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Abstract 

Through a close reading of Bristol newspapers this thesis considers the intrusion of 

revolutionary idioms into the English language. This was a far more hesitant and 

nuanced process than the 'logocide' argued for by Burke whose notion of a 'linguistic 

terror' is overly dramatic. In adopting a longer term perspective and considering the 

revolutionary examples of 1830 and 1848, the violence of Burke's model is replaced 

by a more nuanced understanding of the range of idiomatic choices presented to 

British politics by the French experience. 

A brief introductory section addresses key historiographical and methodological 

issues. Chapter one explores the development of revolutionary reporting in the Bristol 

newspapers between 1792 and 1848. The first half of the chapter examines the subtle 

combination of idioms and rhetorical devices evident in the five Bristol titles for 

1792. Reports on French and British affairs operated within a consciously circular 

discourse founded on the interchangeability of 'signified' and 'referent'. In this way 

the revolutionary example was fictionalised, demonised and emptied of any political 

value. The second half of the chapter then focuses on the decline of this discursive 

loyalism over the period to 1848. 

Later chapters concentrate upon the trajectory of specific terms into British political 

discourse. Chapter two addresses two inter-related questions. Firstly, how did the 

polarised discursive structure identified in chapter one incorporate examples of 

British interaction with, and sympathy for, revolutionary France? Secondly, how did 

the revolutionary notion of fraternite interact with, and influence, existing British 

idioms of inclusion and exclusion? 

Chapter three explores the revolutionary signifier, egalite, and the associated concepts 

of democracy, meritocracy, socialism and communism. Finally, chapter four 

examines the interplay of an egalitarian, revolutionary liberte with older British 

conceptions of liberty, liberties, privilege, property, and patriarchy. In examining the 

interplay of liberte and egalite with analogous British terms both chapters suggest 

that by 1848 British political discourse owed more to the French paradigm than the 

editors of the Bristol press cared to admit. 
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Introduction 

A leading member of the assembly, M. Rabaud de St. Etienne, has expressed the principle of 
all their proceedings as clearly as possible. Nothing can be more simple:- 'Tous les 
etablissemens [sic] en France couronnent Ie mafheur du peuple: pour Ie rendre heureux if faut 
fe renouveler; changer ses idees; changer les foix; changer ses moeurs; ( .. ) changer les 
hommes; changer les choses; changer les mots ( .. ) tout detruire; oui, tout detruire,' puisque 
tout est a recreer. 

Burke. l 

Burke C ... ) sees his "world" threatened by a new linguistic revolution in which old words are 
tom from their historical context and emptied of their historical meaning. These words are then 
"filled" with the "new" revolutionary meaning. In Burke's writings there is a correspondent 
connection between the new revolution in France and the new revolution in language. 
Suddenly the accumulated cultural treasures of the European world are ransacked along with 
the very language that had held that world in "presence". 

Blakemore, Burke and the Fall of Language. 2 

This thesis examInes the developing linguistic influence on Britain of the 

revolutionary example provided by France between 1789 and 1848. Through a 

close reading of contemporary Bristol newspapers the intrusion of 

revolutionary idioms into the English language is explored. 

This was a far more hesitant and nuanced process than the 'logocide' argued 

for by Burke whose notion of a 'linguistic terror' is overly dramatic and 

simplistic. The instantaneous and complete movement from a pre- to a post

revolutionary discourse, which he implies, fails to account for the dynamism 

and flux of the French paradigm in the period to 1848. In adopting a longer 

term perspective and considering the revolutionary examples of 1830 and 1848, 

the violence of Burke's model is replaced by a more nuanced understanding of 

the range of idiomatic choices presented to, and asked of, British politics by the 

French experience. Like its political counterpart the linguistic revolution 

consisted of a series of false dawns and abortive endings where the idioms of 

revolutionary France jostled for pre-eminence with those of eighteenth century 

1 Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France, ed. by E.J. Payne (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1898), p.l98. 
2 Steven Blakemore, Burke and the Fall of Language: The French Revolution as Linguistic 
Event (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1988), p.90. Chapter six offers a 
particularly provocative discussion of Burke's thoughts upon the linguistic significance of 
1789. 
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Britain. Traditional distinctions between the apolitical and the political, 

between British and French, and between radicalism and conservatism were 

gradually redefined under the increasing intrusion of revolutionary idioms at all 

levels of British political discourse. 

(~) Historiography 

The thesis bridges two heterogeneous bodies of work: that on the autonomous, 

constitutive function of language, and that on the interaction of Hanoverian 

Britain with revolutionary France. In recent years the first of these has become 

closely associated with issues of class and popular politics. Prompted by 

Stedman Jones' work on Chartism, it has become increasingly fashionable to 

view class as a discursive construction rather than as an ontologically given 

reality.3 Language, rather than the formation of social hierarchies or changing 

economic practices, is the central concern of this new social history.4 

Of the numerous studies inspired by this 'linguistic turn' , Wahnnan's 

Imagining the Middle Class5 is perhaps closest to the theoretical stance of the 

present project. The text opens with a question which immediately betrays the 

author's philosophical position, 'how, why and when did the British come to 

believe that they lived in a society centred around a "middle class" 7'6 What 

3 Gareth Stedman Jones, 'The Language of Chartism', in 1. Epstein and D. Thompson (eds.), 
The Chartist Experience: Studies in working class radicalism and culture, 1830-60 (London: 
Macmillan, 1982), pp.3-58. A revised version of this article appears under the title 'Rethinking 
Chartism', in Gareth Stedman Jones, Languages 0/ class: Studies in English working class 
h~story, 1832-1982 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp.90-178. 
4 See Penelope 1. Corfield (ed.), Language, History and Class (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991). 
Corfield's introduction offers an indispensable overview of the development of Saussurian 
linguistics and their implications for historical research. Geoffrey Crossick's contribution to 
the volume provides an interesting case study in nineteenth century Britain, 'From gentlemen 
to the residuum: languages of social description in Victorian Britain,' pp.150-78. See also, 
Patrick Joyce, Visions o/the People: Industrial England and the Question o/Class, 1848-1914 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), and William Sewell, Work and Revolution in 
France: The Language of Labor from the Old Regime to 1848 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1980). 
5 Dror Wahrman, Imagining the Middle Class: The Political Representation o/Class in Britain, 
c.1780-1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). Also see his article, 'Virtual 
Representation: Parliamentary reporting and languages of class in the 1790s', Past and 
Present, 136 (1992), pp.83-113. 
6 Wahrman, Imagining the Middle Class, p.l. 
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follows is a provocative analysis of the developing usage of the term in 

newspapers and political pamphlets in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries. Yet, though textually driven, the study explicitly rejects the linguistic 

determinism favoured by Stedman Jones:7 

Perhaps the most important characteristic of this space of possibilities between social reality 
and its representation is that what happens in it - in particular, why one possible understanding 
wins ground over another - has a logic and a dynamic of its own. On the one hand, it is not 
determined or dictated by the social process; on the other hand, it is also not prescribed by 
some property inherent in language. The latter point addresses an arguable weakness of recent 
historical arguments focused on language, in leaning toward linguistic determinism, endowing 
language with the ultimate power to determine the outcome of historical developments. The 
former point addresses an oft-noted weakness of social history: its difficulties in integrating its 
longue duree narratives, often protracted for centuries, with the court duree, the evenementiel, 
in anything but an over-determined and teleological fashion. 8 

On its own, discourse offers as unsatisfactory an explanation of the rise of the 

'middle class' idiom as does the social process. In the space between social 

reality and its representation a range of other factors come into play, amongst 

which Wahrman highlights the role of politics as being particularly influential. 

To this end Imagining the Middle Class is organised around 'three distinct 

political configurations that created different stakes in the language of 'middle 

class',9 and that resulted in different implications and outcomes of its uses'. 

Similar care is taken in the present study not to focus upon text to the exclusion 

of context. Its emphasis on the prefigurative impact of revolutionary idioms 

upon British politics does not imply acceptance of Derrida's dictum, 'fl n y a 

pas hors-texte '. 

Imagining the Middle Class is also notable for its treatment of the revolutionary 

paradigm. The French Revolution is central to two of the three 'distinct 

7 'In order...to bring to the fore the politics of Chartism, freed from the a priori assumptions of 
historians about its social meaning, I applied a non-referential conception of language to the 
study of Chartist speeches and writings. Concretely, this meant exploring the systematic 
relationship between terms and propositions within the language rather than setting particular 
propositions into direct relation to a putative experiential reality of which they were assumed to 
be the expression'. Gareth Stedman Jones, Languages of Class, p.2l. Useful critiques of this 
position are provided by J.E. Cronin, 'Language, Politics and the Critique of Social History' , 
Journal of Social History 20 (1986), pp.177-83, and D. Mayfield and S. Thorne, 'Social 
History and Its Discontents: Gareth Stedman Jones and the Politics of Language', Social 
History 17 (1992), pp.165-88. 
8 Wahrman, p.8. 
9 Wahrman, p.16. 
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political configurations' that constitute the framework of the study. The decade 

of polarisation and war which followed 1789 forms the backdrop to section 

one, whilst the Napoleonic conflict fulfills a similar function in section two. 

Despite this, the revolutionary model is of secondary interest to Wahrman. It is 

merely a catalyst to his stated focus, the politicisation of social language. In 

Imagining the Middle Class the French Revolution precipitates choices 

between competing representations of British society rather than extending 

their range. 

The linguistic contribution of the revolution to British discourse is equally ill

served by political histories of the period, albeit for the opposite reason.lO 

Studies of Britain's reaction to 1789 remain almost defiantly untouched by the 

methodological and theoretical implications of the 'linguistic tum'. Language 

is generally focused upon only when illustrative of more 'concrete' concerns 

such as the strength of popular 10yalism,11 the political implications of the 

wartime state,12 and the decline of the reform movement after 1792. 13 The 

extensive literature on the ideological debate of the 1790s is a useful case in 

point. The ideological contours and impact of that debate have been 

exhaustively examined, as have the various material formats through which it 

was conducted. 14 Yet comparatively little has been written on the constitutive 

10 The historiography on Britain and the French Revolution is vast. Some indication of its 
scope may be gained from the sheer range of topics covered in H.T. Dickinson (ed.), Britain 
and the French Revolution 1789-1858 (London: Macmillan Education Ltd., 1989), and Mark 
Philp (ed.), The French Revolution and British Popular Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991). 
11 See, for example, H. T. Dickinson, 'Popular Conservatism and Militant Loyalism 1789-
1815', in Dickinson (ed.) (1989), pp.l03-25; John Dinwiddy, 'Interpretations of anti
Jacobinism', in Philp (ed.), pp.38-49; and David Eastwood, 'Patriotism and the English state in 
the 1790s', in Philp (ed.) (1991), pp.l46-68. 
12 See, for example, Clive Emsley, 'Revolution, war and the nation state: the British and 
French experiences, 1789-1801', in Philp (ed.), pp.99-117. 
13 See, for example, Mark Philp, 'The fragmented ideology of reform', in Philp (ed.) (1991), 
pp.50-77. 
14 Alfred Cobban, The Debate on the French Revolution 1789-1835 (London: Nicholas Kaye 
Ltd., 1950); Gayle Trusdel Pendleton, 'The English Pamphlet Literature of the French 
Revolution anatomized', Eighteenth-Century Life, Vol.l, No.5, Fall 1978, pp.29-37; Maurice J. 
Quinlan, 'Anti-Jacobin Propaganda in England, 1792-1794', Journalism Quarterly, vo1.16 
(1939), pp.9-15; and Philip Schofield, 'British Politicians and French Arms: The Ideological 
War of 1793-5', History, vol.77, June 1992, pp.183-201, are all useful. 
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force of the language in which those arguments were couched. That said, there 

are some notable exceptions. In Burke and the Fall of Language: The French 

Revolution as Linguistic Event, Blakemore reconfigures the Burke-Paine debate 

as a struggle between rival theories of language. IS Against the revolutionary 

fervour for new names and abstract words, Burke framed his case in terms 

which were pointedly historical, traditional, and organic. His concern over the 

Constitution, the argument from origins, patriarchy, and the sublime was not 

merely ideological. According to Blakemore, these topics were part of a 

broader linguistic war over the very meaning of the eighteenth century. Two 

subsequent works by the same author explore the role of other participants in 

this revolutionary-inspired logomachy. In addition to a more detailed 

examination of Paine, Intertextual war focuses upon. Wollstonecraft's 

Vindication of the Rights of Men, and Mackintosh's Vindiciae Gallicae. 16 

Finally, Crisis in Representation describes how Paine, Wollstonecraft and 

Helen Maria Williams sought, both ideologically and linguistically, to come to 

terms with the Terror of 1793-94.17 

The wider political implications of this struggle are addressed by Olivia Smith 

in The Politics of Language. 18 Smith concentrates on those radical writers who, 

recognising the hegemonic nature of language, sought to develop a written 

vernacular appropriate to their democratic message. Once again the Revolution 

is portrayed as pivotal, providing both the stimulus to, and the audience for, 

15 'To read Burke, then, is to read about a battle, a logomachy of good and evil, in which the 
real presence of the human word reflected through the Logos struggles against the dark chaos 
of the new killing word, or what Pope, at the end of The Dunciad, calls the "uncreating word." 
In this battle, Burke dialectically sets off documents, books, and pamphlets in a war of words, a 
battle of books and languages, in which the dominant biblical and classical quotations 
eventually establish a semantic space where Burke's world and vision are brought into 
presence.' Blakemore, pp.1 06-7. 
16 Steven Blakemore, Intertextual War: Edmund Burke and the French Revolution in the 
Writings of Mary WollstonecraJt, Thomas Paine, and James Mackintosh (London: Associated 
University Presses, 1997) 
17 Steven Blakemore, Crisis in Representation: Thomas Paine, Mary Wollstonecraft Helen 
Maria Williams, and the Rewriting of the French Revolution (London: Associated University 
Presses, 1997) 
18 Olivia Smith, The Politics of Language 1791-1819 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984). Free of 
the fashionable jargon which punctuates Blakemore's texts, this is essential reading for those 
interested in the linguistic developments in late eighteenth and early nineteenth century Britain. 
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this new participatory language. Rather predictably, therefore, the study begins 

with a re-evaluation of the Burke-Paine debate before exploring the 

contributions made by Hazlitt, Spence, Cobbett, Eaton, Thelwall and Home 

Tooke. 

Taken together, these studies make a persuaSIve case for the political 

importance of language, and for the centrality of the French revolution to 

contemporary debates on the subject. Blakemore and Smith are, however, 

stronger on the politics of language than they are on the central focus of this 

thesis, the language of politics. The linguistic battles of the 1790s are 

fascinating, yet the revolutionary contribution to the content of British political 

discourse has yet to be systematically explored. Those. who immersed 

themselves wholeheartedly in the rhetoric of liberte, egalite and jraternite, or 

who addressed their peers as citoyen were clearly few in number. As lain 

McCalman admits, such acts were confined to ultra-radicals, men who were 

'obscure, numerically few and sometimes silly' .19 This does not, however, 

preclude the possibility that these idioms had a more subtle and lasting impact 

upon analogous British terms. To seize upon a specific example, to what extent 

were British definitions of 'liberty' informed, modified or reinforced by 

revolutionary liberte ? How did that influence change as the Terror receded, 

and the revolutionary paradigm developed ? The individual writers examined 

by Blakemore and Smith werle undoubtedly important conduits for the intrusion 

of this and other revolutionary idioms into the English language. However, the 

emphasis here will be on less calculated uses of revolutionary terms in contexts 

often unconnected with events in France. To pursue the question of liberte 

further, what role did the democratic connotations of the French idiom play in 

describing and making sense of the emergence of a more participatory polity in 

early nineteenth century Britain ? Epstein's work on popular radicalism is 

tantalisingly suggestive of the potential benefits of this line of inquiry.2o 

19 lain McCalman, Radical Underworld: Prophets, Revolutionaries and pornographers in 
London, 1795-1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), p.2. 
20James Epstein, 'Radical Dining, Toasting and Symbolic Expression in Early Nineteenth
Century Lancashire: Rituals of Solidarity', Albion 20, 2 (Summer 1988), pp.271-91; 

6 



Concentrating on visual symbolism he demonstrates that, although British 

radicalism was essentially constitutionalist, its imagery was irrevocably 

transvalued by the revolutionary example. This lent traditional symbols, such 

as the cap of liberty, an ambiguity which was exploited in a wide variety of 

contexts. 

The arm of the thesis in addressing these issues is not merely corrective. 

Research into the linguistic impact on Britain of the French Revolution also 

transforms existing studies from two directions. Most obviously, it challenges 

them to recognise the prefigurative influence of language upon political events 

and movements. The selection of one idiom over another was in itself a 

political act, and played a leading role in the construction of ideologies and 

representations of political 'reality'. The interplay of French and British idioms 

was thus central to the political polarisation of the 1790s. 

The thesis also questions traditional periodisations of Britain's reaction to 

revolution. Recent histories of nineteenth century France have favoured a long 

reading of the revolution, stretching from 1789 through the upheavals of 1830 

and 1848 and into the twentieth century. France 1814-1914 by Robert Tombs 

typifies this approach in its portrayal of the period as a prolonged response to 

the events of 1789?1 Its dominant theme is the idea of the Revolution being 

less a specific moment in time than the matrix for subsequent political 

conflicts. Marie-Helene Huet adopts a similar line of interpretation in 

Mourning Glory: The Will of the French Revolution, albeit from a textual 

perspective. Part two of Huet's volume deals at length with the successive 

attempts of nineteenth-century politicians and intellectuals to write an 'end' to 

the Revolution?2 To date, the historiography of nineteenth century Britain has 

'Understanding the Cap of Liberty: Symbolic Practice and Social Conflict in Early Nineteenth
Century England', Past and Present, 122, February 1989, pp.75-1l8; and, 'The Constitutional 
Idiom: Radical Reasoning, Rhetoric and Action in early nineteenth century England', Journal 
o/Social History, vol. 23, Spring 1990, pp. 553-74. 
21 Robert Tombs, France 1814-1914 (London: Longman, 1996). 
22 This reading was shared by contemporaries: ' .. .it became a political cliche [in nineteenth 
century France] to assert that the same struggle was continuing from generation to generation. 
This struggle was fundamentally about one thing: the consequences of the Revolution of 1789. 
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been largely unaffected by this reading. Studies of Britain's reaction to 

revolution have typically focused on a period loosely bounded by the 

publication of Burke's Reflections and the end of the Napoleonic wars?3 From 

a military or diplomatic perspective the logic of this is clear. The appeal of this 

self-contained period to collections of essays such as those edited by Dickinson 

and Philp is equally understandable. That said, British historians have 

conspicuously failed to trace the influence of the revolutionary paradigm 

beyond 1815?4 There has also been an almost total lack of interest in the 

implications of subsequent developments in that paradigm, what Tombs has 

dubbed the 'Franco-French War,?5 The later uprisings of 1830 and 1848 have 

been treated as quite distinct, and rather unimportant, events. Detailed study of 

their British impact is accordingly scarce, limited to a cursory association with 

the reform bill and chartism?6 A linguistic approach shatters this periodisation 

and demands that 1789, 1830 and 1848 are viewed as part of a revolutionary 

continuum. The interplay of French and British idioms was a complex, ongoing 

process which did not end with the cessation of hostilities with Napoleonic 

France. On the contrary, British political discourse was still coming to terms 

It was long, bitter and often bloody, not because of class conflict or the strains of socio
economic change ... ,but because of the tensions inherent in the traditions, beliefs, hatreds, 
solidarities, ideologies, rivalries, hopes and fears embodied in French political culture. The 
Revolution had begun a new era, but the substance of that era - the ideologies, institutions and 
parties that were to dominate the nineteenth and twentieth centuries - was created during the 
debates and struggles of the nineteenth century'. Tombs, p.484. 
23 This is not, of course, to deny the existence of studies focusing on specific parts of that 
period. The point is rather that the historiography has failed to move beyond 1815 to consider 
the revolutionary examples of 1830 and 1848. 
24 The dominance of this periodisation is clearly illustrated by Ronald Paulson's 
Representations of Revolution (1789-1820) (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
1983). Its scope is only extended to 1820 to include a comparative chapter on Goya's 
interpretation of the Spanish Revolution. Chapters on the artistic representations of the French 
Revolution, meanwhile, operate squarely within the timespan, 1789-1815. 
25 b Tom s, p.2. 
26 See, for example, Roland Quinault, '1848 and Parliamentary Reform', Historical Journal, 
31,4 (1988), pp.831-51; and, by the same author, 'The French Revolution of 1830 and 
Parliamentary Reform', History, Spring 1994, pp. 377-93. John Saville's 1848: The British 
State and the Chartist movement (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987) is also 
useful. However, in each of these studies 1830 and 1848 are viewed as specific events which 
impacted upon British reform movements, rather than as part of an ongoing revolutionary 
tradition. Recent work by Fabrice Bensimon is of greater interest in that it explores how 1848 
modified and reinforced older British perceptions of France and the French: 'Les Britanniques 
face au socialisme franyais de 1848', Revue d'histoire du XIXe siecie, 1998 (1), pp.95-114; 
and, 'Stereotypes britanniques face a la Revolution de 1848', paper given to a conference on 
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with the idioms of the first revolution when it received news of the second and 

third upheavals. 

(b) Source material 

... the more fertile grounds for this kind of inquiry tend to be not expositions that cover in a 
coherent and interconnected manner as much ground as possible, but rather fragmentary, 
disconnected utterances that are often confined to one sentence or one paragraph. When these 
were spoken or written, the purpose of the speaker or writer was only rarely to expound a 
particular concept, but rather to use his or her preferred vocabulary to carry on an often highly' 
contested point across. Such utterances therefore frequently surface almost inadvertently, en 
passant; indeed in many cases the most revealing are semi-conscious or even altogether 
unwitting utterances that disclose habits of formulation shared in a particular milieu at a 
particular moment. In order to demonstrate such habits, moreover, the historian's key is 

., 27 
repetItIOn. 

'British political discourse' is employed here in its broadest and loosest sense. 

The classic texts of the Burke-Paine debate examined by Blakemore and Smith 

are of only secondary interest. Following Wahrman's example, the emphasis 

here is on less-calculated, fragmentary usages of revolutionary idioms in a 

wide variety of often conflicting contexts. To this end the primary source 

material is provided by the newspaper press. Robert Hole's contribution to the 

volume edited by Philp provides a useful reminder that the newspaper press 

was not the only, or even the most important, conduit for news and ideas in this 

period?8 Nonetheless, with its combination of international, national and 

regional reports, editorial opinion, readers' letters, adverts and miscellanea the 

medium provides an unrivalled source for tracing the repetitive use29 of 

revolutionary idioms over time and between contexts. 

'''News from Elsewhere'. Les Revolutions s' exportent-elles ?", Universite de Caen, 12-13th 
December 1997. 
27 h Wa rman, p.13. 
28 Robert Hole, 'English sermons and tracts as media of debate on the French Revolution 1789-
99', in Philp (ed.), pp.18-37. 
29 The importance of repetition cannot be overstated. Pocock makes the point cogently when he 
notes of the linguistic historian: ' ... his evidence for holding that such and such a "language" 
existed as a cultural resource for actors in history, and not merely as a gleam in his 
interpretative eye, tends to be related to the number of actors he can show to have performed in 
this medium and the number of acts he can show them to have performed. The more he can 
show (a) that diverse authors employed the same idiom and performed diverse and even 
contrary utterances in it, (b) that the idiom recurs in texts and contexts varying from those in 
which it was at first detected, and ( c) that authors expressed in words their consciousness that 
they were employing such an idiom and developed critical and second-order languages to 
comment on and regulate their employment of it, the more his confidence in his method will 
increase'. lG.A. Pocock, Virtue, Commerce and History: Essays on Political Thought and 
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The dynamic expansion of the newspaper press between 1789 and 1848 must 

also be acknowledged. In 1781, for example, 76 newspapers and periodicals 

were published in England and Wales; by 1821 the number of newspapers 

alone had risen to 267, and by 1851 that figure had reached 563.30 Moreover, 

while the total sale of stamped newspapers rose considerably from over 14 

million in 1780 to 85 million in 1851, the readership of those newspapers was 

larger stil1.
31 

Although contemporary estimates of the number of readers per 

copy varied from sixty to eighty, the average seems to have been between ten 

and thirty.32 Nonetheless, the newspaper press was clearly an important 

medium for the expression and formation of political opinion, and, potentially, 

the dissemination and assimilation of revolutionary idioms. 

If the scale of newspaper circulation justifies their study, it also raises obvious 

methodological difficulties. In the introduction to their 1982 volume, The 

Victorian Periodical Press: Samplings and Soundings, Shattock and Wolff 

observed resignedly: 

The systematic and general study of the [Victorian periodical press] has hardly begun ... for the 
press as a whole, we appear to have little choice except to be satisfied with a casual or glancing 
knowledge, believing that anything broader or deeper or more systematic is beyond the bounds 
of reasonable humanistic ambition.33 

The main focus here, however, is not the medium but the message and, more 

specifically, the idiomatic components of that message. This potentially 

unmanageable body of source material has thus been more clearly defined from 

two directions. Firstly, newspapers have been sampled at four, regular intervals 

across the period (1792, 1812, 1832 and 1848). Secondly, within that temporal 

framework the thesis concentrates upon stamped newspapers published in 

History, Chiefly in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 
pp.9-10. 
30 Ivon Asquith, 'The structure, ownership and control of the press, 1780-1855', in George 
Boyce, James Curran and Pauline Wingate (eds.), Newspaper History from the seventeenth 
century to the present day (London: Constable and Company Ltd., 1978), p.99. 
31 Asquith, p.100. 
32 Asquith, p.10l. 
33 Joanne Shattock and Michael Wolff (eds.), The Victorian Periodical Press: Samplings and 
Soundings (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1982), p.xiii. 
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Bristol. The city's relative decline from the mid-eighteenth century onwards34 

has resulted in its marginalisation in national histories of the period. Seduced 

by the violence of the riots of 1793 and 1831, historians of Bristol have made a 

similarly weak case for the city's contemporary and historical significance. 

Bristol, it would seem, was notable only for the periodic confrontations 

between its oligarchic Corporation and its notoriously violent mob, reputedly 

'the most dangerous in England,?5 A welcome corrective to this reading is 

provided by Poole's work on popular politics in Bristol, Somerset and 

Wiltshire.
36 

With a freeman franchise of approximately 5,000 he argues that 

Bristol possessed by far 'the most lively and boisterous political culture in the 

region and one of the seven largest borough electorates in the country' .37 

Poole's greatest contribution, however, is in unearthing a previously 

unappreciated level of radical activity and exploring its interplay with local 

loyalist, Tory, Whig, guild and Dissenting groups. He thus offers an insight 

into a diverse, vibrant political culture which fully justifies Bristol's selection 

as the backdrop to the present study. 

Equally significant is the fact that between 1792 and 1848 Bristol boasted one 

of the largest and most active print cultures outside London. 38 Allowing for one 

34 In the 1790s, despite local claims to the contrary, Bristol's status as the second city of the 
Kingdom was at least forty years out of date. See Michael Manson, 'Riot!' The Bristol Bridge 
Massacre of 1793 (Bristol: Past and Present Press, 1997), p.15. 
35 Steve Poole, 'To be a Bristolian: Civic Identity and the Social Order, 1750-1850', in Madge 
Dresser and Philip Ollerenshaw (eds.), The Making of Modern Bristol (Tiverton: Redcliffe 
Press, 1996), p.76, quote from Harriet Martineau. Historiographical preoccupation with these 
two socio-political extremes is both illustrated and exacerbated by the volume of studies on the 
riots of 1793 and 1831. See, for example, Michael Manson; Philip D. Jones, 'The Bristol 
Bridge Riot and its Antecedents: eighteenth century perceptions of the crowd', Journal of 
British Studies, 19, II (1980), pp.74-92; Geoffrey Arney, City Under Fire: The Bristol Riots 
and Aftermath (Guildford and London: Lutterworth Press, 1979); and Susan Thomas, The 
Bristol Riots (Bristol: Bristol Branch of the Historical Association, The University, 1974). 
36 Stephen Poole, 'Popular Politics in Bristol, Somerset and Wiltshire, 1791-1805' (ph.D. 
Bristol, 1992) 
37 Poole, p.8. The other six largest borough electorates were Leicester, London, Liverpool, 
Nottingham, Preston and Westminster. 
38 Recent research on provincial newspapers suggests that this comparatively large number of 
titles would have had little to do with Bristol's, admittedly declining, national status. More 
protean factors such as local literacy rates, the vitality of the civic polity, and the presence of 
skilled entrepreneurs are instead highlighted. See Hannah Barker, Newspapers, Politics and 
Public Opinion in late eighteenth-century England (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), pp.112-3. 
For a detailed history of the Bristol newspaper press in this period see D.F. Gallop, 'Chapters 
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name change, four titles appeared continuously throughout the period: Bonner 

and Middleton's Bristol Journal,39 the Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser , 

the Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser, and Felix Farley's Bristol 

Journal. These were published on a weekly basis, usually on the Monday, 

Thursday or the Saturday. Their formal qualities differed widely, between titles 

and across time. Generally, however, the period witnessed a gradual increase in 

the size of newspapers from the standard four page, five column format in 1792 

to an eight page, six column layout in 1848. In addition, a number of other 

titles emerged and then disappeared according to the prevailing commercial 

and political climate.4o To put these figures in perspective, in the late

eighteenth century most other provincial centres possessed only two leading 

titles.
41 

Although some of these titles have not survived, the r~ge and diversity 

of the citi s newspapers is well represented in the archives. Bristol offers an 

unrivalled number of extant titles in collections at Bristol Central Library, 

Bristol University Library and the British Newspaper Library at Colindale. 

This regional approach thus identifies approximately six titles of differing 

political affiliations for each of the four sample years. 

As well as delimiting the source material, this combination of sampling 

methods is vital in enabling idiomatic developments to be related to an 

identifiable set of local concerns and events. The sample years of 1792, 1812, 

1832 and 1848 witnessed a series of keenly fought parliamentary elections, 

recurrent disputes over the oligarchic nature of the municipal corporation, the 

in the history of the provincial newspaper press, 1700-1855' (University of Reading M.A. 
thesis, 1952). 
39 This eventually became the Bristol Mirror. 
40 The circulation of Bristol's newspapers in this period has yet to be adequately addressed. 
Gallop makes some comments on the newspaper stamp returns, but as he himself 
acknowledges they 'do not necessarily represent the numbers of copies printed; still less do 
they give any indication of the actual numbers sold', pp.308-9. This was due to the owners' 
practice of deliberately buying an unnecessarily large number of stamps in order to impress 
subscribers and advertisers. 
41 See, for example, Donald Clare, 'The Local Newspaper Press and Local Politics in 
Manchester and Liverpool, 1780-1800', Transactions of the Lancashire and Cheshire 
Antiquarian Society, 123, 1963, pp.l01-23. The 1790s witnessed a number of short-lived 
newspapers in both towns. Yet where Bristol had four established titles, Liverpool and 
Manchester had only two. 
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conviction and execution of the 1831 rioters, and civic anguish over Bristol's 

decline from its 'long-cherished title to rank as the second city of the 

k· d ' 42 I h . , lng om . n t e CIty s newspapers these developments were reported and 

explained in the context of broader national and international concerns. 

Although "local" in terms of their place of publication, the news coverage of 

the city's papers was far from narrowly provincial. Indeed, as Aled Jones 

observes: 

Many local newspapers were as preoccupied with national and international news as were the 
London-based national papers, and there is little evidence to suggest that interest in world 
affairs meant that readers of the local press did not share a keen concern for local matters. 
Often, the one was a key to the proper understanding of the other.43 

As stated above, although central to the thesis, language is not presented as the 

only reality. Text is no substitute for context, and in focusing upon Bristol 

newspapers in the four sample years a rich and diverse collection of local, 

national and international contexts has been identified. In 1792 local meetings 

both in favour of and against the revolutionary paradigm were juxtaposed 

against news of the September massacres, and interpreted in the context of a 

nascent, nationwide loyalist movement. 1812 witnessed the assassination of 

Spencer Perceval, the continuation of the Napoleonic wars and the 

controversial candidature of Henry Hunt for one of Bristol's two parliamentary 

seats. In 1832 news of the reform bill competed for readers' attention with 

reports on the early years of the July Monarchy and the aftermath of the Bristol 

riots. Finally, 1848 brought news of the downfall of Louis Philippe and of a 

revitalised Chartist movement at both the local and the national level. 

Collectively, these events provide fascinating episodes of contest and conflict 

in which political language was highly charged and revolutionary idioms often 

played interesting and significant roles. 

42 John Latimer, The Annals of Bristol in the nineteenth century (Bristol: W. & F. Morgan, 
1887), p.l. 
43 Aled Jones, 'Local Journalism in Victorian Political Culture', in Laurel Brake, Aled Jones 
and Lionel Madden (eds.), Investigating Victorian Journalism (London: Macmillan Press Ltd., 
1990), pp.63-70. 
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(c) Content 

Chapter one of the thesis explores the development of revolutionary reporting 

in the Bristol newspapers between 1792 and 1848. The fIrst half of the chapter 

is devoted to an examination of the subtle combination of idioms and rhetorical 

devices evident in the fIve Bristol titles for 1792. Though each paper possessed 

its own distinct corporate identity, an identifiably anti-revolutionary discourse 

was common to them all. Reports on French and British affairs are shown to 

have operated within a circular framework founded on the interchangeability of 

'signified' and 'referent' 44. In this way the revolutionary paradigm was 

fictionalised, demonised and emptied of any political value. The second half of 

the chapter then focusses on the decline of this discursive loyalism over the 

period to 1848. Not until the multiple revolutionary examples of 1848 does it 

reappear with any frequency. Concurrent to this process of quantitative decline 

ran one of qualitative development in the triadic relationship between signifier, 

signified and referent. This can not simply be attributed to the development of 

the revolutionary paradigm in the sixty years between Robespierre and 

Lamartine. Detailed consideration of reports from these intervening years 

demonstrate a longer term development of the vernacular under the idioms of 

the first revolution, rather than an immediate reaction to those of the third. 

News of the developing French paradigm was received into a fluid, and in 

some ways equally revolutionary, discursive field. 

Having established the main contours of that field, later chapters concentrate 

upon the trajectory of specifIc terms into British political discourse. Chapter 

two addresses two inter-related questions. Firstly, how did the polarised 

discursive structure identified in chapter one incorporate examples of British 

interaction with, and sympathy for, revolutionary France? Secondly, how did 

the revolutionary notion of fraternite interact with, and influence, existing 

British idioms of inclusion and exclusion ? 

44 Raphael Samuel provides the clearest introduction to these linguistic terms in his articles 
'Reading the Signs,' History Workshop Journal, Issue 32, Autumn 1991, pp.88-109 and 
'Reading the Signs:II,' History Workshop Journal, Issue 33, Spring 1992, pp.220-51. 
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Chapter three then explores the revolutionary signifier, egalite, and the 

associated concepts of democracy, meritocracy, socialism and communism. 

Finally, chapter four examines the interplay of an egalitarian, revolutionary 

liberte with older British conceptions of liberty, liberties, privilege, property, 

and patriarchy. In these last two chapters egalite and 'liberty' are identified as 

the irreducible elements of anti-revolutionary discourse. The link between 

British 'liberty', national prosperity and tranquillity was drawn as frequently, 

and as axiomatically, as that between anarchy, bloodshed, and revolutionary 

egalite. In examining the interplay of liberte and egalite with analogous British 

terms both chapters suggest that by 1848 British political discourse owed more 

to the French paradigm than the editors of the Bristol press cared to admit. 

This contextual approach to linguistic analysis holds broader implications for 

the role of language in historical research. Recently the discursive method, 

though still fashionable, has reached an impasse in its historical usage due both 

to the totalising claims of the theorists and the continued suspicions of 

empiricists. Here language is viewed as an important tool, yet never offered as 

the sole explanation and idiomatic developments are consistently located in 

their historical contexts. Nonetheless, language is accorded a central role in the 

impact of revolutionary France upon Britain, and nineteenth-century British 

political debate. 
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Chapter One: Revolutionary reporting and anti-revolutionary discourse, 
1792-1848. 

It is] ... the business of a Provincial Journalist simply to detail facts, not to engage the attention 
of his readers by comments and opinions. 

Bath Herald, 8 March 1794. 1 

In his comprehensive monograph on the Bristol press Gallop argues that at the 

tum of the century neutrality was the watchword of the city's journalists. The 

adoption of a party line, whether in church or state, was always avoided, and 

judgement upon individuals invariably suspended. As evidence of this 

suppression of the journalistic voice Gallop cites the fact that only one libel 

action was brought against a Bristol newspaper in the whole of the eighteenth 
2 century. 

Gallop is not alone in this interpretation. The portrayal of the eighteenth

century provincial press as uncontroversial, apolitical, and dominated by local 

advertisements is well-established? Asquith, for example, offers the 

explanation that at the regional level, 'there was a strong disincentive to the 

expression of political views, since this might alienate some readers and 

advertisers, and provoke the establishment of a rival paper competing in a 

limited market'. 
4 

However, recent studies have questioned the hegemony of 

this neutrality. The lack of overt bias in local reports is acknowledged,S yet the 

1 D.F. Gallop, 'Chapters in the history of the provincial newspaper press' (University of 
Reading M.A. thesis, 1952), p.148. 
2 Gallop, pp.148-9. 
3 See A. Aspinall's influential, Politics and the Press, c.1750-1850 (London: Home and Van 
ThaI Ltd., 1949). Jeremy Black claims that neutrality was not merely a regional characteristic: 
'political impartiality, general utility and the satisfaction of their readers were the general 
goods pronounced by newspapers, new and well-established, provincial and metropolitan', 
'The eighteenth century British press,' in Dennis Griffiths (ed.), The encyclopedia of the 
British Press, 1422-1992 (London: Macmillan Press, 1992), p.15. However, as Hannah Barker 
notes, it is important not to take editorial rhetoric at face value: 'to eighteenth-century 
newspaper editors, impartiality did not mean a lack of bias in all coverage, but a willingness to 
publish letters and paragraphs partisan to both sides of the political debate', Newspapers, 
Politics and Public Opinion in late eighteenth-century England (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1998), p.65. 
4 Asquith, 'The structure, ownership and control of the press, 1780-1855', p.l05. 
5 However, where there was consensus on local issues an opinionated and campaigning stance 
may be observed. See, for example, Richard Wilson, 'Newspapers and Industry: The Export of 
Wool Controversy in the 1780s', in Michael Harris and Alan Lee (eds.), The Press in English 
Society from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries (London: Associated University 
Presses, 1986), pp.80-106. 
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opinionated manner in which national and foreign affairs were covered has 

been increasingly emphasised. Barker, for example, substitutes neutrality for 

partisanship, and editorial caution for aggressive commercialism. National 

news coverage was recognised as a key means of carving out a niche amongst 

the readership, and as a result was 'nearly always openly political and 

frequently partisan in tone ~ .6 

A close reading of the five Bristol titles for 17927 largely supports this more 

nuanced model. A vocal, opinionated authorial style was common to them all. 

Yet far from being used to establish a distinct corporate identity in a 

competitive marketplace,8 the context~ content and tone of that style was 

identical in all titles. The Bristol press in this year was neither coyly apolitical 

nor identifiably party political. When voiced, journalistic coinment was open 

and unambiguous. Crucially, it was also reserved for the condemnation of 

revolutionary France.9 For example, on the twentieth of August the Bristol 

Mercury and Universal Advertiser argued: 

The Rights of Man are now fully exemplified in Paris. The meaning of the term is the 
demolition of all civil society, and the practice of murder, rapine, and every shocking atrocity. 

The present doings in France will tend to the ultimate benefit of mankind in general. They will 
teach the world to abhor the fatal mischiefs of a Republican Government. 10 

6 Barker, p.I27. To be fair to Asquith he acknowledges that events in France had politicised the 
provincial press by the turn of the century, p.IOS. In Barker's reading, however, the French 
Revolution accelerated that politicisation rather than precipitated it. 
7 These were: Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, the 
Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, the Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser, and 
Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal. 
S Distinct titular identities, and readers' loyalty to them, were cultivated in other ways. 
Foremost among these was the publication of rival newspapers on different days of the week. 
In 1767 the Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser was launched on a Thursday, with its editor 
reasoning: 'This paper being the only one printed in Bristol in the Middle of the Week, and 
containing all the principal Articles of News which do not corne into the City by the London 
Post till the next Morning, and upon that Account being universally read by the Inhabitants; ... 
the Advantage of Advertising in it cannot but be obvious': Gallop, p.98. From 1790 the Bristol 
Mercury and Universal Advertiser established itself on Mondays for similar reasons. The 
balance between advertising, and local, national and foreign news was also a common way of 
differentiating a title from its competitors and of maintaining a distinctive niche within the 
marketplace. 
9 In the counter-revolutionary climate of the 1790s the editor of the Bath Herald would 
presumably have regarded articles on the evils of the French paradigm as factual rather than 
opinionated (see footnote 1, above). Gallop's belief in the neutrality of the Bristol press, and 
his silence on anti-revolutionary invective, probably resulted from an acceptance of such 
rhetoric at face value. 
10 Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser, 20/811792, p.2, column 2. 
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This critical line was reprised later in the same edition with references to 

'savages', 'the terrible excesses of the French nation', 'shocking acts', 'the late 

outrages', and 'ruin and famine,.l1 The terms in which Sarah Farley's Bristol 

Journal and the Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser reported these events 

were indistinguishable. One month later, Bonner and Middleton's Bristol 

Journal was similarly forthright in its denunciation of the revolutionary 

paradigm: 

Rapine, murder, and every species of violence is more general than ever. The like cruel spirit 
has diffused itself in the provinces where every one suspected of Aristocracy is executed in the 
same summary manner as in Paris. It would be impossible to detail all the barbarities of this 
nature that have taken place. 12 

To a large extent this unity of opinion reflected the undeniable violence of 

French affairs in the 'desperate summer of 1792,.13 It was difficult to be 

anything other than critical of such bloodshed, a point illustrated by the 

hardening of British attitudes towards the revolution after the September 

massacres. 14 It also reflected the essential loyalism of the city's editors and 

readers. Unlike Manchester or Liverpool, for example, Bristol had no 

significant radical title. ls For the present purposes, however, the uniformity of 

editorial comment is less interesting than its irregular occurrence. Although the 

vast majority of opinionated journalism was connected with the French 

paradigm, the same was not true in reverse. A principled authorial style was not 

monolithically applied to reports on French developments. To focus upon Felix 

11 Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser, 20/8/1792, p.3, column 1. 
12 Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 22/911792, p.2, columns 2-3. 
13 Gwyn A. Williams, Artisans and Sans-Culottes: Popular Movements in France and Britain 
during the French Revolution (London: Edward Arnold 1968, reprint 1981), p.27. 
14Alfred Cobban's classic text, The Debate on the French Revolution 1789-1800 (Nicholas 
Kaye Ltd., 1950) remains one of the best overviews. Studies of the impact of this polarisation 
on specific aspects of British politics are numerous, see bibliography for further details. 
15 It is important not to read too much into this. Reports examined in later chapters support 
Poole's observations on the amount of low-level radicalism in the city (see introduction, p.1l 
above). Moreover, Bristol loyalism was a strangely parochial beast. A combination of civic 
pride and the large number of Dissenters on the city's corporation fuelled the Common 
Council's belief that, 'it could promote anti-jacobinism in the city perfectly well without the 
intrusion of a vulgar campaign of national populism': Stephen Poole, 'Popular Politics in 
Bristol, Somerset and Wiltshire, 1791-1805' (University of Bristol Ph.D. thesis, 1992), p.62. 
As a result, despite the evident loyalism of its newspapers Bristol was the only major city not 
to form a Reeves Association. 
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Farley's Bristol Journal, what is striking about its coverage is the frequent 

alternation between a neutral stance and a partisan one, between the 

disinterested production of facts and a more emotive, engaged style. Often both 

approaches can be detected on the same page and even within the same column. 

