legal protections of 

plebeian Londoners during the 1790s. As Hitchcock and Shoemaker 

show, men and women suspected of crimes, including vagrancy, were in-

creasingly forced to prove their innocence in a hostile environment, 

shaped by the courts’ belief in the fundamental criminality of the poor.547 

The actions of the Orator, and of the other men and women out on the 

streets, reversed this relationship, arguing that those who kept law and 

order in London were, in fact, the worst criminals. 

To the government and their supporters, the protest during the Mid-

dlesex election was certainly no minor venting of local grievances. Main-

waring, Bowles and The Times all perceived these protests as highly sub-

versive and as part of a Jacobin conspiracy, and they feared it would ignite 

a nationwide revolution. The authorities in London, moreover, dreaded 

the consequences of this massive mobilisation. As it became clear that 

Burdett would defeat Mainwaring, The Times wrote, the authorities 

‘feared that men, heated with success and liquor’ would attempt to storm 

Cold Bath prison. Every possible precaution was taken, and ‘To obviate 

any popular effusion of the principles of their youthful and ardent leader’ 

the light horse volunteers, the East India Company’s volunteer corps, an 

entire regiment of Horse Guards, as well as ‘a formidable body of Police 

Officers’ were called out, ready to put any attempted revolution down.548 

The goal of intimidating the authorities was successful. Despite these 

fears, however, the celebrations would prove peaceful.  

                                                           
546 O’Gorman, ‘Campaign rituals’, pp. 86, 92, 108-9.  
547 Hitchcock and Shoemaker, London lives, p. 403. 
548 The Times, 30 July 1802.  
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Fleeting emotions: the 1810 Burdettite massacre  

Ritual shaming and mocking of elites were successful in the sense that 

they helped to get people on the streets. How to actually translate this 

tactical success into the realisation of the main strategic goal of political 

reform would prove a more difficult challenge, however. The last part of 

this case study turns to this challenge.  

While emotions are powerful as a mobilising force, they are also fleet-

ing and difficult to sustain. If they are not continuously performed and 

activated they diminish over time, and, as we have seen, Georgian politi-

cal actors also struggled with this dilemma. In Nottingham, reformers 

successfully kept the memory of the Tories’ brutal oppression alive and 

used it to foster feelings of anger. In the case of the radical mobilisation 

investigated in this chapter, we may also recognise some aspects of this 

activation of a memory culture. Alleged abuses were repeatedly used over 

a period of several years to evoke moral outrage and indignation, a good 

example of this being Burdett’s re-use of the case of Mary Rich during the 

1802 election. The integration of past abuses into historical narratives of 

victimhood and injustice is one solution to the challenge of sustaining 

emotions over time. Another solution is the use of rituals of political mo-

bilisation, such as rallies, ceremonies and processions as a means to re-

charge the ‘emotional energy’ of the participants.549 The continuous roy-

alist, patriotic celebrations promoted by the Nottingham Tories (chapter 

2) are a good example of how such rituals can recharge – and even 

heighten – an emotional state among the participants over a period of 

time. We recognise elements of this in the radical mobilisation created by 

Burdett and his plebeian allies. Through continuous publicity stunts, agi-

tation and mass meetings, these former LCS-members managed to build 

up a massive popular momentum that peaked during the election of 1802. 

However, once the election was over it would prove difficult to sustain 

the emotional energy of their supporters. The actions of political 

                                                           
549 See for example: Erika Summers-Effler, ‘The emotional significance of soli-
darity for social movement communities: sustaining Catholic worker commu-
nity and service’, in Helena Flam and Debra King, eds., Emotions and social 
movements (New York, 2005); Debra King, ‘Sustaining activism through emo-
tional reflexivity’, in Helena Flam and Debra King, eds., Emotions and social 
movements (New York, 2005). On memory cultures see Sloterdijk, Rage and 
time. On emotional energy and rituals see Collins, Interaction ritual chains 
(Princeton, 2004). For a historical perspective on the challenge of sustaining 
emotions in a popular movement see Lyndal Roper, ‘Emotions and the German 
Peasants’ War of 1524-6’, History Workshop Journal, 92 (2021), p. 53. 
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opponents also contributed to the deflation of the popular momentum 

behind this movement. 

During the rapturous celebration of Burdett’s 1802 election it certainly 

appeared as if these London radicals were about to realise their political 

aims. Yet, the government kept its nerve in the face of this radical chal-

lenge. Rather than face the popular momentum behind Burdett head on, 

his opponents resorted to a legal war of attrition. Despite the triumphant 

scenes on the streets of London, the confirmation of Burdett’s victory was 

thwarted by continuous legal challenges from government candidates.550 

Burdett’s campaigns were nourished by the emotional energy created 

through public confrontations with those perceived to be responsible for 

the injustices and abuses symbolised by the institution of Cold Bath. 

Without the opportunity for public spectacles afforded by a parliamen-

tary election and its associated rituals, this emotional energy dissipated. 

It is unclear if this was a conscious plan by government supporters. The 

effect of these legal challenges was nonetheless to make it difficult for 

Burdett to make efficient use of his parliamentary platform. Rather than 

to focus on the continuation of his offensive for reform, he was forced on 

the defensive. He also had to deal with the mounting financial difficulties 

these challenges caused. By 1805 Burdett had spent in excess of £56,000 

on his political ambitions and was near bankruptcy. He could no longer 

afford to contest the charges, and was forced to quit the contest for Mid-

dlesex.551 Not until 1807 did he achieve his aim of representing a London 

constituency when he was finally elected MP for Westminster. However, 

                                                           
550 In the 1804 re-run of the election, Burdett appeared to have repeated his 
victory at the closing of the poll, this time against William Mainwaring’s son 
George. However, after a controversial decision by the sheriffs, a number of 
Burdett’s votes were disqualified, leaving him defeated by a narrow margin of 
five. The 1804 election ended, not in triumphant joy, but in violence and disor-
der. A crowd gathered outside Mainwaring’s committee room, smashing win-
dows and threatening his supporters, calling out that they had been robbed of 
their rightful victory. This result did not end the legal challenges, however. A 
group of Burdett’s voters petitioned the result to Parliament, which ruled that 
Burdett had been the lawful winner and re-instated Burdett to his seat in 1805. 
See Patterson, Burdett and his times, pp. 151, 182,186; David Fisher, ‘Middle-
sex’, in R. G. Thorne (ed.), The House of Commons, 1790-1820 (London, 1986). 
For the 1804 riot see Account, signed by Robert Baker, John Turton and 
Thomas Leach, Magistrates of the Public Office, Hatton Garden, of all the per-
sons charged with riotous and disorderly conduct in the context of the disputed 
Mainwaring/Burdett election at Brentford’, 13 August 1804, HO 42/79/71, ff. 
243-248; Letter from the Reverend Richard Taylor, 8 August 1804, HO 
42/77/107, ff. 189A-91. 
551 Patterson, Burdett and his times, p. 151. 
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the triumph was somewhat diminished by the fact that he himself played 

no active part in his election. He instead spent the entire campaign con-

fined to his bed after falling out with his co-candidate, and being shot by 

him in a duel.552 Even so, Burdett recovered from his wound and with his 

parliamentary platform restored he continued to challenge the Tory gov-

ernment.  

This confrontation came to a head in 1810. When Burdett publicly de-

nounced the House of Commons for its decision to imprison the reformer 

John Gale Jones, the government ordered him arrested for libel. The 

events that followed this decision would develop into the largest civic dis-

turbance in London since the 1780 Gordon Riots. Burdett had success-

fully established himself as a leader for London’s plebeian inhabitants by 

defending their rights and demonstrating his emotional commitment to 

them. He is likely to have inspired feelings of attachment among many 

Londoners who chose to support him in the streets of the capital. This 

attachment was not just empty words: in April 1810, many Londoners 

would prove themselves willing to risk their lives to defend him. 

The breeching event this time was the confrontation between Burdett 

and the troops sent by the government to arrest him for libel. When sol-

diers arrived at his Piccadilly home, Burdett did not go willingly with 

them, but instead barricaded himself and his family inside. The govern-

ment hesitated, being uncertain if they had the legal authority to break 

down his door. But, after a three-day standoff, a group of soldiers eventu-

ally bypassed this legal dilemma by entering through a window. Burdett’s 

daughter laconically summarised it thus: ‘Papa forced from his house & 

taken by a military force to the Tower…What a day.’553 

Outside Burdett’s Piccadilly home, The Times reported, thousands of 

indignant people gathered, intending to defend Burdett and demonstrate 

their attachment to him. The crowd declared their loyalty by shouting 

‘Burdett for ever’, and forced people passing by to join in these declara-

tions, and to doff their hats for him. The inhabitants of Piccadilly and St 

James’s Street, likewise, were forced to display their loyalty by illuminat-

ing their windows – or else have them broken by stones. Crowds also at-

tacked the homes of those ministers and MPs believed to be behind Bur-

dett’s arrest warrant, breaking their windows.554  

                                                           
552 Patterson, Burdett and his times, pp. 197-207. 
553 Quoted from Patterson, Burdett and his times, pp. 275-6. Emphasis in origi-
nal.  
554 The Times, 8 April 1810.  
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The second day, the situation turned more yet violent as even greater 

numbers of Londoners took to the streets. Lady Lyttleton witnessed these 

events first hand, and reported in a letter that the crowd at Piccadilly ap-

peared as ‘one continued mass of the blackest of blackguards, men, 

women and boys! who professed to defend his door and prevent his being 

taken by force’.555 The authorities read the Riot Act, and the mounted Life 

Guards began clearing the streets with drawn sabres, causing a panicked 

stampede.556  

Yet many of those gathered at Piccadilly refused to yield. Only when 

additional reinforcements arrived the following day, bringing with them 

seven artillery pieces, did the soldiers gain control of the situation. Vio-

lent confrontations took place all across London. At the Tower, a huge 

crowd gathered, carrying a placard with the words ‘Britons, protect Bur-

dett’, and river access to the intended place of his confinement was 

blocked by a myriad of small boats. As the troops dispersed Burdett’s de-

fenders across the capital, The Times reported, they opened fire on those 

who refused to scatter. Many were struck by musket balls, and according 

to this paper, several people died from their wounds.557 In Green Park, 

Lady Lyttleton witnessed a ‘very shocking’ scene: ‘the look of the mob, 

black sulky, and determined; their continual loud shouts; the horrid sight 

of the heavy Horse Guards riding in among them and over them, vainly 

trying to disperse them’. 558 Only with the help of 20,000 troops did the 

government eventually regain control over the streets of the capital.559  

By this point, Burdett had acquired a reputation as a popular repre-

sentative, not just of Westminster, but of the entire capital. When the gov-

ernment threatened Burdett, they also threatened to take away a political 

leader whom many saw as their champion. It is, however, important to 

note that sources from the perspective of the plebeian participants 

                                                           
555 Mrs. Hugh Wyndham, ed., Correspondence of Sarah Spencer, Lady Lyttelton, 
1787-1870 (London, 1912), pp. 97-8. 
556 The Times, 9 April 1810.  
557 The Times, 9 and 10 April 1810. For quotation see 9 April. On 10 April 1810, 
The Times reported 2 deaths. One was a bystander who was killed inside a 
shoemaker’s shop as he was talking to the owner. Another ‘was shot through 
the neck upon Tower-hill’. On 11 April 1810, The Times reported 3 deaths from 
gunfire and many wounded.  
558 The Times, 7, 9, 10, 11, 12 April 1810. For quotation see 7 April; Wyndham, 
ed., Correspondence of Sarah Spencer, pp. 97-8. For a secondary account on the 
1810 Burdettite crisis see Stevenson, Popular disturbances, pp. 231-5.  
559 Stevenson, Popular disturbances, p. 232. 
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themselves are lacking. Still, it seems clear that many of these men and 

women were motivated by an emotional attachment to Burdett.  

The Burdettite riots could very well have escalated into a very danger-

ous situation for the government. However, Lord Liverpool’s ministry 

kept their nerve, and showed no hesitation in sending in the troops – or 

in turning their guns on the population. This example illustrates the de-

pendency of emotions on the dynamics of events. While a shocking event 

can inspire emotions that motivate a powerful mobilisation, this can be 

countered, and the emotional tone shifted by the actions of political op-

ponents. In this case the government’s terror tactics eventually restored 

order in the capital through an overwhelming display of military might 

and deadly violence.  

Burdett was kept locked up until the prorogation of Parliament in June 

of that year. Unlike the inmates of ‘the Bastille’ however, he was wined 

and dined in comfortable quarters and could freely receive visitors.560 

Burdett’s confinement, indeed, exemplified the differential treatment of 

rich and poor in the British judicial system. His imprisonment nonethe-

less marked a resurgence of radical mobilisation in the capital. One meet-

ing organised in support of the imprisoned radical leader was reportedly 

attended by 40,000 people.561 On 21 June, the day of his release, the gov-

ernment anticipated that London’s inhabitants would join Burdett and 

rise up in revolt. The army surrounded London, and, in a show of force, 

stationed artillery and cavalry in the streets.562  

According to The Times, the entire city bustled with excitement, shops 

were closed, church bells rang, and ‘the lower orders displayed the high-

est degree of exultation’. This time Burdett showed no appetite for popu-

lar mobilisation and chose not to attend the celebrations prepared in his 

honour. Instead, he avoided the huge crowds that waited for him, and left 

London discreetly by boat. One of Burdett’s biographers suggests that he 

made this decision to prevent further bloodshed. However, one also sus-

pects that he found it a politically expedient method for avoiding blame if 

the celebration should turn violent. Concerns about his personal safety 

may also have factored into this decision. Regardless of his motivations, 

when the tens of thousands of men and women in the crowds realised 

what had happened, ‘a universal feeling of disappointment ran through 

                                                           
560 Patterson, Burdett and his times, pp. 284-5. 
561 This meeting of Westminster electors on 17 April 1810 was also followed by 
another mass meeting of Middlesex electors on 26 April 1810. For the ad-
dresses adopted see Patterson, Burdett and his times, pp. 279-83. 
562 The Times 22 June 1810.  
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all their ranks’ according to The Times. In sharp contrast to the scenes on 

the streets during the celebrations of his 1802 victory, this event ended 

not in ecstatic celebration, but in an anti-climax. Burdett’s ally, the re-

former Henry Hunt, described how the assembled crowds scoffed and 

jeered when the carriage they had prepared for their champion rolled 

back empty from the Tower. According to Hunt, Burdett’s campaign gen-

eral Francis Place blurted out that Burdett was ‘a d----d coward and pol-

troon’ when he heard of his disappearance, and Burdett’s electors mock-

ingly renamed their representative ‘Sir Francis Sly-Go’.563  

The anti-climactic celebration of Burdett in 1810 shows how emotions 

are situational and can change quickly. Burdett’s imprisonment inspired 

renewed radical mobilisation in London; however, this momentum 

stalled when Burdett left his followers waiting. Regardless of whether his 

choice to make a quiet escape was motivated by the threatening presence 

of the military or not, it made him the target of popular resentment rather 

than the government.  

The challenge of translating successful emotional tactics into concreate 

political results is also illustrated by the fate of Cold Bath’s prisoners. Bur-

dett and his allies created a huge political mobilisation against the abuses 

at the prison, but Aris, its brutal governor, nonetheless continued his rule. 

In 1807, the conditions within its walls were again briefly brought out 

into the light, this time by Alexander Stephens, a radical Whig who had 

served as a foreman of the Middlesex grand jury. During his inspections, 

he found that the abuses uncovered in 1798 still persisted almost a dec-

ade later. The cases he uncovered included a prisoner who appeared to 

have lost his mind after three months of solitary confinement: he had 

been tearing at his clothes and desperately screaming that he could hear 

his wife and children being tortured in the cell below him. Parliament ap-

pointed a new commission. Although the report confirmed the truth of 

some of the allegations, governor Aris was again exonerated – a decision 

that left British prison reformers thoroughly disillusioned. Burdett again 

                                                           
563 On Burdett’s release see The Times 22 June 1810. See also Patterson, Burdett 
and his times. For Hunt’s description and quotation see Henry Hunt, Memoirs of 
Henry Hunt, esq: written by himself, in his majesty’s jail at Ilchester, in the county 
of Somerset. Vol. 2, (Frankfurt am Main, 2020 [1821]), p. 186. On Burdett’s con-
tinued political carrier see J. R. Dinwiddy, ‘Sir Francis Burdett and Burdettite 
radicalism’, History, 65 (1980). As Dinwiddy notes, although Burdett retained 
his popularity among moderates, he became increasingly out of tune with the 
radicalism of the post war period. The emerging industrial working-class 
turned to leaders like Henry Hunt and William Cobbet rather than Burdett. See 
p. 27. 
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condemned the management of Cold Bath, but appears to have dropped 

this question completely thereafter.564 The revelation of these abuses 

may have caused outrage, but the government refused to budge, and this 

emotional energy drained over time.  

Thus ended the Cold Bath prison protests. They played an important 

role in the history of British radicalism, as they inspired hope and nour-

ished reformers through some of the darkest years of Pitt’s repression. In 

other respects, however, these protests were a failure. The cry of ‘No Bas-

tille’ may have inspired hundreds of thousands of people to take to Lon-

don’s streets in protest against the government and the abuses of the Eng-

lish judicial system. Yet the ‘English Bastille’ not only stood firm amidst 

the storm. It also became a model for the nineteenth-century penitentiary 

system, and a symbol of a new paradigm of social order.565 

Conclusion  

This chapter has analyzed the emotional tactics of London radicals as 

they sought to revive the cause of reform in the capital in the wake of the 

crippling blows dealt to the London Corresponding Society in the late 

1790s. They faced not only the challenge of government repression, but 

also the task of uniting heterogenous and socially diverse groups of peo-

ple across a large geographical area. To stir people to action against the 

government, radicals constructed emotional tactics that cultivated sym-

pathy in a new way for the victims of perceived abuses. The suffering of 

the inmates of Cold Bath Fields House of Correction – or ‘the Bastille’ as 

it was more commonly known – became a potent symbol of the perceived 

injustices of the existing political system. These prisoners included radi-

cals, revolutionaries and mutineers, but also ‘ordinary’ Londoners like 

the thirteen-year-old Mary Rich who was imprisoned after she reported 

an attempt to rape her. The prisoners themselves played an important 

role by gathering evidence of shocking cases of abuses and by spreading 

them to their allies on their outside, who then communicated them to the 

capital – and eventually to the entire nation. Pamphlets and newspapers 

were important tools but also street theater was used to expose a mass 

audience to detailed and vivid accounts of suffering.  

                                                           
564 Ignatieff, A just measure of pain, pp. 139-41; Patterson, Burdett and his times, 
p. 221. The report concluded that the mind of the prisoner in question, a man 
named Charles de Blin, had indeed become ‘in some degree deranged’ as a re-
sult of his confinement and recommended that he be transferred to St. Luke’s 
hospital. See Report from the commissioners on the Cold Bath Fields Prison  
(1809), p. 5. The printed report can be found in HO 42/95/143, ff. 570-615. 
565 As argued by Ignatieff, A just measure of pain, p. 210. 
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Whereas conservatives portrayed the anger of what they condescend-

ingly termed the ‘inferior classes’ of London as mad, uncontrolled, pas-

sions, reformers instead portrayed the anger of this group as morally jus-

tifiable indignation evoked by sympathy for the suffering and ‘feelings of 

humanity’. Radicals repeatedly advised audiences that anger was an ap-

propriate response to abuses of power; they did so in speeches as well as 

through the performance of public spectacles intended to direct popular 

resentment towards the government, such as bringing Mary Rich’s father 

to the hustings to testify to the cruel treatment of his daughter. All this 

was reported in the press and thus made available to a nation-wide audi-

ence. Moral philosophers like Hume and Smith saw sympathy as the 

building block of convivial and benign social unanimity. Anger was con-

sequently a threat to this union, and Smith denounced this passion as a 

poison to society. The emotional mobilisation around Cold Bath shows a 

much more messy and turbulent political reality in where sympathy, in 

fact, helped to foster anger and antipathy towards others.  

Radical cultivation of sympathy served to foster feelings of attachment 

and community. The radical Sir Francis Burdett’s public demonstration 

of his deep and lively sympathy for those suffering from government 

abuse, such as his defence of Mary Rich, created affection towards him as 

a political leader. Those who joined in this campaign were bounded to-

gether through feelings of love, loyalty, affection, enthusiasm, joy and zeal 

towards each other and towards Burdett. Sympathy with others’ suffer-

ing, and with each other served to build a political community. Historians 

have often conceptualised the struggle over reform in Britain as a con-

frontation between radicals and those ‘loyal’ to the government. This 

chapter shows a political culture in which ‘loyalty’ was understood as one 

component of an affectionate, emotional bond that was seen as a neces-

sary and desirable part of a political community – to both sides in this 

political conflict.  

For the government, in contrast, sympathy for those they had confined 

to the Bastille of London was a dangerous challenge.  The bodies of the 

imprisoned ought not to inspire sympathy, but terror, in the minds of the 

‘lower classes’. If the passions of this group were not awed through de-

terrence, they could be moved to revolutionary action. In order to counter 

this threat, government supporters used military and police forces to de-

ter popular mobilisation. They also sought to counter sympathy through 

shaming tactics, ridiculing and dehumanising inmates by portraying 

them, not as suffering victims to feel for, but as social others.  
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Shaming tactics were not only used by the political elite, however. The 

plebeian men and women who chose to support Burdett in the streets of 

London, likewise utilised shame against their superiors. Through theatri-

cal performances drawing on popular charivari traditions, they turned 

the tables on their superiors, treating them as criminals and poured scorn 

and ridicule over them. Rather than sympathy in the sense of emotional 

identification, the emotional tactics used by plebeian actors relied on an-

tagonism including and vilifying and mocking the magistrates. This pro-

vided a means for the participants to assert themselves and their moral 

standards on people they believed had wronged them. This inversion was 

also a source of great amusement and laughter. Humour served to draw 

onlookers into these protests. It transformed terrifying punishments into 

something ridiculous and laughable and put them in a position to laugh 

at their social superiors.  

These examples show that several types of emotional tactics co-ex-

isted. The ‘new’ human rights rhetoric used to foster anger, mingled with 

emotional tactics like these which relied on traditional popular justice rit-

uals – albeit tailored to fit the political situation. Political mobilisation in-

volves many emotions that are situational and dependent on the chain of 

events. In some situations, anger appears to have been dominant, but oth-

ers were dominated by feelings of joy and love. Understanding this com-

plexity, and how political actors sought to influence and take advantage 

of this dynamic, is key to understanding Georgian popular politics. 

How to translate feelings of sympathy into action remains a challenging 

task for political movements today. This chapter has shown how London 

radicals worked to overcome the challenge in the context of Georgian 

popular politics through emotional tactics fostering anger and fostering 

affection and community. The emotional tactics London radicals con-

structed around the symbol of the Bastille of London arguably proved 

hugely successful in creating popular momentum for reform. Yet the stra-

tegic aim of using this momentum to achieve concrete policy changes 

failed. I associate this failure with the difficulty of sustaining the emo-

tional energy of a movement – another challenge that remains just as rel-

evant in modern politics.  
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Chapter 5. Emotional tactics in Liverpool 1792-1812: 
sympathy in the slaving capital of the world 

Introduction 

Sympathy was clearly important as a political ideal in late Georgian pop-

ular politics, but who one should feel for, and what other feelings this 

sympathy ought to inspire, were fiercely contested. In the slave depend-

ent economy of Liverpool, political mobilisation based on sympathy was 

especially complicated. During the eighteenth century, Liverpool mer-

chants reaped the benefits of Britain’s ever-growing global power and 

successfully made their town ‘the slaving capital of the world’. Slavery 

made Liverpool a boomtown. Investors, eager for a share in the profits 

from this lucrative trade, poured money into the town’s economy, and 

Liverpool became the fastest growing town in Georgian England, its pop-

ulation rising from just 6,000 in the beginning of the century to above 

80,000 by 1800. During the final 25 years of the slave trade, 75 % of all 

slave-voyages from Britain cleared from the Mersey docks, generating a 

staggering average annual return of some £1.5 million.566 The cost in hu-

man lives was equally astonishing. David Eltis estimates that 1,403,000 

African captives were transported on Liverpool ships, of whom around 

191,000 died during the middle passage.567  

Liverpool’s dependence on the slave trade created a very different 

struggle over reform than we have seen in Nottingham or London, one 

that highlights particularly starkly how the local context changes the 

emotional tactics of political actors. Many of the issues facing Nottingham 

                                                           
566 Seymour Drescher, ‘The slaving capital of the world: Liverpool and national 
opinion in the age of abolition’, Slavery & Abolition, 9 (1988), p. 129; Jane Long-
more, ‘Portrait of a slave-trading family: the Staniforths of Liverpool’, in Katie 
Donington, Ryan Hanley, and Jessica Moody, eds., Britain’s history and memory 
of transatlantic slavery: local nuances of a ‘national sin’ (Liverpool, 2016), pp. 
63-4; Iain Taylor, ‘Black spot on the Mersey: a study of environment and society 
in eighteenth and nineteenth century Liverpool’, Unpublished PhD-thesis, Uni-
versity of Liverpool (1976), p. 6; François Vigier, Change and apathy: Liverpool 
and Manchester during the industrial revolution (Cambridge, Mass., 1970), p. 64. 
On Liverpool’s share of the slave trade see Stephen D. Behrendt, ‘The annual 
volume and regional distribution of the British slave trade, 1780-1807’, The 
Journal of African History, 38 (1997), p. 189. For Liverpool’s population growth 
see F. E. Sanderson, ‘The structure of politics in Liverpool 1780-1807’, Transac-
tions of the Historic Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, 127 (1978), p. 65. 
567 David Eltis, David Richardson, and David W. Blight, Atlas of the transatlantic 
slave trade (New Haven, 2010), p. 52 map 22. 
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workers, such as the fear of unemployment and demands for deference 

from employers, were present in Liverpool too. Yet white working-class 

involvement in the slave trade would create a different set of develop-

ments here.  

Historians of British radicalism have noted the apparent lack of organ-

ised support for the cause of universal suffrage among Liverpool’s work-

ing population. Liverpool therefore provides a case that contrasts with 

the radical Nottingham workers. As far as the existing research has been 

able to determine, no Corresponding Society was ever established in Liv-

erpool. It has generally been seen as a ‘loyal’ town, particularly in contrast 

to nearby Manchester, a centre of reform-activism. This has been at-

tributed to the strong connection between working-class radicalism and 

anti-slavery activism.568 Many radical associations were fiercely aboli-

tionist, including the French Jacobins and the London Corresponding So-

ciety. Liverpool’s working population however was not. The slave trade 

was an important source of employment, and abolition was a direct threat 

to their livelihood.569 This was certainly true for Liverpool’s most influen-

tial group of workers: the journeyman shipwrights. 

These workers were employed in Liverpool’s many shipyards, con-

structing vessels for the town’s maritime trade – not least the many slave 

ships needed for the ‘African’ business. Slave ships also provided employ-

ment after the construction was finished. Once the outbound cargo was 

unloaded in Africa, skilled workers were needed to refit the ship with 

temporary slave decks and barricades to maximise the number of cap-

tives the ship could carry and to protect the crew in case of a rising.570 The 

most numerous and influential workers were the journeyman carpenters, 

who together with auxiliary trades, numbered around 3,000 and made up 

                                                           
568 K. Moore, ‘Liverpool in the “Heroic Age” of popular radicalism, 1815 to 
1820’, Transactions of the Historic Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, 138 
(1989), p. 138; Navickas, Loyalism and radicalism in Lancashire, pp. 38, 229.  
569 Ryan Hanley, ‘“There to sing the song of Moses”: John Jea’s Methodism and 
working-class attitudes to slavery in Liverpool and Portsmouth, 1801-1817’, in 
Katie Donington, Ryan Hanley, and Jessica Moody, eds., Britain’s history and 
memory of transatlantic slavery local nuances of a ‘national sin’ (Liverpool, 
2016), pp. 39, 49. For quotation see p. 39.  
570 Liverpool was one of the few ports that built the majority of its own ships for 
the slave trade. See Jane Longmore, ‘Cemented by the blood of a negro’? The im-
pact of the slave trade on eighteenth-century Liverpool’, in David Richardson, 
Suzanne Schwarz, and Anthony Tibbles, eds., Liverpool and transatlantic slavery 
(Liverpool, 2007), p. 242. On the role of carpenters onboard slave ships see Mi-
chael Smith, ‘The artefact biography of a slave shipwreck: The Enterprise’, Un-
published MLitt thesis, Newcastle University (2010), pp. 40, 75. 
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the majority of Liverpool’s electorate, which had the right to choose both 

the town’s major and its two representatives in Parliament. While they 

may not have formed themselves into any reforming societies, these jour-

neymen did not lack political organisation. As skilled artisans working in 

a protected trade, they held a privileged position and they were deter-

mined to hold on to it. Their situation was enviable, particularly in com-

parison to the many unskilled migrant workers pulled to the region by its 

expanding economy.571  

Liverpool’s journeyman shipwrights were thus a privileged minority 

highly dependent on the slave trade. For Liverpool politicians, the power 

of the shipwrights was an important factor that had to be taken into con-

sideration, as they relied on their support in the mayoral and parliamen-

tary elections. We will start by exploring the emotional tactics of this 

group. 

‘A very powerful body of men’: fear of violence 

During the 1790s, the journeyman shipwrights appear in the sources as a 

powerful and assertive group that fiercely defended their privileges and 

their employment. To some observers, the journeymen’s power was a 

source of resentment. According to a 1798 report to the Home Office, Liv-

erpool was ‘ruled by a mob of Carpenters, Ropers, Riggers &c’. They 

caused unrest for higher wages and did not hesitate to ‘rescue their Com-

rades from prison or a press gang; they have always ruled the Election for 

Mayor’, and the authorities refused to punish them.572 The influence of 

this group was also attested to by Liverpool’s mayor Henry Blundell, who 

in 1792 described the journeyman carpenters as ‘a very powerful body of 

men’.573 During an ongoing wave of labour unrest, the Liverpool authori-

ties had not hesitated to send in the local garrison to force striking work-

ers to return to their duties. The shipwrights however, could not be easily 
                                                           
571 In Liverpool, freeman status could be achieved through serving an appren-
ticeship or by birth – but not by purchase. Frank O’Gorman estimates that 66 % 
of Liverpool’s electorate during 1790-1812 were craftsmen. See O’Gorman, Vot-
ers, patrons, and parties, p. 206 table 4.14. For Liverpool’s electorate see also M. 
H. Port and R. G. Thorne, ‘Liverpool’, in R. G. Thorne, ed., The history of Parlia-
ment: the House of Commons 1790-1820 (London, 1986). On the conditions for 
migrant workers in Liverpool’s growing slums see Vigier, Change and apathy, 
pp. 67-9; Betty Fladeland, Abolitionists and working-class problems in the age of 
industrialization (London, 1984), pp. 33-4; Taylor, ‘Black spot on the Mersey’, 
pp. 10-11, 43, 60-3.  
572 Captain Roberts to Portland, 21 April 1798, HO 42/43/148, ff. 345-48. For 
quotations see f. 348. 
573 Henry Blundell to William Pitt, 14 April 1792, HO 42/20/69, f. 177-78. 
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dominated. Blundell reported ‘we must either comply wth their advances 

or be guarded against the Consequences’.574 He was forced to sit down 

and negotiate with their leaders. Eventually the conflict was resolved 

peacefully, and the shipwrights successfully gained concessions from 

their employers without resorting to violence.575 In this case, the ship-

wright’s tactic of using the threat of force, in combination with some 

skilled diplomacy, was sufficient to score a victory against their superiors. 

In Blundell’s reports to the Home Office during the labour conflict of 

1792, the journeyman carpenters were described as a well organised and 

well-led group, capable of executing a plan of sustained pressure. Their 

influence was demonstrated again the following year. In 1793, Blundell 

was succeeded by Clayton Tarleton, a staunch Tory who described him-

self as a man brought up to ‘FEAR GOD AND HONOUR THE KING’.576 Like 

all Liverpool mayors during this period, Clayton Tarleton was deeply in-

vested in the slave trade, and had inherited a fortune from his slave- and 

-sugar trading father.577 In October of that year, however, Clayton Tar-

leton found himself under pressure from the town’s journeymen, who 

were displeased with his efforts to protect them from the Navy’s recruit-

ment drives. 

After a sea captain was killed by a press gang, some 500 carpenters and 

sailors assembled and ‘threatened revenge and destruction to the Officers 

and Men engaged in the Impress Service’. They then marched to one of 

the navy’s recruitment offices, delivering ‘the most dreadful threats’, and, 

after some time, forced their way inside, fired pistols and destroyed the 

                                                           
574 Blundell to Pitt, 27 May 1792, HO 42/20/69, ff. 179-80. For quotation see f. 
180.  
575 Blundell to Pitt, 5 June 1792, HO 42/20/69, ff. 181-2; Blundell to Pitt, 7 Octo-
ber 1792, HO 42/20/69, ff. 183-4. All reports on the labour unrest in 1792 are 
catalogued under: Wrapper [folio 185] endorsed Liverpool - seditious proceed-
ings on account of wages - from 14 April to 7 October 1792, HO 42/20/69, ff. 
177-185. The carpenters, together with sailors, also organised a 5-6 weeks 
walkout in 1791. See Taylor, ‘Black spot on the Mersey’, p. 10. 
576 Liverpool Advertiser, 31 December 1792. 
577 The Tarleton brothers and their father were partners in 199 slave voyages 
until the abolition of the trade in 1807, transporting a total of 52,674 Africans 
across the Atlantic of whom an estimated 7,113 died during the ‘middle pas-
sage’ – a mortality rate of 8.5 %. Calculated from Slave voyages: the Trans-Atlan-
tic slave trade database, https://www.slavevoyages.org/voyages/ZdRS86lS [ac-
cessed on 20 June 2022]. All of Liverpool’s 20 mayors during 1787-1807 were 
slave ship owners or held shares in slaving ventures at one point. See Sander-
son, ‘The structure of politics in Liverpool 1780-1807’, p. 66. 
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furniture.578 While there appear to have been no personal injuries, the sit-

uation was no doubt frightening for the recruiters. The officer in charge, 

Captain Child, wrote that they had been forced to flee ‘to avoid being mur-

dered’. His men received death threats, and the crowd threatened to seek 

out Child in his own home, pull the building down and kill him.579  

Shortly before these events, Clayton Tarleton had issued a public dec-

laration in which he promised to protect the journeyman shipwrights 

from the press gangs – presumably to placate them before the upcoming 

mayoral election. While sources from the journeymen themselves are 

lacking, Tarleton’s actions suggest issue was important to this group. 

Since Liverpool mayors were only elected for one year at a time, Tarleton 

needed to ensure that his chosen candidate was elected in order to main-

tain his ascendency in the corporation. Following the death of the captain, 

however, the journeymen refused to accept Tarleton’s chosen successor. 

It is reasonable to assume that they believed that Tarleton had failed to 

deliver on his promise to protect them, and that this motivated their op-

position. Instead they threw their weight behind Blundell, with whom 

they had successfully negotiated a peaceful solution to the previous year’s 

strike. According to a report to the Home Office, this was enough to de-

termine the outcome. Blundell ‘was by the Carpenters &c. elected to the 

office of Mayor’, as the report put it.580 

For a while at least, Blundell delivered the promised protection from 

impressment into the navy. Captain Child reported to the Admiralty that 

the Liverpool authorities did everything in their power to hinder his 

work. Blundell, moreover, had refused to deploy the local garrison to pro-

tect Child from the crowd, and no-one was arrested for their involvement: 

‘the present Mayor is elected by the Mob and dictated to by them’ , Child 

complained.581  

We may doubt that Blundell was as completely in the journeymen’s 

power as suggested by the slighted Child, who had no doubt hoped for 

                                                           
578 Document described as 'a detail of the riots at Liverpool in October 1793’, 
November 1793, HO 42/27/130, ff. 499-505. For quotation see f. 500. For an 
additional account of the riot see: Copy letter from William Roscoe to the Mar-
quis of Lansdowne, 20 October 1793, LRO, 920 ROS/2320. 
579 For Child’s account of the event see White to Portland, 22 November 1793, 
HO 42/27/95, ff. 251-6. For quotation see f. 255. 
580 Document described as 'a detail of the riots at Liverpool in October 1793’, 
November 1793, HO 42/27/130, ff. 499-505. For quotation see f. 499. For Clay-
ton Tarleton’s declaration see f. 504.  
581 White to Portland, 22 November 1793, HO 42/27/95, ff. 251-6. For quota-
tion see f. 256.  
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some ministerial reprimand against Blundell. Nonetheless, it appears 

clear that the journeyman shipwrights wielded considerable power in 

Liverpool during the early 1790s. Though this was denounced as mob 

rule by some, it is likely that the journeymen themselves perceived them-

selves as defending their community from their superiors’ attempted en-

croachments. Through the use of emotional tactics of fear, they defended 

their wages, as well as themselves from impressment. The authorities 

were clearly forced to be cautious when dealing with this group. Even 

though Blundell had a garrison of troops at his disposal, which he used 

against other perceived troublemakers, the price of using force against 

the journeymen appears to have been too steep. As in Nottingham, tactics 

of fear using the threat of crowd violence was an important tool in the 

repertoire of Liverpool’s workers. In Nottingham, however, this tactic be-

came less effective over time as the authorities increasingly fought terror 

with terror by turning the growing military might of the British state 

against insubordinate workers. In Liverpool, on the other hand, the emo-

tional tactics of both the journeymen and the authorities would develop 

differently – not least in response to the challenge from the town’s anti-

slavery reformers to their common livelihood.  

The hurricane of passion: anti-Jacobin mobilisation 

As in many places in Britain, the early days of the French Revolution in-

spired reformers in Liverpool, who hoped events across the Channel 

would lead to political reforms on their side of the water. Unlike most 

towns, however, Liverpool was home to a rare form of moderate bour-

geois reformism centred around the so-called ‘Roscoe circle’ of anti-slav-

ery activists. Whereas the Tory merchant families who controlled the cor-

poration were from the Anglican majority, this loose abolitionist network 

consisted primarily of religious dissenters, and has been named by histo-

rians after its most celebrated member, the banker William Roscoe.582 For 

Roscoe and his fellow bourgeois intellectuals, their early attempts to cre-

ate support for parliamentary reform in Liverpool soon faced a harsh 

                                                           
582 Other influential members included the Quaker merchant William Rathbone 
IV, the Scottish physician Dr James Currie, and Edward Rushton, the blind for-
mer-slave-ship-sailor-turned-prosperous-bookseller. On the Roscoe circle and 
reformism in Liverpool see e.g. Fladeland, Abolitionists ch. 2. In Liverpool today, 
Roscoe is celebrated as a local abolitionist hero. Jessica Moody argues that Ros-
coe has been the object of an extensive ‘memorial cult’ in an effort to re-work 
the town’s history of human exploitation into a more comforting narrative. See 
Jessica Moody, The persistence of memory: remembering slavery in Liverpool, 
‘slaving capital of the world’ (Liverpool, 2020). 
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reality as they walked into a conflict with both the Tory corporation and 

the journeyman shipwrights.  

In 1792, Roscoe reported to his political ally, Lord Henry Petty, the 

Marquess of Lansdowne, that the French Revolution had polarised Liver-

pool’s inhabitants. Roscoe described himself as drawn into an increas-

ingly violent conflict between radical elements and the Tory authori-

ties.583 Roscoe supported a broader franchise and increased civil rights 

for religious dissenters like himself. Yet he was also cautious and was only 

prepared to support moderate reform measures. He wrote disapprov-

ingly to Lansdown that some ‘ill advised persons’ had formed a reform 

society and had begun to promote universal suffrage. Though Roscoe 

hinted that the society was supported by outsiders, whether it actually 

had any connection to other reform groups is unclear.584 This attempt to 

rally the population for the cause of universal suffrage, moreover, proved 

short-lived. 