For example, the following report on the resolutions of the "Jacobine club" 

appeared in the edition for the eighth of September: 

Mr. Oswald, a Scotsman ... has proposed, 

1 st. That the Society of the Friends of Equality do send to the British nation a fraternal address, 
in which shall be unfolded the whole conspiracy of the traitor Louis XVI, and all the outrages 
which provoked the sacred insurrection of the 10th of August. 

2d. That the address be transmitted to all the popular societies of England, Scotland, and 
Ireland, with a request to have it re-printed, and circulated through the British Empire. 

Both proposals, with the amendment that copies of many papers found in the King's desk 
should be added to the address, were agreed to. 16 

That this passage appeared without editorial comment In the counter

revolutionary atmosphere of the 1790s is surprising. Roger Wells has described 

the effect of the revolutionary paradigm on British society in this period as 

'apocalyptic',17 and yet here, in a regional newspaper, references to the treason 

of Louis XVI, the 'sacred insurrection', and the revolutionary doctrine of 

equality went uncontested. Superficially this might seem to imply ambivalence 

towards, or even support of, events in France. Yet this interpretation is quickly 

refuted by a consideration of two reports which appeared earlier in the same 

edition. On page two news of the legalisation of divorce under the 

revolutionary state prompted this withering invective against the French: 

The last blow to decency has been given by the French philosophers; and Marriage, that odd, 
old, exploded indissoluble shackle, is slipped off. The caprice of a moment may now sever the 
union of man and wife; and aware of the consequences of French gallantry they have decreed 
that bastardy is honourable. This is really the most enlightened people on earth! 18 

The author's condemnation of this latest development is undisguised. The 

sarcastic references to gallantry and enlightenment drip with contempt and 

16 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 8/9/1792, pA, column 1. 
17 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 University Press, 1991), p.189. 
18 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 8/9/1792, p.2, column 1. 

19 



provide a marked contrast to the impartial treatment of the proceedings of the 

Jacobin club. The editorial line on events in revolutionary France was then 

immediately reiterated by this chilling picture of barbarity: 

The few English women who were at Paris on the 10th of August, were overwhelmed with 
affliction, and confined themselves to their chambers to weep for the fate of the unhappy 
victims ! while the French ladies were enjoying the horrors exhibited in every street of the 
metropolis of France, and taking their promenades among the dead and mangled carcasses of 
the Swiss Guards. 19 

The contrast in tone of these reports is striking and was by no means peculiar to 

this particular edition of Felix Farley's Bristol Journal. On the contrary, this 

mixture of often conflicting authorial voices was common to all the Bristol 

titles for 1792. Almost every issue reveals another instance where a neutral 

tone jostles uneasily with an opinionated, almost conversational one. All too 

often reports which would have been better served by a more critical approach 

were couched in impartial, almost disinterested terms. Yet these were 

invariably interspersed with openly polemical attacks upon the revolutionary 

French state. The edition of Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal for the 

twenty-fifth of August provides a perfect illustration of this. On page three, the 

revolutionaries were portrayed as cannibals staggering through the streets of 

Paris drunk on the blood of their victims. Bonner and Middleton's disgust was 

undisguised, its report concluded with the observation that 'this will only 

appear incredible to- Englishmen who are unacquainted with this people'?O 

However, this example of virulent anti-revolutionary invective was then 

followed on page four by another uncontested piece of Jacobin propaganda: 

Were you to appoint me a King today, I should become a rascal to-morrow. We must change, 
therefore, the very essence of the Executive Power, for a King, or a Regent, can never be any 
other than an absolutely useless machine; because he must always have Ministers, who are in 
truth invested with the Executive Power. A King is good for nothing but expence. He is the 
central point of sycophancy and of corruption. He is employed only to distribute the wages of 
iniquity, that, through a magnificent appearance of liberality at the public cost, man may be 
debauched into the surrender of every virtuous and dignified sentirnent.

21 

19 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 8/9/1792, p.2, column l. 
20 Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 25/8/1792, p.3, column 1. 
21 Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 25/8/1792, p.4, column 1. 
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In the rest of the passage the monarchical system was depicted as inherently 

unjust, corrupt and ineffectual. The monarch himself was ' ... the deity of the 

priests of Baal, a vociferous, gormandizing King, who is to devour daily the 

food of 10,000 of his fellow creatures'. Admittedly these were the views ofM. 

Antoine as expressed to the Jacobin club in Paris. Yet in a political climate in 

which Fox was vilified for advocating a modicum of parliamentary reform it is 

remarkable that Antoine's words were reported at all, let alone that they went 

unchallenged. Of course, in order to criticise Jacobinism it was necessary to 

include examples of its doctrines and methods. Yet this does not explain the 

variations in tone outlined above. The Bristol newspapers had no discernible 

argumentative structure in which critiques were supported by examples, and 

facts were followed by editorial comment. Although French stories were 

usually grouped together in the same column, one paragraph was often 

umelated to the next in terms of its content and argument. 

Despite this, the explanation that provincial journalism was merely a 'scissors 

and paste affair' is deeply unsatisfactory. That regional newspapers in 1792 

were heavily dependent on London titles for their articles is undeniable.22 

However, until relatively recently the significance of this has been overstated.23 

Although their input did not stretch to producing original reports, it is quite 

clear that provincial editors selected articles to fit in with the overall tone and 

stance of their own publications. As Barker observes: 

The contents of provincial newspapers generally do not suggest an unthinking plundering of 
the capital's papers, but more usually a careful selection from these sources, frequently 
producing a political coherence that a more random sample would not have ensured?4 

22 This reliance upon London titles steadily declined over the period to 1848. This was 
particularly true of Felix Farley's Bristol Journal under the editorship/ proprietorship of John 
Matthew Gutch (1805 to 1844). His articles under the pseudonyms 'Cosmo', and the 'Bristol 
Junius' drew open admiration from rival titles: Gallop p.295. So-well regarded was his work 
that it was often quoted in the Times and other London papers: Gallop, p.293. 
23The relationship of the regional press to its London counterpart has resulted in its rather 
dismissive treatment by historians. See Aspinall, p.350; Asquith, p.l05; Black, p.14; Lucy 
Brown, 'The growth of a national press', in Brake, Jones and Madden (eds.), Investigating 
Victorian Journalism (London: Macmillan Press Ltd., 1990), P l34; and A.P. Woolrich, 
Printing in Bristol (Bristol: Bristol Branch of the Historical Association, The University, 
1986), p.2. 
24 Barker, p.127. 
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Subtle differences in content, grammar, punctuation and typography between 

the Bristol titles and the original London sources also suggest a degree of 

regional editorial agency. For example, on the fourth of April 1792 the Times 

carried a transcript of the parliamentary debate on the abolition of the slave 

trade. This contained the following challenge from one member of the House of 

Commons: 

Let his Rt. Hon Friend (Mr. Pitt) or the Right Hon. Gentleman against him (Mr. Fox), who 
seemed to agree to the practicability of immediate abolition, prove their theories with all that 
clearness and force of conviction to be expected from their great abilities?5 

Yet in Felix Farley's Bristol Journal that same report appeared with the 

following minor, yet not insignificant, alterations: 

Let his Rt. Hon Friend (Mr. Pitt) or the Right Hon. Gentleman against him (Mr. Fox), who 
seemed to agree to the practicability of immediate Abolition, prove their theories with all that 
clearness and force of conviction to be expected from their great abilities?6 

Similarly, in an earlier extract from the same debate The Times reported that: 

Mendicant Physicians, and itinerant preachers were employed to collect signatures, who, 
instead of fmding them in townhalls, repaired to ale-houses and schools, where the boys, by 
the promise of a holiday, were induced to sign their own names, as many of the names in the 
neighbourhood as they could recollect, and, where their memories failed them, to have 

. • 27 
recourse to mventlOn. 

Interestingly this passage was also carried in Felix Farley's Bristol Journal yet 

here 'preachers' was capitalised and the piece ended, 'and to give to anything a 

local habitation and a name' .28 Recent typographical studies suggest that these 

changes in capitalisation and fount were neither accidental nor cosmetic, but 

were important means of subtly altering the emphasis of the origina1.29 Bristol 

25 The Times, 4/4/1792, p.3, column 4. 
26 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 7/4/1792, pA, column 4. 
27 The Times, 7/411792, p.3, column 2. 
28 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 7/4/1792, p.4, column 1, 
29 See, for example, N.E. Osselton, 'Spelling-Book Rules and the Capitalization of Nouns in 
the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries', in Mary-Jo Am and Hanneke Wirtjes with Hans 
Jansen (eds.), Historical and Editorial Studies in Medieval and Early Modern English for 
Johan Gerritsen (Groningen: Wolters-Noordhoff, 1985), ppA9-61. His thoughts on the 
relationship between capitalisation and orality are strongly suggestive of editorial agency at a 
regional level: ' ... these writers had the spoken language in mind, or at least, how the passages 
would sound when read aloud, even when they were immediately concerned with semantic 
weight. It seems likely (though we cannot be sure) that the pupil is being instructed to match 
his initial capitals in part to the sentence stress he would instinctively use. If this is so, the 
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newspapers were not haphazardly thrown together from metropolitan titles of 

varying political persuasions, the presentation and selection of their content 

was clearly calculated.3o Although the 'scissors and paste' model is important 

in privileging the London over the provincial press in this period, its ability to 

explain the differing authorial voices present in the Bristol papers is thus 

limited. 

My reading is that these variations in tone were the product of a consciously 

anti-revolutionary discourse. Within the pages of the Bristol press one may 

identify a concerted attempt to protect the English language from the intrusion 

of French idioms, to provide a pointedly British discursive framework for the 

conduct of nineteenth century politics. The different authorial tones outlined 

above only make sense in the context of a totalising discourse based upon the 

relentless repetition of negative French images. A neutral tone was then used 

when the message had been absorbed, interspersed with bursts of polemic to 

shore its foundations. The neutral style of the reports on the proceedings of the 

Jacobin club drew hidden meaning from this polarised linguistic field in which 

the slightest association with the revolutionary paradigm carried perj orative 

overtones. 

The parameters of that field will be explored in depth in the following section. 

The aim will be not only to analyse the discourse of a particular periodical, but 

also to locate that discourse within a pattern of discursive practices common to 

all the Bristol titles, and within the wider discursive field of late eighteenth 

century British politics. The nature of revolutionary reporting in 1792 will then 

be compared to the Bristol newspapers' coverage of the downfall of Louis 

Philippe in 1848. Although these reports were reminiscent of the earlier 

capitalization during this period ... might furnish useful evidence of how prose was really read 
at this time' (pp.54-5). 
30 This point is also made by Jonathan Barry in his study of an earlier period of Bristol's 
newspaper history, 'The press and the politics of culture in Bristol, 1660-1775', in J. Black and 
J. Gregory (eds.), Culture, Politics and Society in Britain, 1660-1800 (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1991), p.62. He argues that 'there is little in the history of the Bristol 
newspapers to support the common contention that the provincial press of this period was 
simply a scissors-and-paste affair', on the contrary 'many of the printers were committed 
[political] partisans'. 
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discourse, they differed from it significantly in terms of their political subtlety 

and the hegemony of anti-revolutionary sentiment. This cannot be explained 

away by either the evolution of the French paradigm over the period to 1848, or 

by developments in regional reporting. Rather, it will be suggested that the 

idiomatic components of the discourse had been gradually transvalued by the 

very revolutionary idioms they had initially sought to combat. 

II 

"We know that English practice is good - we know that French theory is bad." 
Arthur Young?l 

Condemnation of revolutionary France operated within a discursive field 

founded upon the repetition of one simple, but effective, rhetorical device. 

Throughout 1792 the Bristol papers contrasted the distracted state of France 

with the happy and prosperous condition of Britain in a bid to leave readers in 

no doubt as to the respective merits of the two polities. Readers of Felix 

Farley's Bristol Journal, for instance, were repeatedly informed of the 

disastrous state of French affairs in reports of which the following example was 

typical: 

Bordeaux is a scene of disorder, bread is sold there at five sous a pound; an astonishing price ! 
the superior of the Irish seminary of that city, has received orders from the municipality not to 
keep his chapel open any longer. 32 

The inevitable social consequences of such economic dislocation were then 

reported in the following week's edition: 'several riots were occasioned in Paris 

during the last week, by the discontent of the populace upon the increasing 

price of sugar' .33 At the beginning of March the Bristol Gazette and Public 

Advertiser attempted to quantify that discontent: 

French assignats now lose 70 per cent. It is expected that the loss will shortly be cent per cent. 
The monthly deficit has been, for a long time, rather more than 30,000,000 livres ! The 

31 Quoted in David Eastwood, "Patriotism and the English state in the 1790s" in Mark Philp 
(ed.) The French Revolution and British Popular Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1991), p.149. 
32 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 18/211792, p.2, column 1. 
33 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 25/2/1792, p.2, column 1. 
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extraordinary bank has furnished the Treasury with nearly 2,000,000,000 livres since the 
Revolution, or 80,000,000 sterling !34 

The magnitude of these figures would have been overwhelming for the 

majority of the Gazette's readership. This, however, merely served to 

accentuate the underlying political point, imitating the revolutionary paradigm 

would result in national, and individual, poverty on an unimaginable scale. A 

report in an edition of Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal for December put the 

case even more explicitly. It listed the starvation of 30,000 artisans at Lyons, 

and the scarcity of bread at Rouen as being 'among the ... disasters which have 

arisen to the people of France, from the madness of their present 

G t
,35 overmnen . 

Significantly, this repeated insistence upon the poverty of revolutionary France 

was matched by equally frequent references to British prosperity. Again, these 

reports were common to all titles and appeared throughout 1792. For example, 

in its first edition of the year the Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser 

remarked: 

At a time too, when almost every Empire and State in Europe is convulsed with internal 
commotion, Britain happily enjoys the most profound domestic tranquility, equally springing 
from and secured by our inimitable Constitution.36 

One month later the same title reiterated the point, noting that, 'the prosperity 

of Britain never was so great as at present. The increase of trade, of the 

revenue, and of the credit of the empire, fully evince the pleasing fact'. 37 

Maintaining this regular pattern, in its first edition for March the Gazette then 

noted: 

A Minister who will come forward, as Mr. Pitt did, and state, that in consequence of the 
Revenue exceeding the expenditure, he was enabled to repeal certain taxes which affected the 
poor, speaks a plain unsophisticated language, which is easily understood, and easily felt.

38 

34 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 8/3/1792, p.3, column 1. 
35 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 111211792, p.2, column l. 
36 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 5/1/1792, p.4, column 3. 
37 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 6/2/1792, p.2, column 5. 
38 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 113/1792, p.2, column 1. 
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These reports obviously had some factual basis. The distracted and 

impoverished state of France under the Legislative Assembly, and the recovery 

of British finances under Pitt's administration are undeniable.39 Yet the 

repeated, almost systematic, contrasts drawn between the two suggest that these 

articles also operated within an overarching, polarised discursive framework. 

The structure of this discourse reinforced its content. Differences in the 

fortunes of Britain and France were accentuated, and in some instances created~ 

by their respective association with its positive and negative poles. As a result 

it was extremely rare for a newspaper to post a report on the state of either 

nation without emphasising the other's relative poverty/ prosperity somewhere 

else in the same edition. Within the so-called "debate" on the French 

Revolution each nation acted as the logical justification for the condition of the 

other. Britain was happy, tranquil and prosperous precisely because it had not 

succumbed to the principles of the French Revolution. By the same token the 

fearful, lawless, and poverty-stricken state of France followed axiomatically 

from the fact that it was not governed on the constitutional model of Britain. 

Given its discursive role, this binary opposition of Britain and France enjoyed a 

rather loose relationship with subsequent developments in the revolutionary 

paradigm. The content and form of revolutionary reporting remained 

substantially unchanged throughout 1792, supporting the observation that the 

contemporary political debate was 'one of hermeneutics, concerned less with 

the state of France than with how the English should interpret those events'. 40 

That said, there was a notable intensification in the usage of this discursive 

device following the overthrow of the monarchy and the September massacres. 

Broadly speaking, this took two forms. Firstly, reports which took a more 

39 For France see William Doyle, The Oxford History of the French Revolution (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1990), pp.181-196; and Jean-Pierre Gross, Fair Shares for all: 
Jacobin egalitarianism in practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997, pp.64-92. 
For Britain see Eric J. Evans, The Forging of the Modern State - Early Industrial Britain, 
1783-1870 (London: Longman Group Ltd., 1983, twelfth impression, 1993), pp.18-44. 
40 Steven Prickett, England and the French Revolution (London: Macmillan Education Ltd., 
1989), p.19. 
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ambiguous stance on the revolution were now completely eradicated.41 

Secondly, the contrast between the two states was now regularly, and further, 

emphasised by their direct juxtaposition within the same passage: 

... Contrast - The King of England, walking in health, happiness and security on the Esplanade 
at Weymouth, followed by the affectionate and eager loyalty of his subjects, and gratified by 
the sight of a flourishing empire. The King of France, a prisoner, insulted by the lowest of the 
people, shocked with the sight of his friends and favourites slaughtered by an unrelenting 
rabble, and under the constant apprehension of falling himselfthe victim of equal butchery. 42 

Almost identical sentiments were expressed one week later in Bonner and 

Middleton's Bristol Journal: 

Englishmen, look at your own country and then at France ! In the one all is order and 
tranquillity: - the Laws taking their due course: establishing property, and punishing the 
offences of the criminal : Every honest man sitting secure in his possessions : Magistracy 
obeyed - The value of everything encreasing, and the state of our funds the wonder of all 
Nations. Our Soldiers, distinguished for all the qualities that can make them the boast of the 
world, and our Sailors not less so. Then turn the Picture: - See France the thicken'd mass of 
robbery, plunder, barbarity, unheard of in the most savage countries : Murder and 
Assassination, with not one farthing of property any where! Now judge of what is called 
"RIGHTS ofMAN".43 

F or those readers still deaf to the message, the rhetorical 'Queries proposed by 

a Plain Man', asked with false naivete: 

DOES any Government, or did any Government that can be quoted from history, give more 
certain protection to the lives, liberty, and property, than that of this country, particularly since 
the accession of the present Royal family? 
Has that of France the power of preventing assassination, rapine, and massacre ? or either the 
power or inclination to punish them when committed ? 

What can an Englishman think of persons of all ages and both sexes flying from the terror of 
such massacres as those of the 10th of August & 2d & 3d of September, being for that crime 
alone banished for ever from their families, under pain of death, and losing all their property 
by immediate confiscation ? 

Are the manufacturers in France at present in a better or worse situation than ours? 
What are we to think of the wisdom or integrity of those who would perswade us to change our 
situation for that of France? 

41 Even in the early months of 1792 these were few in number, thus reflecting the essential 
conservatism of Bristol's newspaper proprietors at this time. From September onwards, 
however, even the mild, Foxite optimism of the following passage was deliberately avoided: 
'That the present system of anarchy and brutality in France, will soon be annihilated, there is 
every reason to expect; but that what is called a Counter-Revolution will be affected, we 
neither wish nor believe. - What we understand by a Counter-Revolution, is the re
establishment of the old Government, which, we think, will never be attempted. A system will 
probably be formed, founded upon principles similar to the British Constitution', Bristol 
Mercury and Universal Advertiser, 13/811792, p.3, column 1. 
42 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 22/9/1792, p.1, columns 1-2. 
43 Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 29/9/1792. 
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What does an Englishman feel when he hears that there are those who dare to profess that they 
will consult with Frenchmen for the subversion of our present Constitution ?44 

Naturally, there are strong echoes in these passages of several older discourses. 

Most obviously, these critiques of republican France drew upon the well 

established, and inter-related, vocabularies of British constitutionalism and , 

gallophobia.
45 

To focus briefly upon the former, its structural similarities with 

the discursive framework outlined above are clear. As Vernon notes in the 

introduction to his edited volume, Re-reading the Constitution: 

... all the essays are keen to assert the relational qualities of constitutionalist discourse, the way 
in which it was used to defme difference in oppositional terms ... identities were always 
constructed in opposition to an "Other". 46 

A binary framework is also central to Newman's analysis of the rise of English 

nationalism. Indeed, he demonstrates that in key cultural, military, and political 

debates France provided that 'other' for a lengthy period before 1789.47 Despite 

these structural parallels, the above extracts were not merely the form which 

either constitutional, or gallophobic, discourse took in the 1790s under the 

threat of the revolutionary paradigm. Such an explanation fails to convey the 

intensity and scope of what was a specifically anti-revolutionary discursive 

field. Discontent as opposed to prosperity, an unrelenting rabble against a 

nation of loyal subjects; agitation, tranquillity; violence, peace; disorder, order 

- these dualisms were not assertions of British superiority so much as tools in a 

44 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 15112/1792, pA, column 1. 
45 See, for example, Gerald Newman, The Rise of English Nationalism: A Cultural History 
1740-1830 (London: Weidenfield and Nicolson, 1987), especially chapter 8. Although its 
focus is more specific, M.C. Rouyer's 'Images de la France dans la Presse Feminine 
Britannique au XVIIle siecle', in L 'Angleterre et fa France au XVIIIIieme Siecle et iT. fa Veille 
de la Revolution: premieres journees Bordeaux-Bristol, Colloque, les 14 et 15 avril 1989 (La 
Mairie des Bordeaux! L' Association Bordeaux-Bristol, 1990), pp.53-71, is also useful. 
46 James Vernon (ed.), Re-reading the constitution: New narratives in the political history of 
England's long nineteenth century (Cambridge University Press, 1996), p.3. Apart from 
Vernon's introduction, the contributions by Epstein, Fulcher, Taylor and Wahrman are of 
particular note here. 
47 Constitutional and gallophohic discourse often overlapped, 'it is certain that the nationalist 
publicists were never so eloquent on the splendours of the English constitution as when 
defending it against the designs of France': Newman, p.76. More broadly, Newman notes, 'the 
very concepts of British strength and territorial integrity were shaped in the ancient flow of 
Anglo-French rivalry, or, as the British saw it, in the ongoing experience of French "threats 
and provocations", Each major step in the consolidation of English rule in the British Isles -
1689, 1707, 1745, 1801 - was taken in the context of Anglo-French warfare, and so for that 
matter was each assertion of British power in the great world beyond. The field of anti-French 
conflict was the mirror of British independence and might': p.75. 
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Manichaean struggle between right and wrong. Revolutionary reports dealt in 

ideological absolutes. National debt, starvation, and food riots were not 

transient difficulties. A healthy revenue, low taxation, and individual affluence 

were not enjoyed cyclically by all nations. They were synonyms for different 

ideologies in a discursive field which brooked no middle ground between its 

French and British poles.48 Starvation simply was not possible under the British 

polity, unless of course one was an advocate of revolutionary heterodoxy: 

The triumph of Loyalty is so complete all over the kingdom, that we almost begin to pity the 
Jacobin Emissaries. As they are now obliged to be silent, we are afraid they may starve in the 
course of the winter, for want of the means of opening their mouths.49 

The hegemony of this discourse within the Bristol newspapers must be 

stressed. Far from being confined to reports on revolutionary France, it dictated 

the content and structure of poems, letters, and literary miscellenea.5o More 

importantly, it transcended context and time to provide an overarching 

48 In the intense political atmosphere of late 1792, the consequences of being associated with 
the revolutionary pole were grave. Witness the concern of Sarah Williams to deny any such 
sympathies in a letter dated 'Haverfordwest, November 28': 

A REPORT being circulated that I have sold several Copies of Paine's Rights of Man, and 
distributed a Welsh translation of it, - I take this Method of declaring, that a single Copy of the 
former has never been sold in my Shop, or kept their for the Perusal of Subscribers; and that I 
neither sold or distributed the latter - never having had in my Possession, or even seen a Welsh 
Translation of any political Work whatever. 

As the ardent Design of the Fabricator of such Reports must have been keen to injure me in a 
Business I have lately embarked in, (and which it was never my Intention to render subservient 
to the Designs of either Party) I publicly challenge any Person to disprove what I have asserted 
respecting the Sale and Publication of these Works (Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 111211792, 
p.3, column 2). 
49 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 1511211792, p.2, column 1. 
50 Poetry was a particularly popular format for the expression of political opinion in the Bristol 
press. See for example, 'The Democratic Barber', Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 
141711792, p.4, column 2; 'Epitaph, a la mode de Burke', Bristol Mercury and Universal 
Advertiser, 6/811792, p.4, column 3; and 'Sonnet to Real Liberty', Felix Farley's Bristol 
Journal, 221911792, pA, column 3. The following example from Sarah Farley's Bristol 
Journal, 2211211792, p.3, column 5, illustrates perfectly the polarity between the revolutionary 
and British examples: 
FOR SARAH FARLEY'S BRISTOL JOURNAL 
O'ER wretched Gallia's compassion mourns, 
And seems to hear her bleeding victims groans. 
Murder and rapine, Britain's sons disdain, 
And turn with horror from the schemes of Paine. 
Their gen'rous minds respect their country's laws, 
Revere their King, and aid his rightful cause. 
Their virtuous toils prosperity shall crown, 
And honor, still maintain their high renown. 



framework for a wide variety of articles and events. For example, it was a 

common ploy amongst the Bristol newspapers to trawl through history linking 

it into a linear, anti-revolutionary narrative. All subtlety was obliterated as even 

relatively minor details were rewritten in the stark, schematic language of 1792. 

This was particularly true of the early years of revolutionary figures. Sarah 

Farley's Bristol Journal, for instance, reported that during the American war 

Paine had been court-martialled for 'peculation and embezzlement'. It then led 

readers to the inevitably partisan conclusion that, 'such is the moral character 

of a man who arrogantly sets up as Legislator of the world! No wonder he 

should labour for the overthrow of law, to whom law has been such an 

enemy' .51 The Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser added a similarly 

teleological gloss to the pre-revolutionary career of Marat, with a dash of local 

colour for good measure: 

.. .It is more than probable that the celebrated Marat, now so famous among the National 
Assembly in Paris, is one and the same person with F.C.M.G. Maratt Amyatt, M.D. alias Dr. 
Francis Maratt, who followed his business some time in Bristol as a Quack Doctor and was a 
prisoner in Bristol Newgate for a debt of 321. due to Mess. Thomas and John Egerton, in 
London; and was discharged by the Bristol Society for the relief and discharge of persons 
confinedfor small debts, in Dec. 1787.52 

The range of reports which, although unconnected with France, operated within 

this discursive framework is equally striking. It is difficult, for example, to 

think of many parallels between the trial of Louis XVI and the construction of 

the Abergavenny and Brecon canal. Yet, the opening line of a piece on private 

contributions to the latter clearly drew upon, and reinforced, the panegyric 

references to the British polity outlined above: 'nothing can more clearly 

demonstrate the increasing wealth and prosperity of this country than the 

following fact...'. 53 Articles on Fox's Libel Bill, constitutional refonn, and the 

abolition of the slave trade were also all located within this wider debate on the 

French Revolution. Felix Farley's coverage of the last of these illustrates that 

51 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 2911211792, p.2, column 2. 
52 Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser, 12111/1792, p.4, column 1. The rather sketchy 
evidence for this is considered by Sidney L. Phipson in Jean Paul Marat: His career in 
England and France before the Revolution (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd., 1924), pp.117-35. 
Phipson broadly agrees with the report. The main point here, however, is the way the story was 
rewritten in light of subsequent events and anti-revolutionary discourse. 
53 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 1/12/1792, p.3, column 4. 
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this was not necessarily always to the benefit of the subject under 

consideration. Given Bristol's association with slavery one might expect 

reasonably informed, if anti-abolitionist, reports on the main developments of 

1792.
54 

Where opinion was openly expressed Felix Farley was indeed broadly 

sympathetic to the trade. Yet that sympathy operated not within the immediate 

economic and humanitarian concerns of the slave trade debate, but within the 

discursive field of the French Revolution. Hence the revolt in St. Domingo was 

not a vindication of the trade itself, but rather 'a sufficient specimen of the 

mischief and folly of the unlimited metaphysical doctrines of the Rights of 
~ A ,55 
lV.lan • 

Similarly, Wilberforce's campaign was dismissively represented as the product 

of a 'misconceived and misguided humanity' and the 'error of his Quixotic 

Philanthropy'. The terms mirrored those used to denounce the revolutionary 

notions of liberty, equality and the rights of man, and thus located the 

abolitionist case firmly within a discredited and dangerous ideology. That Felix 

Farley mounted its defence of the trade in these terms is surprising. The 

abolition of slavery had obvious economic implications for the city of Bristol, 

discussion of which would have strengthened the newspaper's anti-abolitionist 

stance. 56 Their substitution with less relevant points on French events suggests 

that these reports operated almost involuntarily within an anti-revolutionary 

discursive framework. So pervasive was the French paradigm that it provided 

54 That association was in tenninal decline, between 1795 and 1804 only 29 vessels sailed from 
Bristol to Africa: Michael Manson, 'Riot!' The Bristol Bridge Massacre of 1793 (Bristol: Past 
and Present Press, 1997), p.16. Nonetheless, the slavery interest remained a powerful faction 
within the local polity. When Wilberforce's bill of 1791 was defeated, 'church bells rang, 
cannon were fIred on Brandon Hill, there was a bonfIre and a fIreworks display, and a half
holiday was granted to workmen and sailors': Hugh Thomas, The Slave Trade. The History of 
the Atlantic Slave Trade: 1440-1870 (London: Picador, 1997), p.524. 
55 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 5/5/1792, p.2, column 1. 
56 The economic argument had certainly been prominent in the Commons debate of May 1789. 
During that debate a petition was presented by the West Indian traders of Bristol who argued 
that 'it has been found ... with great exactness that the African and West India trade constitute 
at least three fIfths of the commerce of the port of Bristol and that if, upon such a motion [as 
proposed by Wilberforce], a Bill should pass into law, the decline of the trade of... Bristol must 
inevitably follow', with the 'ruin of thousands': Thomas, p.513. 
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the horizons of what was politically thinkable in 1792. Domestic political 

debate and reportage followed an agenda set by revolutionary France. 

III 

We live in times of violence and extremes. 
Charles James Fox, December 1793.57 

A binary, anti-revolutionary discursive framework was not peculiar to the 

Bristol newspapers. On the contrary, under the polarising influence of the 

Revolution a wide range of debates, both textual and extra-textual, were 

similarly structured. Wahrman, for example, notes that the political division 

between radicals and the establishment was reinforced by a similarly bipartite 

social division between rich and poor, or higher and lower classes. Indeed, in 

the electrified atmosphere of the 1790s the political and the social were 

inextricably linked. As one frustrated anti-war Whig observed in 1795, the lack 

of those 'hardy enough to persevere in a [political] middle course' led people 

'to see only two classes in the state, and those the rich, and the poor' .58 Part one 

of Imagining the Middle Class thus focuses on the attempts of political 

moderates to break free of this oppositional framework by encomiastically 

emphasising the social middle. 

Womersley's work on Gibbon indicates that academic research operated within 

similar parameters. Attempting to explain why Gibbon abandoned his critical 

genealogy of the house of Brunswick, W omersley concludes that he prudently 

decided to conform to the intellectual binarism of the 1790s. The 

historiographical subtlety with which he had conceived the project in 1789 was, 

by 1793, misplaced: 

... the nuance and fmesse with which they [the Antiquities] articulated their sophisticated 
politics no longer matched, in either mood or substance, the more simple, more fervent, 
attitudes into which he had been jolted by the September massacres, and which the execution 
of Louis XVI had later strengthened.59 

57 Wahrman, p.31. 
58 Wahrman, p.44. 
59 David Womersley, 'Gibbon's Unfmished History: The French Revolution and English 
Political Vocabularies', The Historical Journal, 35, 1 (1992), p.85. 
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The interpretative framework of the Bristol press must thus be viewed in the 

context of a wide range of similarly ordered discursive practices. Anti

revolutionary in intent, these were founded upon a seemingly endless number 

of polarised dualities: loyalist, revolutionary; precedent, innovation; history, 

philosophy; Burke, Paine; comic, picturesque; sublime, beautiful. 60 They 

punctuate a range of secondary studies on the 1790s, and are a consistent theme 

in the later chapters of the present thesis. Yet crucially, a close reading of the 

Bristol newspapers also reveals a higher, previously unexplored, plane of 

linguistic loyalism. Whilst news coverage operated within an essentially binary 

framework, the language in which individual reports were constructed was 

. '1 1 d' . 1 61 SImI ar y two- ImenSlOna. Although political terminiology appeared 

frequently in the city's titles, it gained meaning only by association with one of 

the two discursive poles. 'Democracy' was axiomatically 'bad', whilst 

'aristocracy' was intrinsically 'good'. On their own, references to 'liberty', 

'equality', 'citizenship', 'hierarchy', and 'civil liberties' were curiously 

anaemIC, their definitions typically undeveloped. In semiotic terms, the 

boundary between the 'signified' and the 'referent' was often indistinct, 

thereby reducing the 'signifier' to little more than a vacuous label. The point is 

lent clarity by a brief consideration of the treatment of 'liberty' within Felix 

Farley's Bristol Journal. In the edition for the thirtieth of June, for example, 

the term appeared in a political context on five separate occasions. Yet a closer 

reading reveals the actual concept of 'liberty' to be at once everywhere and yet 

nowhere, as illustrated by the following passage: 

ENGLAND - what a happy contrast, opposed to France, is to be found in the felicitous state of 
this country, where Liberty, instead of being a savage and destructive monster, inspiring terror 
throughout the land, and making itself known only by its excesses, is a real universal, mild, 

60 Polarisation was not the exclusive preserve of the loyalist cause. As the following extract 
from one French correspondent illustrates, a stark, schematic interpretative framework was 
adopted by the revolutionaries themselves, 'Decent people, whose affairs call them into town, 
are obliged to dress themselves like the rabble, lest they should be remar~ed; a late President of 
the Parliament of Bordeaux has just called upon me, accoutred like a journeyman barber !': 
Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser, 27/8/1792, p.2, column 1. However, as the Bristol 
newspapers fonn the basis of the present study, the loyalist discourse is the main focus here. 
61 Saussurian linguistics are of course inherently dichotomous, founded upon binary 
distinctions between langue and parole, and between Ie signifiant and Ie signifie. The present 
study is, however, one of context as well as text and thus focuses on the tripartite relationship 
between the signifier, the signified and the referent. 
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and pennanent blessing - founded in law - the equal and inviolable birth-right of every 
individual - giving a manliness and energy to the national character; and being the source as 
well as the security of our greatness, prosperity and happiness ,!S a people! 

Who is there of the most clamorous for Rights, that will point out an instance in which the 
liberty of a single individual can be, with impunity, invaded in this country? Where is the 
power that can deprive the British subject of the protection of the laws? Shall we listen, then, 
with complacency, or without execration to those, who counsel us to exchange the state of mild 
and rational freedom of tranquil happiness, for savage ferociousness, intestine dissentions, 
outrageous violence, and external warfare ?62 

The framework of the report is by now familiar. Two interpretations of 'liberty' 

are identified, each tied firmly to the diametrically opposing poles provided by 

Britain and France. Interestingly, the semiotic components of those terms are 

similarly polarised, an effect achieved by the conflation of the 'signified' with 

the 'referent'. For example, the terms used to describe both the consequences 

and properties of British liberty are strikingly similar. On the British model 

liberty is 'universal' and 'mild' and results in a polity which is in tum 'mild', 

'rational' and 'tranquil'. In marked contrast French liberty is 'a savage and 

destructive monster' which produces 'savage ferociousness, intestine 

dissentions ... [and] ... outrageous violence'. At both poles the signified and the 

referent are interchangeable, a discursive device which was repeated 

throughout the year in each of Bristol's five titles. The effect is a consciously 

circular argument in which the British polity is championed and the 

revolutionary paradigm discredited without subjecting either to close 

examination. The British nation is a happy and prosperous one because of the 

liberty provided by its constitution. That this liberty exists is then proven by the 

evident prosperity and tranquillity of the British state. 

A similar effect was achieved in the following extract, albeit by a subtly 

different means of manipulating the signified. Having outlined the relative 

conduct of the German and French soldiers in dealing with their enemIes 

Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal concluded: 

These facts furnish a striking instance of the broad distinction between licentiousness and 
liberty; the fonner producing the most savage brutality, and the latter, when governed and 

62 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 30/6/1792, p.3, column 3. 
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regulated by law, necessarily guiding the mind to an uniform system of conduct, founded on 
the principles of general urbanity, and the universal extension of brotherly love and affection. 63 

At the revolutionary pole of this passage the movement from signifier to 

referent is instantaneous, whilst the signified is omitted altogether. French 

liberty is a mere synonym for 'licentiousness', and results in 'savage brutality'. 

The ancien regime version is marginally better developed, through the 

adjectives 'governed', 'regulated', and 'uniform'. Yet, as in extract from Felix 

Farley, the true, in fact theonly, measure of the word was its result. The "fact" 

that ancien regime liberty produced 'brotherly love and affection', was thus 

sufficient proof of its philosophical superiority. Yet beyond this simplistic 

distinction between good and bad, right and wrong, the substantive difference 

between the two concepts is unclear. Once again the signifier and the referent 

dominate to the exclusion of the signified, thereby obviating the need for any 

informed, critical debate. 

The component parts of other key political terms were similarly manipulated 

within the Bristol press. In the following passage, for example, a typical 

instance of French savagery was attributed to 'the levelling system'. The 

political details of that system are not examined, nor is it ever explained what 

in that system inherently led to the reported incident on the streets of Paris. 

Instead the article displays the logical circularity which characterised the 

majority of revolutionary reports. The inherent evil of the doctrine of equality 

is illustrated by the 'fate of the English gentleman' in Paris, whilst that 

individual's misfortune is in tum proof of the folly of revolutionary 

abstractions. Again there is an inexorable progression from signifier to referent, 

from the word to its effect. 

The following may be depended upon as a fact: - Such great advocates are the French for the 
levelling system, that they cannot, nor will suffer anyone to appear in the nation above a 
common man; an English gentleman, well known in this country, being one day at Paris with 
his usual attendant servants, he attempted to ride in his phaeton through the streets, but was, by 
the populace, pulled from his carriage, and a halter put round his neck, and actually had the 
other end thrown over the lamp iron in order to be drawn up, at which instant his banker 
happening to be coming by, and fortunately recognizing his friend in that dreadful situation, he 
stepped to the spot and harrangued the parties, declaring, he knew the person well, and assured 

63 Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 12/5/1792, p.1, column 1. 
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them he was a man intirely of their own sentiments and had spent part of his fortune to support 
their cause, on which he was immediately released.64 

An identical discursive ploy was also evident in the following passage from 

Felix Farley's Bristol Journal. Despite its importance to the paper's classically 

anti-revolutionary message, the 'modem doctrine of equality' is once again a 

curiously anaemic concept: 

Gracious Heaven ! what a narrow partition are the Straits of Dover and Calais between a 
kingdom of happiness, and a nation of misery and desolation ! - In France, what an awful 
lesson is held forth to mankind against the dangers of unlimited innovation - against the 
principles of all levelling reformation - and against the modem doctrine of universal equality ! 
Every day's advices, in short, now present us with so dreadful a picture of licentious anarchy, 
as cannot but rouse the attention of British subjects to guard against, execrate, and punish 
every factious attempt to plunge their country into similar horrors with those ofFrance.65 

Whether the signified was omitted, suppressed, or conflated with the referent, 

depended on the specific term and the context in which it was being used. It 

was relatively easy, for example, to portray egaZite in a relentlessly negative 

light, given that in Britain the term had neither historical precedent nor 

contemporary analogue. However, liberty'S long political lineage meant that it 

was an altogether different proposition, and its signified was accordingly 

subject to more complex and varied treatment. These issues will be developed 

in later chapters. The key point to note here is the importance of these linguistic 

sleights of hand to Britain's broader reaction to revolution. The reduction of 

key political terms to little more than vacuous labels meant that readers were 

not provided with the conceptual information to challenge the broader 

polarisation between the British and French polities. The loyalist case rested on 

a binary interpretative framework which in turn was founded upon the 

manipulation of the tripartite relationship between signifier, signified and 

referent. 

64 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 4/10/1792, pA, column 1. 
65 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 8/9/1792, pA, column 1. 
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Of the three remaining sample years, 1848 most clearly recalls the anti

revolutionary discourse of 1792. This is somewhat predictable given the fresh 

impetus to the revolutionary paradigm, and British interest in it, provided by 

the deposition of Louis Philippe in February. Felix Farley's Bristol Journal 

devoted an average of thirty percent of its news coverage to French events in 

March 1848, as opposed to twelve percent in March 1812 and a measly four 

percent in 1832.66 Anecdotal evidence suggests that these figures provide a 

relatively accurate indication of the renewed interest of Bristolians in events in 

France. Observing the arrival of the latest editions of the morning papers at the 

city's commercial rooms, the Bristol Times and Bath Advocate drew the 

analogy that: 

If you have ever seen a woman go into a fannyard, and scatter a handful of corn, the flying and 
running of a flock of hungry barn-door fowls towards her would give you something like an 
idea of the rush that takes place on this occasion; and as there are not enough of copies for all, 
he that is fortunate enough to get possession of one is followed by some twenty others, as he 
runs off to devours its contents, just as a duck or hen that had picked up a potato would be run 

67 after by the rest of the flock. 

However, the number of reports devoted to French news is of less interest here 

than their discursive structure and linguistic composition. At the simplest level 

the rhetorical juxtaposition of the distracted state of France against the happy 

and prosperous condition of Britain is evident in all the Bristol titles for 1848. 

As in 1 792 the function of this discursive device was to discredit the 

revolutionary events in France and to leave readers in no doubt as to the 

respective merits of the two polities. For example, in pitting revolution against 

loyalty, loss of property against prosperity, and disorganisation against 

tranquillity, the following passage was squarely located within the simplistic, 

bipolar model of the 1790s. The reductive dualisms of "good" British practice 

66 Calculated as: Column inches covered by French news/ (Total column inches - column 
inches covered by advertisements) multiplied by 100. V.S. Berridge's application of column 
inch counts to mid-Victorian popular journals was particularly influential here: V.S. Berridge, 
'Popular Journalism and Working class attitudes 1854-1886: A study of Reynold's 
Newspapers, Lloyd's Weekly and the Weekly Times' (University of London Ph.D. thesis, 

1976). 
67 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 11/311848, p.3, column 3. 
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as opposed to "poor" French practice are particularly evident in the pointed 

distinction between 'the substance of liberty,' and 'its shadow': 

Let the spectacle of a revolted nation, the agitation which it occasions, the loss of property and 
of life, the disorganization of society, the interruption to trade and manufactures, the uncertain 
result of all those immediate sacrifices, lead the loyal and faithful subjects of our Queen to 
rally round the throne, and those institutions which for ages have enabled us to enjoy the 
blessings of a happy, a free, and a great nation. We have not to seek liberty in the unknown 
future, and through forms of Government by us untried, but by other nations found wanting. It 
is for us contentedly to hold fast the blessings we enjoy, and to endeavour by all means not to 
lose the substance of liberty in the vain attempt to grasp its shadow. If we embark in so 
perilous an adventure we may rest assured that our natural tranquillity, prosperity, and 
happiness will take French leave of us. 68 

Other aspects of the 1792 discourse were echoed in two further extracts from 

the Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser. Its hegemonic reach over other 

news items was taken to new, and improbable, heights in a lengthy editorial on 

vegetarianism. This opened with a familiar rant against 'novelty', an assertion 

of the superiority of 'old truths', and an explicit rejection of the revolutionary 

paradigm. Yet in a novel twist it then argued that, 'the subject we now have to 

consider is not a French revolution in politics, but an attempted English 

revolution in diet'. A whole column was devoted to attacking this unwelcome 

innovation before the paper concluded: 

... The vegetarians also refuse to kill men. Murderers are not to be put to death. Neither will 
they be soldiers. Therefore the good part of mankind are to be defenceless against the bad, the 
loyal against the disloyal; the monarchy and Constitution of Great Britain, for want of strong 
and willing arms to defend them against rebels and traitors, are to give place to Chartists and 
repealers, to Communists and Socialists. Such is vegetarianism; and, in such a state of society, 
as far as this world is concerned, a man might be tempted to envy a vegetable existence. 69 

Less surreally, 'THE REVOLUTIONARY CATECHISM: A HINT TAKEN 

FROM THE FRENCH', framed its hostile stance in a series of rhetorical 

questions and answers: 

Q. - What is a Revolution? 
A. - The turning of a State or Nation upside down. 
Q. - What is the object of a Revolution? 
A. - The destruction of things that are. 
Q. - What is the pretence of a Revolution? 
A. - The substitution of things that can never be. 
Q. - What are the qualifications of a Revolutionist? 
A. - In morals, envy, hatred, revenge, and falsehood; in affairs, bankruptcy. 

68 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 4/3/1848, p.5, columns 5-6. 
69 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 9/9/1848, p.5, columns 5-6. 
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Q. - What are the operations of a Revolutionist? 
A. - Assassination and plunder. 
Q. - What are the weapons of a Revolutionist? 
A. - Pikes and pistols for the mob; for himself, his tongue and his heels. 
Q. - Who are the gainers by a Revolution? 
A. - Vagabonds, adventurers, and rogues of all sorts. 
Q. - Who are the victims in a Revolution? 
A. - Every body who had anything to loose. 
Q. - What is the glory of a Revolution? 
A. - Confusion, and the more confused the better: no law, no order; no capital, no credit; every 
man's hand against his neighbour, and every man's heart intent only on getting all he can from 
the general scramble.70 

'Destruction', 'bankruptcy', 'assassination', 'plunder', 'confusion', and general 

lawlessness; the explicit attribution of these ills to the revolution is reminiscent 

of the intensification of the 1792 discourse in the wake of the September 

massacres. Significantly, this mock catechism was dated after the 1848 

revolution's own bloody nadir, the June days.71 As in 1792 an essentially 

hermeneutic discourse was responsive to negative, violent images which fed 

into its own preconceived polemic. Its anti-revolutionary message concluded 

with a familiar rhetorical device, an emphasis on the contrasting situation of 

Britain: 

Q. - What is the best security against a Revolution? 
A. - The fear of God; loyalty to our Sovereign; and attachment to the institutions of our 
country; contentedness with our station in life; fidelity in our business here; and diligence to 
obtain eternal salvation, through Jesus Christ, hereafter. 

The structural similarities of these passages to those written some fifty-six 

years earlier are striking. However, any discursive parallels between 1792 and 

1848, though immediately arresting, are less important than the subtle semiotic 

differences which will be drawn out in the rest of the chapter. It was not simply 

the case that the anti-revolutionary reports of 1792 equipped the English 

language with an interpretative framework to be used as the historical 

contingency arose. What may be witnessed in the Bristol newspapers for 1848 

70 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 2/9/1848, p.6, column 2. 
71 The catechism was dated 'Bath, August 1, 1848', and was attributed only to 'P.H.'. Figures 
on the casualties of the June days vary greatly. Tilly and Lees note that they 'took a toll of at 
least 4,000 casualties from among the 70,000 to 100,000 participants on both sides', Charles 
Tilly and Lynn H. Lees, 'The People of June, 1848', in Roger Price (ed.), Revolution and 
Reaction: 1848 and the Second French Republic (London: Croom Helm Ltd., 1975), p.186. 
Tombs, however, favours Chesnais' estimate of 4,000 government troops, and 6,000 
insurgents. Robert Tombs, France 1814-1914 (London: Longman, 1996), p.383. 
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is crucially not the anti-revolutionary discourse of 1792 being pressed into the 

service of Louis Philippe. This was a new discourse which, whilst bearing an 

outwards similarity to that observed in 1792, contained significant internal 

differences and was accordingly more sensitive to the vagaries of the political 

situation than its predecessor. In this reading the similarities observed above 

were indicative not of the enduring success of the 1792 model, but rather of its 

ultimate failure to provide a pointedly British discursive framework for the 

conduct of nineteenth century politics. 

The point is lent clarity by a more detailed consideration of the portrayal of the 

revolution of 1848 in the Bristol newspapers. Developments in the regional 

press since the 1790s make the identification of common idioms and discursive 

patterns in the newspapers for 1848 a complex task. Of these, the growing 

autonomy of the regional press from its metropolitan counterpart, and the 

accompanying rise of the local editorial voice are particularly pertinent here.n 

It is, for example, difficult to find any common ground between the 

unapologetic Toryism of Felix Farley IS Bristol Journal and the self-proclaimed 

Liberalism of the Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser. In between these 

two political extremes were the broadly conservative Bristol Mirror and 

General Advertiser and the Bristol Times and Bath Advocate1 and the mild 

whiggism of the Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser. Complicated by 

commercial rivalries, this political partisanship makes generalisations between 

different titles difficult. That said, in March 1848 an anti-revolutionary stance 

was common to them all, and is illustrated by the Bristol Times and Bath 

Advocate IS coverage of French events in its edition for the 18th. The opening 

72 Barker's observations on the partisan nature of th~ eighteenth century press are noted above, 
see pp.16-17. It is nevertheless true that the rigorous application of a party political stance to 
local, national and international affairs accelerated markedly in the first half of the nineteenth 
century; see, for example, Asquith, p.104. Lucy Brown, 'The British press, 1800-1860' in 
Dennis Griffiths (ed.), The Encyclopedia afthe British Press, 1422-1992 (London: Macmillan 
Press, 1992), pp.24-32, is a useful overview of newspaper developments in this period. Of 
recent single-volume studies, Aled Jones', Powers of the Press: Newspapers, power and the 
public in nineteenth century England (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1996) is excellent. In the 
absence of any other work, Gallop remains the best authority on Bristol. Chapter six, 'Editors 
and Newspapers 1805-1855', and chapter eight, 'The production and circulation of newspapers 
1805-1855', are particularly useful here. 

40 



passage of its editorial section presages a rather formulaic critique of the 

revolutionary paradigm based upon the interpretative framework of 1792: 

"LIBERTY, EQUALITY, FRATERNITY" 
The intelligence received daily during the week from France, presents a most deplorable 
commentary on these three talismanic words. All business in abeyance - alarm throughout the 
country - private banks breaking - the National Bank of France suspending, for the present, all 
payments in specie - capitalists trying to get clear out of the country with their capital - those 
who have substance there vainly endeavouring to realize - foreigners flying home - the wealthy 
living in momentary dread that general confiscation will follow general bankruptcy - the 
middle classes afraid of the sans culottes, and the "bettermost" members of the National Guard 
remaining under arms in order to protect themselves and their substance from a Socialist mob. 
A feverish unrest - racking anxiety - a nightly and daily looking forward to something worse -
doubt, distrust, embarrassment, want, on all sides - comfort and security nowhere. Such are the 
results of ~3 victory in which the national virtues of Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity have 
triumphed. 

With crushing inevitability, just two columns later the situation in France was 

then contrasted with that in England: 

The best place for Englishmen at this moment is England: talk as they like about Italian skies 
and Parisian gaiety, England, with all her atmospheric faults and social dullness, is the safest 
place to be in England at the present moment - they cannot have carnivals, but they can have 
comfort - balls do not abound here, nor barricades either; and when a storm is brooding over 
the Continent, it is a consolation to know that the barometer of the British Funds has not sunk 
below eighty-one and three-quarters. We do not pity the returned exiles, then, under their 
foreign privations; if they do not fmd their way back to their country residences, where they 
had better have been all this time than abroad, even Bond-street and Regent-street will be 
found more legitimate channels for their money than the Rue de la Paix and the Boulvard des 
I 1· 74 ta lens. 

The structural similarities with reports from 1792 are again clear. The extracts 

operated within a discursive field dominated by the opposing poles of "good" 

British practice and "bad" French practice. This is not, however, to deny their 

factual basis. On the contrary, Tombs produces a remarkably similar list of 

difficulties to support his contention that the new regime's most intractable 

problems was 'to survive an economic crisis that the revolution had both 

inherited and aggravated' .75 Yet in blithely attributing these ills to the 

revolutionary trinity of 'Liberty, Equality and Fraternity', the Bristol Times 

crossed the line between commentary and critique, reportage and polemic. 

France undoubtedly was reeling from an economic crisis which saw share 

values fall by fifty-six percent, and, in the space of just three months, Bank of 

73 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 18/311848, p.3, column 1. 
74 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 18/311848, p.3, column 3. 
75 Tombs, p.379. 

41 



France reserves decline by seventy percent, and Lille' s industrial output fall by 

some sixty -six percent. Yet with their pointed references to liberty, equality and 

fraternity, the 'mob', and the 'sans culottes', the passages read less like reports 

of actual events than an extended list of synonyms for the evils of the 

revolutionary paradigm. As in 1792 no attempt was made to define these 

revolutionary concepts/ features, or to explain exactly how they resulted in 

such violence and lawlessness. The movement from signifier to referent was 

instantaneous, whilst the signified was omitted altogether. 'Alarm,' 'dread', 

'fear', poverty, bankruptcy and 'confiscation' were the inexorable results of 

revolution, both in theory and in practice. For all the truth of its observations, 

the Bristol Times drew upon a polarised interpretative framework founded upon 

the manipulation of signifier, signified and referent. Once again form 

reinforced, and exaggerated, content. 

However, reading further down the editorial it is soon apparent that a rather 

more complex variant of anti-revolutionary discourse is in operation here. In 

1792 revolutionary agency was attributed either to all Frenchmen 

indiscriminately, or to a rather nebulously defined 'mob'. A combination of 

gallophobia, monarchism, and anti-democratic sentiment dictated that the only 

Frenchmen absolved from all guilt were the royal family and the aristocracy. 

Yet by March 1848 the situation had changed dramatically with the fmger of 

blame pointed firmly at the exiled Louis Philippe. For example, having 

attacked the revolutionary state and its doctrines the Bristol Times then opined: 

Had he the courage to remain twenty-four hours longer at his post, France would have been 
saved from the trouble, distress, depression and danger into which it is now thrown. It was the 
people of substance who, for their own sakes, and to save the nation from anarchy, placed the 
sceptre in his hands; and the people of substance, if he had not so pitifully relaxed his grip, 
would have kept it there; but in the pusillanimity of his heart he has basely betrayed them, and 
sacrificed France to save the remnant of a life more eventful than honest.

76 

The prominence of Louis Philippe in the anti-revolutionary critiques of 1848 

varied with the political persuasion of individual titles. Nonetheless, the 

vilification of the former King was a discursive ploy which featured in all the 

76 Ibid. 
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Bristol newspapers at some stage. Indeed, in the very extremity of its language 

and opinions the following extract from the Bristol Mirror provides a typical 

example of the treatment of Louis Philippe at the hands of the Bristol 

journalists: 

Had he remembered and practised the lessons of moderation, to be learned in adversity, had he 
sought, with single purpose, the national freedom and welfare of France instead of its 
subjugation to his will, had he aimed to win the attachment of his people rather than to rule 
them by diplomacy and military force, his throne might have stood secure. But the wealth and 
aggrandisement of the Royal Family were preferred to the interests of the nation.77 

This backed up the Mirror's recurrent charge that Louis Philippe had provoked 

the insurgents by repeatedly reneging on the guarantees of the Charter. 

Somewhat predictably, particular scorn was reserved for the Orleanist attitude 

towards the press, with such cutting asides as 'THE PRESS OF ENGLAND 

AND THE PRESS OF FRANCE are both noted for their convictions - but the 

first are moral convictions, and the second legal ones', 78 being made as early as 

the first of January. Though it did so infrequently, even the staunchly 

monarchist Felix Farley's Bristol Journal participated in the general 

condemnation with its jocular announcement that, 'The King of the French has 

shown himself to be such a perfect humbug, that the phrase "not worth a filip" 

is by common consent to be changed to "not worth a Louis-Philippe.' 79 

Instances where London newspapers were cited and acknowledged provide 

sufficient anecdotal evidence to suggest that similar criticism was voiced at the 

national level. For example, the Bristol Times and Bath Advertiser regularly 

included extracts from the Times in which 'vulgarity,' and 'pusillanimity' were 

among numerous charges levelled at a King whose actions had left the country 

'to all the horrors of total anarchy' .80 In these passages the adjectives applied to 

Louis Philippe, in terms of both his personal characteristics and his national 

impact, were virtually indistinguishable from those used of the dreaded 'mob' 

in 1792. Indeed, the verdict of the Times upon the king's conduct was as 

77 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 4/311848, p.5, column 5. 
78 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 1/111848, p.6, column 4. 
79 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 4/311848, p.6, column 2. 
80 Cited in Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 1113/1848, p.1, column 6. 
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withering as anything applied to the 'mob' in 1792. 'We have no desire to bear 

heavily on the fallen, but when acts of such consummate folly and want of 

courage are terminated by a complete abdication, not of crown alone, but of all 

human dignity, there is an end almost to compassion.' 81 

The portrayal of Louis Philippe as the unwitting agent of his own downfall was 

obviously a politically contingent development. The manifest failings of 

Orleanism made it difficult even for those who had supported it in principle to 

find much merit in its practice. It was as much with sorrow as condemnation 

that the Bristol Mercury remarked in January, 'shrinking from the assertion, at 

home and abroad, of the liberal principles which made him what he is, the 

conviction that he rules over a disappointed and divided people will leave his 

latter days no peace' .82 Louis Philippe's rather sorry capitulation merely sealed 

this journalistic verdict. February 1848 did not throw up fresh images of a 

bloodthirsty mob and demonic revolutionary leaders. As Victor Hugo 

memorably quipped, 'I prefer '93 to '48. I prefer to see Titans wading through 

chaos than nincompoops dithering' .83 

Condemnation of Louis Philippe was soon overtaken by subsequent events. 

The June days, for example, occasioned a return to centre-stage for the Parisian 

'mob'. Nonetheless, his treatment in March 1848 articulated a fundamental 

truth about the development of anti-revolutionary discourse over the period 

from 1792. Whilst operating within broadly the same parameters, in 1848 

81 Op. cit. Indeed The Times took a particularly harsh editorial line on the Orleanist regime. As 
noted in the official history of the paper: 'The Times had no regret for the destruction of "an 
unpopular and unconstitutional system" (February 26, 1848), and attributed the King's fall to 
the dangerous egotism, "which clogged his judgement, lulled his caution and deprived him of 
respect and affection of his people." (March 2, 1848.) The paper, later, became so bitter that 
Walter wrote to ask Dasent to moderate the tone of articles on the Orleans family and 
especially to give the ex-King "due credit for those good qualities which he does possess." The 
new regime in France was not favoured by The Times. Democratic opinions were now more 
than suspect in Printing House Square. It was only when General Cavaignac became Premier 
that The Times gave its firm support to a French Government': The History of The Times, The 
Tradition Established, 1841-1884 (London: The Times, 1939), p.106. 
82 Bristol Mercury - Western Counties, Monmouthshire, and South Wales Advertiser, 81111848, 
p.5, column 6. 
83 Tombs, p.377. 
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critiques of French affairs were markedly less stark and schematic than similar 

reports written fifty-six years earlier. To seize on one specific area of 

comparison, reports on the activities of Parisian crowds were no longer 

axiomatically bloody affairs. That is not to say that expressions of fear and 

contempt for the 'mob' were absent from the pages of the city's papers - the 

massacre in the Rue St. Honore, for instance, was roundly condemned as 

'lamentable' . 84 Yet these type of reports were routinely interspersed with 

conflicting accounts which signified a more nuanced appreciation of French 

affairs. Of particular interest are a series of articles supposedly written by Jean 

Boeuf (pere) for Felix Farley under the heading 'A FEW NOTES ON THE 

FRENCH REVOLUTION BY ONE ON THE SPOT'. In the first of these 

Boeuf remembered a London journalist who had made up. a story about a 

murder at Footscray in Kent thereby fooling all his colleagues/peers who 

promptly wasted much time searching for sensational new leads. He continued: 

.... .I am satisfied in my own mind, Friend Felix, that this same Foot's cray man must have been 
hard at work in Paris during the past week. I cannot bring myself to doubt that it was he who 
measured so accurately that standing pool of blood fifty yards in length - or that he alone 
turned up that modem oubliette - a lump of mortar - wherein was found a member of the 
Chamber of Deputies entombed with an ouvrier. He must have been the man who fought side 
by side with Achmet in his fez - his Ubiquitous and vigilant eyes could have alone discovered 
the "mort a Guizot" traced with sanguinary fmger on the hotel wall:- to say nothing of the 
statuesque national guards and sentimental gamins with which the more severe narratives have 
been plentifully relieved .... 85 

Boeuf s sarcastic asides on 'the standing pool of blood fifty yards in length', 

and 'the member of the Chamber of Deputies entombed with an ouvrier,' 

clearly mocked the caricatured view of the "poor French example" which had 

been so dominant in 1792. The underlying message of these reports was 

nonetheless overtly anti-revolutionary. At one stage, for example, the author 

stated, 'I am firmly of the opinion that a Republic in France will, sooner or 

later, have its accustomed end: - it may be in years - it may be before you have 

well got this in type, - but, in the prophetic phrase of Meg Merrilies "The MAN 

and the hour MUST come".,86 As such these articles reinforce the earlier point. 

84 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 4/3/1848, p.2, column 1. 
85 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 4/311848, p.5, column 1. 
86 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 4/311848, p.2, column 2. 
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Although the overarching framework was essentially unchanged, within that 

framework political coverage was more ambiguous and heterogeneous in 1848 

than it had been in 1792. 

This heterogeneity is further illustrated by a series of articles and open letters 

which appeared in successive editions of the Bristol Mercury in January 1848. 

On the eighth of January the paper reported on a meeting held at the city's 

Public Rooms in Broadmead, the purpose of which was to voice local 

opposition to proposed increases in the national defence budget. Uncritically, it 

paraphrased the chairman's attempts to play down the threat of a revolutionary 

invasion by emphasising that for forty years Britain and France had enjoyed 

peaceable commercial relations. Revolutionary fears and naked gallophobia 

should, he argued, be replaced by mutual cordiality and even brotherly 10ve.87 

The editorial line upon this was not expressed until the following week's 

edition. Under the rather alarming headline, 'LONDON TAKEN BY THE 

FRENCH', this took the form of a mock letter from 'Bugeaud' to the 

revolutionary minister of foreign affairs. Dated sometime in the future and 

written from Buckingham Palace, this described a successful landing at Dover, 

the submission of London, and the substitution of the tricolour for the British 

flag. It then irreverently continued: 

The statue of the charlatan Nelson has been displaced from a column, which will be 
sunnounted by the effigy of our own real hero, Jean Bart. I have further caused the marble 
statue of Napoleon - for many years shamefully concealed in the wine-cellar of the Duke of 
Wellington - to be elevated to the arch outside Apsley -house, which is to be henceforth known 
as Austerlitz-lodge. The statue of the Duke of Wellington is already in the melting pot, and will 
serve to reinforce our artillery. Twenty thousand Frenchmen - namely valets, drawing-masters, 
cooks, and fiddlers - appeared in the streets in the unifonn of national guards ... In a few days I 
shall be enabled to send you an inventory of the wealth of London; which, until the conclusion 

88 of the opera season, I propose to make our head-quarters. 

The references to the statue of Jean Bart, 'Austerlitz-lodge', and the opera 

season were no doubt jocular. Nonetheless, the Bristol Mercury's fear of the 

87 R. Charleton and his supporters, 'did not regard the French as their natural enemies, but 
loved them as brethren - that not only did they cherish cordiality towards them, but they relied 
on the same feeling being reciprocated towards England ... ', Bristol Mercury - Western 
Counties, Monmouthshire, and South Wales Advertiser, 8/1/1848, p.4, column 3. 
88 Bristol Mercury - Western Counties, Monmouthshire, and South Wales Advertiser, 
15/1/1848, p.6, column 6. 
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revolutionary paradigm was strong and undisguised. It is thus somewhat 

surprising to find a dissonant voice just one page later in the same edition. A 

letter addressed to the editor played down the revolutionary threat, and instead, 

'in sober sadness', attacked the Duke of Wellington for falsely suggesting that 

Britain's defences were weak.89 The anonymous correspondent argued that, far 

from being the act of a concerned patriot, this amounted to 'nothing less than 

an invitation', to other nations to assemble their forces. Delays in editorial 

comment, and articles which were openly sympathetic to France were 

exceptionally rare in 1792. Their presence within newspapers whose editorial 

line was otherwise hostile indicates that fifty-six years later anti-revolutionary 

discourse was not the monolithic, hegemonic entity it had been in 1792. 

The fact that these extracts from the Mercury were written in January 1848 

should not be overplayed. Although it was easy to be sanguine about a 

hypothetical invasion by an equally hypothetical revolutionary regime, similar 

restraint was displayed towards news of British disturbances after the fall of 

Louis Philippe. Commenting upon the riots in Glasgow and Manchester, for 

example, the Bristol Times and Bath Advertiser calmly stated, 'Any kind of 

political change or struggle in France is sure to create a slight ruffle on the 

surface of society in this country, and draw forth from their obscurity into 

momentary and mischievous activity, characters that at any other time would 

be unable to create the most partial excitement.' It then continued: 

However, nothing that has as yet taken place is sufficient to shake our confidence in the good 
sense and good conduct of the populations generally of the towns throughout England. 
Wherever there is any distress, and a demagogue to take advantage of that distress, by 
formenting mischief and inflaming discontent, it will not be difficult in any large place to get a 
sufficient number foolish or infatuated enough to interrupt local tranquillity, at a time when 
recent events in France have naturally caused some excitement. But, on the whole, we believe 
the people are indisposed for and well convinced of the inutility, folly, and wantonness of 
outbreaks, for which there is no political pretext, and which every person, of every politics, 
with an ounce of property, have an interest in suppressing, and will eventually and effectually 
suppress, to what height soever riot may for a moment run. 90 

89 Bristol Mercury - Western Counties, Monm outhsh ire, and South Wales Advertiser, 

151111848, p.7, column 2. 
90 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 11/3/1848, p.3, column 2. 



There is a significant difference in tone here from that used in analogous 

articles in 1792. Granted, the argument of the piece is unchanged: events in 

France are still portrayed as providing a poor example to the happy and 

prosperous people of England. Yet though the poles of the discursive 

framework remained the same, the ideological ground between them was 

shortened and redrawn under a series of more subtle and complex contours. By 

1848, appeals to the British constitution on the one hand, and stereotypically 

negative images of the French on the other, had lost much of their former 

stridency and hysteria. Predictions of the apocalyptic consequences of British 

radicalism were also less hegemonic than they had previously been. Where the 

debate of 1792 was dominated by theatrical references to 'tumult and disorder' , 

'criminal and wicked purposes', 'alarming and dangerous consequences', and 

the 'subversion of all regular government' ,91 fifty six years later there was the 

rather nonchalant acknowledgment of 'a slight ruffle on the surface of society 

in this country'. In May 1792 the proclamation against seditious writings 

urged all British subj ects 'to avoid and discourage all proceedings, tending to 

produce riots and tumults',92 while the Bristol press was full of reports on the 

prosecutions of Dr. Priestley and various publishers of Paine for seditious libel. 

By 1848, however, the Bristol Mirror was typical in its more considered and 

realistic assessment of the impact of France upon the British polity: 

It is an old story that, whenever France is in commotion, the English must either be in a state 
of attraction or repulsion to their active neighbours. French revolutions excite our people. 
French Wars have generally called us into the field as their most formidable adversaries. 

To get up a great revolution in England, which should throw the Paris one into the shade, was 
an impossibility; so, not to be altogether eclipsed and out of fashion JOHN BULL must needs 

1 93 have two or three on a smaller sca e. 

Even the immediate threat of a pro-revolutionary gathering in nearby Bath did 

not occasion a uniform return to the histrionic, ideological polarisation of 1792. 

With admirable restraint the Bristol Times reasoned: 'A meeting, it is 

91 See for example, the various loyalist addresses of London, Bristol, Somerset, etc. given in 
reply;o the first proclamation against seditious publications. These were included in all titles in 
successive editions in June 1792. 
92 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 26/5/1792, p.2, column 1. 
93 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 11/311848, p.5, column 6. 
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announced, is to be held at Bath on Monday next, for the purpose of 

congratulating the French people, and we dare say a similar demonstration will 

be thought of elsewhere. And let them by all means congratulate as long as they 

like; but let them also conduct themselves in a manner that when the meeting is 

over, we can congratulate them on having kept the peace. A political right to 

meet is not a personal right to plunder. ,94 

v 

THE THREE BIRTHS OF FRANCE 

Up from the coast post follows post; each minute brings its tale; 
Rumour meets rumour open-mouthed, and feverish and pale: 

Along the wires electric fires flash tidings to and fro; 
A great world-birth is breeding - France is again in throe. 

Two such births had she borne before - the first, an awful birth, 
A giant with a bloody hand, its stamp still stains the earth; 

For blood, not milk, his mother's breasts he tore with hunger keen, 
His lullaby the Carmagnole, his toy the guillotine. 

And forty years had sped away, and in the summer prime 
France was in child birth pangs again, as in that earlier time; 

And Europe watched around the bed where that fair mother lay, 
And a second Revolution came to the light of day. 

A milder, meeker, gentler child than that first giant he, 
No blood-stain on his hand was seen, to check the gossips' glee; 

Yet stern of look, and sinewy, more mighty, as more mild, 
Was he the world then welcomed, a bland and blameless child. 

No Ca Ira rang round his bed, no red cap decked his brow, 
And the world said, "Surely France will be a happy mother now!" 

He had all his brother's beauty, but nothing of his frown, 
More than his strength for building up, if less for pulling down. 

And for a nursing father they gave the child a king, 
And they girt him round with charters, and laws, a stately ring. 

And they looked to see him grow to man in free, unchecked advance, 
To be a blessing to the world, a glory unto France. 

"I'll rear this child on truth," he said. He reared it all on lies. 
"Its freedom I will strengthen." He sapped its liberties. 

"I live for it and France." Both France and it lived but for him. 
"I'll make its name all glorious." He stained its honour dim. 

No wonder that the child grew sad and sickened, day by day; 

94 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 11/3/1848, p.3, column 2. 
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No wonder those who loved it fell, one by one, away; 
No wonder all the hopes that smiled around it at its birth 

Sunk, slow and silent, from its path, and left its heart a dearth. 

And France is in the throes again, and who upon the earth 
May say what frame and feature will mark this latest birth? 

But take warning, anguished mother, from the sad tale we have told 
Beware such kings for fosterers - kings who love lies and gold. 

, 

Punch. 95 

This poem, taken from Punch and reproduced in the Bristol Mirror, neatly 

encapsulates the heightened sophistication of anti-revolutionary discourse by 

1848. The fact that it originated in a national magazine also suggests that the 

developments observed in the Bristol newspapers were true of the wider 

discursive field of mid-nineteenth century British politics. More saliently, 

however, the poem implicitly addresses the thorny issue of the cause of those 

developments - British comprehension of the revolutionary paradigm was 

repeatedly modified under the force of no fewer than three French uprisings. 

An identical point was made by the Mirror's own 'Revolutionary Catechism'. 

Despite its 'classic' anti-revolutionary message and structure, a degree of 

nonchalance based on past precedent was evident in its penultimate question 

and answer: 

Q. - How does a Revolution end? 
A. - After the loss of all things the people come again to their senses, and the Constitution is 
restored as it was before, only with the laws a little more severe, to prevent similar disasters for 

96 the future. 

Lessons drawn from subsequent experience were also applied retrospectively 

to older revolutionary upheavals. Aiken's lectures to the Bristol Athenaeum on 

the revolution of 1789 provide a particularly useful example of this process of 

reinterpretation. These were reported on by all of the city's newspapers, and 

demonstrate a more nuanced comprehension of events than had been evident in 

1792. Admittedly, the Bristol Times and Bath Advocate complained that 'there 

was rather too much disposition, by occasionally alluding to party phrases, to 

bespeak an interest to doctrines recognised as Conservative'. 97 Yet Aiken's 

95 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 4/3/1848, p.6, column 1. 
96 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 2/9/1848, p.6, column 2. 
97 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 18/3/1848, p.3, column 5. 
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lectures, and articles discussing them, did not represent an atavistic throwback 

to the ideological loyalism of the 1790s. Though 'conservative' and clearly 

promoting an anti-revolutionary message, they displayed a judicious 

appreciation of the respective roles of the philosophes, Louis XVI, Calonne, 

Necker, and the lacobins as past politics became history. 

That said, the development of revolutionary reporting between 1792 and 1848 

was not uncomplicatedly linear. This is not to deny that it evolved, and was 

broadly more sophisticated, in terms of content, at the end of the period than it 

had been at the beginning. In each of the sample years after 1792, passages 

which heralded some sort of progression in the portrayal and comprehension of 

the revolutionary paradigm are easy to find. Yet, alongside these, elements of 

the 1792 discourse and of even older interpretative frameworks were equally 

evident. For example, in its emphasis upon the poverty and violence of the 

French, the following extract from 1812 was strongly reminiscent of the 

'original' anti-revolutionary debate from some twenty years earlier: -

The greater body of the French soldiery approaches to an almost entire disorganisation ... As a 
celebrated composition in ancient history was called the Groans of the Britons, so these may 
well be called the "Groans o/the French " ... These wretched, these despairing creatures, would 
excite our pity, did we not remember the atrocities of which they have lent themselves to be 
the willing agents - in Spain, in Portugal, in Swisserland, in the Tyrol... We regret to bear 
testimony to the general degradation of a people once celebrated by the suavity of their 
dispositions, and the chivalrous gallantry of their sentiments; but when we see the atrocities of 
Moscow acted over again at Madrid, and the contemptible Joseph imitating his sanguinary 
brother, we are almost ready to exclaim, in the words of the Russian Minister at Moscow - "It 
is impossible that morality should exist in such a nation !,,98 

The interpretative framework of 1792 was more explicitly drawn upon in 'The 

Crisis', a five part series in Felix Farley's Bristol Journal. 99 Although it 

98 Bristol Mirror, Late Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 1211211812, p.3, column 4. In 
1812, violence and disorder were portrayed as being axiomatically 'French' as often as they 
had been in 1792. Consider, for example, Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 711111812, p.1, 
column 1-2: 'The pillaging system, which the French politicians call "making war to support 
war," appears to have produced in Russia a renewal of the horrible scenes of 1810, in Portugal. 
Whole villages have been plundered and burnt, and the inhabitants either barbarously 
murdered, or turned out homeless, to starve with cold and hunger. The peasants, who at first 
generally fled from the approach of the invaders, now arm themselves with pikes, hatchets, and 
every implement of devastation which falls in their way, to resist the foraging parties, whose 
efforts are thereby rendered in many instances fruitless' . 
99 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 31110/1812 to 28/11/1812. 
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differentiated between 'the philosophical, atheistical, directorial, and now the 

military, leaders of the French nation' ,100 the distinction was a rather half

hearted one. All had acted upon the 'same exterminating principle', which was 

outlined earlier in the same passage: 

There has been, from the very commencement, a most alarming feature in the resistance 
opposed to the bold designs of the French Revolutionary leaders. - Whilst these ruffians 
brought all the energies of the human mind into play; attacked the most active passions to their 
side, and enlisted every crime in their service - whilst they employed every kind of open and 
underhand violence, and exercised the most profligate intrigue, dissimulation and deception -
whilst they blended the most refined cunning with the greatest audacity; and expressed the 
most tender regard for the rights of society and the charities of human nature, when they were 
acting upon the most furious system of pillage, overthrow, and murder - whilst, in fme, they 
hurled destruction at every Government, every sacred and civil institution, at the altar and the 
tomb, the palace and the cottage; what measures did their intended victims take, to oppose, or 
to punish, this system of extermination ? They encountered this organized horde of robbers, 
incendiaries and assassins, with the weapons employed in the most legitimate war, and against 
the most honourable opponents. The consequences Qught to have been forseen; yet only one 
man, for whose name we shall always feel boundless respect, and for his talents inexpressable 
admiration, clearly predicted them at the time. That great man, it is superfluous to add, was -
Edmund Burke. 

In this reading, French affairs and, more importantly, British comprehension of 

them, had developed little in twenty years. Burke's Reflections were as relevant 

in 1812 as they had been in 1792. This refusal to acknowledge the evolution of 

the revolutionary paradigm is perhaps understandable given that the intervening 

period had been one of near continuous warfare between Britain and France. 

Indeed, the overwhelming majority of French news in Bristol newspapers 

during 1812 concentrated on the specifics of troop movements and military 

engagement. Yet the discursive framework used to make sense of these events 

was not that of 1792. The explicitly anti-revolutionary message of 'The Crisis', 

was not typical of French reports in 1812. Ideological hysteria had been 

replaced by drier references to the 'enemy' and the aggrandising ambitions of 

the 'French tyrant' .101 As such the Bristol newspapers drew upon the older, pre

revolutionary discourses of dynastic rivalry, nationalism, and gallophobia. The 

100 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 7/11/1812, p.4, column 2. 
101 See for example, Bristol Mirror, Late Bonner and Middleton's Journal, 12112/1812, p.2, 
column 1: 'Paris Papers to the 4th inst. '" talk of the anniversary of Bonaparte's Coronation 
being celebrated at Paris; on which occasion the people would be ordered to wear bright 
smiles, while sorrow filled their hearts, not only on account of the oppressions they endure, but 
for the thousands and thousands of their relatives and friends sacrificed to the Tyrant's 

ambition in Russia' . 
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Bristol Mirror, for example, quipped, 'King Joe is said to have expressed an 

earnest wish to get his Crown changed; and Lord Wellington seems to do every 

thing in his power to accommodate him' .102 This was only semi-serious, yet it 

is important to note that the same point, framed in identical language, was 

made more formally throughout the year. In a report on a debate in the House 

of Lords, for example, Felix Farley's Bristol Journal paraphrased Hutchinson's 

argument that, 'all propositions for peace ought... to be received cordially, and 

answered with respect, because he conceived Buonaparte to have as much right 

to his Crown as any other sovereign in Europe' .103 

This tension between pre-, anti-, and post-revolutionary discourses was equally 

evident in 1832. Of course, another twenty years had elapsed. in which France 

had witnessed the restoration of the monarchy, the ultra-royalism of Charles X, 

and the accession of Louis Philippe, as well as continuing struggles between 

Bonapartists, Bourbons, Orleanists and republicans. Lessons drawn from these 

developments informed reports such as 'The State of France', which appeared 

in the Bristol Mercury for the ninth of June, 1832. Commenting upon news of 

some rather minor disturbances in Paris, the paper remarked: 

It matters little how the present affair may terminate; it may be settled for a time, and silly 
people may imagine that the throne of Louis Philippe is safe, and that all these little shocks 
serve but to establish it the fumer; but the throne of Louis Philippe will fall, and the revolution 
will be consummated upon its ruins. The Citizen King might, if it had so pleased him, have 
gone with the "movement party," in that case even under a monarchy; but the Citizen King has 
seen fit to adopt another course, and we do not think that the French will be inclined to try 
another branch of the Bourbon family, or indeed of any family whatsoever. We look upon the 
establishment of a republic in France as inevitable, and we thank Heaven that the time is past 
when England could be forced into a war to thrust a King upon a people struggling for their 
. d d 104 In epen ence. 

Elsewhere, however, the simplistic polemic of 1792 was again to the fore. 

'Brutal altercations', 'contumacious disobedience', 'political fanatacism', 

'madness', and 'fury', were the phrases used by the Bristol Liberal in its report 

102 Bristol Mirror, Late Bonner and Middleton's Journal, 5/9/1812, p.3, column 5. 
103 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 2517/1812, p.2, column 2. 
104 Bristol Mercury, Monmouthshire, South Wales and West of England Advertiser, 9/6/1832, 
p.3, column 3. 
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on 'a disgraceful scene of violence' in the Court of Assizes of Paris. lOS The 

perpetrators, the paper concluded, 

... afforded a fit sample of the Republican party in France, and their acquittal after such a 
display of violence will probably produce more good, by creating a salutary alarm for their 
unrestrained doctrines, than their condemnation could have done, by showing that justice is too 
strong, and the jury too courageous, to let them escape with impunity. 

These competing discourses were of course further complicated by the differing 

political affiliations of Bristol's newspapers, 106 It is, however, important not to 

focus solely on the content of French! revolutionary reports between 1792 arId 

1848. Whatever interpretative approach a title took, its articles were subject to 

an arguably more important development in the semiotic construction of the 

language in which they were framed. Put simply, over the period to 1848 there 

was a discernible charIge in the triadic relationship between the signifier, the 

signified and the referent. The point is illustrated by a brief consideration of the 

differing treatment of 'liberty' in editions of Felix Farley's Bristol Journal at 

either end of this study's chronological scale. For example, under the heading 

of 'THE NEW FRENCH REVOLUTION,' the paper's editorial for the 26th of 

February 1848 argued: 

We indeed may instruct other countries in the principles of civil and religious liberty; they 
must however be transfused into action elsewhere before they exert immediate and practical 
influence on the destinies of mankind. 

France has not been slow to follow us in the career, but the people of that country are too 
impulsive, too quick in their resolves, for anything like the steady and continuous progress 
which has characterised the advance of liberty in Great Britain. Freedom there runs into 
anarchy at one moment, and sinks into despotism the next; but still, despite of these 
oscillations, every year something is gained. The Revolution of 1830 was an advance upon that 
of 1789. The Revolution of 1848, again, will no doubt be an improvement upon that of 1830. It 
is a question whether Louis Philippe will be King of the French this day next month. He would 
be a bold man who would venture a prediction one way or the other. The structure of 
corruption which he had reared with such painful art has crumbled about his ears. The people 
declare they will be no more deceived with the mere shows and semblances of constitutional 

107 government. 

Once again, the basic framework of the extract is clearly organised around the 

two poles of 'good' British practice arId 'poor' French practice and thus recalls 

[05 Bristol Liberal or West of England Commercial and General Advertiser, 211111832, p.l, 

column 1. 
106 See pAO above. 
107 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 26/2/1848, p.4, column 6. 
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the anti-revolutionary discourse of 1792. Within that framework the criticism 

of Louis Philippe and the differentiation between the revolutions of 1789, 1830 

and 1848 confirm many of the observations made above on the increasing 

sophistication of anti-revolutionary debate. Of greater significance, however, is 

the evidence that this report provides of the increasing complexity not only in 

the content of the debate but also in its linguistic construction. In 1792, for 

example, the interchangability of the 'signified' and the 'referent' was a 

conscious discursive device. British liberty was thus invariably portrayed as 

being 'universal' and 'mild' and resulting in a polity which, tautologically, was 

'mild,' 'rational,' and 'tranquil' .108 Admittedly, British liberty is little better 

defined here. It is pluralised and split into its 'civil' and 'religious' components 

which, it is argued, developed slowly and steadily over a number of centuries 

of British history. French liberty and its relationship to the British model, 

however, attracts more specific discussion and definition. Its heterogeneity is 

also recognised with implicit distinctions drawn between the versions of 1789, 

1830 and 1848. The properties of the Orleanist variant are essentially 

ephemeral, dismissed as 'mere shows and semblances' and associated with 

such terms as 'quick,' 'impulsive,' 'oscillating,' and 'deception.' Having 

specified the flaws in the French model of liberty its results are then portrayed 

as alternating uncontrollably between anarchy and despotism. 

Granted this is hardly a detailed deconstruction of the French notion of liberty, 

either in practice or theory. Yet there is greater depth here to what is signified 

by French liberty than in the discursive circularity of 1792 which depicted it as 

'a savage and destructive monster,' causing 'savage ferociousness'. Moreover, 

there is a greater sense of internal fluidity to the discourse of 1848 than its 

predecessor of 1792. In the anti-revolutionary debate of 1792 two sets of 

signifiers and referents were clearly discernible reflecting the diametrically 

opposing poles of "good" British practice and "bad" French practice. The 

signified, meanwhile, was either omitted, suppressed, or conflated with the 

referent. Though still operating within a bipolar framework the discourse of 

108 See pp.33-4 above. 
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1848 displayed a greater sense of ambiguity and even convergence between 

those poles as the manipulation of signified declined. In 1792, for instance. 

there was great semantic distance between the 'mild' nature of the British 

model and the 'violence' of the French. By 1848, however, the juxtaposition of 

'impulsive' with 'steadiness,' and 'quick' with 'continuous' indicates that that 

distance had lessened considerably. This, no doubt, reflected the paper's 

opinion that France was genuinely attempting to mimic the British model,109 

and that even though successive attempts had failed they nonetheless brought 

some good in their wake. Nevertheless, it is important to note that the 

increasing subtlety of the content of anti-revolutionary debate would not have 

been possible without this parallel development in the internal linguistic 

structure of the idiom. 

This basic discursive difference between the idioms of 1792 and 1848 is further 

reinforced by the following week's editorial in Felix Farley. Again a relatively 

nuanced understanding of French events is conveyed: 

Let us give the Republican Government credit for the highest tact and the most consummate 
prudence and it will require a period of at least four years to restore to the country that feeling 
of security which is the life and soul of all commercial operations. These are the chances on 
one side, on the other we cannot but look with alarm upon the present position of the 
Provisional Government, with regard to the popUlation of Paris. We cannot but fear that a 
regime which has risen up like a shadow may depart in the same manner. We do not see 
yonder the oak of five centuries' growth, with its roots cast deep into the soil; but the creature 
of a night, a mere mushroom thing, without hold or stay. We look on, with a feeling of doubt 
and insecurity, when we have read Proclamations in which half-a-dozen literary and scientific 
men agree to discard all the rules of economic science, and by their own proper exertions to 
feed the population of a capital, and, for aught we know, of a country as well. We have read 
about and talked of this Fourrierism and Communism, and we know not what, as of shadowy 
unreal things, which had no immediate bearing upon the practical affairs of men. If the Canons 
of Fourrier are to be the Bill of Rights of the People of France, we must frankly confess we 
cannot estimate consequences, nor rightly appreciate their present situation. 110 

Many of the themes of the earlier passage are echoed here. Though the message 

of the piece was broadly anti-revolutionary, the Orleanist regime was criticised 

109 Rhetorical pronouncements on the superiority of the British system typified the birth of the 
regime in July 183 O. They also provided the measure against which it was judged in its 
aftermath. As Thiers poignantly observed, 'the system that has served England so well only 
appeared in France to demonstrate its impossibility': Tombs, p.375. 
110 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 4/3/1848, pA, column 6. 
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and the linguistic distance between the British and French paradigms 

shortened. What is particularly interesting, however, are the references to 

Fourrierism and Communism, 'and we know not what, as of shadowy and 

unreal things, which have no immediate bearing upon the practical affairs of 

men'. Such ambiguity would not have been possible within the discursive 

framework of 1792, the signifiers 'Fourrierism' and 'Communism' would have 

been reductively drawn to the 'poor French' pole and dismissed accordingly. 