‘The alarm excited’ by this society, Roscoe wrote, ‘was inconceivable’. 

Following the Royal proclamation against seditious writings, published 

in May 1792, ‘new fuel was added to the fire’. All who had expressed sup-

port for reform, Roscoe wrote, would now ‘be marked…as an enemy to 

his Country’.585 In other words, due to the actions of these ill-advised rad-

icals, Roscoe and his friends were made targets of anti-reform mobilisa-

tion. Their situation became even more tenuous following the September 

1792 massacres in Paris. In response to these events, the Tory Justice Wil-

liam Ashurst gave an influential speech in London. Here he defended Brit-

ain’s political system as based on a ’happy Inequality’, which every sub-

ject ought to regard with ‘a grateful heart’. This happy order was, how-

ever, under threat from ‘men of dark and gloomy hearts’, who , inspired 

by the French, sought to overthrow the existing order. These Jacobin con-

spirators, Ashurst declared, ought to be viewed with ‘hatred and abhor-

rence’. To save Britain, sedition had to be ‘crushed’ and he called on all 

magistrates to intensify their efforts to suppress this threat.586 In 

                                                           
583 Copy letter from William Roscoe to the Marquis of Lansdowne, c.1792, LRO, 
920 ROS/2343. Lansdown supported reform and the abolition of slavery, and 
became Chancellor of the Exchequer in 1806. On Lansdown’s political career 
see R. G. Thorne, ‘Petty, Lord Henry (1780-1863)’, in R. G. Thorne, ed., The his-
tory of Parliament: the House of Commons 1790-1820 (London, 1986). 
584 Roscoe to Lansdowne, c.1792, LRO, 920 ROS/2343.  
585 Roscoe to Lansdowne, c.1792, LRO, 920 ROS/2343.  
586 ‘Mr. Justice Ashurst charge to the Grand Jury for the County of Middlesex’, in 
Association papers: to which are prefixed, a preface, and the proceedings of the 
society...publications printed by special order of the Society for Preserving Liberty 
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Liverpool, the Tory mayor Clayton Tarleton was eager to show ‘his at-

tachment to the Constitution’ and ordered thousands of copies of 

Ashurst’s speech to be printed and distributed free of cost around the 

town.587 As in Nottingham, hatred and abhorrence were thus encouraged 

as appropriate feelings towards reformers. 

Of course, it is unlikely that the Liverpool Tories conjured such feelings 

out of nothing. More likely, they picked up on existing grievances and at-

tempted to enhance these to encourage action against the town’s reform-

ers. Although sources are scarce, it would appear that many inhabitants 

were willing participants in this campaign against internal sedition. The 

effects of anti-Jacobin agitation are difficult to ascertain but, as in the case 

of Nottingham, the fostering of popular anger and affection to the regime 

would be followed by acts of violence.  

In December 1792, Tarleton summoned a public meeting in the Liver-

pool Exchange in order to consider an address to be sent to the king. How-

ever, rather than resulting in a declaration of unequivocal support for the 

regime, as Tarleton had hoped, a majority of those attending the meeting 

voted instead to accept an address written by Roscoe promoting peaceful 

reform. Roscoe’s address was printed, but before it could be signed a Tory 

crowd seized it, ‘disfiguring it with ink’ and tore it to pieces.588 Following 

this attack, the Liverpool Advertiser reported that a crowd of several thou-

sands marched to Exchange, burned an effigy of Paine, and sung ‘God Save 

the King’ ‘in full chorus’.589 

Although the sources from Liverpool offers us less detail about the 

Tory agitation than do those from Nottingham, the response of 

                                                           
and Property Against Republicans and Levellers, at the Crown and Anchor, in the 
Strand: a collection of tracts, printed at the expense of that society, part 1-2 (Lon-
don, 1793). For quotations see pp. 3-5. 
587 Roscoe to Lansdowne, c.1792, LRO, 920 ROS/2343. See also Fladeland, Abo-
litionists, pp. 29-30; B. Howman, ‘Abolitionism in Liverpool’, in D. Richardson, S. 
Schwarz, and A. Tibbles, eds., Liverpool and Transatlantic slavery (Liverpool, 
2007), p. 280. Roscoe, aided by Rathbone, wrote a reply titled ‘Equality’. No Liv-
erpool newspaper would print it however, so they instead published it as a 
handbill. See Emily Rathbone, ed., Records of the Rathbone family (Edinburgh, 
1913), pp. 104-5.  
588 Rathbone, ed., Records of the Rathbone family, pp. 106-7. For quotations see 
p. 107. For Roscoe’s account of this event see Roscoe to Lansdowne, c.1792, 
LRO, 920 ROS/2343. See also Henry Roscoe, The life of William Roscoe. Vol. 1, 
(London, 1833), pp. 121-124. For a secondary account see e.g. Arline Wilson, 
William Roscoe: commerce and culture (Liverpool, 2008), p. 138. 
589 Liverpool Advertiser, 31 December 1792. At the time of publication this pa-
per has not been digitalised. I have used the microfilm copies held by the LRO.  
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government supporters in these two towns to the Revolutionary Crisis 

appears to have followed a similar logic. With the existing political order 

apparently under acute threat, local Tories fostered anger and hatred to-

wards reformers, painting them as traitors. Tactics fostering anger were 

used in Liverpool too and also involved similar resources, such as the use 

of inflammatory papers and the ritual of effigy burning. 

The sources do not comment specifically on the involvement of the 

journeyman shipwrights in the attacks on Liverpool’s reformers. How-

ever, we know that they positioned themselves against the Roscoe circle 

due to its anti-slavery activism. In April 1792 Henry Blundell reported to 

the Home Office that the journeyman carpenters had marked a number 

of the abolitionists’ homes, declaring that they would destroy them if the 

slave trade was abolished.590 On the issue of the slave trade, the interest 

of the Tory authorities and the journeymen aligned. Moreover, the jour-

neyman shipwrights had little incentive to support the cause of universal 

suffrage. Not only were its proponents often abolitionists, but such a re-

form would functionally undermine their privileged position vis-à-vis 

Liverpool’s many unskilled labourers. As freemen the journeymen al-

ready had the vote. Universal suffrage for all men would therefore dilute 

the journeymen’s influence by flooding the electorate with new groups of 

voters. It is easy to see why the journeymen might have perceived the 

changes proposed by the avowed abolitionists of the Roscoe circle as a 

threat to their position. 

From the perspective of the reformers, by contrast, the violence and 

threats they experienced demonstrated that Liverpool’s working popula-

tion lacked moral character. Following the December attacks, one of Ros-

coe’s circle, the wealthy Quaker reformer William Rathbone, wrote that 

he had previously attributed ‘the vice and profligacy of the lower classes’ 

to the corrupt political system. Rathbone may have initially believed that 

Liverpool’s workers could be potential allies in the cause of reform. 

Guided by men like himself, they might have helped form a new political 

system. By 1793, however Rathbone had clearly had a change of heart. 

The violence Liverpool’s reformers had experienced made him ‘begin to 

think that the Government of England is as good as the people deserve, 

and from the late symptoms [of riot] it certainly appears that it is as good 

as the majority wish it’.591 

                                                           
590 Blundell to Pitt, 14 April 1792, HO 42/20/69, ff. 177-8.  
591 Quoted from Alan Booth, ‘Popular loyalism and public violence in the north-
west of England, 1790-1800’, Social History, 8 (1983), p. 309. 
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Another member of the Roscoe circle, the physician James Currie, 

wrote in his memoirs that their situation worsened following the French 

declaration of war in 1793. It was ‘a fearful crisis to the lovers of true 

freedom’, as he put it.592 Currie also wrote an open letter to Pitt in June 

1793, published as a pamphlet under a pseudonym to protect his safety. 

This pamphlet is an interesting example of how late eighteenth-century 

understandings of emotionality provided an interpretative framework 

for the great political crisis of faith experienced by its author. It is also 

noteworthy because it explicitly discusses the consequences of emotional 

appeals in politics. 

While the political actors I have investigated in this book generally 

were eager to appeal to emotions for political gain, Currie, in contrast, 

cautioned against this approach. Currie described the French Revolution 

as a frightening ‘new æra in human affairs’ that had unleashed a ‘hurri-

cane of human passions’ that swept across Europe.593 The Revolution had 

set emotional energies free that threated to blow away the old order like 

straw in the gale. This was a source of great danger, he wrote, but also a 

source of enormous strength that united and re-invigorated the French 

nation. Millions of individuals were now united into one ‘general mass of 

feeling and of action’ serving as an instrument of an unstoppable ‘national 

will’. Currie openly questioned whether Britain could defeat this force, 

and urged Pitt to end the war.594 

The emotional energies unleashed, however, also had a self-radicalis-

ing effect. They brought ‘forward more and more of ignorance and profli-

gacy’, consuming all who sought to control this force. ‘Compassion, char-

ity, candour, and even a sense of justice’ were ‘swept away in the whirl-

wind of passion and prejudice’.595 The hurricane of passion, although it 

united France and spurred its armies on to victories against overwhelm-

ing odds, could not be contained: it swept away not just the old order but 

morality itself. ‘In the enthusiastic state of mind by which revolutions are 

accompanied’, Currie explained, ‘great crimes make little impression on 

the million, provided they are exercised in the spirit of party, and under 

the appearance of patriotism’.596 As the case of France showed, appealing 

to the passions of the masses, even as a means to save the nation, could 

                                                           
592 William Wallace Currie, Memoir of the life, writings, and correspondence of 
James Currie, M.D. &c. Vol. 1, (London, 1831), p. 501.  
593 Wilson [pseud. for James Currie], Letter to William Pitt, p. 64. 
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cause an unpredictable and deadly chain of escalation, Currie argued. 

Pitt’s government was playing a dangerous game, he cautioned, as they 

were inflaming the passions and prejudices of the British people in their 

paranoid hunt for domestic conspirators.597 

Like the Tory supporters in London and Nottingham, Currie believed 

the passions of the people were being inflamed for political gain. His 

views stand in stark contrast to those of both reformers and government 

supporters previously described in this book: Nottingham’s Tories 

viewed the anger and passions of the town’s inhabitants as a problematic 

but useful force. London radicals saw the indignation of the masses as a 

force that could create a national movement for reform. Currie, in con-

trast, saw the passions of the population as an existential threat. Like a 

hurricane, it was a force that could not be controlled. By appealing to pas-

sions, politicians risked setting free a frightening force that would lead to 

consequences they had not intended. Currie’s pamphlet, was, in essence, 

an appeal against what he saw as a new type of mass politics that relied 

on the mobilisation of popular passions in the service of the nation. Pas-

sion might be a powerful force, but it was too dangerous to use.  

Currie’s thoughts are another illustrative example of how important 

contemporary understandings of emotions were to Georgians as they an-

alysed the politics of their time. Indeed, whereas rational self-interest 

might be in focus today, during the late eighteenth century, theories of 

human passions were the go-to frame of reference for understanding and 

manipulating the political landscape. Indeed, it was a key characteristic 

of this period. 

Currie’s writing also illustrates how his experience of the Revolution-

ary Crisis at home influenced his perspective on the role of emotion in 

politics. This retreat from passion can also be seen with other members 

of the Roscoe circle, and has to be understood in the context of their ex-

perience of the Revolutionary Crisis in Liverpool. Roscoe, too, came to 

view events in France as a warning example of the consequences of ap-

pealing to the passions of the masses. The excesses of the Jacobins, he 

                                                           
597 Wilson [pseud. for James Currie], Letter to William Pitt, p. 43. See also p. 68. 
Currie wrote that despite his efforts to stay anonymous, he soon became known 
as the author and was designated ‘a Jacobin in disguise’. He intended to repub-
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frage and American style electoral reforms such as one-day elections held by 
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wrote, demonstrated the need for ‘a cool rational & Deliberate reform to 

prevent a similar catastrophe’ in England. 598  

Roscoe’s conclusion was influenced by his experience of Tory repres-

sion and agitation. By 1793, this had forced him and his friends to stop 

their reform activism. This was a bitter decision, he wrote, but circum-

stances left them little choice, lest the ‘mob’ follow up on their threats to-

ward them. ‘In order to justify the violence of their measures’ Roscoe 

wrote, ‘our antagonists find it necessary to load us with all possible 

odium; to struggle against it only renders it more oppressive and all we 

have to do now is to submit in silence’.599 In particular, the Roscoe circle’s 

support for abolition was used to turn Liverpool’s population against 

them. As Currie explained, Liverpool’s slave merchants ‘uniformly com-

bined their own force with that of the established government and repre-

sented the Abolitionists as the same class of men with the Jacobins of 

France’.600 In other words, members of the Roscoe circle were marked as 

traitors, and marked for violent reprisals. At least, that was what these 

reformers feared. Unlike in the case of Nottingham, it is unclear if mem-

bers of the Roscoe circle actually suffered any physical violence at this 

point, besides having their windows smashed. Merely the threat of vio-

lence appears to have been sufficient in the case of Liverpool.  

Currie’s and Roscoe’s writings testify to how the Tory authorities fos-

tered and legitimised popular anger to frighten reformers into silence, 

and to restore social unity. In contrast to the case of Nottingham, these 

emotional tactics appears to have been highly successful, presumably be-

cause Liverpool reformers were, at this point in time, a comparatively 

small group whose support for abolition turned the influential ship-

wrights against them. This issue was effectively exploited to drive a 

wedge between Liverpool’s workers and the Roscoe circle, preventing the 

kind of co-operation between them to further the cause of reform that we 

saw in Nottingham.  

For Liverpool’s reformers, their own experience of popular violence is 

likely to have made unpalatable the use of emotional tactics appealing to 

the passions of the plebeian population. Roscoe even stated that the idea 

of direct popular influence caused him physical discomfort. In a private 

letter to the Whig radical Henry Brougham in 1812, he explained, ‘if I 
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600 Currie to Dr. W. C. Wells, quoted from Currie, Memoir of James Currie. Vol. 1, 
p. 110. 
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were to give way to every popular impulse I should not only act against 

my own feelings, which revolt at all extremes, but do essential injury to 

the cause of reform’.601 Whereas radicals in London and Nottingham cul-

tivated sympathy for the suffering of the working poor, Roscoe felt direct 

antipathy for this group precisely because he believed their susceptibility 

to the passions made them easy targets to agitators. For this reason, Ros-

coe came to defend the existence of the aristocracy as ‘a powerful and 

useful barrier…between the crown and the people’.602 He also thought it 

was vital to maintain a ‘distinct barrier’, between the supporters of the 

moderate brand of reformism the Liverpool Whigs espoused, and more 

radical reformers. He denounced the latter as agitators ‘who would infuse 

their own intemperate & dangerous spirit into the community’.603 That he 

chose the adjective ‘intemperate’ is telling of his view of such radicals. It 

was defined by Johnson as ‘Passionate’ and ‘ungovernable; without rule’ 

and it connoted an inability to control one’s passion.604 Britain’s social 

stability, thus, was threatened both by the government and by radical re-

formers, through their appeals to the passions of the people.  

Brougham, likewise, privately expressed a very dim view of Liverpool’s 

journeymen’s capacity as citizens. After losing the 1812 election he com-

plained in a letter: ‘The inhabitants are 100 000. The voters under 3000, 

in general the worst and most dependent people (not to say the lowest) 

in the town’.605 While the Liverpool Whigs were dependant on the sup-

port of the journeymen, they believed that the main injustice of the 

                                                           
601 Quoted from Lawrence Taylor and R. G. Thorne, ‘Roscoe, William (1753-
1831), of Allerton, nr. Liverpool, Lancs.’, in R. G. Thorne, ed., The history of Par-
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602 History of the election, for members of parliament, for the borough of Liver-
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current political system was the fact that the ‘unrepresented middle 

class’, as they termed them, had ‘no voice’. From the Whig perspective, 

this group was better suited to be electors than the journeymen, whose 

dependence on their employers and susceptibility to the passions made 

their capacity as citizens questionable.606  

The example of the Roscoe circle in Liverpool serves to illustrates the 

limits of sensibility as a tool for political mobilisation. As Randall 

McGowen argues, Britain’s humanitarian reformers expected a reciprocal 

connection with the objects of their sympathy, be they prisoners, the 

poor, or the enslaved.607 Reformers like Burdett promoted visons of an 

egalitarian community united through the bonds of fellow-feeling. In Liv-

erpool, ‘enlightened’ humanitarian reformers did not encounter commu-

nity and human connection, but violence and open hostility. In fact, as the 

writings of Roscoe, Rathbone and Currie suggest, they came to despise 

Liverpool’s workers, whom they regarded as base and immoral, and they 

decidedly did not feel bound to them by any kind of fellow-feeling.  

Roscoe’s fear of anti-Jacobin violence caused him to disassociate him-

self from Liverpool’s more radical elements, which he blamed for igniting 

popular opposition to reform. The Tories’ tactic of fostering anger to cre-

ate terror had important consequences for the political outlook adopted 

by the Roscoe circle. It is worth emphasising that the Liverpool Whigs 

could conceivably have followed in the footsteps of radical leaders like 

Burdett, who deliberately encouraged a broad popular mobilisation to 

pressure the government for reform. Liverpool, likewise, had a large un-

franchised population, pressured by growing pauperism, that vastly out-

numbered the vocal shipwrights. 608 Suffering and injustices were cer-

tainly as present in Liverpool as in London. It is reasonable to assume that 

the Whigs could have exploited such issues to foster the anger of the 

working poor. Yet no such attempts appear to have been made. In fact, in 

a private letter Roscoe stated that all ‘rational friends of liberty’ ought to 

deplore Burdett’s political methods.609 The case of Liverpool, thus, illus-

trates the fact that emotional tactics that were successful in London could 

not simply be transferred to a different local context. 

                                                           
606 Brougham’s speeches, pp. 5-7, 18-19. For quotation see p. 7 
607 McGowen, ‘A powerful sympathy’, p. 314.  
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Abolition and the boundaries of sympathy  

Whereas the movement for reform in Nottingham gained momentum 

through the 1790s, hopes to build a reform movement in Liverpool had 

been crushed by 1793. The Tories’ repression drove the Roscoe circle to 

drop their reform activism for almost a decade.610 In the early 1800s, 

however, they again began to campaign for reform, this time under the 

umbrella of an emerging Whig party organisation. They had more success 

this time and even managed to secure a seat in Parliament for Roscoe in 

1806. The election of an abolitionist MP for Liverpool might seem sur-

prising, but by this point the end of the slave trade seemed inevitable to 

many. Roscoe’s campaign, moreover, proved more effective at raising 

campaign funds than its Tory opponents, which probably contributed to 

his success.611 Nonetheless, Roscoe was elected on the promise to work 

for a gradual abolition of the slave trade where those who suffered a loss 

of income would be compensated. Roscoe failed to impress in the Com-

mons, however; one contemporary observer described his performance 

as ‘dull, coarse, and provincial’. The new government also proved short-

lived, and Roscoe was forced to return to Liverpool already the following 

year to stand for re-election. He arrived having voted in favour of an im-

mediate abolition – and without having secured any economic compen-

sation.612 This allowed Liverpool’s Tories to capitalise on the dissatisfac-

tion of the working voters.  

To start off his election campaign, Roscoe entered Liverpool with a pro-

cession of his followers on 2 May 1807, the day after the abolition of the 

slave trade passed into law. They were soon attacked by a crowd who 

threw stones at the Whigs, pulled one man from his horse and stabbed 

the animal, and knocked James Currie’s son to the ground. The Whigs 

were forced to scatter. Later that day, more fighting broke out during 

which a young Roscoe supporter was killed.613 As Clayton Tarleton had 

learnt in 1793, there could be dramatic consequences for a politician who 

                                                           
610 On the impact of Tory repression of the Roscoe circle’s reform activism see 
e.g. Navickas, Loyalism and radicalism in Lancashire, p. 38.  
611 Port and Thorne, ‘Liverpool’.  
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failed to deliver what he promised. Roscoe quit the contest, stating that 

he could not continue in the face of such violence, thereby losing his seat 

in Parliament after just six months. 614 For Georgian contemporaries, the 

courage to withstand a certain amount of violence at elections was con-

sidered part of the qualification for male citizenship. As in the case of Not-

tingham, crowd violence inspired more fear than Roscoe’s Whigs could 

handle. By forcing Roscoe to quit the contest under such circumstances, 

his opponents also forced him to concede a humiliating failure of mascu-

linity.  