Here, however, the absence of the 'signified' produces the confession that, 'we 

cannot estimate consequences, nor rightly appreciate their present situation,' 

thus indicating its centrality to the discourse. Of course in 1792 it was the very 

absence of the 'signified' that was central to the maintenance of a consciously 

circular and non-participatory anti-revolutionary discourse. By 1848 the anti

revolutionary message of the discourse breaks down without the 'signified,' it 

now matters that the 'signifiers' are little more than meaningless labels and the 

author is forced to admit his incomprehension. 

The French Revolution made available a new political vocabulary, a new style, a new 
universalism, at once suggesting the extraordinary possibility of slipping the shadow of the 
past and reversing pre-existing arrangements of power in the act of beginning the world anew. 
Yet what is striking about early nineteenth-century British political reasoning, both elite and 
popular, is how rooted debate remained within a discourse about the "real" meaning of the 
English constitution and its history. 111 

Quantitatively, the story of anti-revolutionary discourse in the fifty-six years 

following 1792 was one of decline. The dominant debates in the Bristol 

newspapers for 1812 and 1832 were parochial ones reflecting the city's 

preoccupation with, respectively, the election of a new representative to 

Parliament and the aftermath of the riots of October 1831. Though anti

revolutionary polemic appeared fleetingly in these years it was not until the 

multiple revolutionary examples of 1848 that it can be found with any degree 

of frequency in the Bristol papers for the sampled years. 

111 James A. Epstein, Radical Expression: Political Language, Ritual and Symbol in England, 
1790-1850, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), pp.8-9. 
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It is clear, however, that concurrent to this process of quantitative decline ran 

one of qualitative development. Close reading of the various titles for 1812, 

1832 and 1848 reveals an increasing sophistication in the treatment of French 

affairs and, more importantly, in the triadic relationship between signifier, 

signified and referent. The importance of this cannot be overstated. On its own 

the quantitative decline of anti-revolutionary discourse might have suggested 

that the model of 1792 simply provided an interpretative canon to be drawn on 

as and when the political contingency arose. In this reading its relative silence 

in the newspapers for 1812 and 1832 could be interpreted as evidence of the 

successful creation of a closed and pointedly British discursive framework for 

the conduct of nineteenth century politics. The revolutionary example of France 

was quite simply no longer a threat and it was only in 1848 that the anti

revolutionary framework needed to be pressed once more into action. 

Yet the internal development of the discourse suggests a more profound 

alteration to the linguistic parameters of Britain's reaction to revolution. The 

net effect of the more nuanced treatment of French events, the rise of the 

signified, and the diminishing distance between discursive poles were anti

revolutionary reports which were not only more sophisticated but also, 

paradoxically, less effective. By 1848 the shadowy and ill-defined 

revolutionary 'other' had been displaced by an increasingly nuanced set of 

French signifiers and signifieds. On the one hand this lent the anti

revolutionary message a greater degree of logical consistency and 

argumentative rigour. Yet on the other hand it now incorporated those very 

idioms which it had originally sought to combat. This was not a conscious 

decision, but was rather reflective of broader developments in the language of 

British political debate. Between 1792 and 1848 the French paradigm offered a 

range of idiomatic alternatives to the British canon, and in doing so 

irrevocably transvalued older British discourses and idioms. Epstein's 

observations on the dominance of constitutionalist reasoning thus appear to be 

the result of une question mal posee. His thesis on the marginal importance of 

French idioms in the rhetoric of popular radicalism is undoubtedly correct. Yet 
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from a semiotic perspective the comparative influence of overt 

constitutionalist, as opposed to overt revolutionary, reasoning is a marginal 

issue - both were implicitly repoliticised and redefined under the force of 

French revolutionary idioms. The following chapters will concentrate upon 

three groups of idioms, loosely based around the revolutionary trinity of 

liberte, egaZite and fraternite. Their interplay with analogous British terms 

shattered the framework of eighteenth century debate, and played a crucial role 

in the formation of the nineteenth century British polity. 
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Chapter Two: Sedition,fraternite. and discourses of 'otherness' 

The popula~ em.otion of fraternity, the strangest in the trinity of revolutionary values, swept 
through Pans wIth the force of a hurricane in 1792. We can barely imagine its power, because 
we inhabit a world organized according to other principles, such as tenure, take-home pay, 
bottom lines, and who reports to whom. We defme ourselves as employers or employees, as 
teachers or students, as someone located somewhere in a web of intersecting roles. The 
Revolution at its most revolutionary tried to wipe out such distinctions. It really meant to 
legislate the brotherhood of man. It may not have succeeded any better than Christianity 
christianized, but it remodeled enough of the social landscape to alter the course of history. 

Robert Darnton, The Kiss of Lamourette. 1 

Of the three constituent elements of the revolutionary motto, jraternite2 is 

particularly ill-served by current historiography. Dedicated studies of the 

concept are few and often narrowly philosophical in focus, an approach 

justified by the argument thatfraternite's contribution to the practical business 

of revolutionary legislation was negligible.3 It was less central to the revolution 

than it was to the nineteenth century attempt to rationalise that revolution, to 

make sense of the Terror and the betrayal of the principles of liberte and 

egalite. That said, a handful of recent studies have made some progress m 

rehabilitating the term. Mona Ozouf emphasises its popular currency as 

evidenced by the revolutionary greeting 'brothers and friends', the epistolary 

convention 'Salut et fraternite', and the symbolic plantation of 'fraternity trees' 

on boundaries between regions, cantons and villages.4 She concludes, 'it 

scarcely matters that the word does not appear in legislative texts. It was 

present everywhere else,.5 This interpretation is revised somewhat by Gross' 

1 Robert Damton, The Kiss of Lamourette. Reflections in Cultural History (London: W.W. 
Norton & Company Ltd., 1990), p.18. 
2 For the sake of clarity jraternite is used to denote the revolutionary notion of fraternity, 
whether or not the signifier appeared in the Bristol papers in its French translation. This 
distinction will also be used in later chapters on egalite and liberte. 
3 'Barely any trace of it can be found at the highest level, not that the Convention and its 
Committee of Public Safety showed no interest in it, or rejected their legal obligation to 
support it. But apart from measures to reduce discrimination, which fraternity underlies 
expressly, none of the provisions made in the area of the material living conditions of the 
popUlation are presented as imbued with a fraternal character'. Marcel David, quoted in Jean
Pierre Gross, Fair Shares for All. Jacobin Egalitarianism in Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), p.47. 
4 Mona Ozouf, 'Fraternity', in Fran<;ois Furet and Mona Ozouf (eds.), A Critical Dictionary of 
the French Revolution (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 1989), pp.694-703. 
5 Ozouf, p.696. 
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work on Jacobin egalitarianism.
6 

Fraternite, he argues, actually played a 

substantial role in both the rhetoric and the implementation of the Jacobin 

programme of economic redistribution. It was a moderate concept, rooted in the 

moral philosophy of the Enlightenment, and compatible with older idioms of 

paternalism and' la grande famille '. As such it reflected a milder less strident , , 

side of Jacobinism, the pursuit of equity rather than of absolute equality. This, 

of course, contrasts sharply with the violence which runs throughout Hunt's 

Family Romance.
7 In Hunt's reading,jraternite drips literally with the blood of 

Louis XVI, and figuratively with the blood of paternalism. 

Though their findings are in some ways contradictory, these studies have 

collectively added much to historical understanding of the concept. 

Nonetheless, it is still difficult to dispel the impression that on an official level 

fraternite was the poor relation of liberte and egalite. Quantitatively it was the 

least used of the three, as well as being the last to be put into practice. Indeed, 

according to Alphonse Aulard it was only with the advent of the Montagnard 

dictatorship that jraternite came into its own. 8 Its heyday was short-lived, just 

a few years later, under the Consulate, prefects were explicitly forbidden to use 

the term.9 Fraternite was also a frustratingly ill-defined concept. Whereas 

liberte and egalite were concrete rights, fraternite denoted a rather vague moral 

obligation. The term's inferiority was reflected in its exclusion from 

governmental documents. Fraternite was successively ignored by the 

constitutions of 1791 10 and 1793, and then again by the charter of 1830. It was 

not until 1848 that the threefold principle of liberte, egalite and fraternite was 

officially embodied in a constitution. 

Appearances of the term in the Bristol newspapers closely followed this pattern 

of French governmental usage. If Darnton' s assessment of the popular force of 

6 Gross, particularly chapter 2. 
7 Lynn Hunt, The Family Romance o/the French Revolution (London: Routledge, 1992). 
8 Ozouf, p.694. 
9 Marcel David, cited in Hunt, p.13. . 
10 It did, however, appear in a supplementary article to the Constitution of 1791, whIch 
envisionedfraternite as the eventual product of future national holidays. 
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fraternite in 1792 is correct, this was not reflected in press coverage of French 

affairs. Indeed, the most striking aspect of the treatment of fraternite in the 

city's papers is its almost exclusive concentration in the 1848 sample. In 1792. 

1812 and 1832 the berth alongside liberte and egalite was left vacant, or was 

filled by other revolutionary idioms. For example, detailing the fate of Louis 

XVI in September 1792, Felix Farley's Bristol Journal noted that: 

Appartments are preparing for him on the second floor, in the Court of the Temple. They 
consist of an anti-chamber, and a bed-chamber, with a closet for his domestics. The windows 
are secured by iron bars; and in the pannel, over the chimney pieces are inscribed Liberty 

11 " , 
Equality, Property, Safety. 

Even in more openly polemical passages, fraternite consistently failed to draw 

anti-revolutionary fire. In directing its criticism against the perceived evils of 

liberte and egalite, this later passage from Felix Farley typified the broader 

discourse: 

Notwithstanding the abundant harvest in Normandy, a scarcity begins to be felt in the capital 
of that Province. Rouen has made a loan of a million of livres for a supply of grain, and the 
inhabitants have had an extra tax imposed on them, equivalent to a year's rent, on which this 
tax is calculated. Such are the effects of an enthusiasm for Liberty and Equality! 12 

In marked contrast, the advent of the second republic precipitated a relative 

deluge of references to fraternite in the Bristol newspapers. The majority of 

these appeared either in texts of governmental proclamations, or in transcripts 

and summaries of public speeches. In the first three weeks of March 1848 

alone, uses of the term were almost as numerous as they had been in the 

previous sample years of 1792, 1812 and 1832 combined. In the immediate 

aftermath of the downfall of Louis-Philippe the Bristol Mirror observed, 'there 

are copious placards all over the city, all addressing the best feelings of the 

people in favour of freedom, equality, fraternization &C ... ,.13 One week later 

the same title reported that: 

M. De Lamartine, Minister for Foreign Affairs, has addressed a circular to all the diplomatic 
agents of the French republic stationed abroad, explaining to them the cour~e of policy 
contemplated by the Government. "In 1792," says the Minister, "France was oblIged to go to 

11 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 22/911792, p.2, column 1. 
12 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 20/10/1792, p.2, column 5. 
13 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 4/3/1848, p.7, column 2. 
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war. In 1848, war would be a retrograde step, and might be destructive. Fraternity and peace 
are the desires of France. 'People' and 'Peace' are but one word.,,14 

The following week's edition of the Bristol Times and Bath Advocate carried a 

further statement of international jraternite, on this occasion directed 

specifically at Britain. Reporting that the provisional government had received 

several deputations from 'certain English peace societies', the paper recorded 

Lamartine's reply that: 

Royalty, which the people has abolished with so much glory and courage, has carried with it in 
its downfall all the prejudices which separated the two nations. Amongst those prejudices, the 
one which grieved most the fraternal hearts of England and France, and wounded most deeply 
the feelings of religion and general humanity, which must constitute in future the main policy 
of nations, was that international prejudice which forced us, as it were, officially to hate men 
for whom, at the bottom of our hearts, we entertained the purest and most ardent sympathies. I5 

Stating that 'that prejudice will no longer exist under the republic', Lamartine 

predictably attributed it to monarchical jealousy and ambition. Kings 'waste the 

blood of their people to conquer a few patches of territory in order to enhance 

the splendour of their crowns'. The Republic, however, had a far more 

peaceable end in sight: 'the becoming, honourable, and indissoluble alliance of 

the two most civilised nations on the globe, to insure the harmony of the 

continent, and to arrest the effusion of blood, which constituted the glory of 

certain men, to the shame of all humanity'. 

The appearance of jraternite in these extracts was clearly directly linked to 

developments in French governmental usage. The proclamations of the 

provisional government were invariably prefixed by the legend, 'French 

Republic: Liberty - Equality - Fraternity', and indeed the term regularly 

appeared in Bristol newspapers in this format. 16 Somewhat predictably, anti

revolutionary discourse mirrored revolutionary discourse in its tardy 

14 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 11/3/1848, p.3, column 1. 
15 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 18/311848, p.1, column 6. 
16 For example, on the eleventh of March 1848 the Bristol Mirror reported that: . . . 
The Moniteur publishes the following decree, which will be read with universal satisfactIOn ill 

England. Slavery is to be abolished at once. 
FRENCH REPUBLIC 
LIBERTY - EQUALITY - FRATERNITY 
The Provisional Government of the Republic, considering that no French land should any 

longer bear slaves, 
Decrees ...... . 
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appreciation of the importance of this particular signifier. Moreover, even m 

1848 direct critiques of the concept were rarer than attacks on liberte and 

egalite, reflecting the continued hold of the 1790s over British comprehension 

of French events. Interestingly, those passages which did focus upon jraternite 

were strikingly atavistic in structure, demonstrating few signs of the discursive 

and semiotic developments outlined in chapter one. Referring to the dismissal 

of British labourers in France to make way for native citizens, the Bristol 

Mirror and General Advertiser commented: 

We hope our workmen will take good notice of the practical character of French republican 
principles. Fraternity with our dear English neighbours is their profession, but they have 
turned off, at an hour's notice, all the British workmen, and their wives and children, that have 
been employed on the French railways and other undertakings ! Yet these are the men with 
whom the Chartists are so eager to shake hands, that they crossed to France to "fraternize" with 
them, although the Chartists never cease to abuse the institutions of their own country, and 
have repeatedly been accessory to breaking the peace. I7 

The classic binary structure of anti-revolutionary debate is once again evident. 

'Republican principles', specifically jraternite, were portrayed in a resolutely 

negative light. Depicted as being atypical of the positive British paradigm, the 

Chartists were equally firmly tied to this negative pole. More importantly, there 

is no indication of any increased sophistication in the triadic relationship 

between signifier, signified and referent as outlined in chapter one and explored 

in greater depth in chapters three and four. The signified is silent, recalling the 

17 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 11/311848, p.5, column 6. This was the direct result 
of the provisional government's commitment, under socialist and worker pressure, to offer 
employment to all citizens. See, for example, Roger Magraw, France 1815-1914: The 
Bourgeois Century (London: Fontana Press, 1983, third impression, 1988) pp.125-32; Roger 
Price (ed.), Revolution and Reaction: 1848 and the Second French Republic (London: Croom 
Helm Ltd., 1975), p.23; and Robert Tombs, France 1814-1914 (London: Longman, 1996) 
p.377. The fact that the equally conservative Bristol Times and Bath Advocate made the same 
point without direct reference to fraternite, confIrms its relative marginality to anti
revolutionary discourse as late as 1848: 'FRENCH AND ENGLISH. - We are amused at the 
manner in which our Gallic neighbours would pick and choose from the English population at 
present in France. The peasants and labourers of the provinces packed off the English 
"navigators" on the Rouen line of railway, because they interfered with native employment, 
while the Parisian shopkeepers are raising a violent plaint against the "foolish panic" which 
sends the English aristocracy "flying" from the French capital, greatly to the prejudice of its 
general trade. Our polite neighbours, in fact, while blowing off the chaff do not want to part 
with the grain: the English labourer, who brings nothing to France but his four b~nes, ~s 
drummed out of Normandy, and the English peer, who pays thousands through hIS ParIS 
banker, is invited to stay. Verily, Monsieur is a most unreasonable being - he would select 
from Pharaoh's dream, retain the fat and return the lean kine; but since he expatriates the poor 
Briton, the sooner the rich expatriates himself the better': 18/311848, p.3, column 2. 
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semiotic pattern! model of 1792. Although jraternite is directly referred to 

twice, little attempt is made to explore the concept behind the term. There is no 

middle ground between the signifier and the referent, between jraternite and its 

immediate result, the expulsion of British workmen from France. 

The delayed development of jraternite in the Bristol newspapers obviously 

owed much to French usage. In 1848 this particular revolutionary signifier was 

at the beginning of its trajectory into British political language, a stage reached 

by liberte and egalite in 1792.
18 

Yet if the specific term, jraternite, appeared 

rarely in the city's press across the period, its main tenets were often present in 

references to 'associations', 19 British jacobinism,2o 'brotherhood' ,21 

. t' I . 22 d' l' 23 Th mtema lOna co-operatlOn, an uruversa Ity. ese concepts were typically 

portrayed in a critical light, closely associated with pejorative terms such as 

'cabal,24 , 'd' d' 25 Iscor , 'rebellion' ,26 'revolt',27 and 'sedition,?8 These 

circumlocutions spanned a range of discourses on nationalism, regionalism, 

political participation, and party affiliation. They also tapped into older 

fraternal debates on craft guilds, freemasonry, Christianity and slavery. 

18 It would be naive to suggest that the treatment ofjraternite in the Bristol press operated on a 
fifty-six year time-lag. Linguistic developments did not operate in a vacuum, and it is 
impossible to believe that British usage did not quickly draw upon nineteenth century 
developments in the revolutionary paradigm. Nonetheless, given its relative novelty in 1848, 
the trajectory ofjraternite into the English language in the second half of the century would be 
an interesting subject for future study. 
19 See, for example, Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 14/711792, p.1, column 1; Felix Farley's 
Bristol Journal, 27/6/1812, p.3, column 1; and Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 18/311848, 
p.2, column 3. 
20 See, for example, Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 17/1011812, p.3, column 5. 
21 See, for example, Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 1711111792, p.1, column 2; Bristol Mirror 
and General Advertiser, 11/311848, p.3, column 1; and Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 
18/3/1848, p.7, column l. 
22 See, for example, Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 12/5/1792, p.4, column 1; and Bristol 
Mercury, Monmouthshire, South Wales and West of England Advertiser 9/6/1832, p.2, column 
6. 
23 See, for example, Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 1/1211792, p.1, column 1; and Bonner and 
Middleton's Bristol Journal, 1511211792, p.1, column 1. 
24 See, for example, Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 23/611792, p.2, column 1. 
25 See, for example, Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 30/611792, p.2, column 1-2. 
26 See, for example, Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 8/12/1792, p.2, column 1. 
27 See, for example, Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 15/12/1792, p.1, column l. 
28 See, for example, Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 26/511792, p.2, column 1; 9/611792, p.1, 
column 1; 1616/1792, p.1, column 1; and Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 811211792, p.1, 

column 2. 
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Although its signifier appeared rarely, the revolutionary idiom jraternite thus 

raises two important questions which will occupy the rest of this chapter. 

Firstly, how did the polarised discursive structure examined in chapter one 

incorporate examples of British interaction with, and sympathy for, 

revolutionary France ? Secondly, how did the revolutionary notion of 

jraternite, in whatever guise it appeared, interact with, and impact upon, 

existing British idioms of inclusion and exclusion ? 

I 

Because half a dozen grasshoppers under a fern make the field ring with their importunate 
chink, whilst thousands of great cattle, reposed beneath the shadow of the British oak, chew the 
cud and are silent, pray do not imagine that those who make the noise are the only inhabitants 
of the field; that, of course, they are many in number; or that, after all, they are other than the 
little, shrivelled, meagre, hopping, though loud and troublesome, insects of the hour. 

Edmund Burke,z9 

French news coverage within the Bristol newspapers was of course inherently 

anti-fraternal. The polarisation of the British and French experiences effectively 

precluded any form of ideological or linguistic interaction between the two 

nations, their governments, and their inhabitants. On the few occasions when 

the actual signifier, jraternite, appeared in reports, it was not singled out for 

specific criticism but was combated by the basic structure of anti-revolutionary 

discourse. At the height of that discourse, Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal 

typified this pattern in publishing the edict of fraternity without further 

comment: 

The following decree of the Convention is ordered to be printed in all languages: 
"The National Convention declare, in the name of the French nation, that they will grant 
fraternity and assistance to all people, who shall wish to recover their liberty; and charge the 
Executive Power to give the Generals the necessary orders for assisting people, and for 
defending the citizens, who shall have been troubled, or who may be so, for the cause of 
l'b rt ,,30 1 e y . 

29 Quoted in R.W. Harris, Political Ideas 1760-1792 (London: Victor Gollancz Ltd, 1963), 
p.184. . 
30 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 111211792, p.1, column 2. Though abridged, this was 
essentially a direct translation from the French (see lM. Thompson (ed.), French Revolution 
Documents 1789-94 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1933), pp.213-4). The other main appearances 
of fraternite in 1792 (i.e. those which appeared in each of the city's five titles) were also 
reported without direct criticism. See, for example, Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 11/811792, 
p.2, columns 2-3: 'Every officer, or soldier of the enemies' armies, who, desiring to range 
themselves under the banners of liberty, shall appear at a military post, or before one of the 
constituted authorities, or a French citizen, shall be received with fraternity ... '. Interestingly, 
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Yet although the actual signifier, jraternite, escaped direct criticism, the 

general doctrines of international brotherhood and revolutionary ecumenicism 

were repeatedly attacked throughout 1792 from two directions. The first of 

these involved a flat denial of the universality of the French cause. For 

example, on the eighth of September 1792 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal 

argued: 

It is highly flattering to the pride of this country, that not one merchant in America will 
consign goods to any house in France without having fIrst a credit on England. So that Mr. 
Paine's assertion, that the Americans honoured and esteemed the French on knowing them, 
may be added to the other falsehoods with which he has been permitted to regale us for these 
two years past.3

! 

It was not simply that Britain felt alienated by development~ in France. Even 

the revolutionary United States of America was unable to empathise with the 

bloody violence of the French paradigm. Contrary to Paine's claims then, the 

Americans 'honoured' and 'esteemed' not the French but the English. The 

subtext of this passage was clear: if either side could claim universal support, it 

was the British not the French. This argument dovetailed neatly with the 

second broad line of response. Not only were the principles of international 

brotherhood and citizenship rejected by other nations, but they were frequently 

contravened by the French themselves. Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, for 

example, subtly suggested that behind the revolutionaries' proselytising zeal 

lay a truly universal motive, base pecuniarism: 

The Convention has declared hostility against all nations, by a decree, that "The French, in 
carrying their system of Government into the different parts of Europe, so as to free the people 
from their tyrants, will consider as their enemies such nations as will not receive those 
principles of Liberty and Equality which they are determined to spread everywhere." They 
only demand repayment of their expences, of which they promise an account shall be kept! 

The Convention has decreed a fresh fabrication of assignats of 50 livres to the amount of 300 
millions of livres ! - ca ira, ca ira p2 

the Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser's transcript of the same decree referred to 
'fraternal affection' (13/811792, p.4, column 1) as did Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 
111811792, p.2, column 1. For another example of uncritical treatment of the idiom see 
Oswald's address quoted on p.19 above: Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 8/911792, p.4, column 
1, and other titles for the same week. 
31 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 8/9/1792, p.2, column 1. 
32 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 29112/1792, p.4, column 2. 
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More common was the Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser's explicit charge 

that the policy of international revolution was simply old-style French 

aggrandisement writ large: 

There is no doubt but the French are resolved upon War with this Country. The destruction of 
Old England has ever been the passionate object of France under a Monarchical form of 
Government; and though it may have changed in some degree the mode of attack since it has 
become a Republic, the principle still exists in full vigour, and the splendour of Britain is an 
eyesore equally to the Demagogues who would tyrannize over the world in the conclusion of 
the 18th century as it was to that ostentatious Despot Louis the XIVth, who would have 
sacrificed the entire Globe to his ambition towards the close of the last.33 

Similar sentiments were expressed throughout 1812. Reporting on the 

reinforcement of the continental system in March the Bristol Gazette and 

Public Advertiser noted 'the hostility which Bonaparte bears to the British 

nation, ... for the gratification of which he would not scruple at the adoption of 

any measures, however severely they might press upon his subjects' .34 This 

point was reiterated in May during a debate in the House of Lords on a possible 

peace settlement. Felix Farley's report on this recorded that Mr. Sheridan had 

argued that 'to ruin the maritime strength of this country was Napoleon's great 

object. It was all that he lived for'. 35 Finally, after the assassination of Spencer 

Perceval the same paper included the conviction of W.B. Elwin, a Bristolian, 

that 'murder had no unpleasant sound in Bonaparte's ear'. 36 

In this manner, older discourses of dynastic greed, nationalism, and 

gallophobia were mobilised against revolutionary proselytism. Talk of 

universality, brotherhood, and fraternite was portrayed as being a mere 

smokescreen for the more traditional French pursuits of military aggression and 

territorial expansion. Granted, after the resumption of hostilities in 1803 this 

reading of revolutionary foreign policy had some validity. Nonetheless, even in 

the 1812 sample, this treatment of the fraternal idiom was more discursive ploy 

than accurate representation of reality. Violence was not the exclusive preserve 

of the revolutionary paradigm. On the contrary, British newspapers had long 

33 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 611211792, p.1, column 2. 
34 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 26/3/1812, p.2, column 1. 
35 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 251711812, p.2, column 1. 
36 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 16/511812, pJ, column 4. 
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thrived on salacious reports of murder and other bloody crimes.37 More 

significantly, references to association clubs, the proclamation against seditious 

writings, and to Paine, Priestley and their ilk, betrayed the fact that, behind the 

violence, ideological principles were at stake which had already found some 

support in Britain. This muddied the waters of anti-revolutionary debate, yet a 

combination of two discursive strategies enabled the Bristol papers to maintain 

the polarity between the British and French experiences. 

The first of these centred upon a denial of the popular appeal of British 

radicalism. Sympathisers with the revolutionary paradigm were portrayed as 

being just a few hotheads stirred up by Jacobin agents, and their actions were 

accordingly reported in the context of a more pervasive. and numerically 

popular loyalism. This approach received official sanction in a number of 

government proclamations,38 yet it was also used, almost formulaically, by the 

37 This is briefly commented on in Lucy Brown's article, 'The British Press, 1800-1860', in 
Dennis Griffiths (ed.), The Encyclopedia a/the British Press, 1422-1992 (London: Macmillan 
Press, 1992), pp.29-30. lvon Asquith notes the accelerating demand for this type of scandalous 
news from the tum of the century onwards: 'The structure, ownership and control of the press, 
1780-1855', in George Boyce, James Curran and Pauline Wingate (eds.), Newspaper History 

from the seventeenth century to the present day (London: Constable and Company Ltd., 1978), 
p.l 07. Salacious reports are particularly evident in the Bristol newspapers for 1832, a year 
when the revolutionary paradigm made fewer immediate demands of the city's press in terms 
of space and discursive consistency. For example, readers of one edition of the Bristol Gazette 
and Public Advertiser alone were informed in successive paragraphs of 'an aggravated and 
brutal assault' on a minor, a 'most horrible murder ' at a soap-boilers in London, and a 
'HORRlBLE MURDER AT ENFIELD CHASE': 27/12/1832, p.2, column 1. That said, there 
were a few similar reports in between the endless examples of revolutionary violence and 
suffering in the newspapers for 1792. 
38 See, for example, the proclamation against seditious writings of May 1792: 'WHEREAS 
divers wicked and seditious writings have been printed, published, and industriously dispersed, 
tending to excite tumult and disorder, by endeavouring to raise groundless jealousies and 
discontents in the minds of our faithful and loving subjects, respecting the laws and happy 
constitution of government, civil and religious, established in this kingdom; by endeavouring 
to vilify and bring into contempt the wise and wholesome provisions made at the time of the 
glorious Revolution, and strengthened and confirmed by subsequent laws for the preservation 
and security of the rights and liberties of our faithful and loving subjects: And whereas we 
have also reason to believe that correspondencies have been entered into with sundry persons 
in foreign parts with a view to forward the criminal and wicked purposes above mentioned. 
And whereas the wealth, happiness, and prosperity of this kingdom do under Divine 
Providence, chiefly depend upon a due submission to the laws, a just confidence in the 
integrity and wisdom of parliament, and a continuance of that zealous attachment to the 
government and constitution of the kingdom, which has ever prevailed in the minds of the 
people thereof (This proclamation was printed in full in each of Bristol's five newspapers on 
the 26th of May, 1792). Also consider the Militia Act of December 1792 which observed that: 
' ... the utmost industry is still employed by evil-disposed persons within this kingdom, acting in 
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Bristol newspapers to put an anti-revolutionary spin on reports of Anglo

French interaction. Thus, on the sixteenth of June 1792, Felix Farley's Bristol 

Journal observed that: 

By the unanimous resolution of a respectable number of gentlemen, members of the Penny
bridge club, near Ulverstone, Pain's (sic] Rights of Man was a few days ago publicly burnt. 
being voted a factious and seditious pamphlet, tending to raise discontents in the minds of 
subjects from our present happy constitution.39 

A few weeks later the paper returned to the theme, arguing that: 

Nothing can be more truly pleasing to Government, or to those who are anxious to preserve the 
peace and happiness of the country, than the zeal which has discovered itself at all the 
meetings upon the Proclamation all over Great-Britain. Those unfortunate men who had 
imbibed Association Principles have been every where reprobated, and the warmest attachment 
expressed in the most glowing language to his Majesty's person, and our happy constitution as 
. . t 40 It now eXIs s. 

These two extracts illustrate many of the themes which characterised reports on 

domestic radicalism in the Bristol press. Its proponents were typically 

misguided, few in number, and goaded into action by foreign agents. In marked 

contrast, loyalists were numerous, respectable, and spontaneous in their hatred 

and suppression of sedition. These binarisms operated squarely within the 

broader discursive framework examined in chapter one, and, in common with 

that discourse, drew their rhetorical force from their frequent repetition in 

different issues, titles, and contexts. In a further parallel, their usage intensified 

in the last third of 1792, being particularly concentrated in editions for 

December following the edict of fraternite and the militia act. For example, on 

the eighth of December Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal reported: 

The number of seditious clubs in and about the metropolis has likewise become a serious evil. 
But such is the vigilance of Government, and so strong is the spirit of loyalty to support the 
Constitution, that we have no reason to be under very great alarm . 

... The public ought to be properly apprised, that it is now become the system of the Jacobin 
Emissaries to spread rumours of riots, merely to feel the pulse of the public, and observe the 
effect which such reports have upon the measures to be pursued by the Executive Government 

concert with persons in foreign parts, with a view to subvert the laws and established 
constitution of this realm, and to destroy all order and government therein': Bristol Gazette and 
Public Advertiser, 6/1211792, p.2, column 1, and all other titles for this week. 
39 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 16/611792, p.1, column 1. 
40 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 14/7/1792, p.1, column 1. 
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of the country. When the public are sufficiently acquainted with this manoeuvre, they will of 
course, learn to treat such rumours with derision and contempt.41 ' 

In its direct juxtaposition of the seditious few with the loyal majority, this was 

a powerful rejection of radicalism at home and revolution abroad. Despite this, 

it was not left to stand alone, but was reinforced on the following page with this 

further example of spontaneous popular loyalism: 

Sever~l Fren~h Jacobins were taken up on Saturday in different coffee houses for spreading 
rebellIon agamst our happy Government, which is the object of their envy. One fellow at 
Tom's Coffee-house attempted to resist; but the gentlemen present, one and all, rose to assist 
the constable, and take him to prison.42 

Recent work on loyalism suggests that these passages were broadly accurate in 

their assessment of its popular appeal. However, in their repetitive, insistent 

emphasis upon the weakness of radicalism, they fulfilled a discursive function 

which went beyond objective reportage.43 British radicals were marginalised, 

whilst public vigilance against them was maintained. Crucially, this enabled the 

fiction of the revolutionary' other' to be maintained. Their numerical inferiority 

facilitated their close association with the 'poor' French pole. They were 

portrayed as being atypical of the wider populace, the majority of whom were 

fiercely loyal. They were unpatriotic, as alien to the British experience as the 

bloody violence of the French paradigm. In this way reports of British 

radicalism reinforced rather than challenged the polarised structure of anti

revolutionary discourse. 

41 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 8/12/1792, p.1, column 2. Also see Bonner and Middleton's 
Bristol Journal, 15/1211792, p.2, column 1: 'There is no doubt but the French, in their 
projected hostility against us, count upon a formidable diversion in their favor in the heart of 
this country; and as they have had the profligacy to divide us, so they have the vanity to 
suppose that we will arm to cut each other's throats, and join the Standard of Universal Revolt. 
The warm and spontaneous effusions of Loyalty which are announced every night at the 
Theatre, and that manifests itself in every part of the kingdom, must for ever destroy all hopes 
of such criminal designs succeeding in this country'. 
42 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 8/12/1792, p.2, column 1. 
43 Not only was the ploy repeated in 1848, but there was little sign of it having been affected 
by subsequent developments in the revolutionary paradigm. See, for example, Bristol Mirror 
and General Advertiser, 11/3/1848, p.5, column 6: 'The Provisional Government of France 
will probably think somewhat less of Chartism, and those representatives of it there who have 
presumed to address the sovereign people of France in the name of "We, the people of 
England." The French have reason to know that the people of England are not so easily 
drubbed as those Chartists have been at all their demonstrations in favour of liberty, equality 
and fraternity, and as we hope they will be by the constituted authorities, and by the loyal 
citizens of the realm, whenever they attempt to disturb its peace'. 
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A parallel strategy in reporting evidence of British interaction with 

revolutionary France was to locate it within the context of a narrower, purer 

civic loyalism. What is particularly striking about the 1792 sample is the fact 

that specific instances of sedition were consistently, and almost formulaically, 

attributed to cities other than Bristol, typically Birmingham,44 London,45 

Manchester
46 

and Sheffield.
47 

It was in this spirit that Sarah Farley's Bristol 

Journal seized upon news of disturbances in Dundee: 

Other accounts mention that the Tree of Liberty having been planted opposite the Town-Hall, 
by the people, a gentleman imprudently ventured to pull it down, in revenge for which, the 
people, after burning him in effigy, proceeded to his house and demolished the windows 

48 " &c. 

Granted, Bristol was hardly a hotbed of provincial radicalism. Developments in 

these other urban centres were more immediately arresting, and would have 

attracted the attention of the London titles from which Bristol's papers drew 

44 'The SUN of this evening positively states, that Dr Maxwell (who lately called a meeting at 
his house in Portland street for raising a subscription in support of the French democratic party, 
but fled on the morning appointed for the meeting) has since been at Birmingham to negociate 
for the fabrication of twenty thousand Daggers, of a new and singular construction, to be 
delivered two thousand weekly, till the whole twenty thousand shall be compleated. We leave 
the publick to conjecture to what use this enormous quantity of horrid and unlawful weapons is 
to be applied': Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 1311011792, p.2, column 2. More generally, the 
aftermath of the 'Church and king' riots of July 1791 meant that numerous column inches were 
devoted by all titles in the first few months of 1792 to condemning Joseph Priestley and his 
fellow dissenters for their revolutionary principles. 
45 'No measure can be more proper or expedient, than that of making all foreigners in London 
and elsewhere, give in their name and places of abode, with their occupations. The swarms of 
disaffected Frenchmen in this metropolis, makes it necessary to guard against them as much as 
possible. Those who do not give in their names, will be proscribed and liable to be arrested': 
Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 2211211792, p.3, column 1. 'The Ministerial prints positively 
state, thatforeignfactions have English newspapers in their interests and IN THEIR PAY; and 
that the secret service money of a Jacobin Ministry (amounting to 50,000 L) some time since 
found its way into London': Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 9/9/1792, p.1, column 1. See also, 
Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser, 12111/1792, p.1, column 4; and Felix Farley's 
Bristol Journal, 29/9/1792, p.1, columns 1-2. 
46 'The honest mind naturally revolts at the vindication of murder, yet the partizans of the 
Jacobins in Manchester have published a justification of the murders committed in France 
during the late tumults, and an invitation to support the authors of them by a subscription !': 
Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 22/911792, p.1, column 1. See also, Bonner and Middleton's 
Bristol Journal, 29/9/1792, p.2, column 3; and Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 22/911792, p.3, 

column 5. 
47 'Tuesday last an ox was roasted at Sheffield in honour of the success of the French arms!': 
Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 811211792, pA, column 3. See also, Bonner and Middleton's 
Bristol Journal, 2/6/1792, p.2, column 2. 
48 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 1/12/1792, p.3, column 1. 
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much of their national news. Yet, this does not explain the silencing of the 

radical! revolutionary 'other' in reports on local matters. In 1792 Bristol 

witnessed the establishment of a Corresponding Society, public sales of the 

Rights of Man, threats against the mayor, industrial unrest and a subsequent 

wage strike. 49 Had these developments Occurred in France, they would 

undoubtedly have been mobilised in support of the anti-revolutionary cause. 

The Bristol papers' coverage of these events was, however, understated, and, in 

drawing readers' attention to examples of sedition in other British cities, they 

maintained their overall policy of placing as much ideological and geographical 

distance between them and the revolutionary paradigm as possible. 

It is entirely plausible that titles in other cities adopted a similar policy. One 

need only glance briefly at the texts of the regional addresses which were 

carried in the Bristol papers throughout the year,50 to appreciate that towns, 

cities and counties were engaged in an unspoken competition to be the first, the 

largest, and the most vociferous in their declarations of loyalty. Nonetheless, 

there is evidence to suggest that this was accentuated in Bristol's case by the 

city's [in]famous civic pride. 51 Poole, for example, demonstrates that during 

49 Poole, Popular Politics in Bristol, Somerset and Wiltshire, 1791-1805, pp.69, 72, 365, and 
378 respectively. 
50 See particularly the cluster of addresses which appeared in all titles in May and June 1792 
following the first proclamation against seditious publications. 
51 Jonathan Barry explores the development of Bristolian identity, and the intensification of 
local pride, during the city's commercial ascendancy in 'Bristol Pride: Civic Identity in Bristol 
c.1640-1775', in Madge Dresser and Philip Ollerenshaw (eds.), The Making of Modern Bristol 
(Tiverton: Redcliffe Press, 1996), pp.25-47. In his contribution to the same volume, Steve 
Poole then examines the breakdown in the cultural construction of that identity during Bristol's 
nineteenth century decline; 'To be a Bristolian: Civic Identity and the Social Order, l750-
1850', pp. 76-95. In both periods Bristolian identity was unashamedly exclusive. A seventeenth 
century visitor to the city, Marmaduke Rawdon of Yark, noted that Bristol freemen were as 
proud as Roman senators, and sparing with their hats, that is they were reluctant to doff them 
to their 'superiors': Barry, p.25. Moreover, as Poole observes, the complaint that Bristolians 
were 'remarkably insolent to Strangers' was also common to many eighteenth century visitors. 
This antipathy to foreigners was as much a tool of inclusion as it was of exclusion. Indeed the 
ferocity of Bristolian identity owed much to the diversity of its population. The 1778 edition of 
Defoe's Tour claimed that Bristol contained such a 'heterogeneous mixture' of peoples from 
Wales Scotland Ireland America and the neighbouring counties, with their different , , , 
languages and religions, that 'any general characteristics of its inhabitants cannot be given': 
Barry, p.3 7. Yet despite, or rather because of this, civic identity was a powerful political tool. 
In a city full of 'outsiders' it provided the battleground for contests for social, economic and 
political superiority. 
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the 1790s this combined with the preponderance of dissenters on Bristol's 

Common Council to produce a fiercely parochial approach to the fight against 

jacobinism. Rejecting the Anglican implications of the national campaign, 

Bristol was the only major city not to form a Reeves Association, and 

consistently frustrated Pitt's administration with its reluctance to forward 

intelligence of radical plots and general umest to London.52 Indeed, in 1793 

Dundas famously complained that he had even been reliant on London street 

gossip for news of the Bristol Bridge riots, one of the major civil disturbances 

of the eighteenth century.53 This reading, however, fails to acknowledge the 

reciprocal nature of the relationship, the jacobin threat of the 1790s made an 

equally important contribution to the older tradition of Bristol pride. An 

emphasis upon a seditious 'other' was an effective way of compensating for the 

loss of the substantive basis of that pride. By the 1790s Bristol's claim to be the 

second city in the Kingdom was at least forty years out of date. In playing 

down instances of local umest, Bristol could at least claim to be the second, if 

not the first, city in Britain in terms of its attachment to King and constitution. 

As presented in the city's newspapers, Bristolian 'ultra-loyalism' was strangely 

consistent with the overarching, polarised anti-revolutionary framework. On a 

national level, sympathisers with the French paradigm were portrayed not as 

interacting with the revolutionary 'other', but as being somehow 'other' in 

themselves. They were disloyal, unpatriotic and un-British. In this manner, the 

conflation of 'French' with 'revolutionary', and 'British' with 'anti

revolutionary' was unchallenged, and the discursive polarity between them 

maintained. The fact that these aliens operated in Birmingham, Manchester and 

Sheffield, rather than Bristol, paradoxically served to emphasise their 

'otherness'. Traditional Bristolian pride thus reinforced anti-revolutionary 

discourse in providing an interpretative framework in which instances of 

52 Poole, Popular Politics, pp.61-2. . . 
53 Poole, Popular Politics, p.68. This conspiracy of silence is also exammed by MIchael 
Manson, 'Riot! J The Bristol Bridge Massacre of 1793 (Bristol: Past and Present Press, 1997) 

pp.90-5. 
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domestic radicalism could be unproblematic ally attributed to a distant foreign 

'other' . 

II 

Is that man worthy of being a Representative of Bristol, who has been three times convicted by 
ajury of his country of offences against her laws? 

Is that man therefore fit to enact laws, who during the whole course of his life has been the 
foremost in breaking them ? 

Is that man fit to represent us in Parliament , whose political sentiments are so violent and 
opinions so jacobinical, that even at a meeting of his own party at the Crown and Anchor 
Tavern, he was shouted out of the room for using the horrid language of the French 
Revolutionists? Did you not purpose [sic] treating the Attorney General of your country as the 
French Revolutionists treated their hoary Senators and eminent men; to suspend him on a 
lamp-post a la lanterne ? 

Has not Sir Francis Burdett himself declared, that you are too intemperate and too dangerous a 
man even for his party to encourage and support? 54 

The discursive fiction of the 'otherness' of the revolutionary and radical causes 

broke down spectacularly in 1812, as Bristol's newspapers struggled to corne to 

terms with Henry Hunt's bid for one of the city's two parliamentary seats. 55 On 

one level, Hunt's candidature in the July by-election was controversial from the 

outset. Following Bathurst's appointment to the Duchy of Lancaster, it had 

been widely assumed that the Tory banker, Richard Hart Davis, would be 

returned unopposed. Sir Samuel Romilly and Edward Protheroe, for instance, 

both stood in the October poll, yet refused to contest this particular vacancy on 

the grounds that the seat belonged to the 'Blue Interest.' However, against local 

wishes, and to widespread condemnation, Hunt forced a contest. 56 This initial 

criticism, however, was nothing compared to that which followed Hunt's 

appropriation of Jacobin imagery and rhetoric during the actual canvass. This 

scandalised Whigs, Tories, and even reformers across the country. For 

54 Abridged from 'A FEW QUERIES FOR Mr. HUNT's PERUSAL', Felix Farley's Bristol 

Journal, 41711812, p.3, column 1. 
55 Bristol experienced two elections in 1812. Voters were called to the polls in July upon the 
retirement of Charles Bathurst, and again for the general election in October. 
56 For further information on the Bristol elections of 1812 and Hunt's role within them, see 
John Belcham, 'Orator' Hunt: Henry Hunt and English Working-Class Radicalism (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1985), pp.34-41. 
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example, the Examiner, a London reform paper, bitterly attacked his 'imitation 

of Parisian mobs, his caps, his loaves, and his fish-women'. 57 More 

importantly, on a local level, the violence of Hunt's language, symbolism, and 

supporters, brought the supposedly 'alien' revolutionary paradigm right to the 

very heart of the city. 58 The Bristol titles immediately rallied as one, subjecting 

Hunt to the full battery of anti-revolutionary discourse. In quick succession his 

private life was condemned,59 the numerical basis of his support minimised,60 

and his policies ridiculed and linked inexorably to 'horror, misery and 

remorse' .61 None of this, however, could hide the fact the ideological distance 

between the revolutionary and the anti-revolutionary poles~ between France and 

Britain, and more specifically France and Bristol, had been destroyed. 

However, rather like the 'importunate chinks' of Burke's metaphorical 

grasshoppers, Hunt's role in the elections of 1812 must not be overplayed. 

Over the course of the two polls the main talking point was not the prospect of 

a revolutionary upheaval in the city, so much as the precise nature of the links 

between citizenship and representation, and between Bristol and London. The 

debate did not centre upon Hunt, but rather upon the more moderate 

candidature of Sir Samuel Romilly. As a result, the elections of 1812 are of 

greater interest here for the way in which the suggestive force of an association 

57 Quoted in Belcham, p. 39. 
58 The main charge levelled against Hunt in the city's newspapers was that he had brandished 
the revolutionary bonnet de liberte during a speech at the Com Exchange. For further 
discussion of this, and its implications for British conceptions of 'liberty', see p. 159 below. 
59 'Do you really live in open adultery with another man's wife? Have you ever been able to 
show that you are not guilty of this horrid crime ? If you cannot deny the accusation, I call 
upon my fellow-Citizens to treat your character with all the contempt and indignation that it 
deserves', from' A FEW FACTS ADDRESSED TO Mr. HENRY HUNT', Bristol Mirror, Late 
Bonner and Middleton's Journal, 41711812, p.3, column 2; and Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 
417/1812, p.3, column 2. 
60 Running totals of support for the two candidates were kept in each of Bristol's titles, 
emphasising the weakness of Hunt's appeal. This was portrayed as being simultaneously a 
source of shame and of satisfaction for the city. For example, Felix Farley's Bristol Journal 
remarked that 'it is a disgrace to Bristol that 169 voters could be found to poll for him', 
(41711812, p.3, column 5), only to report in the following week's edition that 'we have this 
week to add to the number only 52 more', which it adjudged to be a 'trifling accession to the 
cause of this profligate revolutionist': 111711812, p.3, column 5. 
6! Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 4/1/1812, p.3, column l. 

76 



with the revolutionary 'other' was grafted onto these older discourses of 

inclusion and exclusion. 

The news of Romilly's candidature at the invitation of a metropolitan Whig 

club severely bruised local sensibilities. Written from the perspective of those 

same club members upon learning that their plans had failed, the following 

verse dripped with Bristolian pride and hostility to London: 

This is terrible news, but what swells our disaster, 
I find that the Workmen will vote with their Masters' , 

Nor scruple to own with them their belief; 
London Law's not so good as Bristol Roast Beef. 

Yet courage, good Sir, tho' few are our friends, 
If we only keep up, we may yet gain our ends. 

Tho' the Freemen with you, & with me will not go 
They're alarmed at the threats of WHITBREAD & Co. 

Alas, my dear Sir, they say we are undone 
By these meetings of LA WYERS & Nobles in London. 

As the Freemen declare our tricks are all known, 
AND BRlSTOL A MEMBER WILL CRUSE OF ITS OWN.62 

Here, Bristolian pride was janus-faced. On the one hand, the verse was a 

straightforward assertion of the city's well-established characteristics of 

independence and insularity. Interestingly, it also appeared in the Bristol 

Mirror, a paper which was instinctively sympathetic to Romilly's politics and, 

indeed, ended up championing his cause in October. 63 Clearly, Romilly's 

national standing did not compensate for his lack of local connections, even for 

those of a similar political bent. Yet on the other hand, the pointed references to 

the superiority of 'Bristol Roast Beef over 'London Law', and the shadowy 

'meetings of LAWYERS & Nobles in London' indicate a simultaneous bid to 

be considered more representative of the nation as a whole than the metropolis. 

As in the 'ultra-loyalist' passages of 1792, Bristol's fiercely independent civic 

identity was offset by a desire to be seen as the most "English" of the 

1· d ' .. 64 (lng om s clt1es. 

62 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 111711812, p.3, column 5. 
63 Bristol Mirror, Late Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 1117/1812, p.3, column 5. 
64 This simultaneous emphasis upon Bristol's independence and its typicality was well
rehearsed. As Barry notes, 'Historians of the city sought to trace Bristol's origins back into the 
mists of time, preferably to the race or group that were believed to have founded Britain itself 
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Elsewhere, Bristolian independence from London was the side of the argument 

which was most frequently rehearsed. Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, for 

instance, concluded that, 'this attempt to dictate a member to the city of Bristol 

by gentlemen who are strangers to it, must excite the indignation of 

independent men of all parties' .65 References'to citizenship and nativity also 

dominated the electoral addresses which filled the city's newspapers 

throughout the year. This was particularly true of those for Romilly's main 

rival for the Whig vote, a local banker named Edward Protheroe. In an appeal 

carried in each of the Bristol titles in June he argued: 

I too well know the spirit of my native city to be apprehensive that it will yield its choice to 
London Authority, though backed by a London Subscription. I feel, that the maintenance of 
such a cause calls for no common exertion of spirit and determination. Be assured, Gentlemen, 
that I will not forget your honour or my own, and that I shall be intimidated by no opposition; 
while, by your choice, I stand in the proud situation of Champion of the Independence of 
B · I 66 rzsto. 

It is important to remember that at this stage there was no direct indication that 

a general election was imminent, and that the city's 'blue' interest were busy 

combatting Hunt. What was a prospective candidature in a possibly distant 

contest generated a remarkable amount of controversy which subsequently 

intensified over the period to October. Yet of greater interest here is the ease 

with which these older debates on civic identity and otherness were fused with 

the anti-revolutionary discourse. During the canvass for the October poll Felix 

Farley's Bristol Journal transcribed the words of a new song 'to the tune of "A 

Master I have," &c': 

THE FROG is my master, & I am his Man, 
Place hunting, frenchified scrubs ! 

And we will get Pensions as fast as we can, 
With our cramming, stuffmg, 

Newspaper puffmg, 
Flattering, 

or established its ancient constitution. Tradition held that two kings, Brennus and Belimus, 
descendents of Brutus from Troy, had founded the city. Despite critical attacks, Bristolians 
were loath to abandon a myth which tied Bristol so closely into the national story. Repeated 
efforts were made to use various kinds of evidence, historical, archaeological and otherwise, to 
disprove Camden's assertion that Bristol was not important until the tenth century': p.3 5. 
65 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 27/611812, p.3, column 5. 
66 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 27/6/1812, pJ, column 1. 
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Chattering, 
Lincoln's Inn Place-hunting, Chancery, France-ery scrubs! 

II 
The dull harness we've plated to make it look gay, 

Place-hunting, Frenchified scrubs! 
We will saddle the Freemen and sour them away, 

Like tramming, shifting, &c. 

III 
But I fear we may trudge it through mud and through rain, 

Place-hunting, Frenchified scrubs! 
And spatter the Freemen & PROTHEROE in vain , 

With our cramming, shifting, &c. 

IV 
We met a FREEMAN, & asked him our way? 

Place-hunting, Frenchified scrubs! 
"Mounsheer", quoth the Freeman, "you're sadly astray. 

Thro' your cramming, shifting &c. 

V 
Have a care how you go, or you're sure to be thrown, 

Place-hunting, Frenchified scrubs! 
For Bristol a Member will chuse of her own, 

So no cramming, stuffmg, 
Newspaper puffmg, 

Flattering, 
Chattering, 

Lincoln's Inn Place-hunting, Chancery, France - ery scrubs !67 

The inference that the 'place-htmting' of Romilly and his club of London 

lawyers was directly inimical to the interests of Bristol's freemen echoes the 

attacks of previous passages. Civic independence is once again reiterated with 

the familiar cry that 'Bristol a Member will chuse of her own'. What is 

particularly interesting here, however, is the reinforcement of Romilly's 

'otherness' through a direct association with France.68 This was more than 

crude gallophobia tagged onto an exclusive reading of civic identity. Other 

passages clearly implied Romilly's fraternisation with not just France but, more 

67 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 1011011812, p.3, column 5. 
68 This theme was continued later in the same edition in 'A New Hunting Song, by the Bush 
Club'. This was yet another attack on the outsider Romilly. Its last verse read: 

Corruption is a deep stream, 
The FROG knows how to swim, 

So D---, our BROTHER FREEMEN, 
We'll dash & follow him! 

And a hunting, &c. 
Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 10/1011812, p.3, column 5. 
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specifically, revolutionary France. An article entitled 'BRISTOL GRAND 

RACES' parodied the contest for the October poll. Entering the S1. Stephen's 

Plate were: 

Mr John Bull's True Briton, a thorough bred horse, high mettle, steady and free from all tricks' 
colour English Whig Orange - The Club Horse, well rode, shews speed, won the last plate, full 
bottom; colour True Blue - Mr Cobbett's horse Catspan, much flash and shews no bottom; 
colour Purple, but not Royal Purple - Mr Gallo Castle's half-bred horse, Monsieur: this horse 
has been in training some time by London Jockeys, and is backed by the Cockney Subscription 
Club; but he has no true blood in him, shuffles in his paces, and depends entirely on the 
jockey~hip of his rider: colour, the French Republican Pink and Blue - Much sport is expected, 
all partIes profess to be confident, but Mr John Bull's horse is the favourite, and odds are ten to 

T B · . M' 69 one on rue nton agamst onsIeur. ... 

Neither charge levelled at Romilly was without factual basis. He had no 

previous connection with Bristol, and, both publicly and privately, made no 

attempt to conceal this.7o Yet as one of his supporters cogently argued this was 

a bogus objection to Romilly's candidature. Neither Lord Nugent nor Edmund 

Burke had been citizens of Bristol by this definition yet both were well 

respected servants of the city.71 Moreover, Romilly had indeed initially been 

supportive of the French Revolution. Yet the development of his thoughts on 

the subject had subsequently followed the trajectory of a large number of other 

politicians whose fitness for office had not been similarly questioned.72 These 

objections had clearly been moulded to fit pre-formed political agenda. It was 

no coincidence, for example, that the strongest attacks upon Romilly's· 

'otherness', and, just as importantly, his association with the revolutionary 

'other' , came from Felix Farley's Bristol Journal. Of all Bristol's titles in 

69 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 10/10/1812, p.3, column 5. 
70 'Not having even the remotest connection with Bristol and not being known personally to 
one individual there, I never have entertained an idea of offering myself as a candidate to 
represent it'. Romilly to the Duke of Norfolk, 28/8/1811, quoted in C.G. Oakes, Sir Samuel 
Rom illy, 1757-1818 (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1935), p.237. 
71 [Rev. Sir A. Elton] .... But it has been said that he is a stranger; an invader ofthe rights ofthe 
citizens - a stranger forsooth ! How long is it that you have laid in a claim to this description of 
monopoly? If this be your principle, why have you so constantly departed from it ? Was L~rd 
Nugent a citizen ? a man respected for the virtue of his principles, and be.loved for the a~e~lty 
of his manners: and Mr. Burke, at that time the great champion ofwhiggism - was he a CItIzen 
? .... such was the solemn impression of his eloquence on my mind, that though 38 years are 
past away, it seems to me but yesterday gentlemen, Mr Burke was your choice, and he was.not 
your choice on the mere local principle of his being a citizen of Bristol.' Felix Farley's Brzstol 

Journal, 10/10/1812, p.4, column 2. 
72 See Patrick Medd, Rom illy. A Life of Sir Samuel Romilly, lawyer and reformer (London: 

Collins, 1968), pp.61-95. 
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1812 Felix Farley was the most openly partisan. Its political colours were 

unequivocally 'blue', and as a result it vigorously championed R.H. Davis. 

Traditionally, however, Bristol had divided its two seats equally between the 

Tory and Whig interests, and of the Whig candidates Romilly's principles were 

anathema to the paper's editorial line. In marked contrast, although the Bristol 

Mirror had initially expressed a preference for a local candidate, by the end of 

the contest its political principles led it to record its 'regret at his [Romilly' s] 

~'l ' 73 1aI ure . 

Romilly's 'otherness' was thus useful, rather than absolutely essential, to his 

opponents' cause. Identical charges were hurled between rivals with such 

consistency across the period that the rhetorical nature of such slurs was clearly 

exposed. Benjamin Hobhouse, an independent Whig candidate at the 1796 

election was comprehensively defeated largely as a result of his opponents' 

accusations that his were alien, 'frenchified' politics.74 The pressing issues of 

parliamentary and corporate reform raised by the riots of 1831 were partially 

silenced by the charge that the rioters were a mixture of radicals seeking to 

destroy Bristol's West India interest, seditious Irishmen, and 'agents', 

'emissaries' and 'tall men in long cloaks and fur caps' from Orleanist France.75 

The factual basis of these insinuations generally ranged from being tenuous to 

non-existent, a point which was occasionally acknowledged by contemporaries: 

To whatever coarse and illiberal aspersions the "Friend of Mr. Protheroe" or his party may 
retort, behind their shield of invisibility, it is to me a matter of perfect indifference. The cry of 
Jacobin has long been a familiar ~ound to the ear of every man, who advocates the rights and 
liberties of the people on the true principles of the Constitution.

76 

This reasoned riposte was unfortunately undermined by the fact that it appeared 

in a report on a meeting held for the very purpose of combating accusations of 

Jacobinism. Suggestions of association with the revolutionary 'other' could not 

simply be ignored. Political partisans, insular Bristolians, and crude 

gallophobes all drew great strength from associating their enemies with the 

73 Bristol Mirror, Late Bonner and Middleton's Journal, 17/10/1812, pA, column 1. 
74 Poole, 'To be a Bristolian', pp.82-3. 
75 Poole, pp.82-5. 
76 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 20/2/1812, p.2, column 1. 
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'pink and blue' of the revolutionary paradigm. In the absence of a direct 

revolutionary threat, the idioms associated with the French pole became a 

powerful political resource for competing groups at the British pole. 

III 

A most amusing instance of speaking out in church occurred some years ago in the parish of 
_. The Minister, in preaching upon the story of Jonah, uttered a piece of declamatory rhetoric 
to something like the following effect:- "And what sort of a fish was it, my brethren, that God 
has appointed to execute his holy will ? Was it a shark, my brethren? No - it could not be a 
shark; for God could never have ventured the person of his beloved prophet amongst the 
deadly teeth of that ravenous fish. What fish was it, then, my brethren? Was it a salmon, think 
ye ? Ah, no; that were too narrow a lodging. - There's no se salmon i'the deepest pule 
o'a'Tweed could swallow a man. Besides, ye ken, its mair natural for men to swallow salmon, 
than salmon to swallow men. What, then, was it ? Was it a sea lion, or a sea horse, or a sea 
dog, or the great rhinoceros ? Oh, no ! These are not scripter beasts ava. Ye 're as far off t as 
ever. - Which of the monsters of the great deep was it, can ye tell me ?" Here an old spectaced 
dame, who had an eleemosynary seat on the pulpit-stair, thinking that the minister was in a real 
perplexity about the name of the fish, interrupted him with, "Hoot, sir, it was a whale ye ken." 
- "Out upon ye, you graceless wife that you are," cried the orator, so enraged as almost to fly 
out of the pulpit at her, 'thus to take the word out of the mouth of your own minister." 

Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 611211832. 77 

In the British, and indeed the French, context, fraternal idioms had a long pre

revolutionary history tapping into debates on craft guilds, freemasomy, 

Christianity, and slavery.78 Many of these usages survived into the nineteenth 

century, appearing in Bristol newspapers for each of the four sample years. 

Episcopalian addresses, transcripts of meetings of religious societies, and 

reports on the activities of local clergy were all punctuated by references to the 

great family of Christianity and its constituent 'brethren' .79 Reports on the 

public business of the city's freemasons and guild members also accounted for 

a large number of non-revolutionary uses of the language of brotherhood. 80 

These idioms were also used more generally to conjure up images of 

77 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 6/1211832, p.4, column 4. 
78 The pre-revolutionary history of the idiom is briefly discussed in Anne Phillips' ess~y, 
'Fraternity', in Ben Pimlott (ed.), Fabian Essays in Socialist Thought (London: Farlelgh 
Dickinson University Press, 1984), pp.232-3. 
79 See, for example, 'REPLY OF THE LORD BISHOP OF BRISTOL TO THE ADDRESS OF 
HIS CLERGY' Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 27/1211832, p.4, column 1; a report on , . 
the election of a bishop for the diocese of Hereford, Bristol Mercury - Western Countzes, 
Monm outhsh ire, and South Wales Advertiser, 11111848, p.2, column 4; 'THE EVANGELICAL 
ALLIANCE' , Bristol Times and Bath Advertiser, 7/6/1848, p.3, column 5. 
80 For freemasonry see the Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser, 13/8/1792, p.l, column 
3; and, Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 111211792, p.3, column 4. For trade guilds see F~lix 
Farley's Bristol Journal, 6/6/1812, p.1, column 1; and, the Bristol Mercury, Monmouthshzre, 
South Wales and West of England Advertiser, 23/611832, p.3, column 3. 
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association, co-operation and collusion in a range of other news stories. In 1792 

the Bristol Mercury, for instance, reported that: 

At the meeting at Wichnor Bridges, the sum of 105,0001. was subscribed, towards an extension 
of the Navigation from Burton to the Coventry Canal at Fardly-heath, no subscriber was 
allowed more than two shares. Some of the diving brotherhood made a considerable progress 
into the pockets of several ofthe too eager subscribers.S! 

British fraternalism did not only differ from its revolutionary analogue in terms 

of the contexts in which it was used, and the generally favourable manner in 

which it was portrayed. The examples identified above followed ancien-regime 

usage in denoting associations based on exclusion. Here, the language of 

brotherhood was not a means of breaking down barriers between groups, but 

rather of reinforcing them. As Phillips notes of pre-revolutionary France, 'when 

journeymen swore loyalty to their fellow 'brothers', they were also swearing 

hostility to those outside, and rival compagnonnages (brotherhoods) were often 

at each other's throats'. 82 This definition of fraternity clearly complemented a 

patriarchal model of society, hierarchically structured and founded upon 

particularism and exclusivity. In marked contrast, revolutionary fraternite 

carried more universal, democratic connotations. It presaged a community of 

citizens, united in the common interest and devoid of sub-groupings. As Burke 

noted at a relatively early stage, the concept was inherently anti-patriarcha1.83 

The incompatibility of these two readings is usefully illustrated by British 

responses to the revolutionary edict of fraternite in 1792. As noted above, the 

actual signifier fraternite escaped direct criticism in the Bristol press. 

Nonetheless, the cluster of loyalist addresses in editions for late November and 

early December 1792 represented a comprehensive rejection of this particular 

revolutionary idiom. For example, on the sixth of December 1792 the Bristol 

Gazette and Public Advertiser reported the proceedings of 'A Common 

Council holden in the Chamber of the Guildhall of the City of London, on 

Thursday, the 29th day of November, 1792.' That body: 

81 Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser, 1911111792, p.3, column 4. 
82 Phillips, p.233. . 
83 See Steven Blakemore, Burke and the Fall of Language: The French RevolutlOn as 
Linguistic Event (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1988), chapter three, and Hunt, 

especially pp.67-71. 
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Resolved unanimously, 

THA T it is the duty of all Corporations to preserve their fidelity to their Sovereign, to be 
watchful for the safety of the sacred Constitution of the country, and to maintain, to the utmost 
?ftheir po.wer, th~ ~eace, the property, and the personal security of every Freeman living under 
Its protectIOn; as It IS equally the duty of every Freeman to bear true allegiance to the Kin a and 
be obedient to the existing Laws of the Land. ~ 

Resolved unanimously, 

That this Corporation regarding the blessings which the subjects of the British Empire enjoy 
under the present mild and happy Government, as inestimable, will strengthen its exertions, by 
every possible means, to suppress all unlawful and seditious Assemblies within this City, and 
to bring to justice every disturber of the public tranquility.84 

'Fidelity', 'sacred', constitution', 'security', 'property', 'allegiance', 'King', 

'obedience', 'law', 'sedition', 'assembly': these terms bound the audience into 

an organic, hierarchical vision of society. More specifically, that vision was a 

patriarchal one. The references to the 'sovereign' and the 'King' at the top of 

the address reflected his position at the top of society. Againstthis the universal 

and democratic connotations of a revolutionary fraternite are thrown into sharp 

relief. The offer of 'jraternite et secours J respected neither geographical nor 

linguistic boundaries. It was extended 'a tous les peuples J irrespective of 

economic, social or political status. The only qualification was an ideological 

one, a common belief in the revolutionary programme. 

There is a latent tension here between the horizontal implications of the 

declaration and the vertical connotations of the loyalist response. Significantly, 

this tension is also evident in a range of other contexts including reports on the 

relief of French exiles, domestic poverty, and the abolition of the slave trade. 

To focus on the first of these, examples of English aid to the French may be 

found in Bristol newspapers throughout the period. In 1792 and 1848 the 

recipients of that aid were the stock victims of revolutionary upheaval, 

aristocrats, priests, and government ministers.85 This clearly distinguished these 

acts from the instances of fraternisation with the revolutionary 'other' 

84 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 6/1211792, p.l, column 4. 
85 The relative importance of these groupings changed over the period with the development of 
the revolutionary paradigm. A report in 1792 noted that, 'the number of French refugees that 
have arrived in England to the 13th instant, is 6881; in Jersey and Guernsey 3000. Total 9981; 
of which three fourths are computed to be priests' , Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 2711011792, 
p.2, column 1. In 1848, however, the emphasis was upon the plight of Louis-Philippe,. his 
family, and his principal ministers. See for example, Bristol Mirror and General Advertlser, 

2/9/1848, p.2, column 6, and p.5, column 6. 
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identified above. Yet the crucial distinction between British benevolence and 

revolutionary fraternite was not the political stance of the recipients, but rather 

their subservient relationship with their benefactors. For example, in October 

1792 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal reflected: 

When we view the munificent sUbscriptions which have been and are still collecting for the 
relief of the distressed inhabitants of France, when we consider also that this beneficence has 
been extended towards those who have been on many occasions been our most inveterate 
enemies, it cannot but reflect the highest honor upon the humanity and generosity of the 
English nation: this evinces true magnanimity; and it is a triumph over avarice, self-interest, 
and revenge, which confers far greater and more lasting glory than the victories of fleets and 
armies. These also are the means by which we are taught to hope for the continuance of the 
favour of Providence; so abundant a share of which we have for a long time enjoyed.86 

At first glance the passage appears to lean towards a rather ill-defined 

fraternalism. The extension of aid to Britain's 'most inveterate enemies' 

suggests an acknowledgment of a common humanity which transcended 

national boundaries and past disputes. Yet crucially in the next line 'humanity' 

is not a universal property, but rather a qualitative judgement on the' generosity 

of the English nation'. Far from dissolving national divisions 'humanity' was a 

means of reinforcing them, of setting one nation above another by conferring 

'far greater and more lasting glory than the victories of fleets and armies.' The 

expectation that such generosity would be rewarded then further reveals the 

limited, nationalistic concern of the extract. Similar sentiments are evident in 

an earlier edition of the same title: 

As the French know they have but little claim upon the friendship of this country, it is to be 
hoped they will reflect with gratitude, that it is from Great Britain's forbearance and humanity 
alone, they can rest any expectation of ever seeing their divided kingdom surmount the 
difficulties of her present distracted state.87 

In this passage, as in the first, Britain and France clearly do not stand on an 

equal footing. Their relationship is one of power and subordination. 

'Humanity' was not shared by the French so much as bestowed by the British 

on weaker, less fortunate nations. It was not a universal property but a specific, 

national characteristic reflecting the benevolence and superiority of Britain. In 

this respect the relationship between the two nations was analogous to that 

86 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 13110/1792, p.4, column 1. 
87 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 21/711792, p.4, column 1. 
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between the higher and lower orders of British society. Like food parcels and 

warm clothing, humanity was passed down from the strong to the weak, from 

the rich to the poor. The process no more implied an equality of status between 

Britain and France than it did between the noble and the pauper. On the 

contrary it reinforced existing hierarchical distinctions. The act of giving 

conferred the givers with a moral authority which both explained and 

confrrmed their social and political superiority. 

This reading may be usefully extended to the debate on the abolition of the 

slave trade. Newspaper reports on this issue contained numerous references to 

humanity, brotherhood and the concept of a Christian family. Close 

examination, however, again reveals these to have been qualitatively different 

from the revolutionary notion ofjraternite. This was particularly evident in the 

extensive coverage of the discussion of Dundas' motion for the gradual 

abolition of the trade over a period of ten years.88 According to Felix Farley's 

Bristol Journal Lord Mornington argued in the Commons that 'there could be 

no compromise in the business; "We should blush to attempt to qualify 

humanity, ... and to temporise with injustice" ,.89 His thoughts were echoed by 

Pitt: 

The proposition for extending the trade to a year, or two years longer, if it were a matter of 
common interest, might be admitted - but he did not understand complimenting away the lives 
of thousands of our fellow-creatures for the interest of any men. Nearly five hundred out of 
every thousand of those unfortunate human beings tom from their native country were 
sacrifices to an untimely grave, and the remainder, who unhappily survived, were doomed to 

90 perpetual slavery. 

Both passages argue for a common humanity shared by negroes and whites 

alike. Though not free, slaves were 'fellow-creatures', and deserved to be 

treated accordingly. However, the limitations of this stance must not be 

overlooked. The abolitionist case did not extend far beyond the idea that slaves 

should not be classified with apes and oran-outangs. 91 There was certainly no 

88 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal devoted six out of a total of eight pages to this topic in its 
editions for the twenty-eighth of April and the fifth of May 1792. 
89 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 28/4/1792, p.2, column 4. 
90 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 5/511792, pA, column 2. 
9} 1 See p. 122 be ow. 
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suggestion that they should enjoy any form of political or social rights. They 

were the most junior members of a hierarchically divided human family. Like 

children slaves would have to be educated in the social obligations which 

accompanied membership of that family. Proposing his motion Dundas noted 

the importance of 'a system of moral duty and religion': 

He hoped that in future care would be taken to instruct these negroes in the principles of the 
Christian religion - a religion which we had embraced, and without inculcating which among 
the slaves, we should make nothing of our abolition. A religion ... was a system of morality that 
fitted its believer for all the duties of a social life. If they did not teach these ignorant people 
the principles of this religion, and the Planters complained that they were disturbed by the 
slaves, who would not obey the orders of their masters, they had no right to complain. As well 
might the husbandman complain of a bad harvest, after he had neglected to cultivate the soil of 
his farm, as these p~~nters complain of the morals of these poor people, whom they had 
neglected to instruct. 

The relationship between planter and slaveis a vertical one, similar to those 

expressed in the reports on the relief of the poor and the French exiles. Again 

no equality of status is implied, the role of the planter was to instruct the slave 

so that he might more usefully obey. Elsewhere in the debate this vertical 

division of the human family was expressed in international terms. According 

to Lord Mornington, 'as the first nation in Europe we ought to set the example, 

and in the cause of justice and humanity to claim the post of honour and danger 

if there were any': 

Pursuing his line of argument in the most forceful stile, he inferred, that all regulations must be 
inefficient, that nothing but a total and immediate Abolition was either politic or just. An 
Abolition was the only way successfully to ameliorate the condition of the Negroes in the 
islands; for when the planter finds he cannot replace his slave by importation, he will be more 
careful to use him with tenderness and to spare his labour, in order to preserve health and to 
promote longevity. And as to the conduct of surrounding nations, he doubted not but the 
example of Britain would be soon followed on account of her celebrity as a commercial nation, 
and being first in the roll for humanity and civilization; other nations must imagine that the 
reasons of Englishmen must be well founded, for rejecting this "illegitimate offspring of 
commerce," and certainly would form their conduct accordingly.93 

The portrayal of 'humanity' as a specifically British quality recalls the extracts 

on the relief of the French exiles. As the planter would instruct the slave, so 

Britain would instruct other nations. The limited nature of concepts of 

'brotherhood' and 'humanity' in the debate on the slave trade is thus apparent. 

92 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 28/4/1792, pA, column 1. 
93 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 28/4/1792, p.2, column 5. 
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Within the human family of 1792 there was a clear hierarchy of nations and 

individuals. African states and negro slaves were at the bottom of that vertical 

axis. Even in the eyes of the abolitionists they were inferior to their white 

European brethren. 

The philosophical gulf between these discourses and the revolutionary idiom, 

fraternite, is clear. Superficially the two sides had much in common. 

References to 'humanity', one's 'fellow-creatures', and the 'triumph over 

avarice and self-interest' were perfectly compatible with revolutionary 

doctrine. Yet in the British context, concepts of charity, humanity and 

brotherhood were exclusive and operated vertically. Their appearance in the 

Bristol newspapers was less fraternal than paternal in intent, structure and 

effect. 

These distinctions between British and revolutionary usage were not drawn 

explicitly in the newspapers for any of the sample years. Again, this owed 

much to the French development of fraternite. Nonetheless, reports on 

domestic sedition indicate concern over the democratic connotations of the 

revolutionary language of association and brotherhood, as well as over British 

fraternisation with the revolutionary 'other'. 'Cabals', revolutionary agents, and 

'Sixpenny Jacobin Debating Clubs' ,94 were not only dangerous because they 

looked beyond Britain to France, but also because they threatened the vertical, 

patriarchal structure of British society. The case was eloquently put in 1848 by 

the Bristol Times and Bath Advertiser. Under the heading, 'THE CHARTIST 

FAILURE' it noted: 

Politicians they are not - patriots they do not pretend to be, plunderers they would become if 
they had the power, and in their being neither of the three they are mere troublesome, irritating, 
exasperating disturbers, who have no reason at this moment for making a row at home, save 
that others have made a row abroad; and because they are not permitted to do so they call 
themselves slaves, and scold the authorities as tyrants, and affect to think they are very hardly 
used, since they are not allowed to say anything they please, to do anything .they like, to 
marshal to plunder, to counsel to assassination, to upset, to overturn, and enJoy all those 
delicate indulgences which the mobs of other countries are now luxuriating in ! Poor fellows, 
they are to be pitied - they are very hardly used indeed, for they do not stand upon an equal 

94 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 111211792, p.2, column 2. 
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footing w~th th~ir foreign brethren: they may cry, however, as they please, but society is not a 
toy that, like chIldren, they must be allowed to break up at their whim and caprice.95 

The discursive ploy of simultaneously identifying and minimising the domestic 

threat is again evident. Of greater note here, however, are the sarcastic 

references to slavery, tyranny, and the Chartists' 'foreign brethren'. With these 

the Bristol Times and Bath Advertiser ridiculed, and attempted to disarm. both 

the Chartist critique of British society and their pretensions of internationalism. 

The paper's message was clear, violence and wanton destruction were the only 

common interests the Chartists shared with their continental peers. Moreover, 

so feeble were Chartist attempts at upheaval that their relationship to these 

foreign movements was that of subordinate children, rather than of equal 

brethren.
96 

British society would not fall to these empty complaints of slavery 

and tyranny. 

Recognition of the threat posed by revolutionary brotherhood to British 

patriarchy is also evident in journalistic treatment of citoyennete. The 

internationalist connotations of the concept had of course been drawn out by 

Paine with his claims of world citizenship and rejection of national identity. In 

the following passage, however, Felix Farley concentrated on its filial 

implications. A society of citizens, shorn of distinctions, was obviously 

incompatible with the patriarchal model: 

The English in Paris, no matter for what reason, are liable to be called upon to mount guard as 
there are no distinction, if a British Peer visit Paris, he will be called Citizen; it would be 
comical to see Citizen Norfolk, Citizen Richmond, Citizen Somerset, Citizen Pitt, or [mally 
Citizen Burke, receive a printed orders for mounting guard; which they must either do in 

97 person or by proxy. 

The concentration of appearances of the signifier in the 1848 sample 

distinguishes the idiomatic treatment of fraternite from that of egalite, liberte, 

and the wider anti-revolutionary discourse. French idioms in the Bristol press 

typically started out as one-dimensional signifiers in a polemical discourse, 

95 Bristol Times and Bath Advertiser, 17/611848, p.3, column 2. 
96 'Their tone of self-counsel seems to be ... "[we] will show the flourishing mobs of oth~r 
countries that, though we are too weak to imitate them in their boldness, we will follow theIr 
footsteps as far as our feebleness will permit" , . Ibid. 
97 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 311111792, p.2, column 1. 
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adding more flesh to the signified as the revolutionary paradigm, and British 

understanding of it, developed over the period to 1848. Fraternite seems to 

have operated in reverse. Its main tenets were fiercely repelled from 1792 

onwards through critical references to cabals, seditious associations, and 

universalism, as well as by the polarised structure of anti-revolutionary 

discourse. Yet, following French governmental usage, it was only in the later 

sample years that these circumlocutions were distilled into the single signifier, 

fraternite. In the earlier sample years, the signified was uncharacteristically 

prominent in relation to the signifier and the referent. The idea of a 

revolutionary fraternite, though ill-defined, was realised and combated before 

the name. 

IV 

"Our Government has pledged the national faith that it will remain neuter. In the struggle of 
liberty against despotism, shall Britons remain neuter ? Oh shame ! But we have given our 
King discretionary powers - we must obey - our hands are fettered, but our hearts are free, and 
they are devoted to you ... Whilst you, friends and brethren, are enjoying the envied glory of 
alone defending liberty, we with pleasure anticipate the future, to behold the innumerable 
advantages and happiness, which you will procure to mankind, if you succeed, as we ardently 
wish. A triple alliance, not of crowned heads, but of the people of America, France and Great 
Britain, will give liberty to Europe, and peace to the world." 

Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 1711111792.
98 

The citizens of Bath, in public meeting assembled, congratulated their brethren the French 
people upon their heroic conduct in hurling from power a perfidious king, and in the 
destruction of that elaborate system of misrule which had so long trampled on the energies and 
liberties of the people. 

Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 18/311848.
99 

The portrayal of fraternite in the Bristol newspapers was thus predominantly 

negative throughout the period. The structure of revolutionary news coverage 

was inherently anti-fraternal, and the idiom itself was often used in other 

contexts to reinforce older discourses of exclusion and otherness. Editorial 

criticism of the concept obviously varied in intensity between different titles, 

and according to circumstances. Yet, when faced with the violence of 

98 Address to the National Convention by Maurice Marcarot, and Thomas Hardy, Felix 

Farley's Bristol Journal, 17/1111792, p.1, column 2. 
99 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 18/3/1848, p.7, column 1. 
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revolutionary upheaval, the Bristol papers united in condemnation both of 

revolutionary fraternite and of those who fraternised with the revolutionary 

'other' . 

This was entirely consistent with the developing sophistication of the broader 

discourse between 1792 and 1848. As noted above, reports on the limitations of 

Orleanism, and the events of February and June 1848, displayed not only a 

more informed rejection of the violence of the revolutionary paradigm, but also 

a certain empathy with its increasingly liberal aims. IOO Yet although the 

ideological distance between the two nations had clearly shortened by the final 

sample year, this was very much on British terms. The activities of the 

provisional government were reported in the context of an international 

political hierarchy in which Britain set the example for others to follow. As 

such, the relationship between Britain and France was less fraternal than filial. 

Consider, for example, the following passage from the Bristol Mirror and 

General Advertiser: 

... the Englishman has reason to rejoice that the elements of true liberty exist already in his own 
privileged country, and that the march of freedom is regular, sure, utterly unlike the convulsive 
disorderly movements of that mixed multitude of men and boys, which, from the throne of the 
"sovereign people" in Paris, lords it over all France. Germany, a far happier country than 
France, needed many essential reforms, which England has long enjoyed. The present agitation 
has but accelerated the growth of free institutions in that cluster of kingdoms. English liberty is 
their model for imitation. French repUblicanism is to them a beacon, as we hope it is to 
ourselves. The outbreaks that have taken place in England prove the insignificance of the 
revolutionary spirit amongst us. The noble endurance of our intelligent artisans, many of 
whom are suffering severe privations from the inevitable hardships of the times, is admirable. 
They have learned to distinguish between the inflammatory appeals of men of rebellious minds 
(too weak to rule, too proud to obey in their proper station), and the just and sober advocacy of 
the rights of industry in Parliament, where every fair and reasonable claim, sooner or later, is 

101 heard and respected. 

Behind the predictable criticism of the revolutionaries' violent means lay 

qualified approval of their ultimate goal. Yet, though united in a common love 

of liberty, the relationship between Britain and France in this extract was one of 

superiority and subordination, as opposed to equality. Under the British polity, 

freedom was not a goal but a tangible, everyday presence. Germany had 

100 See pp.46-51, and pp.54-7. 
101 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 25/3/1848, p.5, column 4. 
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already recognised the genius of the British constitution, it was now time for 

the French to follow suit. Implicitly, the article thus placed Britain, Germany 

and France in their 'proper stations' just as firmly as it had explicitly placed the 

'men of rebellious minds' in theirs. 

Though dominant, the anti-fraternal stance and discursive structure of the 

Bristol newspapers was not hegemonic. Transcripts of public speeches by 

Paineite radicals, peace societies, and Chartists, provided an avenue for 

dissonant uses of the inclusive, democratic language of international 

brotherhood to appear in the city's titles. This is hardly surprising. In order to 

criticise these groups it was necessary to include some details of their activities , 

doctrines, and rhetoric, and in any case the discursive practices outlined above 

ensured that they were portrayed in a resolutely negative light. Interestingly, 

however, the Bristol newspapers themselves occasionally offered readers a 

more positive interpretation of fraternite. The most striking example of this 

was provided by the Bristol Mercury whose coverage of the passing of the 

1832 reform bill made repeated, and explicit, reference to the universal nature 

of the triumph. Although worth celebrating, the bill was merely one step in a 

broader, international programme; 'reform in England is triumphant, and must 

now stimulate the Germans in the glorious work of accomplishing their 

political and civil regeneration' .102 The point was also made in a passage 

attributed to the True Sun: 

To-day is a day of extraordinary interest. News has arrived of a carnage in Paris; the Royal 
Assent to be given to the English Reform Bill, not, it appears, by the King; and it is not 
unworthy of mention, that to-day has given the public the intelligence of the death of Jeremy 
Bentham, the greatest jurist of the age, and a most venerable and ardent friend of liberty. What 
a pity (at least for the cause of royalty) he did not prove himself the undeviating friend of the 
Bill ! And how lucky for the Aristocracy of England and for peace between England and 
France, that Lord Grey did! Lord Grey has first saved the coronets of his "order" for them, 
which would infallibly have been pulled off their simple heads; and he has now, by keeping 
out the Wellington Ministry, made friends and brothers of the French people, and prevented a 
war, which with equal certainty would have arisen for Louis-Philippe would in.evitably have 
had to fight with Wellington, in case the latter had obtained the ministry. The mIlitary ofb~th 
nations, with the Allies at their back, would have forced him into war. But as the two countrIes 
are now situated it will be no matter in this respect whether Louis Philippe be uppermost or a 
Republican. The' Napoleonists will have been neutralised by better lovers of freedom in both 

102 Bristol Mercury, Monmouthshire, South Wales and West of England Advertiser, 16/6/1832. 

p.2, column 6. 
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countries, and General Lamarque will have cried from the tomb in vam' e t . th " " . ' xcep agamst ose 
real enemIes whIch all AntI-AllIes have m common.103 

The explicit references to friendship and brotherhood aside, the tone of this 

piece is markedly different from that of earlier extracts. The British quest for 

liberty is portrayed as being in advance of, but crucially not superior to, 

analogous movements in France. From an international perspective, the 

abortive Parisian insurrection was as newsworthy as the passage of the reform 

bill and was accorded a similar number of column inches. On the same basis, 

Grey's defeat of Wellington was depicted as being as important to the progress 

of French liberty as the Napoleonists' defeat was to Britain. In this passage 

then, Britain and France shared not only a common goal, but also common 

status. 

Elsewhere, the Bristol Mercury extended the hand of international brotherhood 

beyond France to America. Again, the connection between Britain and America 

was a reciprocal one rather than one of dominance and subordination. Indeed, 

drawing upon another extract from the True Sun, the Mercury actively rejected 

British pretensions of political superiority. The relationship between the two 

states was implicitly fraternal, and, if anything, America's recent actions placed 

her in the position of the wiser, if not the elder, sibling: 

It is to that country we must look over and over again for the best and wisest practical lessons 
upon legislation. It may be humiliating to our pride to turn to an infant state for instruction, but 
the day of haughtiness and obstinacy has gone by; the fashion so foolishly instituted, and so 
fatally followed, of despairing every thing American, is fast fading away; and it ~s ~04little 
danger of being revived, even by the flippant caricatures of Mrs Trollope and the Tones. 

This view was not, however, shared by other titles. Across the four sample 

years similarly positive expressions of international brotherhood and solidarity 

were extremely rare. A combination of nationalist 'haughtiness' and 

gallophobia, coupled with the residual violence of the revolutionary paradigm, 

meant that the British polity was consistently associated with notions of 

103 Bristol Mercury, Monm outhsh ire, South Wales and West of England Advertiser, 9/6/1832, 

p.2, column 6. . "'''1 

104 Bristol Mercury, Monmouthshire, South Wales and West of England AdvertIser, 2/6118",.::.. 

p.2, column 6. 
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wisdom, divinity and perfection. Editorial lines on the French alternated over 

the period between expressions of condemnation, of pity, and of 

encouragement for their small, but successive, steps towards 'true' British 

liberty. All, however, placed France very firmly in a position of moral and 

political inferiority. As a result, the revolutionary idiom, jraternite, with its 

democratic, associational connotations was rarely used. 

However, an examination of the idioms associated with the two remaining 

elements of the revolutionary motto reveals a level of ideological and 

linguistic interplay which belies this anti-fraternal stance. Idiomatically, 

nineteenth century British politics owed more to the revolutionary model than 

the Bristol newspapers were willing to admit, or perhaps realised. This theme 

will run throughout the following two chapters on, respectively, egalite and 

liberte. 
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Chapter Three: Egalite, equality and equity . 

.... neither the bloody days of Mary, in England, the horrid massacre of St. Bartholomew in 
France, nor the repeated effusion of blood in the multitude of blood in the multitudes of Slain, 
recorded by Josephus, ever presented such scenes of wanton cruelty as now make Eur 
shudder ..... The bright ~nd genuine flame of Liberty produces acts of admiration, and prodi;i~: 
of valour; but The Rlghts of Man, and perfect Equality in the Fallen state of man, have 
produced and must ever produce, workers of evil, and monsters of iniquity, that would be 
spurned by the fiends of Pandemonium as Dastards .... 

Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 6110/1792 1 

Historiographical Opl1l10n on ega lite , s contribution to British political 

discourse is neatly summarised in the title of Michael Weinzierl's recent work , 

Freiheit, Eigentum und keine Gleichheit? Focussing primarily on Bristol, 

Norfolk, Norwich, and Manchester, Wienzierl adds a regional dimension to the 

well-established argument that, of all the revolutionary idioms, egalite was the 

most forcefully, and successfully, combated. Its contribution to mainstream 

debate was negligible, as illustrated by the continued strength in Whig and 

Tory rhetoric of older idioms of property, hierarchy, and deference, well into 

the nineteenth century. 