The Tory authorities, Roscoe complained, took no measures to stop the 

violence or to prosecute those involved.615 The violence against Roscoe 

was also explicitly encouraged in the Tory propaganda, and was even cel-

ebrated in verse. As one poem put it, ‘Indignation was rous’d, and resent-

ment grew strong / The freemen, by hisses, their feelings display’d /At 

the sight of the man who had ruin’d their trade.’616 This indignation, ac-

cording to Tory propaganda, was justified because Roscoe had shown 

that his sympathy for enslaved Africans was stronger than his sympathy 

for Liverpool’s workers. In the propaganda, Roscoe was accused of caring 

more for his ‘black friends’ than the struggling Liverpool workers who 

now had lost a major source of employment. 617 As another poem put it, 

the abolitionists, eager ‘their feeling to shew for humanity’s rights / In 

their zeal for the Blacks they would famish the Whites’.618  

One handbill in support of the Tory Banastre Tarleton – Clayton’s older 

brother – describes a presumably fictional exchange between one of Ros-

coe’s canvassers and a carpenter he is attempting to persuade to vote for 

his candidate. The carpenter refuses, saying: ‘oh damn me, he has done 

enough for Liverpool, he has nearly done up us Carpenters, and the Coop-

ers, Joiners, Sail-makers, Ropers, Smiths, and every Working Man about 

the Docks’. They were now struggling to provide for their wives and chil-

dren. When the canvasser interjects that Roscoe was only following his 

conscience, the carpenter replies: ‘Oh dam his conscience say I’, and 

points out that Roscoe’s conscience was clearly flexible enough to break 

his promise to them and to ignore their suffering.619 Tarleton’s campaign 

maintained that Roscoe had proved himself insensitive to the misery of 
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Liverpool’s working people. Their candidate, in contrast, would never act 

against the ‘inclination of your hearts’. ‘Tarleton is your man’ they de-

clared. He ‘never forsook you, he never slumbered while watching over 

your rights’.620 The dubious priorities of Roscoe’s heart thus showed that 

he was untrustworthy and unfeeling.  

As these examples illustrates, to demonstrate sympathy for the suffer-

ing was clearly also important in the case of Liverpool. But this sympathy 

was to be directed towards white workers, according to the Tories. When 

sympathy was extended to the sufferings of enslaved Africans, it was 

clearly seen as betrayal, and violent reactions were justified. In the strug-

gle for political power in Liverpool, the boundaries of the bonds of fellow-

feeling were as fiercely contested as they were in Nottingham and in Lon-

don. When the Liverpool Tories argued that one should not feel for the 

enslaved, they thereby rejected any action against the system of slavery 

upon which their town depended.  

Love the king, hate his enemies: anti-Catholicism in the 1807 elec-
tion 

In the previous section I discussed the issue of slavery and reform in Liv-

erpool, thus linking the political use of sympathy to Britain’s imperial ex-

pansion. Liverpool also serves as an example of how Britain’s religious 

conflicts intersected with the issue of parliamentary reform. In addition 

to the Anglican majority, Liverpool was home to a thriving community of 

Protestant dissenters, including Presbyterians, Unitarians, Baptists, 

Quakers and Methodists who all had chapels in the city. There was also a 

small Jewish community, and a large Catholic minority numbering some-

where between 14,000 and 17,000 members in 1810. While Liverpool 

was characterised by the relative tolerance befitting a cosmopolitan and 

business-minded port-city, there still existed sectarian antagonisms that 

could be exploited by political actors.621 

Just as the struggle for abolition in Liverpool had a religious dimension, 

so too did the struggle for Parliamentary reform. The pro-abolition, pro-

reform Whigs were predominantly from Liverpool’s non-conformist 
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Protestant community, whereas the Tory corporation was controlled by 

slave-investors from the Anglican majority population. It was, however 

the status of Britain’s Catholic population that would prove the most con-

tentious issue in Liverpool as the campaign for reform was revived in 

early 1807. In order to understand this dimension of Liverpool politics, it 

is first necessary to briefly explain the situation of British Catholics at this 

point in time.  

The extent to which Britain’s Catholic subjects ought to be included in 

the political life of the nation had been debated throughout the eight-

eenth-century. Unlike Protestant dissenters, Roman Catholics were not 

included in the 1689 Act of Toleration. Catholics were not allowed to vote 

and were excluded from state offices and from both Houses of Parliament. 

During the Revolutionary Wars, however, the issue of Catholic citizenship 

appeared on the national agenda in full force. To prevent the French from 

establishing a foothold in Ireland again, the island was annexed directly 

to the United Kingdom through the 1801 Act of Union. In order to forge a 

more stable and lasting relationship with Ireland, Pitt intended this move 

to be followed by increased civil rights for the island’s predominantly 

Catholic population. This created a political dilemma, though: how could 

civil rights be granted to Irish Catholics without also giving in to similar 

demands from the Catholic minority in Britain? Catholic emancipation 

was directly opposed by George III, who saw it as a violation of his coro-

nation oath to protect the Protestant ascendency. This led Pitt to resign 

from office in 1801.622 In 1807, the issue of Catholic emancipation also 

caused the collapse of the short-lived Whig coalition government, the so-

called Ministry of All the Talents. After they made some minor conces-

sions to the demands of Irish Catholics in 1807, the king promptly re-

moved them from office.623 It was in this context that Roscoe and the Liv-

erpool Whigs attempted to gain re-election in 1807. 

Roscoe’s opponents used his support of abolition to foster popular an-

ger and violence towards him and the Liverpool Whigs. Yet, according to 

Roscoe, it was his support of Catholic emancipation that decisively turned 

the voters against the Whigs during the election of 1807. After the elec-

tion he reported to Lord Holland, ‘That I had given unpardonable offence 

to many of those concerned in that traffic I was well aware, but this I be-

lieve I should have surmounted, had it not been for the additional cry of 

Church and King, No Popery etc.’ This he wrote, ‘served as a vehicle for 

                                                           
622 Colley, Britons, pp. 5, 19, 322. 
623 See e.g. O’Gorman, The long eighteenth century, pp. 270-1. 



201 
 

the ill will of those who opposed me on grounds which they could not so 

publicly avow’.624  

Popular anti-Catholicism ran deep in Britain. Just as the presence of co-

lonial others was vital to forging a British national identity, so was the 

almost continuous conflict with Catholic France abroad and against the 

Catholic Stuart dynasty at home. Catholic subjects were often seen as po-

tential traitors, as un-British. They frequently found themselves desig-

nated as scapegoats during times of uncertainty – sometimes with violent 

consequences, as during the infamous Gordon Riots.625 The Liverpool To-

ries exploited popular anti-Catholicism to foster anger against their Whig 

opponents. 

Through his support for Catholic emancipation, Roscoe had shown that 

‘he hates the protestant ascendancy’ and sought its destruction. 626 It did 

not help that he was a dissenter. As the Tories declared to the voters in 

one address: ’Ye are not Friends of canting Presbyterians, of Methodisti-

cal Hypocrites, of unfeeling merciless Corn Jews, of avowed Atheists, or 

treacherous Infidels, of open or secret Enemies to our loved George the 

Third!’627. Roscoe was a ‘vile traitor’ and he and all religious dissenters 

were ‘a lying…Crew / Their intentions dishonest, their hearts are un-

true’.628  

Catholic emancipation was another issue where the correct way to feel 

was contested. Indeed, like reformers in Nottingham and London, the Liv-

erpool Whigs were denounced as ‘the disaffected Party’, a term that sug-

gested that they felt no affection for their King, the Church or their coun-

try.629 The cause of the Tories, in contrast was ‘the cause of Loyalty, of 

Patriotism’. Rather than supporting the hateful, treacherous and unfeel-

ing reformers, the voters were asked to show ‘your Love for your 

King…your attachment to your Country, by voting for them, who will 

never betray their trust’.630  

The Liverpool Tories were quite literally telling their voters how they 

should feel. As one instructive message declared, the freemen had ‘to Love 

our Royal Master, and hate his enemies.’631 The Tories even published a 
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list explaining their political slogans and the feelings they denoted. ‘No 

Popery’ was defined as the defence of the inheritance passed down 

through the ‘glorious’ constitution: It was ‘The Watch Word of Loyalty 

and Patriotism against the Spirit of Turbulence and Disaffection’. The To-

ries also used the rallying cry of ‘Down with the Rump’ – a reference to the 

English Civil War. As the pamphlet explained, it was a ‘term originally 

used as an expression of Indignation against the Presbyterian Faction [i.e. 

Cromwell’s puritans] after the Murder of King Charles the First, now used 

by an Association of good and loyal Men, against Levellers, and those par-

tisans of Democracy and Revolution’. ‘The Church’, signified the defence 

of the ‘purity’ of the church ‘against the Revival of the Romish Church, 

now working in secret, as well as against the more open, and terrible De-

mocracy of all descriptions of Dissenters’. ‘The King’ was defined as ‘Our 

beloved Monarch…revered and loved in the Heart of Affections of a grate-

ful People’. The Tory candidates, ‘The Generals’, lastly stood for ‘the King’s 

Prerogative…the purity of Protestant Principles…Loyalty against Sedi-

tion…Patriotism against Duplicity’.632 

In the Tory propaganda, as these examples illustrate, religious dissent 

was intimately linked to support of ‘democratic’ reforms, sedition and re-

bellion. Importantly, these attacks played on the late eighteenth-century 

obsession with authentic feeling. Even though Liverpool’s dissenters 

might, on the surface, display the correct feelings, these feelings were not 

genuine. Rather than feeling an authentic affection for the regime, they 

were disaffected. Rather than love for the king, the state church and their 

country, they secretly hated these institutions, and plotted their downfall. 

They did not feel gratitude or reverence towards them, and their hearts 

were not loyal, but rather duplicitous and false. The treacherous and sub-

versive feelings of these individuals, moreover, warranted feelings of in-

dignation and hatred towards them.  

To support the Tories, conversely, was to join a community bound to-

gether by feelings of affection, loyalty, gratitude, and love for their mon-

arch and their country – and hatred towards their enemies. The Tories 

were quite clearly promoting a specific set of emotional norms, an emo-

tional regime, which was described as vital to the defence of the political 

order against its enemies from within. To sustain this emotional regime, 

the Tories fostered anger and legitimised violence against Liverpool’s re-

form supporters. They did so by portraying the latter’s false feelings as a 

threat to the bond of affection that tied British subjects to the monarchical 
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order. This shows the importance contemporaries placed on genuine 

feeling as a building block of political communities.  

For the Liverpool Tories, retaining dominance over the direction of 

popular anger appears to have been very important, and they were 

clearly nervous about attempts by their Whig opponents to foster anger 

against them. In the 1812 election, the Liverpool Whigs used an insignia 

with an image depicting a small and a large bread loaf as a campaign sym-

bol, thereby suggesting that the Tories were responsible for the current 

shortages. In the view of the Tory paper the Liverpool Courier, this was a 

blatant attempt to manipulate Liverpool’s workers. It aimed to ‘entice 

them to tumult, and to direct their violence against the friends of the suc-

cessful [Tory] candidates; by appealing to feelings which the late high 

price of corn cannot fail to have produced in the breast of a labouring 

man’.633 They clearly saw the use of the loaves as an attempt to direct 

popular resentment towards the Liverpool Tories. The Whigs, moreover, 

the Courier reported, were industriously spreading lampoons across the 

town that promoted ‘a senseless and inflammatory appeal to the passions 

and prejudices’ of the voters. As the Courier complained, the Whigs ap-

pealed ‘to the passions of …those of men least capable of judging’ political 

matters.634 

Regardless of the Whig’s actual intentions with these actions, this Tory 

paper interpreted them as intended to inflame the working population 

against the Tories. Such appeals to their passions were here denounced 

as a dangerous and cynical manipulation of a group of people thought to 

lack the emotional capacity to resist the influence of such forces. The Cou-

rier’s reporting is yet another example showing that Georgians were 

aware of the potential of anger to inspire people to action, and that influ-

encing this passion was part and parcel of popular politics. At the same 

time, the Courier’s comments also evince a nervousness about the conse-

quences of such appeals, connected to fears of popular unrest. 

American feeling and the War of 1812 

For the Tories, popular anger styled as righteous indignation both en-

couraged and legitimised the suppression of Liverpool’s reformers. How-

ever, in spite of repeated violent attacks and vilification by the Tories, 

Roscoe and the Liverpool Whigs endured. By 1812, the cause of reform 
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had clearly revived again. In that year, the Concentric Society was estab-

lished, which was a political club promoting middle-class enfranchise-

ment, and which gathered around 1,000 members. The Concentric Soci-

ety gained strong support particularly among the town’s ‘American’ mer-

chants – i.e., those primarily involved in the trade with the United States.  

The struggle between rival factions in Liverpool also had a religious di-

mension in this case: The American merchants were mostly religious dis-

senters, and their economic influence was rapidly growing following the 

decline of the ‘African’ business in the wake of the abolition of the slave 

trade in 1807. They now began to put their growing financial muscle be-

hind the Whigs and to translate their business success into political influ-

ence, which of course threatened the position of the old Anglican elite be-

hind the Tories.635 In the 1812 parliamentary election, the re-invigorated 

Whigs once again made a bid to topple the Tory supremacy. They chose 

to sponsor two candidates – Henry Brougham and Thomas Creevey – 

with Roscoe acting as their campaign general.636  

The Whigs’ campaign in 1812 illustrates well how reformers in Liver-

pool adapted their emotional tactics to the changing demands of the po-

litical climate. In the early 1790s Roscoe and the circle around him, like 

many British reformers, may have seen Paine and his Rights of Man as 

sources of inspiration. But when they re-launched their campaign for re-

form during the Napoleonic wars, they were careful to style themselves 

as monarchy-loving patriots, which is hardly surprising, given their expe-

rience of the Tory repression of 1792-1793, and the violence against 

them following the abolition of the slave trade in 1807. The Tories may 

have painted them as false-hearted traitors, but the Whigs too raised 

‘loyal’ toasts to the British empire, the army and navy, and the king at 

their election dinners, and sang their praise through ‘loyal and patriotic 

songs’ like ‘Rule Britannia’ and ‘God save the King’.637  

This development followed a larger national pattern. As historians 

have observed, radicals across Britain moved away from open support of 

French and American democracy, and reformers increasingly came to 

style themselves, and see themselves, as patriots in the modern sense of 

                                                           
635 On the Concentric Society see Moore, ‘Liverpool in the “Heroic Age” of popu-
lar radicalism, 1815 to 1820’, pp. 140-1. 
636 Port and Thorne, ‘Liverpool’, pp. 231-2.  
637 Liverpool Courier, 9 September, 7 October, and 4 November 1812. See also 
Liverpool Mercury, 30 October 1812, p. 7. Since the Mercury has eight pages per 
issue I have chosen to include page numbers in the citations for this paper to 
help the reader. 
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this concept.638 It is important, however, to note that, in late Georgian 

times, being a patriot was not just a matter of identification with your 

country: it was to love it passionately. It was also closely connected to 

love for the king. The concept of an ‘emotional regime’ provides us with a 

useful tool to consider such changes. Liverpool Whigs and Tories show 

there were common emotional norms that both sides needed to navigate.  

If Liverpool’s reformers did not demonstrate their feelings of affection to 

the king and to Britain, they risked violent consequences.  

In some respects, the case of Liverpool challenges Reddy’s view of how 

emotional regimes operate. Above, I criticised Reddy for overemphasiz-

ing the role of a dominant central authority in regulating emotion, this is 

most clearly demonstrated by this example. By 1812, both Tories and 

Whigs promoted the same emotions (notably love of king and country), 

and they agreed that emotional unity was a necessary precondition for 

social stability. However, the two factions fiercely contested how this de-

sired state of emotional unity should be achieved. Even while operating 

under a strict emotional regime, Liverpool’s reformers challenged its 

boundaries, undermining the Tories attempts to lay down the rules of 

feeling. While patriotism, loyalty, and love had become mandatory emo-

tions, the Whigs promoted a different view on who was capable of expe-

riencing them. The aim here was to justify the full involvement of the un-

represented middle class and Catholics in the nation’s affairs. Such issues 

were again brought to the fore during the 1812 election, when Britain 

was on the verge of entering what would later become known as the War 

of 1812 against the United States.  

For the Liverpool Whigs, the political system of the United States was 

a source of inspiration. Using satire to mask a potentially dangerous mes-

sage, the Whigs asserted that, in the United States, the elections for Con-

gress for the entire nation were done in one day. Each man had one vote, 

which was cast by secret ballot. In Liverpool, in contrast, it took more 

than a week to poll a few thousand voters amidst what they regarded as 

disgraceful scenes of riot, drunkenness and flagrant bribery and corrup-

tion. Those who dared to protest were stigmatized as Jacobins. This mes-

sage was clearly important, as it was published both in the press and in a 

subsequent collection of the Whig candidates Brougham’s speeches.639 

                                                           
638 Colley, Britons, p. 5. For this shift in Lancashire radicalism see e.g. Navickas, 
Loyalism and radicalism in Lancashire, pp. 135-6.  
639 Brougham’s speeches, pp. 40-51; Liverpool Mercury, 9 October 1812, p. 1, 16 
October 1812, p.2 and 23 October 1812, p.2. See also An impartial collection of 
addresses, songs, squibs &c.: published during the election for members of 
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Liverpool’s reformers also envied the United States’ religious toleration, 

and lamented the Tories’ ‘Church and King’ agitation, asserting that it was 

absurd that British Catholics were denied the same privileges as other 

citizens, even though they contributed equally to their country. 640  

For the Liverpool Tories, on the other hand, the United States was a 

source of sedition that threatened to undermine the feelings of attach-

ment to the political order. The Tory Courier complained that men who 

sailed across the Atlantic returned to Liverpool influenced by ‘foreign 

feelings’, causing them to transfer their loyalties to the United States. 

Maybe war would destroy the American trade, the Courier wrote, but it 

was better to ‘lose that than the love of our country’.641 

If the Liverpool Whigs got their way, the Courier wrote a month later, 

‘the wealthier and wiser part’ of the population would be ruled by the 

‘mobs’ – like in the United States. The Whigs’ call for ’radical reform’ was 

a veiled attempt to overthrow the monarchy through their own republi-

can revolution. Therefore, it was every voter’s duty to act ’against the ad-

vocates of new and dangerous doctrines’ that were based on ‘anti-British 

feeling’. Indeed, the supporters of the Whig candidates might just as well 

have carried ‘ribbons with stars and stripes’ it wrote.642 The divided sym-

pathies of the reformers made their loyalties questionable, according to 

this Tory propaganda: they appear ‘a third French, a third American, and 

but a third British’ and altogether untrustworthy. ‘We do not want men 

who would betray the interests of the country’, the Courier declared.643 

Again, the Tories cast doubt on the feelings of the reformers in order to 

undermine their political legitimacy.  

The Tories also described the influence of American feelings as emas-

culating and un-patriotic. At a time when the British empire was at stake, 

the Liverpool reformers had shown the ‘feebleness of their feelings’ and 

‘the degrading cowardice of their hearts’. Such men, the Courier wrote, 

possessed ‘neither the strength of British understanding, nor the bold-

ness of the British spirit’.644 Peace meant shame and degradation. As Can-

ning’s campaign declared, ‘We will not die with our Swords sheathed, ex-

cept in the Breasts of our Enemies!!! Mr. Brougham will vote for unmanly 

                                                           
parliament, for the borough of Liverpool, October 1812  (Liverpool, 1812), p. 42. 
It should be noted that the Whigs significantly misrepresented the situation in 
the United States in 1812.  
640 Brougham’s speeches, p. 47. 
641 Liverpool Courier, 9 September 1812.  
642 Liverpool Courier, 7 October 1812. 
643 Liverpool Courier, 9 September 1812.  
644 Liverpool Courier, 7 October 1812. 



207 
 

submission. Mr Canning for Manly resistance.’645 The reformers were also 

accused of lacking ‘English feeling’.646 Every man, the Tories claimed, 

‘who feels as a Briton ought to feel in the present circumstances of his 

country… will rejoice’ in the defeat of the reforming cause.647 It was time 

to show that Liverpool men ‘cherished in their hearts principles of love to 

the sovereign, respect to the constitution, [and] firmness in the national 

struggle’.648  

For their part, the Liverpool reformers declared their support for a sys-

tem based on toleration that would unite all religions and political opin-

ions to further the cause of Britain. It is not reform that leads to revolu-

tion, an article in the Whig newspaper the Liverpool Mercury claimed, it is 

‘indifference to existing grievances of the people’.649 If the religious intol-

erance and the lack of political representation experienced by many in 

the middle class could be overcome, this would unite Britain and restore 

loyalty and affection for the monarchy. To support reform, therefore was 

an act of patriotism, they argued: ‘What can unite the public mind / In 

loyal firm affection? /...But Freedom of Election?’.650 Or as Roscoe put it at 

one rally, only through ‘consent of opinion, and unity of feeling’ could 

Britain achieve greatness. 651 Like Burdett had done in London, Liver-

pool’s reformers hoped that bonds of sympathy would create  a commu-

nity of consenting opinion and unity of feeling. This community of feeling, 

however did not include the working population. As Roscoe‘s private cor-

respondence shows, he was quite happy with the suppression of what he 

saw as the dangerous agitation of the working population.652 

In 1812, authentic and enthusiastic support for the British monarchy 

was embraced by Whigs and Tories alike as vital to national unity. How-

ever, the two rival factions held different views as to how this unity 

should be achieved, and who deserved to be included in this community 

of affectionate feelings. The inclusion of enslaved, or formerly enslaved, 

                                                           
645 Impartial collection Liverpool 1812, p. 56. 
646 Impartial collection Liverpool 1812, p. 10. 
647 Liverpool Courier, 21 October 1812. 
648 The speeches and public addresses of the right honourable George Canning 
during the late election in Liverpool, and on a public occasion in Manchester: to 
which is appended, a summary account of the election, (Liverpool, 1812), p. iv. 
649 Liverpool Mercury, 9 October 1812, p. 1.  
650 Liverpool Mercury, 9 October 1812, p. 6; Impartial collection Liverpool 1812, 
p. 14. 
651 Liverpool Courier, 9 September, 1812.  
652 Copy letter from William Roscoe to the Duke of Gloucester, 18 October 1812, 
LRO, 920 ROS/6035. 



208 
 

Africans, of the working classes, of Britain’s Catholic subjects, of 

Protestant dissenters, and even of American citizens in this community 

was intensely contested.  

The balance of terror intact? 

Having analysed how Liverpool’s Whigs and Tories fought for dominance 

over the emotional regime, I will now return to the third group involved 

in this struggle for political power. In the early 1790s, Liverpool’s jour-

neyman shipwrights are clearly present in the sources. They actively ne-

gotiated with both Whigs and with Tories to defend their position. They 

used tactics of fear to enforce their political demands, using crowd vio-

lence and the threat thereof as leverage. The shipwrights, among whom 

the journeyman carpenters were the most influential, played an im-

portant role in the Tory authorities’ suppression of Liverpool’s reformers 

during the early 1790s. Yet, as demonstrated during the strike of 1792 

and the 1793 mayoral election, the shipwrights opposed the Tory corpo-

ration when they believed it was in their interest. They were also success-

ful in forcing the corporation to make concessions. They appear in the 

sources as an organised and assertive group wielding considerable clout. 

This power was to a large extent underpinned by their status as electors, 

which allowed them to decisively influence the election of both Liver-

pool’s mayor its MPs. Yet the reach of the journeymen’s power was also 

clearly limited. Despite their best efforts, they could not stop major legis-

lative changes at the national level, such as the fiercely opposed abolition 

of the slave trade. From 1793 onwards, moreover, this group gradually 

disappear from the sources.  

By 1812 it is difficult to determine how precisely the journeyman ship-

wrights splintered politically. The Tories eventually won both seats in 

that year’s general election after a close contest. In Canning’s victory pa-

rade, representatives from the ship building trades marched on foot be-

hind an English flag, followed by Canning, elevated above them in a car-

riage. Unfortunately, the sources do not specify their social status; we do 

not know if these men were masters or journeymen. We can only say that 

representatives from these trades symbolically demonstrated their loy-

alty to their country, to their representative, and to the Liverpool Tories. 

The only artisans who openly supported the Whig candidate, Brougham, 

in contrast, were those of the leather trade. However, the result of the 
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polling indicates that many journeymen shipwrights nonetheless chose 

to support one or two of the Whig candidates.653  

Nonetheless, there is some evidence indicating that the position of the 

journeymen shipwrights weakened over the course of the Revolutionary 

and Napoleonic wars. If their power diminished, then it is likely that this 

also affected their emotional tactics. Although the lack of sources from the 

journeymen’s own perspective makes this difficult to ascertain, it is likely 

that their situation became increasingly difficult due to the strains of Brit-

ain’s warfare and the abolition of the slave trade. 

Poverty, as well as and un- and underemployment. were serious issues 

in Liverpool. François Vigier has estimated that 21 % of the town’s popu-

lation relied on parish relief in 1795, a figure that rose to 34 % in 1800 as 

the war put further strains on the economy. Wives and children of sailors 

in particular were often in need of aid. From 1790-1795 the cost of living 

in England rose by 30 %, and poor harvests, population growth and war-

time taxation aggravated the situation. 654 This distress continued during 

the Napoleonic wars. As a port city, Liverpool suffered greatly from war-

time disruptions in trade. By 1812, this pressure on the labouring poor 

was even worse. In February the Mercury described a state of near famine 

in Liverpool. It estimated that almost 16,000 people in Liverpool, not in-

cluding the parochial paupers, depended on ‘the bread of charity’ for their 

survival. The vestry books also describe 1812 as a year ‘of unexampled 

distress and an increase in poor never before equalled’.655 This coincided 

with and was reinforced by a long-term economic shift in Liverpool’s oc-

cupational structure towards a workforce increasingly dependent on un-

skilled labour and a decline of the ship-building industry. The journey-

men’s privileged position as skilled artisans was rapidly and irreversibly 

disappearing.656 

It seems probable that the worsening economic situation undermined 

opportunities for the journeyman shipwrights to use terror tactics. The 

actions of this ‘powerful body of men’ were recorded in the sources when 

                                                           
653 On Canning’s victory parade see Liverpool Courier, 21 October 1812. Canning 
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they caused trouble for their employers and authorities to enforce their 

demands. It is possible that they disappear from the sources because they 

became less willing to risk direct confrontation in a time of growing eco-

nomic uncertainty. Additionally, the 1799 and 1800 Combination Acts, 

which banned labour unionism upon threat of imprisonment or hard la-

bour, would have undermined their opportunity to organise direct action. 

Roscoe’s correspondence lends some support to the notion that mass 

actions became increasingly precarious for the shipwrights. In 1796, he 

wrote that Banastre Tarleton won the election due to the ‘personal at-

tach[ment] of the lower orders’ to him.657 In 1812 however, he wrote that, 

struggling to get by, many working voters had no choice but to sell their 

votes to the highest bidder. Writing to the Duke of Gloucester to secure 

more funds, he explained that ‘the distressed & degraded state of the 

great mass of the electors has placed them so completely in the power of 

those who will buy their votes that it becomes a mere contest of expense 

into which neither my friends nor myself are ambitious to enter’. Roscoe 

went on to say that the Whigs were losing badly. Not only was the Tory 

campaign bankrolled by Gladstone’s slave money, but it also created a 

very successful subscription, and, Roscoe believed, now had more than 

£20,000 in its campaign chest. The Whigs, in contrast only had around 

£4,000 at their disposal.658 Whereas a ‘personal attachment’ had carried 

the day in 1796, by 1812 the only deciding factor was the size of a politi-

cian’s purse, at least according to Roscoe.  

Again, we must be careful in our interpretation since we do not have 

the journeymen’s own perspective. Roscoe undoubtedly exaggerated the 

sway of the purse in order to incentivise the Duke to intervene. The other 

sides’ free spending also offered a convenient excuse to give to a superior 

to explain why he was failing as the Whigs’ campaign general. Moreover, 

what Roscoe described as a cash-for-votes scenario might have been seen 

by poorer voters as a legitimate necessity in a time of want.  

We should also observe that if the ‘unrepresented middle class’ was 

given the vote, as the Whigs proposed, the journeymen risked losing the 

influence they held as electors. Even if they could somehow meet the fi-

nancial requirements to vote in this new system, the electorate would be 
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flooded with middling men, thus diluting the impact of workingmen’s 

votes. The Tories, in contrast, wished to preserve a system in which they 

held a privileged position – a position they had fought hard to defend. To 

summarise, there is some evidence to suggest that economic pressure 

and anti-labour legislation undermined the journeymen’s willingness to 

use terror tactics, and instead encouraged them to choose deference to 

the Liverpool Tories. Other evidence, however, contradicts this interpre-

tation. 

Moore’s study of Liverpool radicalism during the 1820s shows that the 

journeyman shipwrights appear again in the sources following the end of 

the Napoleonic Wars. Masters and magistrates alike asserted that fear 

kept them from intervening against this group, which attacked both 

blacklegs and employers with apparent impunity. Other groups of work-

ers, in contrast, were put down harshly by the authorities. One visitor to 

Liverpool in 1822 became witness to a group of journeyman carpenters 

attacking a group of strike breakers, pushing ‘hot pitch or tar, into their 

faces and bare skulls’. When the visitor asked why nobody put a stop to 

the painful treatment, some locals explained ‘that the shipwrights of this 

town were a formidable body of men’. They also told him that the magis-

trates did not intervene because they needed their support at the elec-

tions. During the 1820s, Moore argues convincingly that the shipwrights’ 

power at the polls enabled them to enforce a range of measures to combat 

under- and unemployment and to keep their wages up.659 Rather than sin-

gle-minded deference, as Roscoe thought, the shipwrights’ alliance with 

the Tories appears to have been a long-term political strategy that se-

cured them important advantages. In contrast to the framework-knitters 

of Nottingham, the Liverpool shipwrights, this evidence suggests, could 

continue using their terror tactics without the local authorities sending 

in the troops to ‘overawe’ them.  

While the journeymen shipwrights of Liverpool would manage to as-

sert their influence a while longer, they would eventually lose this battle.  

By the 1830s, the working men’s organisations that shielded artisans and 

their families had dissolved. With their disappearance the journeymen 

became unorganised and powerless, reduced to wage-workers in one of 

Britain’s worst slums.660 But throughout the period of this investigation, 

though pushed by economic hardships, the organisation of Liverpool’s 

shipwrights managed to remain intact. In their conflicts with the 
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authorities neither side managed completely to gain the upper hand, en-

suring the continuation of reciprocal – albeit not equal – negotiation. In 

contrast to the case of Nottingham, there was no Duke of Portland seeking 

to systematically dismantle the moral economy. Whereas such attempts 

eventually drove Nottingham’s framework-knitters into open rebellion 

during the 1811 Luddite rising, Liverpool’s shipwrights remained in an 

uneasy alliance with the authorities.  

Conclusion  

Emotional tactics used in Nottingham and London could not simply be 

translated to the context of Liverpool. The anti-slavery activism of Liver-

pool’s small group of bourgeois reformers threatened a trade that was 

vital both to the Tory, Anglican business elite that controlled the town’s 

corporation, and to the powerful journeyman shipwrights who made up 

the majority of the electorate. As the Revolutionary Crisis hit Liverpool in 

full force in 1792, these workers therefore joined the Tories in their 

struggle to suppress support for reform.  

As in Nottingham, the local Tories fostered anger and hatred against 

supporters of reform. Moreover, like in Nottingham, Tories branded re-

form supporters as ‘disaffected’, using their supposed lack of love for the 

king to justify acts of popular violence against them. In both towns, en-

forcing emotional unity among the inhabitants was perceived as the only 

way to restore a social unity that was believed to be under attack. The 

anti-Jacobin mobilisation in Nottingham and Liverpool followed a similar 

logic. Once disaffection was suppressed – or otherwise dealt with – only 

affection would remain. This illustrates how important contemporaries 

believed popular feelings of affection to be to the integrity of the political 

order.  

There were, however, some differences with regards to the issues the 

Tories used to foster anger against reformers. In particular, reformers’ 

support of the abolition of the slave trade and their support of Catholic 

emancipation were used to legitimise anger and violence towards this 

group. Although sources from Liverpool’s plebeian inhabitants are lack-

ing, it is of course likely that the Tories exploited existing grievances of 

the wider population, suggesting the emotive power of the loss of the 

slave trade and of sectarian tensions among Liverpool’s religiously di-

verse population. 

Although the powerful journeyman shipwrights acted in support of the 

Tories’ defence of the slave trade, this group did not hesitate to put pres-

sure on their allies. This chapter also explored how the journeyman 
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shipwrights used terror tactics, including the use of crowd violence, and 

the threat thereof to advance goals such as increased wages, the protec-

tion of the slave trade, and protection against impressment into the navy. 

Whereas the Tory authorities did not hesitate to send in the troops 

against other groups of workers, they were reluctant to intervene against 

the shipwrights because they needed their support at the polls, and be-

cause they knew they would face violent consequences if they defied this 

group. This uneasy alliance between the Tory authorities and the ship-

wrights ensured a framework in which the latter group could use terror 

tactics to advance their interest without having to face troops, in contrast 

to the situation in Nottingham. Although the journeymen’s terror tactics 

allowed them to negotiate for relief on a local level, however, there were 

also limits to what this could achieve. Despite the fear the shipwrights 

could inspire among employers, authorities and reformers, they proved 

unable to halt national policy changes, as illustrated by their failure to 

stop the abolition of the slave trade.  

The experience of Tory agitation and popular violence also influenced 

the emotional tactics of Liverpool’s reformers. Radicals in Nottingham 

and in London sought to appeal to popular emotion to encourage mobili-

sation for reform, Liverpool’s ‘enlightened’ bourgeois reformers, in con-

trast, warned against attempts to control what James Currie referred to 

as ‘the hurricane of passion’ – the powerful emotional energies unleashed 

by the French Revolution. London radicals under the leadership of Sir 

Francis Burdett cultivated feelings of sympathy for victims of government 

abuses, which they used to foster anger against the government and to 

foster feelings of affection and community. However, Roscoe deplored 

Burdett’s methods, and he and his allies instead expressed contempt, fear, 

and disgust for plebeian feelings, which they decidedly did not wish to 

share. Burdett’s campaigns in the capital promoted a utopian vison of a 

society united through feelings of fellow-feeling, but in Liverpool such vi-

sions faced a harsh reality. Reformers did not encounter mutual recogni-

tion and sympathy from the plebeian population, but open hostility and 

antagonism. They therefore became fearful of popular influence and un-

willing to use emotional tactics that appealed directly to the masses.  

The concept of an ‘emotional regime’ is analytically useful because it 

highlights the common emotional norms made visible in the comparison 

between the cases of Liverpool, Nottingham and London. For example, 

over time Liverpool reformers adapted their demands to show their love 

for the king and for Britain. The case of Liverpool also nuances and en-

hances our understanding of how emotional regimes operate, by showing 
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how emotional tactics changed and were adapted to a different local 

framework. Tactics fostering anger, certainly, were important to the To-

ries’ mobilisation in defence of the government in Liverpool as elsewhere. 

However, anger as a tool of resistance was much more problematic for 

Liverpool reformers, as was political mobilisation based on sympathy. 

Workers’ use of terror tactics, likewise, was shaped by Liverpool’s spe-

cific political structure.  
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 

Riding the hurricane of passion 

I started this book with a quote from the Liverpool reformer James Currie, 

about how the French Revolution had unleashed a hurricane of passion 

to ravage Europe. Currie warned against using this terrible force. Most of 

the political actors I have studied in this book, however, did not heed such 

calls. Rather than shunning passions, they tried to shape and to rule them.  

In this book, I have studied how political actors in Georgian England 

appealed to and sought to influence emotion from 1792 to 1812. Rather 

than a history of the Age of Revolutions as a clash of ideas or of economic 

interests, this book is a history of conflict over the control of emotions. It 

is written out of a conviction that a history without emotion is necessarily 

impoverished. The emotions of the past are often complex and difficult to 

interpret. But if we as historians do not rise to the challenge of seriously 

analysing emotion as a genuine force in society, our understanding of the 

past will remain likewise impoverished.  

Beginning at the start of Britain’s Revolutionary Crisis, I have analysed 

how men and women from across the social spectrum used emotions as 

tools to advance their interests and to encourage – or discourage – popu-

lar mobilisation. Because historians have seldom studied the role of emo-

tion in politics in earnest, emotions have often been pushed aside in the 

search for the rational choices thought to be the main driver of political 

decisions. That is not to say that rationality or self-interest are unim-

portant, but rather that such forces are charged with emotion and are in-

timately connected. This book argues for an approach that views emotion 

and rationality as complementary and takes both equally seriously.  

To investigate the role of emotion in the politics of past periods sys-

tematically, new methodologies are needed. I have used William Reddy’s 

theoretical work as a starting point to create a new framework for study-

ing politics and emotion. Reddy argues that all political regimes rest on a 

normative emotional order, referred to as an emotional regime. This 

raises questions about the shape of Britain’s emotional regime. What 

emotional norms upheld the British political order? And how was this 

challenged by the French Revolution?  

Reddy’s concept provides a fresh and thought-provoking approach to 

a well-studied subject. However, Britain following the French Revolution 

also challenges Reddy’s ideas on how emotional regimes operate . As I 

have argued here, the concept ‘emotional regime’ is static and creates a 

view of emotional norms as monolithic structures imposed from above. 
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This flattens out local differences and obscures resistance to central au-

thority. Following 1789, moreover, the British political regime was expe-

riencing enormous strain and constant challenges from new groups eager 

for a say in the nation’s affairs. If the integrity of a political order rests on 

its dominance over emotional norms, then surely this dominance was 

challenged following 1789.  

Certainly, the political convulsions created by the French Revolution 

are an extreme case, but the criticism I have raised here may also apply 

more generally. Political regimes are always under challenge to some ex-

tent. To address this problem and make acts of resistance visible, I devel-

oped and implemented my own concept of ‘emotional tactics’, drawing 

inspiration from the work of the sociologist Helena Flam, as well as the 

writings of the philosopher Michel de Certeau. I defined emotional tactics 

as the language, material objects and practices used to encourage emo-

tions for political purposes. This concept has made it possible to analyse 

both political actors who seek to uphold and defend an emotional regime, 

and those who seek to subvert and challenge it.  

This study has analysed emotions in politics from a practice theory per-

spective. Emotions – and emotional regimes – have consequently been 

analysed as actively created through human actions and interactions. 

Scholars working in the field of the history of emotion have mostly been 

occupied with studying conceptual changes, focusing on emotions as ver-

bal expressions. My choice of a theoretical approach based in practice 

theory augmented by social movement studies has produced a different 

historical account of the late eighteenth century than that seen in the 

works of Frevert and Reddy. To give emotions a history, these pioneering 

scholars used what we may term a ‘lexicographical approach’ and studied 

emotion as linguistic expression. By mapping changes in languages’ emo-

tional lexicons, they studied the way emotional concepts appear, disap-

pear and change their meaning, as a means of showing change over time 

in emotional experiences and expressions. The lexicographical approach 

to the history of emotion has offered much new knowledge. As I have 

shown in this book too, contemporary understandings of emotional con-

cepts – such as ‘inflamed’ or ‘disaffected’ e.g. – are crucial to our under-

standing of this period because it influenced the actions of political actors. 

Yet, as I have argued, there is also a history of changing practical applica-

tion of emotion that is equally valid to study.  