Unsurprisingly, radical and reformist groups were more receptive to the 

language of revolutionary egalitarianism. In 1792 Sarah Farley's Bristol 

Journal condemned the seditious activities of handfuls of men in Sheffield, 

Northumberland and Durham and scornfully noted that 'in imitation of the , , 

French the general cry among these rioters is, let us have a more equal division 

of property, for why should one man be richer than another?,.3 Similarly, a 

report from Perth observed that having received news of Dumouriez's success 

at Brussels, 'the Lower Class of People talk of nothing but liberty and 

equality,.4 These were not isolated examples. In the words of Gwyn A. 

1 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 6110/1792, p.4, columns 4-5 . 
2 Michael Weinzierl, Freiheit, Eigentum und keine Gleichheit. Die TransformatIOn der 
englischen politischen Kultur und die Anfange des modernen Konservatismus 1791-1812, 
(Oldenbourg: Ancien Regime AufkHirung und Revolution, vo1.26, 1993) 
3 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 8/1211792, p.1, column 2. . . 
4 John Stevenson, 'Popular radicalism and Popular Protest, 1789-1815', in H.T. ~lckmson 
(ed.), Britain and the French Revolution 1789-1815 (London: Macmillan EducatIOn Ltd., 

1989), p.69. 
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Williams, British artisans possessed 'a taste for equality as sh , arp as any sans-

culotte's' .
5 

Crucially, however, that taste was offset by a stronger desire for a 

more traditional dish, the much-vaunted rights and liberties of Englishmen. 

Though stimulated by the French example, and receptive to revolutionary 

rhetoric and symbolism, British radicals operated within a constitutionalist 

discourse which tempered the impact of revolutionary egalite. 6 Later variants 

of the idiom enjoyed a similarly uneven reception. Recent work on 1848, for 

example, suggests that the maj ority of reformers favoured the liberal , 

nationalist examples of Germany and Italy over the socialist programmes of the 

French.
7 

Across the period, then, wholehearted acceptance of the economic, 

political, and social implications of revolutionary egalite was rare, even in 

radical and reformist circles. 

Appearances of ega lite In the Bristol newspapers largely support this 

conclusion. Transcripts of the public utterances of radicals, parliamentary 

reformers, and Chartists provide glimpses of the partial acceptance of the idiom 

by those outside the political mainstream. These, however, were swamped by 

the underlying conservatism of the Bristol titles, and their explicit hostility to 

the revolutionary paradigm. Indeed, of all the revolutionary idioms, ega lite was 

most frequently singled out as the specific focus of that hostility. In all four 

sample years the concept was attacked with a consistency and vigour which 

identified it as the central, irreducible element of anti-revolutionary discourse. 

Whereas loosely fraternal and liberal sentiments were regularly found at the 

5 Gwyn A. Williams, Artisans and Sans-Culottes: Popular Movements in France and Britain 
during the French Revolution (London: Edward Arnold 1968, reprint 1981), p.71. 
6 See James A. Epstein, 'The Constitutional Idiom: Radical Reasoning, Rhetoric and Action in 
early nineteenth century England'. A less explicit acknowledgement of the continued strength 
of this older discourse also runs throughout Williams' text, particularly in chapters one and 
seven. Finally, see Stevenson, p.73: 'Careful analysis of the pronouncements of bodies such as 
the Sheffield Constitutional Society and the LCS in 1794 reveals no more than outraged 
constitutionalism ... This impeccably Lockean argument, drew as much, if not more, upon the 
lessons of 1688 and 1776, as those of 1789, still less of 1792'. 
7 Margot Finn suggests that this division broadly followed class lines, ~fter C~artis.m: Class 
and nation in English radical politics, 1848-1874 (Cambridge: Cambndge Umverslty.~ress, 
1993), pp.60-105. Fabrice Bensimon illustrates how the socialist concessions of the Prov1Sl~nal 
Government also produced splits within the Chartist and Young Ireland movements, Les 
Britanniques face au socialisme fran<;ais de 1848', Revue d'histoire du XIXe siecle, 1998 (1), 

pp.95-114. 
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British pole of that discourse, egalite had no direct analogue. Fraternite and 

liberte could be condemned as bastardisations of older purer Bn·tl·sh t , , concep s. 

Egalite, on the other hand, was uncompromisingly portrayed as the exclusive 

preserve of the revolutionary 'other'. Reports across the period on the 

economic, political and social dislocation in France repeatedly stressed the 

instrumental roles of egalitarian, 'levelling', and 'democratical' doctrines. The 

message was clear and consistent, egalite could only ever produce 'workers of 

evil, and monsters of iniquity'. 

Anti -egalitarian to the end, the Bristol newspapers nonetheless became 

progressively more sophisticated in their critiques of the idiom over the period 

1792 to 1848. As the signified became more explicitly defined, editorial 

objections to ega lite acquired greater subtlety and precision. Titles from later 

sample years are thus interesting for the way in which they differentiated 

between egalite's economic, political, and social components, and graded their 

hostility accordingly. Egalite's long-term contribution to British political 

discourse was a complex, shifting mass of idiomatic rejection, impoverishment, 

redefinition, and assimilation. In exploring that contribution this chapter will 

suggest that existing historiography should be broadly revised from two 

directions. Firstly, whilst acknowledging the continued strength of 'Liberty' 

and 'Property', it will be argued that the importance of ega lite in reconfiguring 

those older discourses should not be underestimated. British notions of 

hierarchy, property, and representation were reworked and transvalued 

following the searching questions asked of them by the developing concept of 

egalite. Secondly, between 1792 and 1848 a more positive role emerged for 

egalitarian idioms within British discourse. This rarely involved open demands 

for absolute material and political equality. Nonetheless, arguments for a more 

equitable society were increasingly common by 1848, and owed much to the 

bourgeois example of nineteenth century France. More significantly, those 

arguments were couched in language which was itself increasingly equitable, 

ignoring previous conventions of hierarchy and form. 
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M. Egalite intreated the Convention, on Wednesday night to make an exception fr th . h . om e 
decree agamst t e EmIgrants, in favor of his daughter, who had been to London for the benefit 
of her education, but had returned, as soon as she was informed of that decree. His petition was 
referred to the committee of legislation. 

Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 1I12,'I792.8 

Yesterday the Revolution Society held their annual meeting at the London Tavern, to 
commemorate the glorious Revolution in this country in 1688, which restored very inestimable 
blessings to the peo~le. About 3?0 persons sat down to dinner. The toasts alluded principally to 
the French RevolutIOn, and theIr system of equalization. They forgot that the King was any 
part of the Constitution: his health was not given. 

Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser, 1211111792.9 

The prosecution of the wretches who promoted the Parisian Massacres has ended in a mere 
farce. Roberspierre and Pethion have made speeches in their own favour, and the Convention 
(wisely perhaps for themselves) passed in the order of the day, for they knew from the fIrst that 
these massacres were not the work of one or two men, but the result of that complete relaxation 
of principle which the new doctrines ofliberty and equality, will always be found [to] create. 

Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 17/11/1792. 10 

Egalite's rhetorical and symbolic importance to the revolutionaries of 1792 is 

evident in almost every edition of Bristol's five titles for that year. The signifier 

itself regularly punctuated editorial comment, political reports, and transcripts 

of public speeches, far outnumbering direct references to Jraternite. Repeated 

condemnations of the closely associated principles of 'democracy' and 

'levelling', as well as the egalitarian connotations of Jraternite and liberte, 

further illustrate the idiom's centrality to both revolutionary and anti

revolutionary discourse. I I Interestingly, critiques of the concept drew heavily 

upon two very different definitions of egalite, the Burkean and the literal. 

Wilfully under-developed and caricatured, this two-pronged assault on the 

signified was fundamental to egalite's exclusive association with the poor 

French pole of the wider discourse. 

8 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 111211792, p.2, column 1. ., 
9 Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser, 1211111792, p.l, column 4; and FellX Farley s 

Bristol Journal, 10/1111792, p.2, column 1. 
10 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 17/1111792, p.1, column 5. ., ., , 
11 Leaning heavily on Tocqueville, Fran((ois Furet variously descnbes egahte as the 
quintessential revolutionary idea', and 'the Revolution's ruling passion', Revolutionary France 
1770-1880 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd., 1988, Eng. trans., 1992), p.45 and ?234. Mona 
Ozouf paraphrases Roederer's argument that 'from the beginning the RevolutIOn belo~~ed 
entirely to equality': 'Equality', in Fran((ois Furet and Mona Ozouf (eds.), A CrItIcal 
Dictionary of the French Revolution (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of 

Harvard University Press, 1989), p.670. 
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Burke's combination of foresight, originality, and an ability to refine and re

energise old, established arguments, has been well-documented. 12 To the 

modem reader this mixture of old and new idioms makes distinctions between 

purely Burkean, and more deep-rooted, influences upon political language in 

the 1790s extremely difficult.
13 

There are, for example, obvious parallels to be 

drawn between the apocalyptic, histrionic style of the anti-revolutionary 

editorials observed above and the violence of Burke's prose in the Reflections. 

Precise identification of those passages which took Burke as their immediate 

stylistic inspiration is, however, often complicated by the fact that such 

theatricality was a common feature of late eighteenth-century political 

discourse.
14 

That said, occasionally the content, language, and tone of a report 

resulted in an end-product that was unambiguously Burkean. The following 

passage from Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, for instance, drew 

heavily upon Burke's celebrated defence of Marie Antoinette: 

Who, but must have wept, on beholding the brilliant, the beautiful, the august Antoinette, thus 
circumscribed and fallen? That system which teaches its supporters to withold the common 

12 'Burke's significance lay not solely in his magnificent language, which ensured success in 
his polemical objectives, but also in the breadth and scope of his political theory. However, the 
ideas he articulated so profoundly were very much those expressed, albeit more mundanely, by 
his contemporaries. Burke did not so much add substance to conservative ideology, as give it 
emotional, even mystical appeal': Thomas Philip Schofield, 'English Conservative Thought 
and Opinion in response to the French Revolution 1789-1796' (University of London Ph.D. 
thesis 1984), p.l06. Steven Blakemore, Burke and the Fall of Language: The French 
Revolution as Linguistic Event (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1988) provides a 
dense, yet interesting, study of Burke's mobilisation of old and new idioms against the 
revolutionary threat. 
13 Robert Hole offers an interesting exploration of Burke's influence upon the conservative 
pamphlet literature of the 1790s in 'British Counter-revolutionary Popular Propaganda in the 
1790s', in Colin Jones (ed.), Britain and Revolutionary France: conflict, subversion and 
propaganda (Exeter: Exeter Studies in History, 1983), pp.53-69. 
14 'There was, indeed, a distinctively sturm-und-drang quality about British patrician life in the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries that has never been properly investigated since, a 
special kind of emotionalism and violence. Think of the Earl of Chatham collapsing in the 
House of Lords as he made his last manic and incoherent speech against war with America in 
1778, or of Edmund Burke flinging a dagger onto the floor of the House of Commons in 
December 1792 as a symbol of his departure from the Foxite Whigs, and of Charles James Fox 
bursting into tears in response. Stiff upper-class lips in this period gave way very easily to 
sobs, histrionics and highly charged rhetoric': Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the N~tion 17.07-
1837 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1992), p.15l. This histonographlcal 
oversight has since been partially addressed by Gillian Russell's essay, 'Burke's dagger: 
theatricality, politics and print culture in the 1790s', British Journal for Eighteent~-Century 
Studies, 20 (1997), pp.I-16. Russell's acknowledgement of 'the importance of theatrIcal forms 
of behaviour to eighteenth-century culture' (p.12), further supports the point made here. 
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offices of ~indness from the un!ortunate, it is to ~e hoped cannot exist long in a nation, once 
~amed for Its gal~~}fY of sentIment towards theIr Kings, and its tender attachments to the 
mterests of the FaIr. 

In expressing the hope that the French Queen would soon be restored to her 

rightful station, Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal was admittedly more 

optimistic than the corresponding passage in the Reflections in which Burke 

viewed her fate with an air of resignation. Nonetheless, the extract's debt to 

that text is unmistakable: 

I saw her just above the horizon, decorating and cheering the elevated sphere she just began to 
move in; glittering like the morning star, full of life, and splendor, and joy. Oh! what a 
revolution 1 and what an heart I must have, to contemplate without emotion that elevation and 
that fall! ..... Never, never more, shall we behold that generous loyalty to rank and sex, that 
proud submission, that dignified obedience, that subordination of the heart, which kept alive, 
even in servitude itself, the spirit of an exalted freedom. 16 

Crucially, both passages were informed by a very specific reading of egalite 

which, despite earlier reservations, may be usefully termed 'Burkean'. In the 

Reflections the poignancy of Marie Antoinette's fate lay not simply in her loss 

of royalty but in the fact that her status was now beneath that of a mere 

commoner. The respect and protection afforded to the fairer sex, irrespective of 

rank, were no longer hers in this fallen state. Even her basic humanity was 

denied, 'on this scheme of things C ... ) a queen is but a woman; a woman is but 

an animal; and an animal not of the highest order' . 17 Later events proved these 

words to be remarkably prescient. Yet, at the time of writing, Burke was 

motivated less by any specific developments in France than by a conviction 

that egalite was little more than a synonym for inversion. This was most clearly 

developed in an earlier section of the Reflections where he argued: 

... those who attempt to level, never equalize. In all societies, consisting of various descriptions 
of citizens, some description must be uppermost, The levellers therefore only change and 
pervert the natural order of things; they load the edifice of society, by setting up in the air what 
the solidity of the structure requires to be on the ground. IS 

The message was unambiguous, behind the rhetoric egalite sought not to level 

but to invert. The tragedy of Marie Antoinette was not that she had been 

15 Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 22/9/1792, p.l, column 1. 
16 E.J. Payne (ed.), Burke: Select Works, vol. II, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1898), p.89. 

17 Payne (ed.), p.90. 
IS Payne (ed.), p.57. 
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reduced to a position of economic, social, and political parity, but that under 

the specious doctrine of egalite she had been relegated to the very bottom of 

each of those indices. Burke's broader anti-egalitarian agenda was further 

revealed by his immediate extension of Marie Antoinette's plight to all those 

who had occupied positions of influence under the ancien regime. Under the 

new order all would be stripped not only of privilege and power, but also of 

their basic humanity: 

The murder of a king, or a queen, or a bishop, or a father, are only common homicide; and if 
the people are by any chance, or in any way gainers by it, a sort of homicide the most 
pardonable, and into which we ought not to make too severe a scrutiny.19 

An identical reading of egalite was also the subtext of the extract from Bonner 

and Middleton's Bristol Journal. In the preceding paragraph the paper reported 

how Lady Sutherland had been forced to smuggle linen into the Temple, the 

revolutionaries having denied the Queen her basic human right to cleanliness. 

Of course it might be argued that this report was influenced less by Burke than 

by events in France, that the radicalisation of the revolution had caught up with 

the Reflections. 2o Yet it must be read in the context of a broader discursive 

field, in which the repeated, insistent portrayal of egalite as inversion played an 

important role. On the twenty-eighth of January, for example, Felix Farley's 

Bristol Journal reported that: 

About ten days ago, as the Earl of Grandison, was on his tour through France, he was stopped 
by the populace at Macon;- they took him for the King. The embarras was not little, while it 
lasted' but by showing among other vouchers the circular letter of Lockhart and Herries, with 
.," 21 

their notes, it appeared who he was; and he was dismissed by their Highnesses the mob. 

This portrayal of a world turned on its head was typical of a large number of 

reports on French affairs in 1792, particularly those which focussed upon acts 

of violence against aristocrats and their property. Whether the signifier was 

explicitly or implicitly present, the cumulative effect of these passages was to 

expose the revolutionary doctrine of egalite as a mere smokescreen for plunder 

19 Payne (ed.), p.91. . 'l' ' 
20 The abolition of the monarchy, the ultimate vindication of Burke's readmg of ega lte, 
occurred too late (21st September) to be reported in this particular edition of the paper. 
21 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 28/111792, pA, column 1. 
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and mob rule. Variations on the phrase 'Gallic Mobocracy,n were frequent, 

and placed the idiom's political component under particular scrutiny. For all 

their protestations of 'democracy' the revolutionaries' true desire was not 

government by 'the people', in the term's most inclusive sense, so much as 

legally sanctioned vengeance and pillage. More broadly, this formulaic 

emphasis upon inversion further reinforced the Manichaean juxtaposition of 

Britain and France, good and evil, in revolutionary reports in the Bristol press. 

There was, for instance, an undeniably poignant symmetry to the Bristol 

Gazette and Public Advertiser's observation that:, 'while a Jury in the Court of 

King's Bench is to decide on the fate of the Author of the Rights of Man, the 

Author of the Rights of Man is in France to sit in judgement on the fate of a 

K· ,23 mg. 

Crucially, Burke's was not the only definition of egalite present in 

revolutionary reports for 1792. A more literal interpretation was found in a 

poem called 'THE DEMOCRATIC BARBER OR COUNTRY 

GENTLEMAN'S SURPRIZE. ,24 This told the story of a country gentleman's 

visit to a London barber's shop. Wielding his scissors the barber demonically 

cried: 

I trust you've read that glorious plan 
That's wrote by PAINE - the Rights of Man -

By which we're shewn, that crowns and Kings 
Are paUltry baubles - useless things -

How like to wretched slaves we're loaded, 
And how we're with oppression goaded. 

Just for a moment cast your eyes 
Upon your neighbours, good and wise; 

Only bestow one single glance 
On the wise policy of France -

Oh ! glorious deed - at one bold stroke 
They their despotic fetters broke, 

At once threw off the tyrant's yoke. 
Let us by them example take

Like them, our slavish fetters break -
Blot out the Test - cry Toleration, 

Destroy each title in the nation. 

22 As in ' .... the bloody shrine of Gallic Mobocracy': Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 119/1792, 

p.2, column 1. 
23 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 4/1011792, p.4, column 1. 
24 Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 14/711792, p.4, column 2. 
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Distinction's pride - and pride's the devil 
A man's a man - and we'll be level. ' 

The barber then proceeded to implement his political views and cut off all his 

customer's hair. Upon the gentleman's furious reaction he continued: 

He sternly cry' d - "Why this damn' d passion ! 
You're just in democratic fashion. 
I thought you one of us, and hearty 

In the design of our new party _ 
Our zealous leaders did adopt 

The law to have our party cropp 'd 
To shew our zeal this rule was made , 
And I'm resolv' d, with loss of trade 
(Which is my all) to serve the cause: 
And, starving, I'll support their laws. 

And if you'd wish our cut to see , 
(He turning cry'd) - here look at me." 

Though humorous this verse articulated a second, contradictory reading of 

ega lite. Rather than inversion, here it signified absolute uniformity. However 

unhappy the gentleman was at his newly cropped appearance it is important to 

note that the barber sported exactly the same style. The cut was not a symbol of 

'otherness' but of inclusion, the intention was not to humiliate but to level. This 

was lost on the customer who ended up looking like 'a clown' because of this 

egalitarian folly.25 A literal reading was also evident in an article which 

appeared in Felix Farley's Bristol Journal under the heading, 'TEN MINUTES 

CAUTION. From a Plain Man to his Fellow Citizens': 

I should be glad to know what advantage we are to get by the levelling of ranks, which those 
writers would persuade us to wish for, by regaining what they call the Rights of Man. If they 
have a mind to go back to the woods again, and live, as they say men lived in this country two 
thousand years ago, let them, in God's name; but I, who am sitting in a good snug parlour, with 
all my family comforts around me, will rather chuse to keep as I am. If there is to be any 
society at all, I presume some must necessarily be richer and more powerful than others; but of 

25 In some radical circles, the cropped style of the revolutionary was actually positively 
adopted as a symbol of association: 'An example of how a revolutionary symbol could be 
transformed in various Irish settings is the cropped hair of the revolutionary. This was a matter 
of outrageous fashion and romantic identification for Lord Edward Fitzgerald; for some of the 
more politically aware Wexford peasants and artisans it was adopted as a symbol of their 
alienation from established authority', Tom Dunne, 'Popular ballads, revolutionary rhetoric 
and politicisation', in Hugh Gough and David Dickson (eds.), Ireland and the French 
Revolution (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 1990), p.141. A Wexford ballad from 1798 entitled 
'The Croppy Boy' is also cited in Thomas Packenham, The Year of Liberty. The bloody story 
of the great Irish Rebellion of 1798 (London: Hodder and Stoughton Ltd., 1969, reprint 1972), 

p.213. 
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those who have littl~, are secure of it, I say, as I said before, they may be as ha as those 
who have the most.2 ppy 

The focus of this extract's anti-egalitarianism was subtlely different from the 

Burkean passages examined above. Portrayals of egalite as inversion tended to 

train their sights on the revolutionaries and their perceived inability to govern. 

Literal readings, however, were more commonly associated with attacks on the 

concept itself. They took the signifier beyond its face value to a mathematical 

extreme which was easily criticised and ridiculed.27 Thus, whilst the Bristol 

Gazette noted the irony of Paine passing jUdgement on the King of France, the 

'Democratic Barber' mocked a world in which all were identical. Similarly, 

where the 'Ten Minutes Caution' focussed on the demonstrable superiority of a 

society based on economic and political inequalities, Felix Farley highlighted 

the lawlessness and misery of a system founded on mob rule. 

The precise role of the terms 'level' and 'levelling' in these extracts is unclear. 

Hole argues that they reinforced the literal interpretation of egalite, instilling 

readers with an understanding of the concept as a synonym for parity and 

uniformity. In the absence of detailed study of audience reaction, it is 

nonetheless easy to see how the graphic, yet apolitical, imagery of the 

following extract could have been transferred into a political context: 

The poor inhabitants of Paris are far from being in a state of quietude - the numberless notes, 
which have not the smallest fund to support them and ensure payment, give serious alarm; the 

26 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 19/511792, p.4, columns 2-3. 
27 This tactic of arguing to extremes was also used in the pamphlet literature of the 1790s. As 
Robert Hole notes, 'Although they purport to challenge Paine's ideas, in fact the tracts address 
themselves not to his modest and cautious position but to one carried to the mathematical 
extreme. If all the money in the country were divided equally everyone would have an income 
of about one hundred and fifty pounds per annum, so all could live like gentlemen - but who 
then would bake? If all the land in the country were divided equally everyone could have three 
acres each - but if all were equal husbandmen how could the economy function without the 
necessary specialist crafts? Moreover, the removal of the rich from the economy would destroy 
the market for luxury goods and thus cause unemployment among their manufacturers. ( ... ) 
The tracts then use this extreme and ridiculous form of equality (which they have themselves 
invented) to discredit the Paineite conception of the Rights of Man' (p.61). Identical tactics are 
still employed. 'The political socialist as egalitarian need not get drawn into the parody 
argument which assumes exact equality of income and wealth: that is somebody else:s 
nightmare, not his dream', Bernard Crick, 'Equality', in Ben Pimlott (ed.), Fabian Essays In 

Socialist Thought (London: Farleigh Dickinson University Press, 1984), p.161. 
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day before yesterday, the house that is~ued parchment bills was assailed; and would no doubt, 
have been levelled to the ground, were It not for the ready interference of the anned citizens.28 

Less easy to accept, however, is Hole's subsequent assertion that these terms 

were used 'almost always in a purely contemporary sense which suggests that 

no reference to the seventeenth century group was intended,?9 Admittedly, 

Bristol newspapers, like the popular pamphlets of Hole's study, made few 

direct references to seventeenth-century precedent. Yet, as F .K. Donnelly 

demonstrates, explicit explanations were simply unnecessary. 'Leveller' was a 

well-used term of abuse in seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth-century 

political debate, and contemporaries did not need its historical connotations 

spelt out to them.
3o 

The presence of references to 'levelling' and 'levellers' in 

both Burkean and literal passages in the Bristol press tends to support this 

reading over Hole's rather thin interpretation. Anti-egalitarian discourse drew 

upon the term's apolitical and radical implications?1 

In the Bristol newspapers for 1792 revolutionary egalitarianism was combated 

by this seemingly contradictory mixture of Burkean and literal readings. This 

was not a result of the 'scissors and paste' method of regional journalism as 

differing interpretations can be traced to the same [London] source. Rather, 

each signified was invoked in quite specific circumstances. Broadly speaking 

two main applications may be identified. The Burkean meaning was invariably 

used to convey the true horror of the French Revolution, and its destruction of 

all the reference points of civilised, Christian society. The literal reading, 

however, ridiculed the concept of egalite by taking it to absurd extremes. This 

bifurcation was not extended to the consequences of the idiom. Whichever 

signified was used, the referent was always the same mixture of lawlessness, 

pillage, poverty, and violence. 

28 Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser, 5/11/1792, p.3, column l. 
29 Hole, p.60. 
30 F.K. Donnelly, 'Levellerism in eighteenth and early nineteenth-century Britain', Albion 20, 2 
(Summer 1988), p.265. 
31 See also David Eastwood, Governing Rural England Tradition and Transformation in Lo~al 
Government, 1780-1840 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994). 'Thus in the face of the democratIc, 
Jacobin challenge of the 1790s, generally interpreted by defenders of the traditional o:der as a 
recrudescence of the 'levelling principle', conservative polemicists reasserted the virtues of 
hierarchy', p.18. 
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Interestingly, the selection of one reading over another does not seem to have 

been dependent upon whether the economic, social, or political implications of 

egalite were being attacked. Although individual passages often targeted 

specific aspects of the idiom, its various guises were regularly portrayed as 

being inexorably and inextricably linked. The 'Democratic Barber' thus 

jumped randomly between egalite's political, social, and religious 

consequences, whilst the 'Ten Minutes Caution' hinted simultaneously at 

economic and political applications of the idiom. In 1792 the Bristol 

newspapers displayed an inability, or perhaps an unwillingness, to 

acknowledge egalite's subtleties best illustrated by a passage from Young's 

'French Events, applicable to British agriculture' quoted in Felix Farley's 

Bristol Journal: 

But after all rank, title, nobility, and distinction have been abolished, what do they mean by 
Equality? The word is absurd, if it attaches not to property, for there can be no equality while 

. . h d h 32 one man IS nc an anot er poor. 

To Young's mind, political, religious, and social equality were inconceivable 

without economic equality. In the Bristol newspapers the concept was similarly 

monolithic. Alternating between two seemingly contradictory readings, they 

presented readers with a blanket, indiscriminate rejection of revolutionary 

egalitarianism. 

II 

We prided ourselves on our prejudices: we blustered and bragged with absurd vainglory; we 
dealt to our enemy the monstrous injustice of contempt and scorn; we fought him with all 
weapons, mean as well as heroic. There was no lie which we would not credit. I thought at one 
time of making a collection of the lies which the French had written against us and we had 

. h d 33 
published against them during the war; it would be a strange memonal of popular false 00 . 

We are dealing with poetic language and images that are self-generating in that they make little 
or no claim on the real world of what actually happened.

34 

32 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 22/911792, p.4, column 2-3. . 
33 W.M. Thackeray quoted in the introduction to Colin Jones (ed.), Britain and RevolutIOnary 
France: conflict, subversion andpropaganda (Exeter: Exeter Studies in History, 1983), pA. 
34 Ronald Paulson, Representations o/Revolution (1789-1820), (New Haven and London: Yale 

University Press, 1983), p.S. 
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Portrayals of egaZite in the Bristol newspapers for 1792 bore only passing 

resemblance to political developments and debate in revolutionary France. 

Enlightenment thinkers had produced a rich, yet complex, body of work on the 

concept, which left revolutionaries without straightforward answers to the 

pressing, practical questions raised by its implementation: Equal to whom ? 

Equal to what? Equal in what respect ?35 In the absence of a clear response, 

revolutionary legislators vacillated uneasily between egaZite's 'formal,36 and 

'actua1'37 components. In 1789 the emphasis was placed firmlY on formal 

equality, specifically the abolition of privilege and the attainment of equal 

political rights. In the 1790s the Loi Agraire, the Maximum, and the 

'Conspiracy of Equals', indicated a narrower concentration on economic 

equality. Finally, under Bonaparte the pendulum swung away from economic 

and political equality towards a more meritocratic interpretation, an equality of 

opportunity. 

These neat periodisations disguise further complexities in the philosophy and 

practice of revolutionary egalite. Jean-Pierre Gross, for example, has recently 

explored the heterogeneous nature of Jacobin egalitarianism.38 He demonstrates 

that the language of redistribution spanned several registers, that Jacobin 

egaZite was not the extremist, dangerously utopian, monolithic programme of 

historiographical orthodoxy. Though not denying the contribution of a punitive 

strain of egalitarianism to the Terror, Gross stresses the essentially liberal 

commitment to social justice which framed the Jacobin egalitarian agenda. Fair 

shares, rather than equal shares, was the dominant refrain. 

35 Mona Ozouf, 'Equality' in Franl(ois Furet and Mona Ozouf (eds,), A Critical Dictio~ary.of 
the French Revolution (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard Um:erslty 
Press, 1989), p.682. For a useful introduction to Enlightenment discussion of ,equalIty se,e 
Harvey Chisick, 'The Ambivalence of the Idea of Equality in the French EnlIghtenment, 
History of European Ideas, Volume 13, No.3, 1991, pp.215-23. 
36 Equality of legal status, and of political rights. 
37 M . 1 l' atena equa lty. , b 'd ' 
38 ' I'" ' actlce (Cam n ae Jean-Pierre Gross, Fair shares for all: Jacobm ega Itarzamsm In pr 0 ' 

Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
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Unsurprisingly, these philosophical and practical subtleties were absent from 

editorial comment in all five Bristol titles for 1792. Their anti-egalitarian, anti

revolutionary stance was better served by caricatured examples of extreme, 

violent, economic redistribution, rather than by acknowledgements of French 

moderation. Idiomatically the Bristol newspapers adopted a levelling approach 

to ega lite, reducing its complexities and contradictions to dull uniformity. 

Interestingly, an even more extreme form of idiomatic impoverishment was 

evident at the British pole. This went beyond simplistic caricature to a blanket 

denial of an equivalent British concept, of an equalitarianism to combat 

revolutionary egalitarianism. No attempt was made to reclaim the idiom for 

Hanoverian England. Whether the signifier appeared in the French, or in its 

English translation, it was consistently, and firmly, tied to the poor French pole 

of the wider anti-revolutionary discourse. 

The idea that egalite had no British analogue was clearly fanciful, as betrayed 

by the references to 'levellers' and 'levelling' examined above. Rather like 

examples of British lacobinism and sedition,39 such inconsistencies were 

easily explained away by portraying them as alien, other, and un-British. Of 

greater interest, however, are more mainstream usages of the idiom which, in 

the polarised discourse of the Bristol newspapers for 1792, were 

comprehensively silenced. 

This was not true of the broader discursive field of British politics. Schofield 

demonstrates that notions of equality were used constructively by an eclectic 

range of conservative thinkers who were influenced variously by utilitarian, 

Lockean, and natural law doctrines.4o Representing the first of these groups, 

Adam Ferguson's Principles of Moral and Political Science (1792) argued for 

man's equal liberty to acquire and secure property. Operating within a similar 

utilitarian tradition, William Lawrence Brown held that equality consisted 

solely in the unrestricted operation of men's talents. In short, men were equal in 

39 See chapter two, pp.69-71. 
40 Thomas Philip Schofield, especially pp.16-1 06. 
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their right to exploit, within legal boundaries, their inequalities. Conservative 

heirs of Locke, meanwhile, emphasised man's equality in a state of nature in 

order to demonstrate the concept's inapplicability and undesirability in civil 

society. Finally, natural law theorists rejected the utilitarian standard of 

expediency in favour of God's immutable reason and will. Their understandina 
b 

of equality was nonetheless a familiar mixture of equal civil liberty, equal 

protection under the law, and equal security for one's person and property. 

Each of these three broad schools articulated heavily qualified definitions of 

equality which clearly had no affinity with egalite's aspirations for property, 

power, and political influence. All, however, offered a principled, conservative 

definition of the signifier in its stead which the Bristol titles noticeably failed to 

capitalise upon. 

A similarly considered evaluation of equality's actual, formal, natural, and civil 

manifestations was also present in Burke's Reflections. Tellingly, these more 

complex, and potentially ambiguous, aspects of his thoughts on the concept did 

not appear in any of the Bristol newspapers. The following extract, for instance, 

would have obviously complicated the absolute, indiscriminate editorial 

rejections of ega lite outlined above: 

Whatever each man can separately do, without trespassing upon others, he has a right to do for 
himself; and he has a right to a fair portion of all which society, with all its combinations of 
skill and force can do in his favour. In this partnership all men have equal rights; but not to 
equal things. He that has but five shillings in a partnership, has as good a right to it, as he that 
has five hundred pound to his larger proportion. But he has not a right to an equal dividend in 
the product of the joint stock; and as to the share of power, authority and direction which each 
individual ought to have in the management of the state, that I must deny to be amongst the 
direct original rights of man in civil society; for I have in my contemplation the civil social 
man, and no other. It is a thing to be settled by convention.

41 

The greater complexity of these discussions compared to those in the Bristol 

press owed much to the different social composition of their respective 

audiences. Historiographically, the intellectual gradation of the anti

revolutionary case has been thoroughly examined with studies highlighting 

41 E.1 Payne (ed.), Burke: Select Works, vol. II, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1898), p.69. 
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differences in the content, form, and language of different media.42 The absence 

of equalitarian idioms from the Bristol titles, however, suggests that the 

philosophical disparity between the newspaper press and dedicated political 

volumes actually increased in the immediate aftermath of the revolution. 

Barker's study of eighteenth-century metropolitan and provincial newspapers, 

for instance, demonstrates that this low, almost non-existent, level of 

equalitarian discourse was not inherent to the medium.43 Positive and critical 

references to equality appeared regularly in the 1770s and 1780s in press 

coverage of the reform question. The idiom's absence from the British pole in 

1792 was due less to the level of comprehension of the readership, than to 

concerns over the potential political independence of 'public opinion'. 

Anecdotal evidence of those concerns appeared regularly throughout 1792. In 

one particularly interesting passage Felix Farley's Bristol Journal reported 

that: 

The Emperor has issued a most singular order with respect to the press. All papers which like 
the Court Gazettes, give a mere historical narrative of the events in France, are allowed. 
Political and legal disquisitions on the subject of the French Revolution are also permitted, 
provided they consist of several volumes, and be not written in the vulgar tongue. Ponder ye 
manufacturers, of folios and quartos, on the important truth, that the number of your volumes 
is held to be the best security against their being read.44 

42 Maurice J. Quinlan, 'Anti-Jacobin Propaganda in England, 1792-1794', Journalism 
Quarterly, volume 16 (1939), pp.9-15; and Gayle Trusdel Pendleton, 'The English Pamphlet 
Literature of the Age of the French Revolution Anatomized', Eighteenth-century Life, vol. 5, 
No.1, Fall 1978, pp.29-37, provide useful overviews of the different levels on which the 
pamphlet literature of the 1790s operated. For a comparison with the tone and content of other 
media see Robert Hole, 'English sermons and tracts as media of debate on the French 
Revolution, 1789-99', in Mark Philp, The French Revolution and British Popular Politics 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp.18-37; lain Robertson Scott, '''Things as 
they are": The Literary Response to the French Revolution, 1789-1815', in H.T. Dickinson 
(ed.), Britain and the French Revolution 1789-1815 (London: Macmillan Education Ltd., 
1989), pp.229-49; and Emma Vincent, 'The Responses of Scottish Churchmen to the French 
Revolution 1789-1802' The Scottish Historical Review, vol. 73,2: No.196, October 1994, , , . 
pp.191-215. Finally, for the ways in which contemporary pamphleteers tailored therr language 
to the social composition of their target readership see James T. Boulton, The Language 0/ 
Politics in the Age o/Wilkes and Burke (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd., 1963), and 
Olivia Smith, The Politics o/Language 1791-1819 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984). 
43 Hannah Barker, Newspapers, Politics and Public Opinion in late eighteenth century England 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), pp.73-94. 
44 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 18/2/1792, p.4, columns 1-2. 
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The point might usefully have been extended to the British press. The 

impoverishment of 'equality' in the Bristol newspapers clearly reflected a 

broader impoverishment of the medium's content and language in the face of 

the democratic example of revolutionary France.45 

Exceptions to these caricatured portrayals of egalite and impoverished 

discussions of equality were extremely rare. Discounting repetitions of 

passages between different titles, their number barely ran into double figures. 

Even then, most were simply extracts from the great "set-texts" of the counter

revolutionary cause and were not specific to the discursive field of the Bristol 

press. On the eighth of December 1792, for example, Sarah Farley's Bristol 

Journal devoted the best part of two columns to the 'Resolutions of the 

Association against Levellers and Republicans (Crown and Anchor Tavern. 

London), .46 Initially, this detailed an indiscriminating ega lite of rank and 

fortune, and the plunder, poverty, and absolute uniformity which it brought in 

its wake.
47 

Yet it then explored the idea of a constitutional equality of liberty, 

which clearly took the subtlety of its argument beyond that of the news-reports 

examined above: 

It has long been the pride of BRITONS to boast of their Liberty and Property; and although 
these visionary Reformers have chosen to substitute the notion of Equality in the place of the 
latter, it is trusted there are enough who know too well the value of their Property, acquired 
under the influence of true Uberty, to surrender it in exchange for an empty name. It is well 
known, and we feel it daily, that we have as much of these pretended new inventions, as is 

45 For contemporary recognition of the hegemonic function of language see Smith, particularly 
the introduction and chapter one. 'The political and social effectiveness of ideas about 
language derived from the presupposition that language revealed the mind. To speak the vulgar 
language demonstrated that one belonged to the vulgar class; that is, that one was morally and 
intellectually unfit to participate in the culture. Only the refined language was capable of 
expressing intellectual ideas and worthy sentiments, while the vulgar language was limited to 
the expression of the sensations and the passions' (p.2). 
46 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 8/1211792, pA, columns 1-2. . 
47 'We forsee, from recent experiment in a neighbouring country, that in the operatIOn of 
bringing to pass such a transition, the lives and properties of all persons in this Island would be 
exposed to the arbitrary disposal of self opinionated Philosophers, and a wild and needy Mob, 
deluded and instigated by them; that with the Introduction of Equality in Rank and !'ortune, an 
expectation would be raised in the Lower Orders, which must first be gratified WIth plunder, 
and afterwards would sink into a state of disappointment and abject poverty. When all was 
equalized, there would no longer be a superfluity to pay the hire of Servants, or pu:chase t~e 
productions of Art or Manufacture; no Commerce, no Credit; no resource for the actI~e, b~t III 
robbery, and in all those public disorders which make life miserable': Sarah Farley s BrIstol 

Journal, 811211792, pA, columns 1-2. 
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necessary and convenient for a well ordered Society. Every one has all the R' ht if L£ th 
". 19 s a 1Y1an at 

leave hun at. lIberty to do good to hunself and his neighbour, and Cwhat is worth considering) 
to protect hIS person and property against open and secret plunderers. He has as much of 
Equality ~s one man can possess wit~out diminishing the Equality of his neighbour C ... ) Such 
are the Rights o! Man - such The LlberfJ. and ~quality which we have long enjoyed; under 
these we have hve~ a~d prospered, both In p~bhc. and private, beyond the example of every 
country, and to mamtam them, as they are, ummpatred by the fancies of Pedant-Politicians or 
the rude hands of the Ruffian Levellers, every TRUE BRITON ought to shed his blood. ' 

An atypical degree of idiomatic subtlety was also provided by transcripts of 

'Mr. JUSTICE ASHURST's Charge to the GRAND JURy for the County of 

Middlesex', which appeared in all titles during the first week of December. An 

uncompromising critique of the revolutionary paradigm, this echoed Rousseau 

in its discussion of a state of nature, perfect equality, and civil liberties : 

C ... ) as a preliminary step to the procuring these enjoyments, it was necessary that mankind, on 
entering into society, should give up into the hands of Government that species of liberty 
which resulted from the perfect equality of man, and where no man had a right to impose on 
another a rule of conduct, but every man, as far as his strength carried him through, followed 
h· '1148 IS own WI . 

In acknowledging this heavily qualified, but nonetheless British, equality, these 

passages were clearly at odds with the idiomatic silence of the broader 

discourse. Their treatment of revolutionary egalite was, however, 

indistinguishable from that of the news-reports examined earlier: absolute, 

indiscriminate rejection coupled with an inextricable association with misery, 

poverty, loss of property, and violence. In this light, the following passage from 

Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal is interesting for its nuanced, and even positive, 

consideration of the revolutionary signified: 

Liberty and Equality, the hackneyed subjects of the day, furnish matter of general 
conversation. Liberty, thank GOD, is fully understood, and as fully enjoyed by every British 
subject. Equality should also be explained; because, from its not being rightly understood, 
many people form notions of the most destructive tendency. Previous to the revolution, the 
nation of France was divided into nobles, yeomen, citizens, people. The nobility were 
exempted from taxes, and enjoyed, exclusively, all the first employments of the state ... 
Equality, as at present understood among them, implies no more than the abolition of tho~e 
distinctions - that is to say, that all ranks shall contribute to the exigencies of the state, m 

48 Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 1/12/1792, p.4, column 2. The precise wording of 
these transcripts varied between titles. In Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, for instance, .the same 
passage appeared in the following format: ' C ... ) as a preliminary step .to procurmg. these 
enjoyments, it was necessary that mankind, on entering into the state of SOCIety, should gIve up 
into the hands of the governing power of the state, that species of liberty which resulted from a 
perfect equality with all men, and when no man had a right to impose upon another .a rule of 
conduct, but each man, as far as his strength would carry him through, followed the dIctates of 

his own will' (111211792, p.4, column 2). 
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proportion to the property they possess; that an preferments, whether in the state, the armY, or 
the church, shall be open to all Frenchmen. This is the Equality they contend foT. But Equ'ality 
of Property never entered the head of the maddest Reformer in France.49 

Attributed only to 'LONDON, DECEMBER 8-10. Sunday and Tuesday's 

Posts', this was obviously not the work of William Routh.5o The extract is , 

however, notable for being the only example in the 1792 sample of a 

journalistic voice portraying egalite in a sympathetic light. This positive 

interpretation was intimately linked with the passage's appreciation of the 

distinction between formal and actual egalite, and its subsequent rejection of 

the spectre of violent pillage. It was atypical of the wider discourse not only in 

its nuanced consideration of ega lite , but also in its narrow, revolutionary, 

definition of 'property'. As Sewell notes, under the ancien regime 'property' 

was a wide ranging concept, encompassing real estate and commercial 

property, private property regulated for the public good, property in public 

functions, and privileges, prerogatives, and hereditary distinctions. Each of 

these meanings 'flowed into one another and were often difficult to distinguish 

in practice' .51 It is in this light that the insistent, repetitive juxtaposition of 

property against egalite in the Bristol newspapers must be understood. It was 

not reflective of an 'actual' reading of egalite so much as a wide-ranging, all

weather definition of 'property'. This particular passage from Sarah Farley was 

the exception that proved the rule, in 1792 anti-egalitarian debate pitted a 

heterogeneous 'property' against a monolithic egalite. 