Studying emotions as actions adds to the history of emotion. As this 

book shows, politics consist of many activities that are intended to 

achieve an emotional effect, yet do not necessarily involve verbal 
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statements about emotion. The use of violence to humiliate victims and 

create an effect of terror is one example of acts that are difficult to analyse 

using existing methodologies developed by historians of emotion. The 

concept emotional tactics is my methodological contribution to the field. 

This book also contributes to our understanding of popular politics in 

late Georgian England by focusing on the role of emotion in the interplay 

of national and regional levels of politics. This is made possible through 

the choice of three urban centres in three different geographical areas as 

case studies. The first case study was of Nottingham, a town dominated 

by textile manufacturing that developed into a hot spot for plebeian rad-

icalism and industrial conflict during this period. The second case study 

followed one of the largest anti-government protests of the French Revo-

lutionary and Napoleonic periods in the imperial capital of London. The 

third case study explored the ‘loyal’ port town of Liverpool, which domi-

nated Britain’s lucrative slave trade.  

The comparison between these three cases shows that political actors 

needed to adjust their emotional tactics to the specific demands of the 

local community. Emotional tactics that were successful in one commu-

nity could not simply be transferred from to another without adaptation. 

For example, tactics fostering anger based on sympathy for the suffering 

members of society were powerful in London, but proved fraught with 

difficulty in the slave economy of Liverpool.  

For late Georgian political actors, knowledge about how to put feelings 

and passions to use was a crucial skill, and which was explicitly acknowl-

edged as such at the time. To be successful, political actors needed to care-

fully adopt their tactics to the specific situation in the communities they 

worked in. They also needed to be able to quickly respond to the shifting 

dynamics of events in these places, as well as to the actions of rival 

groups. In this way, knowledge about emotional tactics changes our un-

derstanding of popular politics during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic 

period by bringing to life a previously neglected political practice.  Rather 

than analysing single emotional concepts like ‘sympathy’ or ‘terror’, 

which has been the main focus of existing historiography, the concept 

emotional tactics makes visible the multitude of interdependent emo-

tions involved in Georgian politics.  

This book has detailed how broader political trends bound up in the 

struggle over reform, such as prison reform, abolitionism, anti-Jacobin-

ism and industrialisation, impacted the life of local communities. It shows 

that such trends manifested themselves differently depending on the spe-

cific context of these places. The comparison between Nottingham, 
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London and Liverpool contributes to the history of emotions: it shifts the 

focus away from the role of a dominant central authority in regulating 

emotion, to a more flexible and dynamic understanding how emotional 

regimes operate.  

The choice of a history of emotions approach to study the struggle over 

reform in Britain has made it possible to tell a new story about a familiar 

subject. This book is a history of politics that is neither a narrative about 

top-down repression nor one about bottom-up protest, but one that is fo-

cused on the interaction of a multitude of political actors. Using emotions 

as analytical categories changes our understanding of the period in im-

portant ways. Emotions, this book has argued, linked and united socially 

and ideologically diverse groups of people. Independence may have been 

the dominate political ideal during this time, but in practice political lead-

ers, their supporters, and the wider community all depended on each 

other. I have sought to bring to life the emotional interaction that linked 

national and regional politics, that bound people together in political 

communities, and upon which all political mobilisation depended.  

In our own time, rational self-interest has long been the go-to frame of 

reference to make sense of political events. This book has shown a differ-

ent paradigm. Late Georgians interpreted the political convulsions of 

their time through a framework in which contagious passions and sym-

pathetic emotional energies were seen as the main drivers of political ac-

tion. This was a key characteristic of this period. We cannot understand 

the Revolutionary Crisis without taking this into consideration.  

Such understandings of emotionality, this book has argued, decisively 

influenced British response to the French Revolution. Following 1792, 

popular politics became a struggle over the storm of passion unleashed 

by the French Revolution. For government supporters, the spread of re-

publican radicalism was understood to rapidly inflame the spirits and 

minds of the population, thus promoting seditious action. Importantly, 

radicals who were inflaming the passions of the people were believed to 

undermine the bond of love and affection towards the king and his gov-

ernment, which was understood as vital to social unity. For this reason, 

those who became inflamed and joined the cause of reform were referred 

to as ‘disaffected’.  

Students of the late Georgian period will recognise the use of this term 

for supporters of perceived seditious causes. It is, however, crucial to be 

aware that the concept ‘disaffected’ held a distinctly different meaning 

during this period: it referred to individuals who had lost their affection 

and zeal for the king. By designating reformers as disaffected, 
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government supporters quite literarily claimed that reformers no longer 

loved the king in their hearts. During the Revolutionary Crisis, therefore, 

understanding how to navigate the inflamed passions of the population 

became top priority for supporters of the established order.  

In the existing historiography, the 1792 royal proclamation against se-

ditious writings marks the start of Pitt’s terror. As I have argued however, 

it is crucial to recognise that this state-sponsored campaign against sedi-

tion aimed both to deter radicals and to restore love and affection to the 

king and his government. To achieve this, government supporters di-

rectly targeted the passions of the plebeian population. 

Historians of Georgian Britain have previously stressed that this was a 

society in which labouring people were believed by their superiors to lack 

the mental capacity to withstand the influence of the passions. The pas-

sions were linked to crime and disorder, and – increasingly following 

1789 – to revolutionary action. In this study too, local elites, conservative 

commentators, as well as more better-off reformers, often saw the pas-

sions of the masses as dangerous and threatening. Yet, as I have also 

shown, at other times their passions were seen as a potential resource 

that could be used to encourage popular mobilisation. When Wollstone-

craft wrote that the passions were ‘spurs to action’, she reflected a com-

mon understanding at the time.661 Her comment illustrates well why 

Georgian political actors believed it vital to enlist passion, either in de-

fence of the political order or to re-shape it.  

In chapter 2 I have shown how the Tories encouraged Nottingham’s 

inhabitants to participate in rituals like effigy burnings, celebrations of 

military progress and royal birthdays. During these events, popular anger 

towards reformers was encouraged, but also deep and heartfelt feelings 

of loyalty, love, patriotism, rapture, enthusiasm, joy and reverence. These 

feelings, likewise were depicted as passionate and overpowering forces.  

Though they attempted to use its force, the hurricane of passion un-

leashed by the French Revolution would not be so easily contained. In 

chapter 2, I observe that events in Nottingham mirror events across the 

Channel in interesting ways. Like the French Jacobins, government sup-

porters became obsessed with the population’s feelings and took to in-

creasingly harsh measures to uncover traitors who were insincere or hid 

behind masks of hypocrisy. Using the example of Nottingham, I contribute 

to our understanding of the rapid polarisation of British society following 

1789 by stressing the radicalising effect of sensibility culture also on this 

                                                           
661 Wollstonecraft, Vindication of the rights of woman, ch. 2, p. 58.  
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side of the water. For the Nottingham Tories, good order and compliance 

was not enough, they sought to enforce sincere devotion.  

In Nottingham, individuals who refused to participate in ritual displays 

of support for the king and government, disrupted them, or showed the 

wrong feelings were punished with increasing severity. By 1794, anyone 

who did not support the government from their hearts was now desig-

nated as a traitor to the nation and marked for violent sanctions. As Brit-

ain entered a war of national survival against the French Republic, the 

emotional regime promoted by the Tories was enforced with an increas-

ing strictness.  

A similar development is observed in the case of Liverpool. Although 

fewer sources are available from this town, the anti-Jacobin mobilisation 

in both locations followed a similar, albeit somewhat paradoxical logic. 

The goal was to root out ‘disaffection’ so that only ‘affection’ remained. 

Indeed, following 1792, something akin to a dictatorship of love was im-

posed in both Nottingham and Liverpool. Supporters of reform found that 

those who did not convincingly show their love towards king and country 

faced violent sanction.  

From a theoretical perspective, elite dominance over an emotional re-

gime depends on popular participation in the practices and rituals that 

sustain it. Continuous participation in successful rituals sustains and 

heightens the emotional energy of the participants. Without them, emo-

tions instead diminish over time. It is for this reason that popular partic-

ipation in rituals of patriotic feeling, to name one example, become so im-

portant in times of national crisis. If such feelings are not performed, the 

political regime they support threatens to unravel. This theoretical un-

derstanding, thus, helps us understand why government supporters dur-

ing the Revolutionary Crisis were prepared to go to such lengths to pro-

mote rituals that fostered affection for the regime, and why they could 

punish those who did not participated so harshly.  

This first phase of the Revolutionary Crisis in these towns was thus 

characterised by the creation of an increasingly strict emotional regime 

to defend a threatened political regime. Before moving on to the late 

1790s and early 1800s, it is first necessary to more clearly categorise the 

results of this study. In order to highlight and compare the emotional tac-

tics used in the three cities, and to show how these developed over time, 

I have organised them around four ideal types: 

1. Tactics fostering anger  

2. Terror tactics 

3. Shaming tactics 
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4. Tactics fostering loyalty, love and community 

This list is not meant to be exclusive. Further studies are certain to dis-

cover other types of emotional tactics used in other contexts and in other 

times. Nonetheless, this classification is a useful abstraction that high-

lights both common features and differences in the ways emotion was put 

to use in the three case studies.  

As I have repeatedly emphasised, political actors could not simply con-

jure emotions out of nothing among their audiences. The degree to which 

appeals to anger were successful depended on the willingness of the au-

diences to join in; multiple interests were always at stake. Plebeian actors 

could stand to gain just as much by using a political leader from the elite 

– and their platform – to legitimise their anger as the other way around. 

Yet I am also weary of the risk of dismissing and diminishing emotion as  

a force in Georgian popular politics. It is important to note that anger, 

while used rationally, was also difficult to control. Emotional tactics ap-

pealing to anger could cause escalating and radicalising effects among 

both elite and plebeian actors. Such effects, moreover, always depended 

on a mutual interaction. The choice of ‘fostering anger’ is motivated by a 

need to escape the negative moral coding of alternative words. In this way 

I wish to lead the mind towards a carful, albeit unpredictable, nurturing 

of anger for political purposes.  

Fostering anger 

To understand the role of anger in Georgian politics, as I have argued in 

this book, insights from sociology are useful. Anger is such a potent mo-

bilising feeling precisely because it inspires action. Therefore, control 

over anger is vital both to elites in their continuous struggle to maintain 

their position, and to those groups who seek to challenge regimes from 

below. This book shows that this struggle has been part of politics for cen-

turies.  

In Nottingham and Liverpool during the 1790s, I have shown how gov-

ernment supporters agitated against reform supporters in their towns, 

encouraging anger towards them as a legitimate expression. Previous re-

search on the Revolutionary Crisis has stressed the importance of threats 

and vigilante violence to supress the rapidly growing movement for re-

form. They have seen this as part of ‘Pitt’s terror’ and stressed that it re-

lied on the voluntary participation of large sections of the population. In 

this thesis I have added to our understanding of the anti-Jacobin mobili-

sation by showing the importance of what I have referred to as emotional 
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tactics that fostered anger to encourage popular participation in the sup-

pression of radicalism 

Tactics fostering anger were crucial to the defence of the political re-

gime from radical attacks. In particular I have highlighted how ‘inflamma-

tory’ papers and handbills served to encourage attacks on reformers 

through rituals drawing from the English charivari tradition. These ritu-

als were painful and humiliating ordeals that inspired terror and were 

meant to deter the inhabitants from the cause of reform. Terror, this book 

shows, was created through anger. 

In Nottingham and Liverpool too, anger based on feelings of loyalty and 

love was important in the local Tories’ campaign against reform. In both 

towns, the ‘disaffected’ were portrayed as dangerous traitors who in their 

false hearts secretly hated the king. In Liverpool, however, other issues 

were used to foster anger. Since the town’s reformers were also abolition-

ists, they were portrayed as a threat to the livelihoods of the working pop-

ulation in order to legitimise anger and encourage violence against them. 

In particular Liverpool reformers were accused of caring more for en-

slaved Africans than for Liverpool’s white workers, thus making them, ac-

cording to their opponents, legitimate targets of righteous anger. Popular 

anti-Catholicism likewise was used to foster anger towards this group be-

cause of their support of Catholic emancipation. Liverpool’s bourgeois re-

formers received threats, had their windows broken and were mobbed in 

the streets. In their personal correspondence, they describe how the To-

ries’ agitation inflamed the population against them and how the fear of 

crowd violence silenced their activism.  

The case study of London radicalism during 1797-1810 reveals a dif-

ferent political use of anger. Rather than wrath or fury based on passion-

ate affection for the monarchy, radicals here sought to encourage what 

they called indignation based on ‘feelings of humanity’ and sympathy for 

victims of the government’s oppression. In contrast to  words like ‘in-

flamed’, ‘fury’, or ‘wrath’, indignation signified moral justification. I have 

interpreted the protests surrounding the English Bastille as a new type of 

mass politics, which sought to use the sympathetic energies of the masses 

to build a national movement for reform. The sympathetic connection 

with the victims of the government’s oppression was understood to 

evoke moral outrage and indignation – creating an effect of emotional 

contagion. In this case, anger was directed up in the social hierarchy to 

frighten the ruling elite. This goal was explicitly expressed in the sources 

and provide yet another example of how conscious Georgian contempo-

raries were of the use of emotions in politics.  
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This result brings nuance to our understanding of sympathy in the late 

Georgian period. For moral philosophers like Hume and Smith sympathy 

was the building block of convivial and benign social unanimity. Anger 

was therefore a threat to this union. The mobilisation around the English 

Bastille shows a much more messy and turbulent political reality in 

which, by contrast, emotional tactics that sought to cultivate an identifi-

cation with the suffering of others were used to foster antipathy and an-

ger.  

I have also explored how Georgian political actors worked to overcome 

the challenge of sustaining anger as a mobilising force over time. In chap-

ter 3, I stressed the way Nottingham radicals used current and past injus-

tices experienced by the working population to foster their anger to-

wards Tory supporters. The brutal crackdown on the town’s reformers 

during the Duckings of 1794 was a particularly powerful symbol that re-

formers used to foster resentment and violence against the Tories. I have 

shown how reformers sustained the emotional charge of this experience 

by making it part of a radical memory culture. By keeping the memory of 

the Duckings alive, radicals created and maintained a kind of emotional 

capital that still had the capacity to foster anger for mobilisation even 

eight years later. 

The comparison between the three cases shows that anger was vital as 

a driver of political action in late Georgian England. It was also explicitly 

seen as such by contemporaries of all political stripes, because anger was 

understood as a spur to action. Adam Smith may have denounced anger 

as a poison to society, but in Georgian popular politics appeals to anger 

were mainstream. 

Those who engaged in politics spent much time and energy attempting 

to foster anger with varying degrees of success. As I have also shown, 

elites were very concerned about plebeian anger, and who had a right to 

feel anger was intensely debated. Indeed, it would not be an exaggeration 

to suggest that in Georgian England it was necessary to claim the right to 

righteous anger to justify the right to political participation, though how 

this was achieved depended on context.  

This book also raises questions about changes over time in the political 

use of anger during Britain’s Revolutionary and Napoleonic period. It 

shows that in the early 1790s, government supporters believed they 

needed to wrestle control over anger from radical groups. Chapter 4 

raises the question whether, in so doing, government supporters may 

have inadvertently legitimised anger as political force. This may have 

given radicals like Burdett an opening to also appeal to anger and to use 
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it as basis for mass-mobilisation for reform. More studies are needed to 

answer such questions about changes in the political application of anger 

during this period.  

Terror tactics 

In chapter 2 and 3 I argued that the local Tories successfully used tactics 

of anger to encourage a large section of Nottingham’s population to par-

ticipate in their suppression of radicalism. As the war dragged on how-

ever, the strain on the inhabitants increased and popular support for the 

government eroded. Following the food crisis of 1800-1801, Notting-

ham’s Tories became more and more preoccupied with keeping the po-

tentially revolutionary working population down where they believed 

they belonged. In response to the shifting tide of popular support, terror 

tactics assumed an increasingly important role in upholding the social or-

der.  

The case of Nottingham illustrates how the authorities changed their 

emotional tactics during the food crisis of 1800-1801. Military force was 

used to supress protest and unrest, which was referred to as ‘keeping the 

inhabitants in awe’ or ‘overawing’ them. Overawing, thus, was under-

stood to subdue unruly passions – another example of the conscious use 

of emotion in Georgian popular politics. As I have argued, shooting and 

maiming protestors is more likely to have produced panic – or sullen si-

lence – than reverential awe. It is therefore more reasonable to classify 

this type of action as a terror tactic.  

These examples follow a different emotional logic, based more on 

Hobbes than on Enlightened moral philosophy, in which the passions of 

the people were depicted as a dangerous threat that needed to be sup-

pressed through terror. The results of this study raise the question if this 

signified a more widespread re-evaluation of the role of popular passion, 

from a potentially useful and benign force in the early 1790s, to a danger-

ous threat during the early 1800s. It is also possible that this changing 

stance was a result of the ideological – and emotional – flexibility I have 

observed among political actors.  

In the case of Nottingham this shift in emotional tactics was tied to an 

ongoing state-sponsored campaign to crush workers’ political and eco-

nomic organisations. The decision of Nottinghamshire’s lord lieutenant, 

the Duke of Portland, to use military force rather than to aid the hungry 

population, was motivated by a new free market ideology promoted by 

theorists like Burke and Malthus. These writers argued for the need to 

supress sympathy for the working poor to force them to adapt to the 
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demands of market forces. I interpret this as part of a campaign to regu-

late emotion. How successful this campaign was is a question that merits 

further investigation, but it certainly worked to justify the use of military 

force. 

The Tories also had more subtle means to influence Nottingham’s 

working population, even without access to troops, as was the case dur-

ing the 1802 parliamentary election. Here I show how the threat of un-

employment and eviction was used by Tory employers and landlords to 

force journeymen voters to support the candidate of their choice. Reform-

ers referred to this as a system of terror. I too see this intimidation as a 

terror tactic that exploited working men’s fear of the potentially devas-

tating effects of financial distress. It not only threatened their own sur-

vival and that of their families, but also their manhood and their claim to 

citizenship. To rely on parish relief was to be forced into a degrading po-

sition of dependency, often identified with being effeminate, and to lose 

their right to the vote. 

The example of London also shows the instrumentality in the authori-

ties’ use of terror tactics. During the Burdettite massacre in April 1810, 

the crowds were brutally supressed by military force. Other times, such 

as during, and after, the 1802 Middlesex election, the government instead 

avoided confrontation, allowing the emotional energy of the protest to 

peter out. Though of course, while this event was largely peaceful, the 

strong military and police presence clearly carried with it the threat of 

arrests and deadly violence. Sometimes, just the threatening presence of 

troops could derail radical mobilisation, as in the case of the release of 

Burdett from the Tower.  

Terror tactics were also important for people from the lower end of the 

social spectrum. Liverpool’s journeymen shipwrights poured hot pitch 

into the faces of blacklegs, threatened employers and attacked both the 

navy’s impressment service and the town’s abolitionist to enforce their 

demands. In Nottingham plebeian people had terrifying and spectacular 

rituals in their arsenal. Regardless of which side they participated on in 

the struggle over reform, violence, and the threat thereof, was an im-

portant terror tactic for this group. Fear of one’s life worked both top-

down and bottom up in Georgian popular politics.  

This study shows how radicals in London and Nottingham exploited 

the elite’s fear of the masses – a fear that was made even more potent by 

the threat of a revolution – to further their demands. In so doing, they 

challenged the might of an increasingly powerful British state. At the time 

of this investigation, the Revolutionary Crisis and threat of an invasion 
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had placed standing garrisons of troops at the disposal of local authori-

ties. Since the Combination Acts of 1799 and 1800, moreover, workers’ 

political organisations and trade unions were banned under the threat of 

imprisonment or hard labour. Against this repression, terror tactics also 

became more important to plebeian actors. Indeed, terror tactics became 

one of few ways by which people from this group could make their de-

mands heard. This illustrates how emotional tactics were adopted in re-

sponse to a changing political situation.  

The results of this study show a clear contrast between Nottingham 

and Liverpool. In Nottingham, the Duke of Portland was determined to 

crush workers’ organisation, and workers repeatedly faced military force. 

In Liverpool, the journeyman shipwrights allied themselves with the local 

Tory elite. This uneasy alliance meant the Liverpool journeymen could 

use terror tactics successfully to enforce their demands, such as protec-

tion of the slave trade, protection from impressment, and relief from the 

effects of wartime recession. The Tory authorities in Liverpool were 

happy to send in the troops to subdue other groups of workers. However, 

the Tories needed the support of the shipwrights at elections and there-

fore refrained from using military force against them, ensuring the con-

tinued negation between them that was backed up by both sides’ terror 

tactics.  

Shaming tactics  

Another important category of emotional tactics in Georgian popular pol-

itics were what I have classified as ‘shaming tactics’. Sociologists see 

shame as a tool for social control; it helps to enforce social norms. To 

shame someone is a powerful act of intimidation, used to force people 

into line. Historians of the Georgian period have been conscious of the 

importance of shame as a tool of social control. They have emphasised the 

importance of the shaming of offenders in rituals of official punishment, 

and rituals of popular justice. This book instead emphasises the political 

applications of shame to actors from across the social scale. As seen in 

chapter 2, shame and humiliation were an important part of charivari rit-

uals used against reform supporters in Nottingham. 

The powerful ritual shaming of a charivari could also be used to strike 

upwards in the social hierarchy. Chapter 3 shows how Nottingham work-

ers used these techniques to frighten social superiors for political pur-

poses. As suggested in chapter 5, this weapon also appears to have been 

part of the arsenal of Liverpool workers, as illustrated by the shipwrights’ 

use of tar against uncooperative employers for example.  
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Shaming rituals were important as a means to frighten political oppo-

nents, and could also serve as a source of humour and laughter. Chapter 

4 shows how plebeian women and men in London used shaming rituals, 

rooted in the charivari tradition but tailored to fit the current political 

situation, to scorn and ridicule the London authorities. This created an 

effect of inversion, where those who usually administered punishment 

were treated as criminals, that sources described as incredibly funny. 

This emotional tactic turned terrifying symbols of the authorities’ power 

into something laughable and ridiculous. The humour and satire of these 

shaming rituals thus worked to remove fear and draw people into the on-

going mobilisation, and to create feelings of community and joy.  

Lastly, shaming tactics helped to counter mobilisation by undermining 

feelings of sympathy and indignation. Moral outrage evoked through 

identification with the suffering of others is a potent force in politics be-

cause it legitimises action to relieve their plight. The question of ‘appro-

priate’ objects of sympathy was therefore fiercely contested in Georgian 

popular politics. In chapter 3, we saw how Tories ridiculed workers’ de-

mands for relief and for political participation as ingratitude and envy. In 

chapter 4, government supporters shamed and ridiculed London radicals 

for their attempts to cultivate sympathy for the prisoners of ‘the Bastille’. 

In chapter 5, Liverpool Tories shamed and ridiculed the towns’ abolition-

ists for putting their sympathy for the victims of slavery above their sym-

pathy for the town’s white workers. Shaming tactics, thus, were used to 

prevent action against employers’ privileges in Nottingham, to prevent 

radical mobilisation in London, and to protect the system of slavery upon 

which Liverpool so deeply depended.  

Fostering loyalty, love and community  

I have added to our understanding of the political conflicts during this 

period by showing that Georgian contemporaries understood loyalty as 

one part of a multifaceted affectionate bond between rulers and ruled 

that also included love, patriotism, zeal, enthusiasm, rapture, reverence, 

joy and feelings of community. 

This book has highlighted the emotional tactics used by conservatives 

to foster this kind of popular attachment to the established order. Rituals 

of political celebration, such as toasting, dinners, parades and public cel-

ebrations of different kinds were an important part of this project. So too 

were rituals of popular violence or charivari. As this study shows, rituals 

including the famous Paine burnings, as well as less well-known rituals 
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such as ducking, pumping and sprinkling, were also seen by conserva-

tives as displays of affection to the regime.  

Studying emotional tactics makes it possible to investigate phenomena 

such as loyalty as part of broader cultural phenomena. This study con-

tributes to our understanding of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic pe-

riod by moving away from analysing ‘loyalty’ as a component of the rela-

tionship of British subject to their king. The affectionate bond of which 

loyalty was part was also vital to the relationship between political lead-

ers and their followers more generally. In this way, I join McCormack’s 

critique of the anachronistic use of the term ‘loyalty’ in the historiography 

of the Revolutionary Crisis. Loyalty, this study argues, was also an im-

portant part of radical political culture. Moreover, loyalty was also crucial 

to the life of the local community as part journeymen’s patron client rela-

tionships with their masters, as well as between journeymen workers 

themselves. As illustrated by Nottingham’s framework-knitters and Liv-

erpool’s shipwrights, loyalty towards one’s fellow workers was expected 

and could be enforced harshly. This illustrates well why conceptions of 

this period as a confrontation between loyalism and radicalism easily be-

comes reductive. Emotional tactics of fostering of affection, thus, were an 

important part of building a political unity, both on a local and national 

level, for government supporters and reformers alike.  

Concluding reflection 

Viewing emotion and reason as complementary changes the narrative of 

popular politics during the Age of Revolutions. This book has added to 

our understanding of the period by bringing the passions back into Geor-

gian politics in a more nuanced way. It has shown how both elite and ple-

beian actors consciously and calculatingly appealed to emotion, though it 

has also cast elite and plebeian actors as driven by emotion and shown 

examples where they both were caught up in escalating spirals of radical-

isation with unintended consequences. We need to be able to capture 

both the instrumentality of politics and its radicalising dynamics because 

both are present in the sources.  

It is useful to contrast the finding of this study with Reddy’s investiga-

tion of the French Revolution. He argues that the Jacobins were trapped 

by the radicalising effects of sensibility, and that these drove them to-

wards more and more extreme displays of emotional authenticity, until 

the emotional regime they promoted became unsustainable and col-

lapsed. I do observe that the insistence on emotional authenticity from 

the perspective of sensibility appears to have had a similar radicalising 
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effect in Nottingham during the early 1790s. However, when later faced 

with a rebellious and hungry population, Tory magistrates did not insist 

on love and attachment, but sent in the troops instead.  

While I am conscious of the difficulty of drawing comparisons between 

France and Britain, this study shows that in England political actors 

changed their emotional tactics in response to changing circumstances, 

and did so without triggering a collapse of the emotional regime. The 

point I wish to make is that in Reddy’s study it is difficult to separate po-

litical actors from the emotional regime they operate within. The concept 

‘emotional tactics’ makes it possible to capture this instrumental and 

pragmatic aspect of politics as well. Love for the king, for example, may 

have remained important as an ideal through this period, but clearly, it 

was not expedient to insist on displays of loyal affection in every situa-

tion. 

Pervious research on the late eighteenth century has stressed the im-

portance of ideals of deep and true feelings inspired by the culture of sen-

sibility. This book instead shows a political reality that was also charac-

terised by what we may term an ‘anything goes’ mentality. Certainly, gen-

uine emotion was important as a political ideal. However, when Georgian 

political actors evaluated emotions, what mattered most was towards 

whom they were directed. When popular passions were perceived to 

work in their favor, political actors encouraged and celebrated them. If 

they were seen to benefit their opponents they were instead denounced 

as immoral and evil. This is an observation that seems to me just as rele-

vant today: we still tend to evaluate the emotions of our own party or 

candidate positively, while treating the emotions of political opponents 

dismissively. 

Appeals to emotion were crucial to political mobilisation in Georgian 

popular politics and the results could be powerful. Political actors could 

successfully use emotional tactics to win their battles over public opinion, 

or to control the streets of a city. However, this does not mean that these 

political actors successfully achieved their longer-term strategic political 

plans. It is worth considering how many of the political campaigns I have 

investigated in this book failed in the longer run. Nottingham’s workers 

fought in vain against the establishment of a new capitalist order. The 

shipwrights of Liverpool failed to stop the abolition of the slave trade, and 

while they retained their organisation and influence a while longer, they 

too would lose their privileges and protections. In London likewise, those 

who took the streets under the call of ‘No Bastille!’ would instead witness 
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this institution becoming a model for a new paradigm of punishment and 

policing in the nineteenth century. 

While government supporters were successful in delaying demands for 

Parliamentary reform, the cases I have studied also show failures. The 

Nottingham Tories for example, were arguably very successful in promot-

ing pro-government mobilisation in Nottingham in the early 1790s. How-

ever, their efforts backfired in spectacular fashion when their heavy-

handed repression turned into a unifying symbol for the town’s reform-

ers.  

This book has shown that the struggle to influence passion was part 

and parcel of late Georgian popular politics. Yet passions could not be so 

easily controlled. While emotions are powerful motivational forces, they 

are also situational, and if they are not continuously re-activated, they di-

minish over time. This is a dilemma we recognise from the politics of our 

own time. Emotive events, such as the revelation of government abuses 

or exposures of social injustices, occur frequently. Yet while shocking 

events may inspire outrage and protest, these feelings – and the action 

they inspire – can easily peter out. This is a challenge all political move-

ments struggle with.  

I have studied local elites longing for a population in reverential awe, 

and radicals dreaming of outraged masses toppling the political order. 

Neither vision proved easy to realise. Just like modern political actors, 

Georgians found that the effects of emotional appeals were difficult to 

control. A chance encounter and an ill-timed insult could create a situa-

tion that escalated into a full-blown riot. Other times, feelings instead pe-

tered out, stalling the momentum of a campaign. I have shown some ways 

in which Georgians faced this challenge, but no doubt many more remain 

to be discovered.  

This study has established that Georgian political actors consciously 

appealed to emotion, and it has begun mapping out what emotions they 

appealed to as well as how this was done in practice. Much research re-

mains to be done however. Emotional motivation is necessary for politi-

cal action. Consequently, the challenge of sustaining mobilising emotions 

over time is also central to political action. How political actors faced this 

challenge after the end of the Napoleonic wars when political parties and 

movements became more organised appears a promising line of inquiry 

for future studies. 
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Swedish popular history summary / Svensk populärve-
tenskaplig sammanfattning  

Känslostormen: engelsk populärpolitik under revolutionstiden 
1792-1812 
Med början 1792 ställdes Storbritannien för en rad omtumlande händel-

ser som förde landet till gränsen för kollaps. Inspirerade av franska revo-

lutionens ideal om frihet och rättvisa började även brittiska arbetare att 

organisera sig och makteliten fruktade att de snart skulle förlora sina hu-

vuden i giljotinen. Landet delades i två läger: de som kämpade för att be-

vara adelsväldet och de som ville reformera eller störta det.  

I den här boken undersöker jag vilka känslor som politiker och aktivis-

ter använde i kampen om den politiska makten i Storbritannien under re-

volutionstiden från 1792 till 1812. Utan känslor blir det ingen politik. 

Känslor påverkar vårt handlande och skapar engagemang och gemen-

skap, men också fientlighet och radikalisering. Genom att studera Stor-

britannien under revolutionstiden vill jag ge ett historiskt perspektiv på 

känslornas roll i politiken för att bättre kunna förstå politisk mobilisering 

och polarisering i vår egen tid.  

För de människor som bevittnade den franska revolutionen verkade 

det som en känslostorm släppts fri i världen. Det är denna storm som 

bokens titel syftar på och under de följande åren drev den på revolut-

ionen genom Europa och svepte bort den gamla feodala ordningen likt 

halmstrån för vinden. För de som ville bevara den rådande samhällsord-

ningen var detta ett dödligt hot. Andra såg det som en möjlighet till för-

ändring.  

I Storbritannien väckte det franska exemplet både beundran och 

skräck. De franska revolutionärerna hade lyckats ena folket i en passion-

erad patriotisk och till synes ostoppbar massa. Men samtidigt skapade 

denna känslomobilisering också en allt mer svårkontrollerad och blodig 

radikalisering.  

Revolutionshot och krig skapar nationell kris 
Med facit i hand vet vi att Storbritannien överlevde denna kris. I det brit-

tiska historiemedvetandet idag har perioden ett ofta ärorikt och roman-

tiskt skimmer. Britterna ser sig själva gärna som ”Europas hjältar” – för 

att låna premiärministern Boris Johnsons ord – som räddade sina gran-

nar på kontinenten undan det franska tyranniet. Krigshjältar som Wel-

lington och Nelson har blivit föremål för en omfattande nationalroman-

tisk minneskult. Få vet idag hur splittrad landets befolkning var eller hur 
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nära det var att revolutionen spred sig till deras sida av den engelska ka-

nalen.  

Historien hade mycket väl kunnat ta en annan vändning. Detta var en 

ny sorts konflikt. Den utkämpades över hela världen och krävde en total 

mobilisering av nationen. Därtill kämpade den politiska regimen för sin 

överlevnad mot sina inre fiender. Hotet om en engelsk revolution var 

ständigt närvarande.  

Kampen om invånarnas känslor – politikens vardag 
Genom källor som rättsmaterial, tidningar, pamfletter, brev, dagböcker, 

bilder och rapporter från regeringens spioner följer jag män och kvinnor 

från alla samhällsklasser och deras kamp om invånarnas känslor. Jag stu-

derar detta i tre engelska städer med olika förutsättningar och utma-

ningar: den snabbt industrialiserande textilstaden Nottingham, mil-

jonstaden London, och Liverpool som var den största hamnen i den trans-

atlantiska slavhandeln. 

Min studie visar att man under den här perioden var fullt medveten om 

att känslor kunde påverkas och såg detta som en viktig del av politiken. 

Idag tolkar vi ofta politiken utifrån förställningen om att egenintresse och 

rationalitet är människans främsta drivkrafter. Under revolutionstiden 

var det istället känslorna som ansågs vara den viktigaste drivkraften. Per-

soner som den konservativa ideologen Edmund Burke och reforman-

hängaren och feministen Mary Wollstonecraft var bittra fiender och be-

fann sig på motsatta sidor i reformstriden. Trots det var båda överens om 

att känslorna satte målet för människans handlande.  

Eliten styrdes av rädsla för arbetarnas ilska  
I min undersökning kan jag visa att detta  synsätt påverkade regeringens 

agerande. Ett särskilt stort hot mot adelsväldet var de radikala arbetare 

som man menade spred en smittsam ilska mot de styrande som fick invå-

narna att sluta älska kungen. Detta var inte bara retorik utan ett akut pro-

blem. Enligt upplysningstidens synsätt var folkets kärlek till sina härs-

kare central. Om den gick förlorad kunde därför hela samhällsordningen 

kollapsa. 

Om invånarna verkligen var arga vid denna tidpunkt är osäkert, men 

regering upplevde det som så och handlade därefter. Regering gav 1792 

order till alla lokala myndigheter att genast återställa folkets kärlek till 

kungen och att avskräcka dem från att gå med i de radikala klubbar som 

växte med en oroande hastighet. Man hade dock ett problem: hur visste 

man om någon verkligen älskade kungen och inte bara låtsades? 
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Premiärministern William Pitt manade sina anhängare att avslöja de re-

volutionärer som han menade gömde sig bakom ”masker av kärlek” till 

sitt land. 

För att uppnå regeringens mål använde deras anhängare – lojalisterna 

– en kombination av känslotaktiker: dels lades stora resurser på rojalist-

iska och patriotiska firanden med mat, musik och dryck i syfte att skapa 

en glädjefylld gemenskap där deltagarna skulle enas genom kärlek och 

vänskap. Dels uppmuntrades ilska och hat mot reformanhängare, de så 

kallade radikalerna.  

För att förstå lojalisternas handlande är det först nödvändigt att förstå 

hur det engelska samhället såg ut vid 1700-talets slut. Till skillnad från 

Sverige fanns knappt någon självägande bondeklass kvar i England vid 

denna tid. Två tredjedelar av britterna var fattiga arbetare, som försörjde 

sig i hantverk och industri eller inom jordbruket. Eliten ansåg att arbe-

tarna vara närmast djuriska i sin natur och att de sakna förmåga att kon-

trollera sina känslor. I en beskrivning som är mycket talande för tidens 

attityder kallade Edmund Burke arbetabefolkningen för ”den svinaktiga 

skaran”.  

Redan innan franska revolutionen levde den brittiska godsägarklassen 

i ständig rädsla för att denna månghövdade skara skulle resa sig och, som 

Burke uttryckte det, trampa ner sina härskare i dyn med sina smutsiga 

hovar. Under 1792 stegrades elitens rädsla ännu mer. I Frankrike störta-

des monarkin och den nya republiken uppmanade Europas folk att göra 

detsamma mot sina förtryckande härskare. Storbritanniens ledare Wil-

liam Pitt fruktade för sitt liv och slog fast att om han inte lyckades stoppa 

den växande reformrörelsen i Storbritannien skulle hans nacke ligga un-

der giljotinens bila inom sex månader.  

Stödet för väpnad revolution vid den här tiden var i själva verket svagt, 

förutom på Irland. De allra flesta radikaler stöttade tvärtom reform med 

fredliga medel. Men även den franska revolutionen hade haft en fredlig 

början och brittiska lojalister fruktade att om de inte gick hårt fram nu 

skulle de förlora kontrollen över händelseutvecklingen. Därför var bråds-

kande att hantera det upplevda hotet från arbetarnas ilska. Man valde 

därför att försöka rikta om vreden hos dessa människor, som man ansåg 

vara mycket lättmanipulerade, mot landets fiender. 

1790-talet – en kärlekens diktatur 
Avhandlingen kartlägger hur lojalistiska tidningar kom att hylla och upp-

muntra vreden. Invånarna uppmanades också att delta i allt mer våld-

samma ritualer som ofta sponsrades av den lokala eliten. Först 



248 
 

attackerades symboler för reform. Till exempel brändes dockor av den 

republikanske författaren Tomas Paine på bål i städer över hela England. 

Detta var förstås ett tydligt hot om vilket öde som väntade sådana förrä-

dare. Ilskan användes på så vis både för att skapa enighet mot en gemen-

sam fiende och för att skrämma radikalerna att ge upp sina planer.  

Kriget med den franska republiken och det ökade invasionshotet ledde 

till en våldsam och paranoid jakt på potentiella förrädare. Snart räckte 

det inte med att tyst acceptera den rådande ordningen. All som inte vi-

sade en övertygande och hjärtlig kärlek för kungen och fosterlandet blev 

nu en måltavla. 

Lojalisternas projekt skapade vad jag liknar vid en kärlekens diktatur i 

England under 1790-talet. De som visade ”fel” känslor, till exempel ge-

nom att håna kungen eller genom att glädjas över franska segrar, fick 

räkna med våldsamma konsekvenser.  

Ett exempel på en sådan händelse som studeras i boken utspelade sig 

1794 i Nottingham. Lojalisterna organiserade en attack mot stadens radi-

kaler som de misshandlade och släpade från sina hem ner till den närm-

aste floden där de upprepade gånger hölls ner under vattenytan för att 

tvinga dem att deklarerade sin lojalitet till kungen. Ett av offren dog se-

nare av sina skador. Det uttalande syftet med dessa ”dop” – som det kal-

lades – var att omvända personer som ansågs var smittade av revolution-

ära känslor, men det handlande även om att förnedra och skrämma sina 

meningsmotståndare. 

Både kvinnor och män deltog som angripare i dessa ritualer som hade 

som mål att återställa lokalsamhällets enighet. Därigenom skulle även 

den nationella enigheten återuppstå.  

Exemplet visar en viktig logik som jag menar är helt avgörande för att 

förstå det brittiska svaret på den franska revolutionen. För att skapa enig-

het i en krissituation ansågs det nödvändigt att också ena befolkningens 

känslor. Min undersökning visar att brittiska lojalister använde sig av 

känslor som kärlek, gemenskap och glädje, liksom ilska, skräck och skam 

för att försvara den politiska regimen från radikalernas attack. 

Arbetare utmanade makten med humor och satir 
Det är viktigt att betona att känslor inte endast användes som ett verktyg 

ovanifrån för att kontrollera undersåtarna. Undersökningen visar också 

hur känslor användes för att utmana makten underifrån.  