Though consciously rejected, egalite thus played an indirect role within British 

political discourse which is often overlooked. lC.D. Clark, for example, has 

argued persuasively for the increasing strength of ancien-regime values in 

English society between 1688 and 1828. His portrayal of an increasingly 

confident, aristocratic patriarchy rooted in Anglican theology provides a 

49 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 15/1211792, p.4, column 2. . . 
50 Proprietor between 1775 to 1800. During this time he went through a senes of partnershIps, 

but his was always the dominant editorial voice. h Id 
51 William H. Sewell, Work and revolution in France. The language of labor from teo 
regime to 1848 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980, reprint 1997), p.117. 
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welcome corrective to the dominant 'Whig' interpretation of the period. 52 The 

precise, stratified language in which adverts and electoral addresses were 

framed in the Bristol press firmly supports Clark's reading. For example, the 

phrase 'NOTICE to the NOBILITY, GENTRY, and the PUBLIC in general' 

regularly prefixed adverts for a wide range of products up until 1848. The 

electoral appeal 'To the GENTLEMEN, CLERGY, FREEHOLDERS, and 

FREEMEN, 0/ the City o/BRISTOL,' was common not only to the contest of 

1812 but to polls across the period. Admittedly the candidates' desire to win 

over Bristol's commercial interests lends some weight to the 'Whig' 

interpretation. Yet the fact that they were courted in the language of the old 

society indicates that this was not yet their era. Bristol newspapers, and British 

society in general, continued to be dominated by the idioms of deference and 

patriarchy, privilege and property. These values were articulated in even the 

most trivial of reports, as evidenced by a piece on London fashions in Felix 

Farley's Bristol Journal: 

At length it is resolved, that the reign of pomp and full-dress shall be revived. Too long have 
ease and comfort triumphed over stiffness and state. It is now agreed that the magnificent 
distinctions in life shall be renewed, and that the gala suit, with all its heavy embroidery, shall 
put to the rout the familiar frock, that has too long been intruded itself from the drunken dining 
parlour to the superb drawing room.53 

Clark's account, however, underplays the role of the French Revolution in 

rejuvenating these idioms. Of course, property and outraged hierarchism were 

natural idioms in which to report violent acts of revolutionary plunder. Yet 

their insistent, repetitive juxtaposition against egalite in the Bristol newspapers 

for 1792 betrays a more active discursive role. Idiomatically the egalitarian 

threat of the 1790s transformed hierarchy and property from core values of the 

52 'The main trend of popular and semi-scholarly writing on eighteenth century England has 
been to portray it as essentially modem: a society of earthy, ambitious 'new men' fighting the.ir 
way to the top; a world of thrusting entrepreneurs, eagerly adopting new methods ill 

agriculture, commerce and industry; increasingly interested in empirical, scientific enquiry and 
the spread of rational knowledge; ... resentful of traditional authority in Church or Sta:e; 
provincial men, Dissenters or sceptics in religion; hard realists in politics, thriving on the spo~ls 
of power, the mechanics of corruption and influence being the analogues of their. com~erclal 
motivations; men with a strong streak of vulgarity, acknowledged and skillful socral chmbe~s; 
men who planned and realised England's industrial-democratic future.' lC.D. Clar~, Eng~lsh 
Society 1688-1832: Ideology, social structure and political practice during the ancien regime 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), pA2. 
53 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 211111792, p.2, column 1. 
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old society into the philosophical negations of the new. The spectre of egalite 

galvanised them, and lent them a renewed vitality which lasted well into the 

nineteenth century. Indeed, one of the most graphic expressions of property as 

the antidote to egalitarian folly appeared in the Bristol Mirror as late as 1848: 

The Bastille powder magazine contained 20,000 barrels of gunpowder, and whilst the Abbe 
Lefevre was engaged busily distributing its contents to the successful besiegers a drunk 
republican seated himself on the end of one of the barrels and smoked his pipe! It did not s~~ 
his creed of liberty and equality and fraternity to resign his seat or his pipe at the bidding of the 
Abbe, who, therefore, bought the dangerous instrument for 3 francs, or 2s 6d, and a transfer of 
the property was instantly made with at least as much satisfaction to the buyer as to the seller.54 

The principal struggle in this period was thus not between the values of the 

eighteenth century and those of the nineteenth, but between those of the British 

polity and the threatening paradigm of revolutionary France. 

III 

He may be in his counting-house occupied with his ledger, behind his counter attending to a 
customer, when this clamorous, portentous "row-dedow", is heard in the street without, and is 
compelled to throw down his pen or his cloth-yard, take up his musket and hurry forth. Such 
are the fruits of Revolution. We wonder how John Bull, stubborn sticker as he is to business, 
would like these military inroads on his mercantile time - would like, at the momentary roll of 
a drum, to throw off his apron and shoulder a frrelock, and sacrifice a portion of his substance 
to save the whole from pillage. 

That such interruptions would be unpalatable to the English tradesman, we have no doubt, and 
with the French shopkeeper they do not seem to be a whit more in favour; for they begin to 
show considerable ilTitation and annoyance. "This may be a very good joke to you," said one 
of the National Guard, which the rappel had called to the Assembly on Monday week, 
addressing a knot of ill-affected ouvriers; "but it is no joke to us to be called away from our 
business in the face of a blazing sun, every hour and moment of the day." But they can't help 
it: the "sovereign people," whom these same National Guard - these once substantial and 
comfortable citizens, in a mistaken and excited moment helped to the ascendancy - leave them 
no choice. They must either tum out of their houses, or their houses will be turned into - they 
must either neglect their business to save the state, or have business, state, and all demolished. 
Enviable alternative - glorious France ! 

55 
Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 10/611848. 

Quantitatively, the anti-egalitarian element of French news reports ebbed and 

flowed over the period to 1848. This broadly reflected developments in France 

and British attitudes towards them. By 1812 the war against the French had 

54 Report on a series of lectures given by P.F. Aiken to the Bristol Athenaeum on 'The French 
Revolution of 1789', Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 25/311848, p.6, column 1. 
55 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 1016/1848, p.3, column 3. 
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taken a less ideological tum,56 whilst the nascent Orleanist regime of 1832 

could hardly be accused of rampant egalitarianism. In these years editorial 

comment busied itself with other matters, the two Bristol elections in 1812, and 

the aftermath of the Bristol Riots and the implications of reform in 1832. Yet 

when the concept was addressed, particularly in the aftermath of the 1848 

revolution, its idiomatic structure had not noticeably developed. As in 1792, its 

referent was a predictable mixture of economic deprivation, loss of property, 

and violent pillage. Egalite's bleak consequences were also reinforced by a 

familiar combination of Burkean and literal readings of the signifier. In 

depicting propertied citizens as being in hock to the "sovereign people", the 

Bristol Times subjected the political egalitarianism of the second republic to a 

Burkean interpretation. Three months earlier, however, the same title had 

selected a more literal reading in order to report the social and material 

aspirations of the Parisian crowd: 

Our last week's account of the events in France ended with the announcement that the national 
guards, enraged with the provisional government for dissolving their compagne d'elite 
intended to proceed in arms to the hotel de Ville on Thursday. It appears, however, that they 
subsequently became apprehensive of provoking the mob, who sided with the provisional 
government in the matter and though they repaired to the place, as announced, they proceeded 
thither unarmed. The mob, too, assembled at an early hour in immense force to support the 
provisional government, but it was not till nearly two 0' clock that the deputations of the 
national guard arrived. They were received by the mob with cries very unlike those which had 
hitherto greeted them. The act of government was regarded by the populace as another step 
towards the establishment of perfect equality, and the reluctance of the guard to comply with 
the decree was treated as a kind of manifestation of aristocratism. It was thought to be the first 
symptom of a reaction. Shouts of "Egalite ! a bas les aristocrates /" and other exclamations 
followed the entrance of the deputations into the square.57 

In structure and style these reports were indistinguishable from those from the 

1792 sample. Coverage of ega lite in the Bristol papers for 1848 drew heavily 

on the discursive ploys and implacable hostility of the 1790s. Crucially, 

however, in 1848 that hostility was directed towards a narrower, more precise 

target. Indiscriminate anti-egalitarianism had been replaced by more focussed 

objections to 'actual' egalite. This development was evident in the very earliest 

56 'The 'war of principle' ... was renounced by ministers in 1795 because, they argued, its object 
had been attained', Schofield, p.2. John Derry dates this transition slightly later, 'the 
establishment of the French Empire marked the abandonment of republican ideals. Most 

l' 'The Britons, therefore, saw the war against Napoleon as a struggle against a tyran : 
Opposition Whigs and the French Revolution 1789-1815', in Dickinson (ed.), p.57. 
57 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 25/311848, p.1, column 6. 
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reports on the downfall of Louis Philippe. In its editorial of the fourth of 

March, for example, the Bristol Times and Bath Advocate expressed broad 

sympathy with the bourgeoisie in their struggle with 'the King who oppressed 

their liberties' .58 Significantly, this measured assessment of French affairs did 

not extend to the revolutionaries' perceived economic programme. Elsewhere 

in the same editorial the paper singled out: 

C .. ·) the sans culott~ an.d t~e communist - the rabble and the socialist, who have no property 
themselves, and thmk ill tImes of trouble and of revolutions, which they have been mainly 
instrumental in achieving, that all the property of others appertains to them - that in fact they 
are to enjoy the fruits of a pantisocracy for which they have fought. 59 

'Pantiscocracy' was a clear allusion to the revolution's political 

consequences.
60 

Nonetheless, the passage's main target was undoubtedly the 

economic inversion aimed at by the revolutionaries. Behind the spurious 

ideologies of socialism and communism the propertyless sought to exchange 

places with the propertied. Nearly two months later the Bristol Times' 

preoccupation with the economic implications of a revolutionary egalite had 

not dimmed: 

.... the only true question to be decided is a social one - whether the mob or the rightful owners 
will have the property of the country. The spirit of this contest is contained in the proposition 
of one of those who took possession of the National Assembly ..... "Give us two hours pillage of 
P . '" 61 arzs. 

This plea had appeared earlier in the same edition in a report on the widespread 

condemnation in the Parisian press of the 'atrocious' views of Communist 

'desperadoes and their leaders. ,62 That this particular quote from the Journal 

des Debats was seized upon in the editorial section is significant. In its first two 

months the second republic had passed a number of moderate measures in the 

name of egalite: the abolition of noble titles, the emancipation of slaves, the 

commitment to a meritocracy, and a requirement that 'citizens appointed to 

58 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 4/311848, p.3, column 2. For a detailed consideration of 
the developing sophistication of revolutionary reporting in the Bristol press see pp.39-59 
above. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Arthur E. Bestor, dates this precise term to Coleridge and Southey in 1794, 'The evolution of 
the socialist vocabulary' , Journal of the History of Ideas, vol. IX, June 1948, p.262. 
61 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 27/511848, p.3, column 2. 
62 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 27/511848, p.1, column 1. 
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perform the same function', wore 'an uniformity of COstume' .63 These attacks 

on privilege, prerogative, and hereditary distinction failed to draw significant 

criticism in the Bristol newspapers for 1848, a fact which again betrayed a 

narrowly economic reading of both egalite and 'property'. The point was made 

explicitly in a lengthy article entitled 'Helping Oneself, which dismissed the 

'formal' aspects of egalite as 'grand sentiments and glittering demonstrations', 

and replaced them with a crude monetary figure: 

"Popular notions" of "popular rights" are very simple and direct. The mob are no casuists or 
refiners - there is a most unmistakeable, if not refreshing, frankness in the expression of their 
sentiments and wishes, which no one can misconceive or evade. On Monday last; when they 
held possession of the National Assembly, which they entered in so summary and 
unceremonious a way, their first act of legislation after the members had retired or were 
ejected, was the most prompt and palpable that can possibly be conceived. While the place was 
yet ringing with the bellowings of the crowds that, in red cravats and demonical gestures, 
upheaped the galleries, at the suggestion of M. Barbes it was voted that forty millions of 
pounds sterling - only forty millions ! - should be levied from the rich for the benefit of the 
working classes! We are prepared to hear that this proposition was carried in such an assembly 
without debate or deliberation. To be sure nothing could be more just, more enlightened, more 
liberty-like in the eyes of an audience so composed than to help themselves to others' 
substance. This was something tangible: the revolution had hitherto brought the majestic mob 
little but grand sentiments and glittering demonstrations - but this one vote, passed in the 
moment of exultation, went home to their hearts and businesses : forty millions from other 
people for the worthy ouvriers - forty millions, too, without working for it, without putting on 
their aprons and taking their trowels and hammers and brushes to earn it ! No; such a return 
would be tame, beneath the dignity of a triumphant people, to think of giving a quid pro quo 
for forty millions - they were simply to take it from those who had it, live in idleness upon it 
while it lasted, and when it was spent have another demonstration with banners, another 
burglarious entry of any assembly that happened to be meeting in the name of the nation, and 
another vote of forty millions ! 64 

The Bristol newspapers' preoccupation with 'actual' egalite was not without 

foundation. Bitter memories of the betrayal of 1830 coupled with rising 

unemployment meant that working-class and socialist demands were very 

much to the fore in France during the spring and summer of 1848. Historians 

have questioned the intent and efficacy of the National workshops and the 

Luxembourg Commission, yet it is easy to understand how these items of 

provisional government legislation concentrated British minds on the socio

economic aspects of the idiom.65 As noted above, more 'formal', and indeed 

63 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 6/511848, p.l, column 1. 
64 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 20/511848, pJ, columns 3-4. K I 
65. .' , l't" 1848 are of course ar The two claSSIC texts on the role of SOClO-economlC ega l em, ' 
Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, in Selected Works of Marx and E~gels 
(London: Lawrence and Wishart Ltd., 1968, revised edition 1991), pp.93-171, and AleBXlskde 

. ( d ) (N York' Anchor 00 s. Tocqueville, Recollections, J.P. Mayer and A.P. Kerr e s. ,ew . 
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moderate, manifestations of egalite were regularly covered in the Bristol titles. 

Indeed, later paragraphs of the article 'Helping Oneself acknowledged that the 

mob were quickly evicted from the assembly by the bourgeois National Guard , 
and that they 'got more kicks than half pence' .66 Newspaper definitions of 

egalite, however, conveniently overlooked such rejections of extreme 

economic redistribution. As in 1792, egalite was the repository for all the 

negative aspects of the revolutionary paradigm. Although those aspects were 

now narrowly socio-economic, the signified was no less caricatured than it had 

been some sixty years earlier. In the Bristol newspapers the egalitarianism of 

1848 was typified by Barbes and Blanqui rather than Lamartine, by the violent 

demands of the "pantisocracy" rather than the commitment to a meritocracy, 

and by the red flag rather than the tricolour. 

This emphasis upon 'actual' egalite was not peculiar to 1848. Moss, for 

example, dates its increased importance in France to the immediate aftermath 

of the bourgeois betrayal of 1830. Formal egalite had proved to be a 

smokescreen for bourgeois self-interest, only by an insistence on its socio

economic aspects could workers avoid being similarly duped in the future. 

Looking back to the halcyon days of Robespierre and the legislative 

programme of 1793-4, they articulated a narrow vision of egalite as 'the equal 

distribution of the advantages and burdens of society among its members'. 67 

More interesting, however, is the simultaneous idiomatic development in the 

Bristol newspapers which allowed this change in emphasis to be recognised 

and evaluated. Between 1792 and 1848 revolutionary reports became 

increasingly sophisticated in their appreciation of egalite's complexities and 

the inter-relationships between its component parts. This ran parallel to, but 

was not simply reflective of, political developments in nineteenth-century 

1971). Of the secondary studies see Furet, pp.393-416; Magraw, pp.125-32; Tombs, pp.377-

90; and Sewell, pp.243-76. 
66 Ibid. 18"''''' . 
67 Bernard H. Moss 'Parisian workers and the origins of republican socialism, 1830- .D, ~n 

, .. ' fF anklm 
John M. Merriman (ed.), 1830 in France (New York: New Viewpoints. A DIVISIOn 0 r 
Watts, 1975), p.212. 
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France. More nuanced readings of the idiom were also applied retrospectively 

to the revolutionary past, as in the following extract from the Bristol Mercury: 

~.) The history of St. Domin~o is referred to by the opponents of Negro freedom, as an 
m~Isputable p~oof of the calamItous consequences of sudden emancipation. But they greatly 
mIsrepresent It. In 1 790, th~. fre~ ~lacks ~nd coloured people petitioned the French 
Government for eq~ahty of CIVIl pnvileges wIth the whites. A decree was adopted on the 
subject, but so ambIguously worded, that on arriving at St. Domingo each party interpreted it 
in its own ~a:our: Hence animosities and bloods~e~. In May 1791, a second decree was issued, 
more explICItly m favour of the coloured. ThIS mcensed the whites. Camps were formed' 
massacres and conflagrations followed. Tidings of these events arriving in France, the second 
decree was revoked. The revocation exasperated the coloured, as much as the decree had 
incensed the whites. Hostilities were continued. The French Government resolved to re-adopt 
their fIrst decree, and sent two commissioners, Southonax and Polverel, with an armed force to 
keep the peace. In 1793 they arrived at St. Domingo. It is to be observed that the bloodshed 
and conflagration of these three years arose from the quarrels of the free. The emancipation of 
the slaves had not then been proposed.68 

Forty years earlier the revolt in St. Domingo had both illustrated and reinforced 

the indiscriminate anti-egalitarianism of the Bristol newspapers. It was, quite 

simply, 'a sufficient specimen of the mischief and folly of the unlimited 

metaphysical doctrines of the Rights of Man' .69 Here, however, violent 

bloodshed was the inexorable result not of a monolithic egalite, but rather of 

the denial of moderate, and reasonable claims for 'equal civil privileges'. 

There are no fIctions so wild as those which are engendered by a paroxysm of popular 
enthusiasm, and none so fatal as those which extend their influence from the political rights of 
men to their social condition, and having remodelled the constitution of the state seek to 
regenerate the whole fabric of society. 

Times, 1/311848.
70 

Recent studies of British reactions to the 1848 revolutions suggest that this 

hostility to 'actual' egalite was not confined to the pages of the Bristol press. 

Finn, for example, demonstrates how middle-class radicals championed the 

'formal' causes of Germany and Italy, yet condemned the socio-economic 

implications of French-style egalite. Richard Cobden wrote to John Bright that 

68 'The Rev. E. DEWDNEY, M.A., of Trinity College, Cambridge, delivered two lec:rres o~ 
the subject of Negro Slavery, at the Royal Gloucester Hotel, Hotwells, on Tues ~y an 
Wednesday last. Advocates, as we are, for the rights of mankind generally, we conSIder no 

. . t' d' rses' Bristol Mercury, apology necessary for reportrng at length these mteres .mg ISCOU ." , I 

Monmouthshire, South Wales and West of England AdvertIser, 2/6/1832, pA, column-. 
69 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 5/5/1792, p.2, column 1. See p.31 above. 
70 Quoted in Finn, pp.-74-5. 
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whilst France's Provisional Government 'find themselves m· a d ·th sa mess \\1 

their Communist notions', the revolutions 'have been political throughout 

Germany, where alone there has been real revolution' .71 

Given this widespread hostility, it is hardly surprising that the idiom's most 

common role outside news-reports on revolutionary France was as an 

instrument of impoverishment. Like insinuations of fraternite with the 

revolutionary 'other',72 exaggerated and invented accusations of 'actual' 

egalitarianism were an effective way of silencing one's political opponents. 

This tactic was particularly evident in reports on the final throes of Chartism. 

Historiographical accounts generally agree that the movement was not 

egalitarian in any redistributive sense. Nonetheless, the Bristol titles repeatedly, 

and insistently, placed this aspect of the idiom at the very heart of the Chartist 

programme. The Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, for example, condemned a 

meeting of approximately 3000 Chartists at Clerkenwell Green as 'a 

disgraceful exhibition' 73. The fact that it had been 'dispersed with a rapidity 

which was almost miraculous, , and that the crowd had reacted 'without 

opposition' was indicative not of Chartist passivity but of skillful policing. By 

far the most damning charge against the meeting, however, was that one 

speaker had read 'a song in praise of equality, which he said was entitled "the 

Smock Frock and the Fustian Coat ".' This offered welcome grist to the anti

egalitarian mill, and the song was consequently reported to have resulted in 

'those desperate rushes, now in one direction and now in another, which 

generally precede a riot.' The allusion to revolutionary France was clear, the 

imagery of the 'smock' and the 'frock-coat' enjoyed widespread currency in 

. 74 h ·d discussions of the 'social question' during March and Apnl 1848. T at Sal , 

there is little evidence to suggest that the rest of the crowd viewed this 

"speaker" with any importance. The article itself had earlier suggested that he 

was simply someone who, in trying to escape some youths, had unexpectedly 

71 Quoted in Finn, p.74. 
72 See pp.78-82. 
73 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 3/611848, p.2, column 1. 
74 

Furet, p.397. 
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found himself in a raised position in the centre of the green In s . . . elzmg upon 

this isolated incident the Bristol Times consciously reduced the six points of the 

Charter and the rich variety of Chartist culture to the most negative component 

of an already pejorative signifier, 'actual' egalite. The efficacy of this idiomatic 

levelling was indirectly acknowledged by the same title in its later observation 

that, 'the dumb show of cutting off the tall poppy heads has its significance for 

good as well as for evil' .75 

As the focus of anti -egalitarian discourse became more narrowly SOCIO

economic, both inside and outside revolutionary reports, 'formal' uses of 

'equality' and 'equity' became current in a range of different contexts. This 

was particularly true of articles on slavery and the slave trade. The dominant 

idiom here was liberty. It was, however~ a liberty based on a distinctly 

equalitarian understanding of human nature. The argument that all human 

beings were essentially equal in the eyes of God was of course occasionally 

present in discussions of Wilberforce's abolition bill of 1792. The' Speculator,' 

for example, in Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal noted that 'the 

generality of the persons who trade for slaves ... seem to treat slaves as if they 

were an inferior class of beings, scarcely human.' 76 A similar point was also 

made in the Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser: 

Some of the apologists for slavery have had the face to affmn, "that the Africans are an 
inferior race of beings, and that we set them to work by the same right that we do our cattle." -
If such assertions as these deserved any kind of notice one might ask the worthies who make 
them, how far north and south this inferiority extends; and from what parallels of latitude we 
are to reckon them as classing with ourselves? C ... ) the despised wretches between the tropics 
have sometimes displayed abilities, one would think, to civiler treatment. Phillis Wheatley, a 
negro girl, wrote very pretty poems a few years after her arrival in Boston from Africa; and 
Francis Williams, a black, composed a Latin ode of considerable length which is preserved in 
Long's History of Jamaica - Ignatious Sancho, too, wrote a number of very sensible letters to 
his friends - Did any body ever see a Latin ode by a monkey, or receive a letter from an oran
outang ?77 

Both articles argued not for emancipation but for the more limited step of the 

abolition of the slave trade. Neither passage even began to contemplate the 

extension of political or social rights to former slaves. Nonetheless, in the 

75 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 17/6/1848, p.3, column 2. 
76 Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 22/9/1792, p.4, column 1. 
77 The Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 5/1/1792, p.3, column 5. 
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political climate of 1792, appearances of even this limited, humanitarian 

reading of 'equality' were rare. This was again due to the impoverishing effect 

of the extremism and violence of the French paradigm, a factor which anti

abolitionists were quick to capitalise upon. As Lord Abingdon asked in the 

House of Lords, ' What [else] does the abolition of the slave trade mean more or 

less in effect than liberty and equality ?' 78 As a result, the equalitarian 

component of the anti-slavery argument was significantly more prominent in 

later debates on the emancipation of slaves in the British empire in the 1832 

sample, and on the sugar duties in 1848.79 The Bristol Mercury's serialisation 

of Dewdney's campaigning lectures on 'Colonial Slavery', for example, 

contained an explicit statement of human equality and its importance to a truly 

civil, Christian society: 

(. .. ) Before, said he, we consider the subject of Compensation, let me protest against making 
emancipation contingent on it. Whether we agree or disagree on the mode of indemnifying the 
planters; whether we can or cannot do so; Slavery must cease. I respect as much as any man 
ought to do, the laws of the land and the rights of property; but I deny that these are equal to 
the rights of the person, or those as sacred as the laws of God.80 

Equalitarian language also became increasingly evident in political contexts 

over the period to 1848. Quantitatively this was a relatively minor 

development. In later sample years, as in 1792, the dominant stance taken in 

editorials, letters, reports, and transcripts of public speeches was one of 

indiscriminate hostility towards any form of equality. It was in this spirit that a 

supporter of Richard Hart Davis sought to secure his victory in 1812 on the 

basis that he was undemocratic. This 'enemy to illiberal misrepresentation' 

represented the widely held view that monarchy and democracy were 

fundamentally incompatible: 

78 Hugh Thomas, The Slave Trade, The History of the Atlantic Slave Tr~~e: ,1440-18':0 
(London: Picador, 1997), p,530, For editorial comparisons between the abolItIOnIsts and the 

French revolutionaries see pp.30-1 above. 
79 See particularly the Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 22/1/1848, 
80 Bristol Mercury, Monmouthshire, South Wales and West of England Advertiser, ~/6/1832, 

. '1 1 frank 'Oneslllms was pA, column 3, Dewdney's language in his second lecture was S1ll11 ar y , , " 
. 'd' th I of Phileman III Christlan to be receIved as a brother beloved m the Lor; I,e" as e equa 

, . 'd b th m' the flesh' i e by the same pnvIleges. But not only so: he was also to be receIve as a ro er , '," 
'I .' 'I 'ghts" Brzstol Mercury, principle of interpretation, as the equal of PhI eman m CIVI n ' 

Monmouthshire, South Wales and West of England Advertiser, 16/6/1832, pA, column 1, 
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And this is so well understood by Englishmen, that the word itself is sunk . t d' 
. d . t' "D "d ". m 0 Isrepute and Its enva lVes emocrat an DemocratIcal" are applied in common 1 ' . . anguage as terms of 
reproach to those whose prmcIples and conduct tend to the destruction of th C . . . e onstitutlOn of 
these realms; WhiCh eve~ one at all acquainted with history and with the laws of this counm 
must know to be very far mdeed removed from a pure democracy. 81 -

This dominant political position had a strong linguistic grounding. Johnson's 

Dictionary, for example, denied that the term 'equality' had any political 

meaning whatsoever. His first definition, 'Like another in any quality .... that 

admits comparison', was illustrated by a quote from Ecclesiastes: 'If thou be 

among great men, make thyself not equal among them.,82 Johnson would 

obviously have been aware of the term's more radical connotations, and this 

definition clearly reflected his own political sensibilities. Nonetheless, it 

provided the conservative pamphleteers of the 1790s with a powerful rhetorical 

tool. 83 In this climate the gradual appearance of equalitarian idioms in key 

political and economic contexts, however infrequently, cannot be ignored. 

Their importance was not quantitative but qualitative. 

A transcript of a debate of 1848 on parliamentary reform in the Bristol Times 

and Bath Advertiser provides an interesting illustration of this development. 

Though less than a column long this contained nine direct references to 

equality. Granted, most of these would not have unduly troubled Dr. Johnson. 

Mr. Hume, for example, proposed that 'wherever one county had a population 

three times the amount of another, such a division of the representation should 

be made as would give to both their relative proportion of members. He had a 

bill prepared for that purpose, and that bill would render the apportionment of 

members to the population more equal. ,84 Later he reiterated this ambition to 

81 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 25/711812, p.3, column 5. 
82 Olivia Smith, The Politics of Language 1791-1819 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984), pp.14-
15. 
83 Smith argues that 'In the 1790s, conservative pamphleteers did not admit that ..... '~qu.ality' .. 
had any political meaning. Johnson's Dictionary might well have authorised theIr mSIstenc,e 
that .... 'equality' meant nothing more than the denial of people's varying degrees of talen~ , 
(p.l6). Smith is undoubtedly correct in her assessment of Johnson's political.impor:ance. It IS, 
however difficult to accept her assertion that conservative pamphleteers blmdly Ignored the 
political 'connotations of 'equality,' particularly in light of Schofield's work. On the co~trar:" 
conservative pamphleteers acknowledged its more radical connotations whilst denymg ItS 

p,0litical applicability. 
4 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 24/6/1848, p.l, column 5-6. 
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'equalize the electors of the several districts.' Yet at several points more 

ambiguous equalitarian idioms are evident. Elsewhere Hume argued that: 

All who paid taxes an~ did not enjoy the franchise were deprived of their rights, and differed 
little from slav~s. ParlIament s~ould be framed on the broadest basis possible. At present five 
out of every SIX adult males ill the country had no share in its representation. Out of six 
millions of adult males only one million were registered electors, and as many of them were 
registered more than once, the real number was not more than 800,000 or 850,000 at most. 
Five millions of adults were therefore deprived of the rights to which they were entitled and 
were of course, to a certain extent, discontented. As the Reform Bill had not placed the ridht of 
voting on any fixed or intelligible principle, he quoted the opinions of Sir T. Smith, Se;jeant 
Glanville, Mr Whitelock, Earl Grey and Lord Brougham, to show that it ought to be 
commensurate with the whole free population. 

Two different strains of formal equality are evident here. In the first sentence 

Hume hints at an equality of political rights between taxpayers. However, he 

then argues for an extension of that constituency to such a degree that an 

equality of all men in their right to political suffrage is inferred. Interestingly, 

the opposing position was also framed in equalitarian terms. Mr. H. Drumond 

contended that 'the right of franchise always ought to be where property 

existed, and could be defined. If men were to be discontented because they 

were not in a state of equality, discontented they must remain to all eternity'. 

Here the idea of 'actual equality', in terms of an equality of property, is firmly 

rejected. Nonetheless the subtext of the argument is of a political equality 

between property-holders, irrespective of the size of their concerns. 

Political usages of equality were also present in the Bristol newspapers for 

1812 and 1832. Before the poll of 1812 a supporter of Sir Samuel Romilly 

pointed out that 'he endeavours to extend the elective franchise and procure a 

more equal representation of the people in Parliament'. 85 A more limited, yet 

nonetheless political, reference to equality was also made by a prospective 

independent candidate, John Jervis W. Jerwis. Condemning the electoral 

practices of Bristol's Tory and Whig clubs, he argued that their oligarchical 

machinations were contrary to 'that popular and free exercise of civic rights, 

. . () d which which forms the very essence of our happy constltutlOn .,. an 

supposes the voice of the lowest freeman or elector, equal to the most wealthy 

85 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 13/2/1812, p.4, column 2. 
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man in the realm'. 86 Meanwhile, reports on the reform bill of 1832 carried clear 

equalitarian connotations and even occasioned a number of quite favourable 

references to 'popular rights' .87 These passages provided a stark contrast to the 

structure of debates on representation in 1792 which were dominated by anti

egalitarian rhetoric. In these, proponents of political equality were firmly 

associated with proponents of economic equality, and were contemptuously 

dismissed as 'banditti of desperate free thinkers' and 'FREE BOaTERS' .88 

The precise impact of revolutionary egalite on these passages is impossible to 

quantify. The Bristol newspapers were conservative, mainstream concerns, and 

do not offer the historian the luxury of open acknowledgements of debt to the 

French paradigm.
89 

Many of the uses examined above were entirely consistent 

with the complete rejection of the revolutionary idiom. As such, their 

increasing currency over the period to 1848 is not indicative of the progressive 

intrusion of French idioms into the British vernacular, but rather reinforces the 

earlier point on the impoverishing effect of egalite on political discourse. 

Nonetheless, it is vital to note that even these recovered, pre-revolutionary 

usages had been irrevocably transvalued by the French example. Whether their 

references to 'equality' were broadly negative or positive, the above extracts all 

addressed in some form the revolutionary strain of the concept. Dewdney's 

efforts to pre-empt his opponents over the issue of St. Domingo have been 

acknowledged above.9o To return to the political examples, the anti-democratic 

argument of Davis' supporter was firmly couched in the anti-revolutionary 

rhetoric of the 1790s. The close association between 'democracy', the 

'overthrow of the Crown', and 'a Republic', and the emphasis placed upon the 

86 Bristol Mirror Late Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 25/111812, p.1, column 4-5. 
87 The Bristol Liberal, for example, introduced an ode to Sir Charles Wethe~ell ~wh? wa~ 
popularly blamed for the escalation of the Bristol Riots in October 1831) as bemg a plquan 
article for the perusal of the enemies of Education and Popular Rights.' 11/211832, pA, column 
1. 
88 Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 5/511792, pA, column 3. . d' 1 
89 A similar approach to the source material of MJ. Smith's thesis, 'EnglIsh Ra l~a 
Newspapers in the French Revolutionary Era, 1790-1803' (University of London: D.Phll., 

1979), would, for example, yield quite different results. 
90 

See p.123 above. 
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concept's novelty,91 were clearly intended to bolster the author's anti

equalitarianism with French precedent.
92 

Conversely, the open letter in support 

of Romilly pre-empted accusations of egalitarianism and Francophilia by 

specifying that he stood against only 'unjust and ruinous wars', and simply 

sought to 'procure a more equal representation of the people in Parliament', i.e. 

within the existing political system.93 

The relevance of the French paradigm to these political discussions is 

understandable. Yet, extracts from the Bristol press indicate that revolutionary 

egalite cast a shadow over a surprisingly wide range of issues. For example, in 

its edition for the twentieth of May, 1848, the Bristol Times and Bath Advocate 

carried a lengthy article on the need for government reform of the management 

of church revenues. Supported by local and national examples, this simply 

argued against the near-monopolisation of church funds by the richer parishes 

at the expense of the poor. This was a fundamentally conservative proposal, 

designed to preserve 'that higher Christian service which is the pride of our 

own church, and to which Europe can afford no parallel'. Despite this, the 

article saw the need to stress not once but twice that 'it is not radicalism ( ... ) or 

levelling spirit that seeks to restore the Cathedrals to their true uses' .94 This was 

undoubtedly prompted by the same title's damning criticism of 'actual' egalite 

elsewhere in the same edition, and indeed throughout 1848.95 Finally, a more 

constructive, yet no less tangential, nod to the French paradigm was made by 

the following passage from the Satirist quoted in the Bristol Mercury for 1832: 

91 Displaying that Burkean regard for the past which dominated political discourse in the 
1790s, the extract refers to 'that form of government which never did exist in this country', 
Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 25/7/1812, p.3, column 5. . ' 
92 The relevant section of the passage reads, 'he wishes to expel it from the kingdom, or. m 
other words to expel that form of government which never did exist in this country, and whlch 
no man however hostile his principles may be to the constitution, will declare openly to avow 
his wish to introduce' since the establishment of it would, of necessity, involve the overthrow 
of the Crown with which a Democracy or in other words, a Republic is incompatible'. 
93 Bristol G~zette and Public Advertise~, 13/2/1812, pA, column 2. Romilly's Huguen?t 
ancestry, his initial sympathy for the revolution of 1789, and his later unease at the ~apoleomc 
wars obviously invited such charges from political opponents. See, for ex.ample, Patrlck Medd, 
Rom illy. A life o/Sir Samuel Rom illy, lawyer and reformer (London: Collms, 1968). 
94 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 20/511848, p.3, columns 2-3. 
95 

See, for example, p.116-18 above. 
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A desperate attempt is making to get up a second cholera panic and some of th I ' . ,e a anmsts we 
fmd, are callmg on the defunct Board of Health to do their duty, we hope so t db' 

. . ,00, an a ove all 
that they wIll be qUlet. We have not forgotten the mischief occasioned by the' t" W' 

. . " IT ac IVlty. e 
have no WIsh to see revIved the everlastmg dIsputes on contagion and non-cont' 'f . 

ffi ' h h d' . aglOn, as 1 It 
:-vas not su ICIent t at t e Isease IS fatal. But the disease is now becoming more levelling in 
Its character. So long as the cholera attacked only the canaille and a few 'low I ' h ' b d 

.. " IlS , no 0 y 
cared much about It, TIll lately, not many noble, not many rich men," have been attacked' 
now, however, people called par excellence "respectable" are falling victims to it and f' 

d d · d ' ,0 course, an enonnous eman IS rna e on our sympathy. This is true English feeling !96 

Whatever the precise influence of the French paradigm, equalitarian language 

was clearly more current in the Bristol newspapers in 1848 than it had been in 

1792. That said, the frequency with which it was used did not increase linearly 

across the period. The content and context of a report, as well as the political 

persuasion of the author combined to produce sudden concentrations of usage. 

Similarly, egalite's impact upon nineteenth century political discourse lay not 

in the progressive displacement of older British meanings, but rather in their 

expansion and transvaluation. Egalite itself was constantly evolving over the 

period, and its interaction with analogous British terms was consequently a 

complex mixture of impoverishment, rejection, assimilation, and 

reconfiguration. That complexity is usefully illustrated by coverage of the 

aftermath of the Bristol riots of October 1831.97 The trials of the rioters lasted 

for twelve days in January 1832, and dominated the pages of the city's 

newspapers. For instance, the Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser devoted 

approximately forty-six percent of its news coverage that month to the 

aftermath of the disturbances.98 This compared with around forty-five percent 

of the Bristol Mercury's coverage, and sixty-six percent in Felix Farley's 

Bristol Journal. The riots were closely connected with the wider issues of 

96 Bristol Mercury, Monmouthshire, South Wales and West of England Advertiser, 2117/1832, 

p.l, column 2. 
97 These represented Britain's worst outbreak of urban rioting since the Gordon riots of 1780. 
Twelve rioters were officially declared dead, though the unofficial figure is thought to have 
been far higher. A large area of the city centre was destroyed, and the extent ~f the d~age 
may be gauged from the fact that over £60 000 was paid out in compens~tlOn to. pn~ate 
property owners alone. Susan Thomas' pamphlet, The Bristol Riots (Bnstol Hlstoncal 
Association, 1974) provides a concise and useful account of these events. See also Geoffrey 
Arney, City Under Fire: The Bristol Riots and Aftermath (Guilford and London: ~utterworth 
Press, 1979), and John Latimer, The Annals of Bristol in the nineteenth century (Bnstol: W. & 

F, Morgan, 1887). . h lumn 
98 Calculated as: Column inches covered by the Bristol riots! (Total column me es - co 
inches covered by advertisements) multiplied by 100. See p.37, footnote 66 above. 
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parliamentary reform and corporate oligarchy, and as a result these reports offer 

an interesting range of equalitarian language and egalitarian imagery. 

Transcripts of the actual proceedings of the trials accounted for a vast number 

of column inches.
99 

These, in tum, were dominated by paragraph upon 

paragraph of dry and repetitive witness statements. Despite the fact that parts of 

the city had been quite literally 'levelled' during the riots,100 the language of 

the accused was almost totally free of references to material redistribution. The 

one notable exception was provided by one of the ringleaders, Christopher 

Davis, who had allegedly roused the mob with the cry that 'it was a d--d shame 

for one Bishop to have 40,0001 per year, while so many were starving' .101 

During the course of the trial it was also put to Davis that he had admitted to 

having drunk' some of the wine of the Mansion-house; some of the feast which 

had been prepared for Sir Charles Wetherell', and to having proclaimed that 

'what a shame it is that he should feast while so many of the poor are 

. ,102 I . . 1 h h' h' Ch starvIng. t IS Important not to p ace too muc emp aSls on tIS. aracter 

witnesses presented Davis as a respectable, lawful man who, as Latimer later 

put it, had an unfortunate addiction 'to violent language when excited by 

liquor' .103 Other witnesses noted that most of that fiery rhetoric had been 

directed at more limited, local targets. John How, for example testified that he 

'saw Davis coming from the Gaol on the Sunday afternoon; people were 

99 These transcripts appeared in all of the city's titles for January 1832. Those in the Bristol 
Liberal OR West of England Commercial and General Advertiser seem to have been the most 
exhaustive and as a result provide the principal source of the following quotes. 
100 The Bridewell, the gaol, the toll houses near the floating harbour, most of Queen Square, 
the Mansion House the Custom House and the Excise Office were all destroyed during the , , 
riots. Charles Kingsley later recalled that 'One seemed to look down upon Dante's Inferno, and 
to hear the multitudinous moan and wail of the lost spirits surging to and fro amid that sea of 
fire C ... ) higher and higher the fog was scorched and shrivelled by the fierce heat below, 
glowing through and through with red-reflected glare till it arched itself into one vast dome of 
red-hot iron - fit roof for all the madness down below; and beneath it, miles away, I could see 

the lovely tower of Dun dry, shining red': Latimer, p.167. 
101 Bristol Liberal OR West of England Commercial and General Advertiser, 14/1/1832. p.2. 

column 3. 
102 Bristol Liberal OR West of England Commercial and General Advertiser, 1411/1832, p.2. 

column 2. 
103 d 'd dl ( and he was so Latimer, p.l77. As George Phipps remarked, 'he was then eCl e y IPSY,. ' 
the first time, and I know his manner so well, that when drunk, he is a~ost lik~ a m:'1dm~ 
(Bristol Liberal OR West of England Commercial and General AdvertIser, 14 1118.,-, p. , 

column 2). 
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passing to and fro; he stopped at the toll-gate upon the pier; he said, "Where is 

your d--d Corporation, your d--d Bishops, your d--d Dock Company'/"" 104 

This in turn corroborated Edward Culiford's earlier statement that: 

I was in the Square on Sunday, October 30; saw the prisoner in the Square about 1 'I k 
d· . h M ' , 0 c oc , 

stan mg OpposIte t e anSlOn House, within the railings of the Square' the mob we th 
. hI' . ,re en 

rather qUIet; e was exc aImmg "1i1e b--g parsons, the b--d bishops, the r--y corporation." He 
said it as loud as he could speak. ,1 5 

Charges of material equalitarianism were not central to the prosecution's case 

either. Interestingly, however, two specific aspects of 'formal' equality were 

emphasised by Chief Justice Tindal. The first of these was the equality of all 

Englishmen in the eyes of the law, and their equal obligation to protect that 

law. This reading of equality was fundamental to his opening argument that 

inaction was no defence, an individual's mere presence at the scene was 

sufficient justification for a guilty verdict: 

( ... ) the law knows no distinction of persons; there is no distinction between the soldier and the 
citizen, for they are both citizens and must both act when called on so to do. If the citizen may 
act, so may the soldier - they are one and the same: certainly it is the duty of all persons to 
abstain from the use of arms as long as possible, but if a man is obliged to use them, the 
common law will bear him harmless. 106 

An individual's failure to uphold the law was thus a sign of their complicity in 

the riots: 

( ... ) but even if they were present, and never lifted a hand or uttered a word, they are all equally 
guilty - this is the law - this must be the law of every civilized country, and will be made 

full kn . h' . 107 aw y own m t IS CIty. 

Less explicitly, the prosecution's repeated, almost formulaic, references to the 

rioters' support for 'reform' indicate that a positive stance on political equality 

was also taken as a sign of guilt. Davis was accused by a number of witnesses 

of shouting reforming slogans. William Clarke, executed for destroying the 

104 Bristol Liberal OR West of England Commercial and General Advertiser, 14/1/1832, p.2. 

column 3. 
105 Bristol Liberal OR West of England Commercial and General Advertiser, 14/1/1832, p.2, 

column 2. . 8 .... ; 1 
106 Bristol Liberal OR West of England Commercial and General Advertiser, 71111 -'-, p. , 

column 2. . 11/1832 1 
107 Bristol Liberal OR West of England Commercial and General Advertiser, 7 , p. , 

column 3. 
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gaol and Bridewell, was also labelled as a dangerous reformer. 108 Finally, 

accusations of violent, democratic sympathies also formed a large part of the 

case against James Moss: 

Wm, White - Knew James Moss; saw him at the gaol on the 30th of October whe 't , , n 1 was 
b~rnmg: he pro~uced some bo~les and asked witness to drink; he said he had them out of the 
pr,lson; It was, cIder; he called It refo~ ale; he went into the prison; it was raining hard, and 
WItness ,:"ent m; saw a person throwm? ~bout what appeared to be a sheet; Moss took it up, 
and, saymg here goes reform, threw It mto the fIre; he conducted himself very riotously 
running about, using oaths, and crying reform, 109 ' 

Dedicated histories of Bristol have been keen to avoid a simplistic association 

between the events of October 1831 and the national reform movement. 