Att utmana de styrande innebar alltid en risk att straffas eller skadas. 

Våldet var ständigt närvarande i de engelska gatornas politik. Misshandel 

av politiska motståndare var ett vanligt inslag och lagen gav 
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myndigheterna rätt att låta soldater öppna eld mot folksamlingar som 

vägrade skingras. I det här sammanhanget var känslotaktiker som an-

vände sig av humor och satir en viktig del av folkliga protester.  

Skratt och glädje är ett motmedel mot rädsla. De skapar gemenskap och 

drar in åskådare i en protest. Arbetarkvinnor- och -män förlöjligade och 

hånade överheten som en protesttaktik. I ett exempel från London 

byggde en grupp kvinnor en docka av en makthavare som de sedan lät 

genomgå en låtsasrättegång. De fann dockan skyldig och avrättade den 

genom hängning. På så vis vändes samhällsordningen uppochner och 

kvinnorna framförde ett tydligt budskap. Makthavaren, som vanligtvis 

dömde folket, var den egentlige skurken. Genom sådana skådespel kunde 

överhetens smärtsamma straff förvandlas till något löjligt inför en för-

tjust och skrattande publik.  

Radikaler uppmuntrade ilska genom medlidande 
Min undersökning visar också att ilska var central även för radikalerna 

och användes i deras känslotaktiker för att skapa mobilisering för reform. 

Ilska mot eliten kunde uppmuntras på olika sätt.  

Ett fall som jag studerar i avhandlingen är den trettonåriga arbetardot-

tern Mary Rich som undkom ett våldtäktsförsök i London år 1800. Hen-

nes öde kom att ha stor betydelse för reformrörelsen i huvudstaden och 

bidrog till en av de störta protesterna mot regeringen under Napoleon-

krigen.  

När Mary anmälde mannen – som var advokat – blev hon själv kastad i 

fängelse, ett vanligt förfarande under 1700- och 1800 talen. Det engelska 

rättsväsendet var utformat för att gynna de med pengar och anseende och 

enligt tidens logik var det nödvändigt att hålla reda på utblottade vittnen 

genom att placera dem i förvar fram till rättegången. Den anklagade gick 

fri om denne hade råd att betala borgen. Marys situation förvärrades 

dessutom av att den korrupta fängelsedirektören drog ner på fångarnas 

mat till en svältranson för att öka sin egen lön.  

För många radikaler symboliserade Marys fall allt som var fel med den 

rådande ordningen. När Mary beslutade att trotsa direktören och vittna 

om sitt öde togs hennes fall upp av radikalerna. Genom detaljerade och 

inlevelsefulla rapporter om Mary lidande uppmuntrade man medlidande 

för hennes lidande. Läsare kunde förfasas över hennes utmärglade kropp, 

smutsen och kylan. Hennes far engagerades för att berätta om sin dotters 

öde på massmöten och hennes berättelse trycktes och spreds i pressen.  

Det är viktigt att betona att enbart medlidande inte är nog för att skapa 

handling. I vår vardag möter vi dagligen andra människors lidande utan 
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att för den skull agerar för att stoppa det. Att skapa handling från medli-

dande är en svår utmaning, något som alla som försökt samla in pengar 

till välgörenhet är väl medvetna om. För att skaka människor ur sin pas-

sivitet är det därför nödvändigt att använda medlidandet för att väcka 

andra mer kraftfullt mobiliserande känslor. I min undersökning visar jag 

hur radikalerna löste denna utmaning genom att använda medlidandet 

för människor som utsatts för övergrepp och oförrätter av överheten för 

att uppmuntra och legitimera vrede mot landets styre. Vreden och med-

lidandet var alltså beroende av varandra. 

Kunskap om lokalsamhället viktig för att väcka känslor 
Undersökningen visar att lokalsamhällets relationer var mycket viktiga 

för att mobilisera vreden i kampen för reform. Den förnedring som Mary 

och hennes familj upplevde var till exempel något som många fattiga Lon-

donbor hade egna erfarenheter av och därför kunde identifiera sig med 

känslomässigt.  

Det var dock inte givet att arbetare stöttade radikalerna. I Liverpool 

var både stadens många hamnarbetare och den lojalistiska eliten bero-

ende av den lönsamma slavhandeln, vilken många radikaler kämpade för 

att förbjuda. Radikalernas hade därför stora svårigheter att vinna stöd 

bland arbetarbefolkningen och lyckades inte använda ilskan politiskt. I 

Liverpool uppfattade många det som att radikalerna kände större medli-

dande för förslavade afrikaner än för stadens vita arbetare. Därför kunde 

arbetare och lojalister ofta finna ett gemensamt mål i vreden mot de ra-

dikaler som hotade stadens viktigaste inkomstkälla.  

Min undersökning visar att kampen om vreden var central i den eng-

elska politiken eftersom denna känsla motiverade handling. Denna kamp 

är alltså inget nytt fenomen utan har varit en del av politiken i århund-

randen.  

Metoderna för att mobilisera vreden i den engelska politiken varie-

rade. En politiker eller aktivist behövde kunna anpassa sina känslotakti-

ker till lokalsamhällets erfarenheter och villkor. Vreden användes dock 

alltid för att uppmuntra till handling: ibland till fredliga protester, ibland 

till våldshandlingar. Vreden användes både neråt och uppåt i samhällshi-

erarkin och ofta som ett verktyg för att utöva påtryckningar på politiska 

motståndare.  

Eliten styrde genom terror och våld  
I 1700- och 1800-talens England var våldet ständigt närvarande. Den här 

boken studerar samma England som Jane Austen beskrev i sina romaner. 
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Men istället för lantlig idyll och romantiska bilder av godsägarelitens liv 

är det en obehaglig bild av ett brutalt samhälle som kännetecknades av 

en ständigt närvarande fruktan som träder fram.  

Elitens makt backades upp av statens våldsapparat. Från ett europeiskt 

perspektiv utmärker sig England genom det höga antalet offentliga av-

rättningar. Mellan 1770 och 1830 ströps uppskattningsvis 7000 männi-

skor långsamt till döds (rep långa nog att bryta offrets nacke blev stan-

dard först på 1880-talet). Samtidigt benådades 50–60 procent av alla 

dödsdömda. Lokala eliter kontrollerade rättsväsendet och var mycket 

skickliga på att använda hängsnaran som hot. Ibland gick de hårt fram för 

att statuera exempel, men oftast ingrep de genom att säkra en benådning. 

Genom detta terrorvälde försäkrade eliterna sig om invånarnas lojalitet.  

Arbetarbefolkningen var också sårbar för andra typer av påtryck-

ningar. Hot om avsked och vräkning var en del av livet för den som inte 

fogade sig. Samtidigt var arbetarna många gånger fler och kände till sina 

städers mörka gator och torg bättre än någon annan. När soldaterna åter-

vänt till sina baracker fanns det konsekvenser att vänta för eliten.  

Arbetare utmanade eliten genom våldsritualer 
Våldsritualer var inte bara viktiga för att upprätthålla elitens makt utan 

användes också av arbetarbefolkningen. Min studie visar hur arbetarmän 

och kvinnor i Nottingham, Liverpool, och London skickligt utnyttjade eli-

tens rädsla för uppror för att få igenom sina politiska krav. Avhandlingen 

visar en rikedom av ritualer där olika samhällen hade olika traditioner. 

Liverpools hamnarbetare straffade till exempel strejkbrytare såväl som 

arbetsgivare genom att smeta het tjära i deras ansikten. Arbetare i Lon-

don använde sig av låtsasrättegångar för att skrämma makthavare. Men 

de mest spektakulära ritualerna användes av Nottinghams textilarbetare. 

Textilarbetarna utsatte sina offer för en symbolisk kastrering genom 

att hålla ner dem på marken och skära av deras rockskört med en kniv. 

Påtryckningar här kunde även komma i form av ett nattligt besök av ”pi-

stolklubben” som skydd av mörkret sköt sönder sina offers fönsterrutor. 

I andra fall var det istället ”Punch” som kom på besök. Det var namnet på 

en mystisk figur vars ansikte doldes av en mask med en lång krökt näsa – 

en fallossymbol – som under natten vandaliserade sina offers hus.  

Anledningen till att våldsritualer var viktiga för arbetarbefolkningen 

var att de saknade lagliga möjligheter att protestera mot sina överord-

nade. Mellan 1793 och 1820 införde den konservativa regeringen fler än 

60 nya lagar som direkt angrep den växande arbetarrörelsen. Från 1795 

kunde alla som kritiserade kungen eller regeringen fängslas utan 
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rättegång. Lagar införda 1799 och 1800 förbjöd inte bara alla politiska 

klubbar för arbetare, utan även alla fackliga organisationer. Alla försök 

till organisation kunde nu straffas med fängelse eller deportation till ko-

lonierna. I den här kontexten blev hotet om våld det enda förhandlings-

medel som återstod för många arbetare. En textilarbetare i Nottingham 

som saknade tillgång till andra resurser kunde åtminstone hävda sig ge-

nom att hota med ”att berätta för Punch” som man sade i staden. Och alla 

arbetsgivare och hyresvärdar i Nottingham viste vad det innebar.  

Moralisk kod styrde arbetarnas våldsanvändning 
Arbetarnas våldshandlingar kunde vara brutala. Samtidigt är det viktigt 

att betona att våldet ofta var en del av en kalkylerad förhandlingsstrategi. 

Våldet var inte heller blint. Det fanns en gräns för vilken typ av våld som 

var acceptabelt och dödsfall var sällsynta.  

Offren valdes enligt en moralisk kod. Oftast gjorde arbetare exempel av 

särskilt avskydda individer i lokalsamhället som ansågs ha handlat omo-

raliskt. Till exempel valde Nottinghams textilarbetare ut officerare som 

beordrat sina soldater att öppna eld mot folksamlingar och arbetsgivare 

som hotat sina anställda. 

Motiven för våldshandlingar kunde på så vis vara djupt personliga. 

Samtidigt var de även en del av en medveten skrämseltaktik som syftade 

till att påverka den nationella politiken. I fallet från Nottingham var det 

en del i kampen för allmän manlig rösträtt. I Liverpool användes våldet 

istället i hamnarbetarnas kamp mot slaveriets anskaffande.  

Undersökningen visar att det skedde en förändring över tid. I takt med 

att andra möjligheter att förhandla och protestera försvann kom skräm-

seltaktiker som använde våld – eller hot om våld – att bli viktigare. 

1800-tal – regeringen börjar tappa folkligt stöd 
Fruktan blev också allt viktigare i lojalisternas kamp mot radikalerna. I 

början av 1790-talet fanns ännu ett stort folkligt stöd för regeringen. Mot 

slutet av 1790-talet hade detta stöd urholkats av krigsskatter, massar-

betslöshet, hungersnöd, men även av ett växande hopp om politisk förny-

else. 

Kärleken och vreden var i fokus för regeringslojalisterna i början av 

1790-talet. Det var en mobilisering som nådde vissa framgångar. Exemp-

let Liverpool visar tydligt hur radikalerna tvingades att anpassa sig till 

kraven på att visa kärlek mot kungen. I Nottingham blev istället lojalister-

nas kampanj trots inledande framgångar ett spektakulärt misslyckande. 
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Deras allt brutalare metoder enade istället stadens radikaler och motive-

rade dem till fortsatt kamp.  

Arbetare använde revolutionshotet som förhandlingstaktik 
År 1800 var arbetarbefolkningen i Nottingham nära öppet uppror efter 

att missväxt orsakat en akut brist på livsmedel. Situationen förvärrades 

av att skrupelfria handelsmän köpte mycket av den lilla mängd säd som 

fanns och vägrade att sälja den vidare till de hungriga invånarna. Istället 

höll de på den i sina varhus för att priserna skulle stiga ytterligare och 

därigenom kunna håva i en god vinst.  

Arbetarbefolkningen befann sig i en situation där de själva inte hade 

råd med bröd till sina hungriga barn, samtidigt som de kunde se hur de 

som redan hade pengar och resurser berikade sig själva. Nottinghams ar-

betare krävde därför att myndigheterna satte stopp för profiterandet och 

att det skulle ingripa för att få ner brödpriserna.  

Med svälthotet hängandes över sig började arbetare anfalla elitens 

gods. Attackerna var mycket välorganiserade och myndigheterna tvinga-

des skicka ut militären för att undsätta skräckslagna godsherrar och 

fruar. Men när soldaterna anlände fann det att angriparna redan dragit 

vidare och slog till på en annan plats. Proceduren började om på nytt. På 

så vis tröttade arbetarna ut soldaterna som aldrig fick vila.  

Snart nåddes regeringen i London av panikslagna meddelande från de 

lokala myndigheterna. Garnisonen var utmattad och om de inte genast 

fick förstärkningar kunde de inte längre hindra att revolutionen bröt ut.  

Hur många som verkligen var villiga att försöka störta regeringen är 

oklart. Möjligheterna för detta var i vilket fall små eftersom tillgången till 

vapen var begränsad. Men genom att skickligt spela på elitens rädslor 

lyckades man övertyga dem om att revolutionshotet var äkta. 

För en stund verkade det som om denna skrämseltaktik hade lyckats. 

Myndigheterna gick med på arbetarnas krav och godsägarna lovade att 

skyndsamt ta in sina skördar. Då ingrep regeringen.  

Regeringen svarar med terror 
Inrikesministern beordrade de lokala myndigheterna att genast upphöra 

med sina hjälpinsatser. Regeringen och parlamentet bestod av stora god-

sägare som drev på hårt för att införa en ny kapitalistisk samhällsordning 

baserad på laissez-fair ideologi. Med stöd från förespråkare som Edmund 

Burke menade de att den fria marknadens lag var också guds lag. Om man 

hjälpte de svältande med bröd skyddade man dem från verkligheten. Ar-

betare saknade enligt detta synsätt förmåga att kontrollera sina djuriska 
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drifter. Därför måste de disciplineras och lära sig att inte skaffa så många 

barn.  

I själva verket innebar resonemanget förstås inte att marknaden var 

fri, utan att handelsmän och andra med inflytande skulle lämnas fria att 

manipulera marknaden som de ville. Exemplet visar hur maktelitens för-

sökte forma invånarnas känslor. De försökte även undertrycka medli-

dande med arbetarbefolkningen eftersom detta uppfattades som ett hot 

mot den ekonomiska omvandling de ville genomföra.  

I praktiken innebar detta att de lokala myndigheterna fick ändra sin 

taktik. Med hjälp av truppförstärkningar skulle protesterna krossas med 

våld. Soldater öppnade eld in i folksamlingar, varpå människor skadades 

svårt eller kastade i fängelse. Det uttalade syftet var att genom överväldi-

gande militär makt och våld skapa ”vördnad genom terror”. I den här si-

tuationen övergavs alltså upplysningens positiva syn på känslorna som 

en enande kraft.  

Från att ena invånarna genom kärlek till att hålla dem på plats ge-
nom terror 
Där regeringen tidigare uppmuntrat att använda kärlek och vrede som 

vapen mot revolutions hotet, bytte man nu spår och valde istället terrorn 

som verktyg. Exemplet visar hur makthavare anpassade sina känslotak-

tiker till den förändrade situationen i länet.  

Det är viktigt att betona att den här utvecklingen såg olika ut i olika 

delar av landet. I London använde sig myndigheterna ibland av militär 

makt som skrämseltaktik för att stoppa radikal mobilisering. I en av de 

största protesterna under kriget skickade man till exempel ut över 

20 000 soldater för att med våld skingra en protest mot regeringen. I 

andra situationer valde man istället att ligga lågt och vänta på att protes-

terna skulle tappa kraft. I Liverpool var den lojalistiska eliten beroende 

av stödet från stadens hamnarbetare och vågade därför inte använda sig 

av militären emot dem. Hamnarbetarna kunde utnyttja detta faktum för 

att förhandla sig fram till fördelar som skyddade dem mot effekterna av 

svält och arbetslöshet.  

Fruktan sågs uttryckligen som ett motmedel mot arbetarbefolkningens 

ilska. Under 1800-talets första år började konservativa röster varna för 

att det var dåraktigt att förlita sig enbart på invånarnas kärlek för att 

möta revolutionshotet. Fruktan behövdes också för att hålla den ombyt-

liga och lättmanipulerade massan i schack. 

Förhoppningarna om att ena Storbritanniens befolkning genom kärle-

ken till kungen och vreden mot hans fiender kom alltså på skam. I 
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praktiken visade det sig inte alls vara så enkelt att manipulera arbetarbe-

folkningens känslor som eliten tänkt sig. 

Revolutionen stoppas till priset av en splittrad befolkning 
I slutändan lyckades den konservativa regeringen stoppa revolutionen 

från att spridas över den engelska kanalen. Priset var dock mycket högt. 

Ett republikanskt uppror på Irland 1798 slogs brutalt ner och under de 

följande veckorna dödades uppskattningsvis 30 000 invånare. Trots att 

det brittiska imperiet efter 1815 blev global supermakt var landet djupt 

splittrat inbördes. Revolutionshotet var på intet sätt besegrat. Med kni-

ven mot strupen tvingades den konservativa regeringen att 1832 gå med 

på en första utvidgning av rösträtten till delar av medelklassen. Arbetare 

lämnades dock utanför denna gång. Kampen för reform och allmän röst-

rätt fortsatte under de kommande 100 åren. 

Resultaten av min studie kan tolkas som att de konservativa lojalis-

terna kom att omvärdera känslornas roll i politiken under de franska re-

volutions- och napoleonkrigen. Den positiva synen på invånarnas känslor 

i början av 1790-talet byttes mot en allt mörkare syn under 1790-talets 

slut och 1800-talets början, kopplad till ett växande folkligt missnöje mot 

deras styre.  

För de engelska radikalerna blev tvärtom känslorna allt viktigare. De 

drömde istället om att använda vreden över samhällets många orättvisor 

för att ena invånarna i kampen för att en ny politisk ordning.  

De här attitydförändringarna berodde också på ideologisk flexibilitet. 

Både lojalister och radikaler värderade invånarnas känslor som positiva 

när det gynnande den egna sidan. Om invånarnas känslor verkade vara 

emot dem värderades de istället negativt.  

Revolutionstiden ger perspektiv på känslornas roll i dagens politik 
I det här avseendet finns stora likheter mellan 1700- och- 1800-talen och 

idag. Vi tenderar fortfarande att tolka känslor hos oss själva och politiker 

vi stödjer som positiva, medans vi ofta tolkar politiska motståndares 

känslor som negativa. Ett viktigt resultat av det här forskningsprojekt är 

att påståenden om känslor i politiken alltid är ideologiskt laddade. Vad en 

grupp ser som legitim vrede över orättvisor, kan i deras motståndares 

ögon fördömas som destruktivt och okontrollerat raseri.  

Av samma anledning bör vi vara skeptiska med påståenden som ”poli-

tiken har blivit mer känslostyrd”. Sådana påstående innehåller alltid en 

värdering och säger kanske mer om hur vi tolkar politiken än om faktiska 

förändringar. 
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In the eyes of contemporaries, The French Revolution unleashed a
hurricane of passion across the Atlantic world that represented both
grave dangers and great opportunities. It would cause chaos and
bloodshed, but also inspire amazing feats of national mobilisation. In
The Hurricane of Passion 1792-1812, Alvar Blomgren casts a new light
on the struggle over reform in Britain by studying how Georgian
political actors from across the social scale sought to enlist and
navigate popular passions. Drawing on a wide range of sources, such
as controverted election cases, campaign material, newspapers, letters,
ballads and prints, this book analyses events of political mobilisation in
Nottingham, London, and Liverpool. This book makes an important
contribution to the field of the history of emotions by launching the
concept of ‘emotional tactics’ to analyse what political actors did to
influence emotion. It shows how tactics appealing to anger, fear,
shame, and community, affection and love were crucial to late
Georgian popular politics. Blomgren brings to life a previously
neglected history in which appeals to passion were an established part
of the political game. Georgians, he argues, did not shun the hurricane
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