Latimer, for instance, whilst stressing local support for the bill also 

acknowledged that Bristolians had 'special reasons for their discontent' ,110 

More recent studies have tended to shift the emphasis more firmly towards 

those 'special reasons', specifically the inert and oligarchic nature of the city's 

corporation. 111 Support for both interpretations may be found within the pages 

of the Bristol newspapers, though not within the pages of individual titles. 

Contemporary newspaper interpretations of the riots were clear, consistent, and 

dependent upon a title's party political affiliation, Interestingly, each reading 

was supported by a very specific selection of equalitarian and egalitarian 

idioms. 

Rather predictably, a hostile portrayal of political equality was central to 

conservative condemnations of the riots. Felix Farley's Bristol Journal drew a 

direct link between democracy and mob violence in its assertion that, 'we have 

never concealed our opinion that the Bristol Riots arose out of the agitation of 

the Reform question, and that the intemperate speeches of the Rioters incited to 

108 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 7/1/1832, p.l, column 5, 
109 Bristol Mirror, 7/111832, p.2, column 3, 
110 Latimer, p,148. , h f th 
111 'There can be no doubt that it was the fate of the city CorporatIOn, and not t at 0 e 
Reform Bill, which was really at issue in Bristol in 1831. In the atmosphere ~f ur~ency ~d 

. . , f th R'" B'll Wetherell's amval III the CIty eXCItement created by the Lords' rejectIOn 0 e elorm I, , 
b 't t any great paSSIOn for was bound to bring people out onto the streets, ut I was no , 

1 . . t llow this demonstratIOn to Parliamentary Reform which inspired respectab e CItizens 0 a 
escalate into a dangerous riot', Thomas, p.26. See also Arney, pp,14-5, 
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violence' .112 In the following week's edition, the paper returned to the theme , 
attributing the riots to 'this age of canting liberality and puling 

philanthropy' .113 Such anti-democratic sentiments were bolstered by implicit, 

yet insistent, attempts to associate the reformers with the violence of the 

1 . d' 114 0 revo utlOnary para Igm. n the twenty-eighth of January, Felix Farley 

catalogued the crimes of Grey's reforming ministry and then, in terms which in 

1792 and 1848 were reserved for the condemnation of revolutionary France, 

argued: 

Surely we have all had enough of them - they have ruled us a full year - a year for ever 
accursed and for ever memorable - memorable for diplomatic contempt abroad, and political 
agitation at home - memorable for commercial, public, and private distress - for military 
slaughter in our streets, and for judicial execution in our Gaols - memorable for Fire Sacrilege 

115 ' , 
Spoliation, and Blood! ! 

A similarly interesting example was provided by the Tory unstamped, Bristol 

Job Nott, which drew a direct causal link between 'actual' egalite, political 

equality, and the 1831 riots: 

If the maxim that all men have equal rights were merely an opinion or curious speculation, it 
might be left like other harmless follies to work its own cure. But unhappily, this maxim has its 
origin and strong hold in the selfish and malevolent passions of the corrupted heart. It is put 
forth as a principle of action; and we have seen it exemplified in the bloody French Revolution 
of 1793, and in the memorable riots in our own city seven months ago; and therefore every 
man who owns or rents a bit of ground, or has £5. in a savings' bank, in short, who has any 
stake, however, small, in the country, has a personal interest in putting down this doctrine of 
d '1 116 eVI s. 

112 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 1411/1832, p.3, column 6. 
113 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 211111832, p.3, column 2. 
114 See p.81 above for Felix Farley's totally unfounded accusation that Orleanist agents had 
been active in the riots. This represented a clear attempt to silence the reformers by associating 
them with the' otherness' and egalitarianism of the French revolution. Despite this discursive 
function, parallels between the revolutionary paradigm and the Bristol riots were private~y 
drawn and sincerely believed. For example, the entry for the 11th of November 1831 III 

Charles Greville's diary read, 'the country was beginning to slumber after the fatigues of 
Reform, when it was rattled by the business of Bristol, which for brutal ferocity and .wanton, 
unprovoked violence may vie with some of the worst scenes of the French Revo1u~I?n, and 
may act as a damper to our national pride. The spirit which produced thes.e ~troc~tIes was 
generated by Reform, but no pretext was afforded for their actual comnussIOn: It wa~ a 
premature outbreaking of the thirst for plunder, and longing after havoc and destructIOn, WhICh 
is the essence of Reform in the mind of the mob', quoted in E.A. Smith (ed.); Ref~rr,! or 
Revolution? A Diary of Reform in England, 1830-2 (Stroud: Alan Sutton Publishmg LlffiIted, 

1992), p.1 01. 
115 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 28/111832, p.3, column 3. . d d 
116 The Bristol Job Nott,' or, Labouring Man's Friend, 31/5/1832, p.98, column 2. Pn~te and 
published by J. & W. Richardson, at no.6, Clare-street, it is not clear whether thIS owe 
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Unsurprisingly, notions of political equality were portrayed more positively in 

those titles which were supportive of parliamentary reform. According to the 

Bristol Mercury, reformers were not inherently violent or revolutionary th ,on e 

contrary, the riots had resulted from a lack of reform. The true 'revolutionists' 

were thus the anti-reformers: 

The favourers of revolution are those who, opposing every alteration which the increased 
i~tel1igence of the ag~ may demand, neglecting ~very warning which the spirit of the time may 
gIve them, and defymg the hourly accumulatmg force of public opinion, seek to stem an 
irre~ista?le torrent by twining ~shes in its path, until the feeble check is swept away by the 
rollmg tide, and Reason herself IS drowned amid the hubbub, unheeded and unheard. If Reason 
had been consulted in time, she would have said, "If you desire the waters to enrich your 
pastures instead of inundating them, give a course to the stream which must flow on for ever if 
you stay it, it will overflow its banks, and the influence which, if exercised legitimately, wo~ld 
have produced a richer fertility, will thus be changed into an instrument of destruction."!!? 

An identical argument was made by the Bristol Liberal in a verse entitled 'The 

Reform Bill - The Dangers of Delay': 

Immortal Chatham beckons from his tomb ! 
Nodding assent, he warns you of delay, 

And Fox's "Genius" chants aloud the doom 
Refusal brings - who? what it is shall say 

"What! would ye have it from yourselves be tom 
"By blood's o'erflowing - Revolution's arm !,,118 

anything more than an intellectual debt to Theodore Price's pseudonymous Birmingham 
pamphlets, Job Nott's Humble Advice (December 1792), and The Life and Adventures of Job 
Nott (January 1793). Certainly, its simplistic socio-political homilies, peppered with references 
to John Bull, his brother Tom, Louis Capet, Burke, and Paine, were very much of the 1790s. 
For example, a follow-up piece entitled 'the ruined factory' charted the decline of a once 
prosperous iron-works where six-hundred men had been thrown onto the relief of the parish 
(23/8/1832, pp.145-6). The blame for this misfortune was very specifically attributed to 'two 
or three fellows' from the nearby city, who were 'noted men for politics' and very fond of 
hearing themselves talk'. They quoted Paine and spoke 'against the king, and the lords, and the 
gentlemen, and used to say that all was made of one blood, and all ought to be equal'. Job Nott 
made great play of this and left readers in no doubt that these doctrines contained the seeds of 
disaster. The main sources for this study, i.e. the city's stamped titles, make almost no 
reference to the Bristol Job Not!. The main exception to this was provided by the Brist~l 
Mercury in a report on the prosecution of a more radical unstamped title, the Rep~rter. In hIS 
defence the paper's proprietor argued that the Tory-dominated corporation had faIled to take 
any action at all against the Job Nott: Bristol Mercury, Monmouthshire, South Wales and West 

of England Advertiser, 30/611832, p.3, column 5. 118"2 
!17 Bristol Mercury, Monmouthshire, South Wales and West of England Advertiser, 9/6 ;), 

p.3, column 3. -+ 
118 Bristol Liberal OR West of England Commercial and General Advertiser, 18/211832, p .. 
column 1. 
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The Bristol Mercury went on to state quite openly that anti-reformist obduracy 

had been responsible for the successive upheavals in France. The French had 

repeatedly fought for a change of system, only to be presented with a change of 

masters. Their revolution had thus 'yet to be consumated' .119 In the more 

heated atmosphere of February 1832,120 the less radical Bristol Liberal 

prudently avoided positive appeals to French precedent. Its preferred 

revolutionary analogy was between Sir Charles Wetherell, the detested 

Recorder of Bristol, and Napoleon, on account of the former's hasty flight from 

the city: 

Thou art the martyred knight who fled in fear, 
A blazing city, to be roasted here -

The lawyer who, in common, somewhat thrifty 
And long inured to smoke" behind him left 

One Wig, to fall beneath the strokes of fifty. 
What were Napoleon's retreats to thine ?121 

Interestingly, the Liberal also chose to fight the rioters' case on the 'formal' 

grounds determined by the prosecution. Its editorial of the seventh of January 

praised Tindal's opening address, and the clarity with which he had explained 

the equality of all Englishmen in the eyes of the law, and their equal obligation 

to protect that law. This, the paper argued, would avoid future hostages to 'the 

legal fiction by which every man who is responsible to them, is held to 

understand the laws of England' .122 This admirably clear statement of legal 

equality had not, however, been available to the accused. The Liberal 

consequently portrayed them as victims of the patriarchal system, rather than as 

its enemies. The fault lay with their social, political, and legal superiors: 

If these unhappy men, ignorant or mad as they were, had not supposed their infatuation e~t~er 
countenanced or excused, from the apparent supineness of the civil or military authontles, 

119 Bristol Mercury, Monmouthshire, South Wales and West of England Advertiser, 9/6/1832, 

p.3, column 3. . 
120 Due to its proximity to the trial and execution of the rioters. There are no extant copIes of 

the Bristol Liberal available after the edition for the 3rd of March, 1832. . . . I 
121 'Ode to Sir Charles Wetherell', taken from the Monthly Magazine, quoted m Bnstol Libera 
OR West of England Commercial and General Advertiser, 11/2/1832, p.4, column 1. 1 
122 Bristol Liberal OR West of England Commercial and General Advertiser, 7/1/1832, p. , 

column 3. 
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there i~. eV~7 reason to believe that they would not have proceeded to such horrible 
extremItIes. 

The historian is thus presented with a bewildering situation in which the 

supporters of political equality defended the rioters in the language of 

patriarchalism, anti-reformers pointed to the effects of 'actual' equality~ the 

prosecution rested its case upon legal equality, and all sides invoked different 

aspects of revolutionary egalite. Although these reports on the riots of 1832 

offer only a snapshot of British political discourse, they nonetheless illustrate 

the complex interplay of equalitarian and egalitarian idioms in the nineteenth 

century. 

v 

On Christmas Day, the Right Hon. Lord Dudley and Ward ordered an ox to be dressed, and 
given to the poor in the neighbourhood of his seat at Himley; and the same liberal donation has 
been made every subsequent Sunday, and is directed to be continued during this inclement 
season. Such charity from the rich to the poor needs not our commendations; and is an 
example worthy to be followed. 

Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 211111792. 124 

One of the greatest evils in this country is the present system of monopoly - it strikes at the 
basis of commerce -grasps at the necessities, as well as the luxuries of life - and, to give a few 
individuals enormous wealth, oppresses millions. 

Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 7/111792.
125 

( ... ) look at the three noblemen who held nearly the whole of London as their property, and 
who enjoyed a revenue of hundreds of thousands a year. He said, let them look at the Queen 
with 400,0001 per annum, and compare it with the 5,0001 received by the President of the 
United States for the same work. The executive of this country costs 1,000,0001 yearly, while 
that of America did not amount to 100,000 ...... He concluded by expressing his opinion that all 
costly royalty must be cut down, as the only means of securing the rights of the people. 

126 
Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 18/3/1848. 

Over the period to 1848 British anti-egalitarianism trained its sights 

increasingly on the economic implications of the idiom. The indiscriminate 

123 Bristol Liberal OR West of England Commercial and General Advertiser, 7/111832, p.1, 

column 4. 
124 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 21/1/1792, pA, column 1. Similarly the Bristol Gazett~ an~ 
Public Advertiser noted that: 'The Right Hon. the Earl of Stamford has ordered a quantIty. 0 

bedding and clothes to be distributed among the poor at Steward Hay and Beedton - Acts like 
these constitute the true essence of nobility' (2/2/1792). 
125 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 711/1792, p.2, column 2. . dB th 
126 • . C n Bristol Times an a G.W.M. Reynold's address to the ChartIsts at Kennmgton ommo, 
Advocate, 18/3/1848, p.1, column 6. 
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anti-egalitarianism of 1792 was gradually replaced by a more focussed hostility 
" 

to the concept's material guises. In reports on French affairs in 1848 socialiste 

and communiste were far more perjorative terms than democrate. The same 

observation can also be made about reports on British developments. Editorial 

criticisms of Chartism, for instance, were noticeably more strident when 

addressing the movement's material aims than when discussing its political 

agenda. Following Chartist disturbances in Glasgow, the Bristol Times and 

Bath Advocate vituperatively spat, 'it is evident that plunder, not politics, has 

been the moving spring in this disgraceful rising' .127 In marked contrast, British 

political discourse became increasingly receptive to the more 'formal' aspects 

of the idiom as the period progressed. In this light, the phrase 'Liberty, 

property, and no "actual" equality' offers a more accurate summary of British 

political ideology as it approached the middle of the nineteenth-century than 

Weinzierl's Freiheit, Eigentum und keine Gleichheit. 

The progressive refinement of anti-egalitarian sentiment observed in the Bristol 

newspapers ran parallel to political developments in nineteenth-century France. 

The Empire, the restored Bourbon monarchy, and the Orleanist regime all 

offered a moderate, and fundamentally 'formal' definition of egalitl The 

narrowness of that definition under the July Monarchy has been emphasised by 

most political histories of the period, but is worth stating once again here. In 

Orleanist France egalite signified little more than an equality in the eyes of the 

law, and a meritocratic equality of opportunity. In practice it had little material 

or political relevance. On the contrary, and as Magraw argues, the regime was 

implicitly founded on material and political inequality: 

It is difficult to avoid a cynical assessment of '1830'. Despotism shifted from chateau to Sto.ck 
Exchange. The new elite represented narrowly oligarchical interests, extended the franchIse 
only marginally to 200-franc taxpayers, indulged in a quesl~tor bureaucratic posts and sought 
to annihilate those popular forces which put them in power. 

127 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 11/3/1848, p.2, column 3. P 198 ~ 
128 . C (L don' Fontana ress j. Roger Magraw, France 1815-1914: The BourgeoIs entury on . 
third impression, 1988), p.49. 
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Magraw's quasi-marxist portrayal of 1830 as an essentially bourgeois 
revolution has recently been challenged from P9 a number of directions. -

Nonetheless, the point about the political and material inequalities of the 

subsequent regime still holds true. Although the electorate rose from 90,000 to 

170,000 under Louis-Philippe, this still represented a mere five electors per 

1,000 inhabitants, less than one-sixth of the number of voters in England after 

the reform bill.
130 

Initial pronouncements of the second republic hinted at only 

a marginally less conservative understanding of the idiom: 

Equality consists in the exclusion of every title and privilege of birth, class or caste in the 
admissibility of every one to any public employments, without any other motive or gro~d for 
preference but virtue and talent, and the equitable participation of all citizens in the charges 
and advantages of society. 131 

In the context of these developments, the declining importance attached to the 

political elements of the signifier in the Bristol press is understandable. The 

material connotations of egalite, however, remained as unpalatable for British 

political discourse in 1848 as they had been in 1792. As portrayed in the Bristol 

press there was only a short distance between economic redistribution, however 

moderate, and lawless plunder. These fears were undoubtedly raised, and 

fuelled, by the revolutionary example of the 1790s. Yet memories of past 

revolutionary violence offer only a partial explanation of the Bristol titles' 

continued preoccupation with this particular aspect of the idiom. On an 

ideological as well as a practical level, 'actual' ega lite posed the greater threat 

to the defining political concepts of Hanoverian Britain, 'liberty' and 

'property'. The following chapter will accordingly explore the central role of 

these British idioms in anti-revolutionary discourse, and their interaction with 

an egalitarian liberte. 

129 'Except for professional men and businessmen in the cities, principally Paris, most ~~ters, 
officials and deputies were and remained landowners and me~bers ~f .the tradl~IOnal 
professions. They were certainly not a new class of capitalists or mdustrIalIsts,. an? It has 
proved difficult to identify any precise policies they adopted that served the exclUSive mterests 
of such a group, itself divided by interest and belief: Robert To~bs, .France 1814-191~ 
(London: Longman, 1996), p.357. Pamela Pilbeam, The 1830 Revolutwn m France (London. 
Macmillan, 1991), and Fran<;ois Furet, La Revolution: de Turgot ,a Jules !erry, 1~70~1880 
(Paris: Hachette, 1988) also provide useful discussions of 1830 as a bourgeOIS revolutIOn. 
130 Tombs, p.357. 
131 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 24/6/1848, p.1, column 1. 
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Chapter Four: Liberties, Liberti, Liberty 

NEW, AUTHENTIC, IMPARTIAL and COMPLETE HISTORY of ENGLAND 
.... A Thorough knowledge of the history of any country I'S of th tm t . . . e u os consequence to Its 
inhabItants: that of England should certainly be the fiITst stud f E Ii hm . " y 0 every ng s an. In 
revlewmg the proceedmgs of former ages when we reflect on the nobl tru 1 d b . ' e s gg es rna e y our 
ancestors m the ~ause of freedom, the holy flame will be kindled in our breasts, and we shall 
not tamely submIt to the loss of that liberty, which has been purchased with the blood of our 
brave forefathers. 

BARNARD'S COMPLETE AND AUTHENTIC HISTORY OF ENGLAND 
In which the Errors of other Writers will be corrected, the fundamental Liberties and 
Constitution of qreat Britain faithfully described, and the Characters of the chief Personages 
truely delineated. 

In the Bristol newspapers for 1792, references to 'liberty' heavily outnumbered 

those to either 'equality' or 'fraternity'. Although part of that imbalance may be 

attributed to the widespread currency of polite and technical forms of the term2, 

their exclusion from the inquiry does little to alter the disparity. Broadly 

political uses of 'liberty' or 'liberties' across all titles in 1792 outnumbered 

similar uses of 'equality' and 'fraternity' by approximately twenty to one. 

Yet though more frequently invoked, the actual concept of 'liberty' was not 

developed in any greater detail in the Bristol press than either of the other two 

idioms. In 1792 'liberty' displayed the logical circularity which characterised 

the wider discourse. For example, in the following extract tranquillity and 

prosperity are not just products of a British notion of liberty, but also provide 

its defming properties. 

ENGLAND - what a happy contrast, opposed to France, is to be found in the felicitous state of 
this country, where Liberty, instead of being a savage and destructive monster, inspiring terror 
throughout the land, and making itself known only by its excesses, is a real, universal, mild 

) Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 7/1/1792, p.4, column 4, and Felix Farley's Bristol 
Journal 7/111792, p.1, columns 4-5. 
2 For example, in taking 'the liberty respectfully to inform her friends and the public', that she 
was opening a new school for 'young ladies', A. Grumant used a form of address common to 
nearly all advertisements of the day: Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser 5/111792, p.l, 
column 5, and Felix Farley's Bristol Journa11411/1792, p.l, column 3. Meanwhile, references 
to the extent of Bristol's municipal jurisdiction accounted for a significant number of the 
appearances of the term in the plural. For example, in a transcript of a debate on th~ propo:ed 
Bristol Gaol Bill it was argued that 'the city of Bristol is by this act put upon the.lik~ footmg 
not only with Counties at large, (as taken notice of in the fourth article of the ObJe~tlons) b~t 
also with other towns and places having particular liberties and franchises,': Felzx Farley s 

Bristol Journal, 25/8/1792, pA, column 3. 
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and pennanent blessing - founded in law - the equal and inviolable birth-'gh f ' _ 
. d' 'd 1 .. l' n t 0 e\ er. 
m lVl ua - glV~g a man mess and energy to the national character; and being the source a's 
well as the securIty of our greatness, prosperity and happiness as a people! 

Who is there of the most clamorous for Rights, that will point out an instance in whi h th 
liberty of a single individual can be, with impunity, invaded in this country? Where Cis th: 
power that can deprive the British subject of the protection of the laws? Shall we listen then 
with complacency, or without execration to those, who counsel us to exchange the state ;fmild 
and rational freedom of tranquil happiness, for savage ferociousness, intestine dissentions 
outrageous violence, and external warfare ?3 ' 

The terms used to describe both the consequences and properties of British 

liberty are strikingly similar. On the British model liberty is 'universal' and 

'mild' and results in a polity which is in turn 'mild', 'rational' and tranquil'. In 

marked contrast French liberte
4 is 'a savage and destructive monster', which 

produces 'savage ferociousness, intestine dissentions ... [and]. .. outrageous 

violence'. In both cases the movement from signifier- to referent is 

instantaneous, and the signified is silenced in favour of a rather crude 

repetition of the referent. This discursive device was used repeatedly 

throughout 1792 to articulate a similarly anti-revolutionary message. Within 

that message the role of 'liberty' was broadly analogous to that of egalite. The 

link between 'real' liberty, national prosperity and tranquillity was drawn as 

frequently, and as axiomatically, as that between anarchy, bloodshed and 

revolutionary egalitarianism. In short, what egalite was to the French pole of 

anti-revolutionary discourse, 'liberty' was to the British pole. Felix Farley's 

Bristol Journal put the point succinctly with its assertion that 

'Liberty ... [is] ... the source as well as the security of our greatness, prosperity 

and happiness as a people. ,5 

Superficially, with its silent signified 'liberty' typified the wider discourse. Yet, 

the sheer currency of the concept suggests a more complex explanation. From 

the transcripts of public meetings, electoral addresses, and advertisements 

included in the Bristol press it is clear that 'liberty' was invoked repeatedly by 

3 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 30/6/1792, p.3, column 3. This passage is ex~ined in depth 
in relation to the broader anti-revolutionary discourse in chapter one, pp.33-4 .. 
4 As in previous chapters by liberte I mean the revolutionary notion of liberty, whether or not 
the signifier appeared in its French translation. 
5 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 30/6/1792, p.3, column 3. 
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an extremely wide range of groups in an equally wide variety of ways. Given 

the political climate of 1792 this was often done with some sort of reference to 

both the unfolding horrors in revolutionary France and the superiority of 

British constitutionalism. These examples should not, however, be dismissed as 

evidence of the extra-textual hegemony of anti-revolutionary discourse. The 

use of 'liberty' in these passages suggests much more than a slavish adherence 

to loyalist propaganda. The ways in which the idiom was subtly altered to 

articulate narrower, often specifically local, concerns hints at a deep-rooted, if 

unspoken, understanding of British 'liberty'. A similar point has been made 

about the first half of the eighteenth century by lA.W. Gunn.6 He notes that 

although the concept was central to political debate, its use was often 

imprecise, particularly at the beginning of, the century. Nonetheless, 'it was 

generally accepted that there was liberty to lose,' and 'unanimity' that the 

concept stood at the heart of the British political system.7 The resultant 

discourse, 'if something less than science, was more than rhetoric,.8 

Thus, whilst the idiomatic structure of 'liberty' with its silent signified fitted 

squarely into the wider anti-revolutionary discourse, it was not necessarily a 

product of it. In its British guise, unlike 'equality' or 'fraternity', 'liberty' drew 

upon an old and well-referenced idiomatic canon. The silence of the signified 

was not the result of a desire to prevent public discussion, but rather that the 

concept was so well established that discussion of its properties was considered 

superfluous. Despite its absence from the pages of the newspapers, the signified 

was not silent to contemporary readers. By examining the range of situations 

and inanimate objects to which the term was applied in the Bristol press it is 

possible to unpack the meaning of British 'liberty' in 1792. 

I 

6 J.A.W. Gunn, 'A Measure of Liberty', in J.A.W, Gunn, Beyond Liberty and Property: The 
" , 'h h C P l't' I Thought (Kinaston and Montreal: Process of Self-RecogmtlOn m Elg teent - entury 0 1 lca e 

McGill- Queen's University Press, 1983), pp. 229-259, 
7 

Gunn, p.229. 
8 Gunn, p,232. 
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The association made between the 'fundamental liberties', and the 

'Constitution of Great Britain' in Barnard's advertisement was not accidental. 

The notion of a specifically constitutional liberty appeared frequently 

throughout 1792, particularly in transcripts of parliamentary speeches and 

public meetings. The concept was a staple feature of governmental discourse, 

and appeared almost axiomatically in public addresses to and from the king. 

F or example, in a speech of which the text originally appeared in the London 

Gazette, George III spoke of 'that constitution, which we have found, by long 

experience, to unite the inestimable blessings of liberty and order,.9 In response 

to the first proclamation against seditious publications of May 1792, the 

citizens of London spoke of their veneration for 'the Constitution of this 

Kingdom, as established by the glorious Revolution, and improved on 

subsequent occasions, because it connects the honor of the Sovereign with the 

Liberty and Happiness of the Subject '.10 The association was also explicitly 

made by the 'Nobility, Gentry, Clergy, Freeholders, and other Inhabitants of 

the county of Somerset,' who noted that: 

... to that seasonable endeavour to awaken us to a just sense of our situation, (which your 
Majesty's watchful anxiety for the welfare of your people has produced) we look up with 
confidence and support, and for a continuance of the perfect enjoyment of the Blessings of real 

d .. 1 L'b 11 an constItutIOn a 1 erty. 

Interestingly, the Somerset address offered a yet more precise definition of 

British liberty. In the following passage the concrete manifestations of Britain's 

constitutional liberty are clearly thought of as falling into two broad camps: 

When wild and seditious tenets and opinions, under specious pretences, are obtruded on their 
consideration the mild and equitable distribution of Justice by which their civil and religiOUS 

, 12 
Liberties are secured, will be endangered, if not totally destroyed. 

9 London Gazette, 3111/1792. Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 2/2/1792, p.2, column 5, 
and Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 4/211792, p.4. column 3. 
10 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 9/611792, p.1, column 1 [my italics]. 
11 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 7/7/1792, p.2, column 4. .. . . 
12 Op. cit., [my italics]. This distinction between civil and relIgIOUS lIbertIes was .also made at 
several points in the original proclamation which appeared in Felix Farley's Brzstol ~ournal, 
26/511792, p.l, columns 1-2. For example, 'there is nothing which we so eamestl~ desrre as to 

. . d [.f.' ] 11 our loving sub1ects the full secure the public peace and prospenty, an to preserve lor a J 

enjoyment of their rights and liberties, both religious and civil'. 
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References to the specific forms of those liberties were, as with 'Liberty' in the 

abstract, rare and ill-formed. In the text of a Commons debate on the 

Birmingham riots Fox implied that toleration and the individual's right to 

'think for himself, in all parts of religion' ,13 were central to any defmition of 

Britain's religious liberties. Lord North supported Fox's motion for the repeal 

of the penal statutes on Unitarian dissent, observing that 'toleration was a 

principle agreed to on all hands'. He then seemed to argue that although civil 

and religious liberties were part of that broader liberty provided by the 

constitution, they were distinct, and the boundaries between them should not be 

confused: ' ... the Unitarians were not turbulent, or seditious men; but if they 

were, have we not the same laws to govern and punish them as others 7' The 

inference was clear, an individual's abuse of one group of liberties did not 

justify the state's violation of the other, indeed such a situation threatened 

'British liberty' as a whole. 

Crucially, this reading was not shared by the other participants in the debate. 

Burke openly argued against such a distinction, reasoning that 'if the Hon. 

Gentleman had come forward with propositions to relieve Quakers, 

Presbyterians, Anabaptists, or any other sect, he would have consented to the 

motion; but he could not do so in favor of Unitarians, whose doctrines militated 

against the church and the state'. Pitt concurred, and stated that 'his system of 

toleration would always be regulated by the existing circumstances, and the 

times to which it was to be applied'. This idea that civil liberties were not 

absolute but varied according to the religious status of the claimant was 

evidently held by the majority of the House, who defeated Fox's motion by 

seventy-nine votes. More significantly, it appeared in other reports on religious 

minorities, particularly Irish Catholics. For example, Felix Farley's Bristol 

Journal reported that the Lord-Mayor and Aldermen of Dublin had sent a 

public letter to Ireland's Protestant community urging them to 'unite in using 

every honest means of persuading the Roman Catholicks to rest content with 

the most perfect toleration of their religion, the fullest security of their 

13 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 19/5/1792, p.4, column l. 
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property, and the most compleat personal liberty' 14 Agal'n ho l' . . ,wever, re IglOUS 

liberties were not accompanied by civil ones On the cont thO f . rary, IS measure 0 

religious liberty was in fact contingent upon an agreement to relinquish any 

claims to civil liberties. Catholics were accordingly urged not to: 

... attempt any interference in the government of the kingdom as such' t C ld b . . . . III eflerence wou e 
mcompatIble ':lth. the Protestant Ascendancy, which they have resolved with their lives and 
fortunes to mamtam; - and which consists in 

A Protestant King of Ireland, 
A Protestant Parliament, 
A Protestant Hierarchy, 

Protestant Electors and Government 
The Benches of Justice, 

The Army and the Revenue, 

, 

Thro' all their branches and details, Protestant; And this System supported by a connection 
with the Protestant Realm of Britain. 15 . 

'Civil liberties' were evidently not bestowed automatically to those born under 

the British Constitution. They were contingent upon other factors, amongst 

which the use, or abuse, of one's religious liberties ranked highly. 

Significantly, neither of these extracts detailed the actual form of those civil 

liberties which were the reward for strict adherence to the Anglican state. This 

was broadly true of each of Bristol's five titles for 1792. When the collective 

noun appeared in their columns it was invariably without any specific reference 

to its component parts. Interestingly, on the few occasions when reports dwelt 

upon the notion of 'civil liberties', they focused on the safeguards to them, 

rather than on the liberties themselves. The most detailed example of this is 

found in the text of a House of Lords debate on the Libel Bill which appeared 

in Felix Farley's Bristol Journal. Speaking in favour of the bill: 

Lord Stanhope strongly opposed the delay; the Judges had nothing to do with the business, and 
they might as well be asked whether the Magna Charta had been reversed, or the Bill of Rights 
repealed. - The Liberty of the Press, he contended, was one of the great palladiums of the 
British Constitution, which might be said to consist of five equal parts - namely, first, civic 
liberty; secondly, the right in the people under the Bill of Rights being armed for the protection 
of their persons and securities of their property; thirdly, the Liberty of the Press, which serves 
to keep Ministers, and even Judges themselves in awe; fourthly, the House of Commons, the 
Representation of the people; and fifthly, a fair trial by Jury.16 

14 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 22/911792, pA, column 1. 
15 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 22/911792, pA, column 1. 
16 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal 24/3/1792, p.2, column 1. 
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The references here to Magna Charta and the Bill of Rights are important. 

Alongside the association with the constitution, and the bifurcation of 

'liberties' into their civil and religious elements, the appeal to history was an 

important characteristic of 'British liberty' as it appeared in the Bristol press. If 

the form of Britain's liberties was often vague, the newspapers had no such 

difficulty outlining their lineage. Knowing references to the importance of the 

'glorious revolution of 1688' abounded, particularly in reports on royal 

proclamations and the addresses they provoked in response. 17 Elsewhere, the 

reign of Alfred the Great, the Norman Conquest, Magna Charta, and the Civil 

War were variously portrayed as defining moments in a centuries-long struggle 

for British liberty. This, indeed, was the argument of a two-part essay on the 

Anglo-Saxon period which appeared in Felix Farley's Bristol Journal on the 

23rd and 30th of June 1792.
18 

Here, Alfred 'deservedly called the great', was 

credited with having 'perfected a system of civil liberties' unmatched by 

'Roman magnificence', 'Grecian taste and elegance', or even 'the inventive 

wisdom of the celebrated schools' .19 The essay then demonstrated how 'from 

the Saxon conquest, during a long succession of ages, this fortunate island has 

never degenerated from liberty'?O Specific information on the nature of that 

liberty was predictably limited, yet the essay did contain some further clues to 

the concept as it stood in 1792. For example, references to the desirability of 

national 'independence' implied that the liberties of the individual were 

contingent upon the existence of a free state. The damage inflicted upon 

religion, 'human happiness' and 'that dernier resort of English liberty, TRIAL 

B Y JURY', under the despotic rule of the Normans reinforced the point. It was 

only possible to be free in a free state, a maxim proved historically by the fate 

of individual liberties during periods of servitude?1 Interestingly, this civitas 

17 For example, the proclamation against seditious writings spoke of ' ... the wise and 
wholesome provisions made at the time of the glorious Rev~lution, ~d strengt~ene~ and 
confirmed by subsequent laws for the preservation and security of the nghts and lIbertles of 
our faithful and loving subjects'. 
18 The essay was attributed to 'D. BRISTOL, June 23, 1792 '. 
19 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 23/6/1792 
20 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 30/6/1792 
21 This argument was central to what Quentin Skinner has termed the neo-roman theory. of free 
states, Liberty before Liberalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ~998), ~artlcularl?, 
pp.1-57. That it appeared in the political climate of 1792 in the conservatlve Felzx Farley s 
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libera was in tum portrayed as being productive of the highest intellectual 

achievements: 

".The s~,iences (says a very eloquent Lawyer of the present age) ever flourish in the train of 
lIberty. The soul of a ~lave could never have expanded itself like Newton's over infmite 
space; and would have SIghed in captivity at the remotest barriers of the creation. In no other 
country under Hea,:,en could Locke have unfolded with dignity the operations of an immortal 
soul, or recorded With truth the duties and privileges of society.22 

National liberty produced individual liberty, which in turn produced intellectual 

liberty and achievement. The essay thus drew upon another area of British 

liberty's idiomatic canon. The references to Newton and Locke invoked the 

intimate association drawn between the arts, the sciences and 'liberty' in the 

civic humanist tradition.23 As Swift argued, 'Slavery', as 'the first natural Step 

from Anarchy or the Savage Life', was 'the greatest Clog. and Obstacle to 

Speculation ,?4 The past achievements of' Newton and Locke thus offered 

historical proof of both the existence and benefits of 'true British' liberty. 

In a more negative appeal to precedent, Felix Farley's Bristol Journal prefaced 

Montesquieu's interpretation of the English civil war with the observation: 'We 

would refer those restless and unthinking Reformers, who cry up the virtues of 

a democracy, to the following period of British history, so very truly and 

forcibly described by one of the greatest French Philosophers of modem 

times' .25 The paper then proceeded to paraphrase Montesquieu's argument that: 

Subjected at first to the power of the principal leaders in the long-Parliament, they [the 
English] saw that power expires only to pass without bounds into the Hands of a Protector. 
They saw it afterwards parcelled out amongst the Chiefs of different bodies of troops; and this 

Bristol Journal is surprising given its republican connotations. Moreover, although Skinner 
concentrates upon the development of the theory during the civil war period, he observes that 
from the time of the American and French Revolutions onwards it became increasingly 
discredited (p.99). 
22 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 30/611792, pA, columns 2-4. 
23 See for example, Lawrence E. Klein, 'Liberty, Manners and Politeness in early eighteenth 
century England' in The Historical Journal, 32, 3 (1989) pp.583-605. He argues (p.592): 
'Civic writers situated liberty not only in relation to the conditions allowing it but also in 
relation to the conditions created by it. It was argued that liberty catalysed the greatness of a 
people. (Per Sidney: 'the Strength, Vertue, Glory, Wealth, Power, and Happiness of Rome 
proceeding from Liberty, did rise, grow, and perish with it.') ... This was the stock theme of the 
relation between liberty and Arts or Letters or Learning, in which the former was the 
foundation ofthe latter.' 
24 Klein, p.592. 
25 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 5/5/1792, p.l, column 1. 
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shifting without end from one kind of sUbjection to another they were at 1 gth . d h " . , en conVInce t at 
an attempt to establIsh lIberty m a great nation bl) making the peo I . t·+: . h . ' ./ 'P e m erJere In t e common 
busmess of Government, is, of all attempts the most chimerical. 26 

A later reference to 'the dangerous effects of this fruitless attempt of our 

ancestors', betrayed the presentist concerns of this appeal to the past. Unlike 

'true' British liberty, the democratic liberte championed by the French 

revolutionaries had no sanction in history. This was a damning charge, as 

evidenced by the number of separate occasions on which it was levelled against 

the revolutionary paradigm. The idiom was implicitly, and on occasion 

explicitly, Burkean in its regard for historical precedent. Paine, for example, 

was cursorily dismissed as advocating 'a species of liberty which never existed 

- but in the idea of this Author,.27 

The factual basis of these historical claims was often rather dubious. As 

Christopher Hill demonstrates, Anglo-Saxon precedent had been repeatedly 

plundered by conservatives and radicals alike from the thirteenth century 
28 

onwards. Moreover, the radical interpretation had been re-energised as 

recently as 1771 with the publication of the anonymous Historical Essay on the 

English Constitution. 29 In its veneration of Alfred/o and its contemptuous view 

of Norman rule/ 1 this tract was strikingly similar to the essay on the Anglo

Saxon polity in Felix Farley's Bristol Journal. Yet, where Felix Farley loyally 

sought to prove that 'this fortunate island has never degenerated from liberty', 

the Historical Essay, in its 'honest desire to show the true cause of that general 

26 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 5/511792, p.1, column 1. The sentiments expressed here are 
very similar to those in The Spirit of the Laws, Book III, Part III. The passage in Felix Farley, 
however, has far greater historical detail. I have been unable to attribute it to any of 
Montesquieu's other writings - it may be that the original has been embellished to support the 
newspaper's stance against the French Revolution. 
27 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 11/8/1792, pA, column 3. 
28 Christopher Hill, 'The Norman Yoke', in Christopher Hill, Puritanism and Revolution: 
Studies in Interpretation of the English Revolution of the Seventeenth Century (London: 

Penguin, 1990), pp.58-126. 
29 Hill disputes Butterfield's claim that the essay was written by the younger Allan Ramsay, but 

does not suggest an alternative author. Hill, p.99. . 
30 'Alfred the great; a prince of the most exalted me~it, that e:ver. graced the ~~ghsh ~~ne, 
from that day to this', An Historical Essay on the Engllsh ConstltutlOn (1796 edItIOn), pp._-,-4. 
31 William the Conqueror was responsible for, a despotick spirit; which time has not been able, 

totally, to eradicate', An Historical Essay, p.39. 
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discontent, which now distracts the British Empire', argued for the illegitimacy 

of the Hanoverian state. 32 

Even within the monolithic discursive field of the Bristol newspapers for 1792, 

there were occasional examples of politically heterodox appeals to past 

liberties. An advert in the Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser for a history of 

Britain noted that it would be prefaced by: 

... an Original History of the CONSTITUTION, ascertaining the principles of our ancient 
Representation, and the many violations which have been practised to deprive us of our rights 
and privileges since William the Conqueror, to the present time, clearly illustrated, by 
undeniable testimonies, from the most respectable legal, political, and historical authorities: _ 
The whole published with an impartial view to obtain, without any violence, a speedy and 
effectual Parliamentary Refonn, which can only diminish the Burthens of the People, silence 
the Contentions of Parties, and restore the Kingdom to that Constitutional Freedom, of which it 
has been so long deprived by arbitrary power and ministerial corruption ... 33 

The references to 'Constitutional Freedom', 'our ancient Representation', and 

the Norman Yoke recall the two part essay from Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 

and were entirely consistent with the loyalism of the broader discourse. Here, 

however, they were mobilised against the conservative defence of the status 

quo and in support of the reformist cause. Again, historical accuracy gave way 

to contemporary concerns. Yet in many ways the historical accuracy of these 

past liberties is unimportant. Of far greater significance, at least for the present 

study, is the discursive currency of these ideas in the Bristol press and the 

historical specificity of the debate. The essential features of the idiom had of 

course been identified long before 1792. What is interesting about British 

liberty as it appeared in the newspapers for that year is the marked absence of 

any of the ambiguities which characterised earlier usages. The allusions to 

ancient Rome and the use of modem European texts as examined by Gunn do 

not appear here?4 The possibility that the constitutional settlement of 1688 did 

not necessarily preclude abuses of individual liberty is not countenanced?5 The 

32 An Historical Essay, p.iii. 
33 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 113/1792, pA, column 4. 
34 'Parliament and the Caesars: Legal Tyranny in the Political Rhetoric of Eighteenth Century 
England', in IA. W. Gunn, Beyond Liberty and Property: the pr~cess .0J s~lf-recognition in 
eighteenth century political thought (Montreal: McGill - Queen s Umverslty Press, 1983), 
pp.7-42. 
35

0 
. 

p. CIt. 
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notion that some form of political equality, or at least a reduction of inequality~ 

played an important role in any definition of British liberty is also not 

discussed.
36 

Even the basic division of liberty into civil and religious forms, a 

distinction which was part of the mental furniture of eighteenth-century 

Englishmen, was mentioned only occasionally. 

These omissions provide further evidence of the conscious reconstruction of 

British idioms in the face of the French revolutionary threat. Although 'liberty' 

was far better defined than either 'equality' or 'fraternity', it operated frrmly 

within the broader anti-revolutionary discourse. The concept's long British 

lineage meant that it covered a wide range of meanings, many of which were 

incompatible with the closed discursive .field of 1792. The limited, yet 

insistent, references to the constitution, history, and civil and religious 

'liberties', must thus be viewed as a deliberate attempt to control the term's 

extra-textual usage, to push readers into referencing quite specific areas of this 

diverse idiomatic canon. In the Bristol newspapers for 1792, 'liberty' was a 

monolithic and resolutely British entity. 

II 

SONNET TO REAL LIBERTY 
Written on reading the horrid Acts of the Paris Mob 

DEARER than Life, than Love more sweet, 
Of every job the source the test! 
Thee, LIBERTY, I fondly greet-

Thy genuine spirit fIres my breast, 
No Tyrant's frown - no Traitor's harlot smile, 

My free-born soul shall awe - my sense shall e' er beguile. 
Rais'd on a throne of LAW AND RIGHT. 
o ever shield thy FAVORITE LAND! 

While Anarchy with wild affright, 
Flies to Gallia's frantic strand, 

o check those scenes of dire uproar -
Revenge thy prostituted name ! 

And far 0 far from Britain's shore, , TI 

Drive the foul deeds that clothe thy channs with shame. 

36 See, for example, Thomas Philip SchofIeld, 'English Conservative Thought and ~pinion in 
response to the French Revolution, 1789-1796' (University of London Ph. D. theSIS, 19~4), 
pp.50-52, and Shelley Burtt, Virtue Transformed: Political Argument in England, 1688-1/40 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992). 
37 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 22/911792, p.4, column 3. 
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'Liberty' was as important to the British pole of anti-revolutionary discourse as 

egalite was to the French?8 Its talismanic qualities were repeatedly cited as the 

reason for Britain's happiness and prosperity, and contrasted with the anarchy 

and misery produced by the French quest for ega lite. The juxtaposition of these 

two idioms provided an arresting distillation of the anti-revolutionary case, and 

appeared frequently in the Bristol press. The revolutionary signifier, liberte, 

was less evident, yet when directly addressed it was usually with reference to 

its egalitarian connotations. A prime example of this is provided by Felix 

Farley's serialisation of Arthur Young's thoughts on the agricultural 

implications of the revolution.39 Readers were informed that the key issue 

being contested in France was not the form of government, but rather the status 

of property. The revolution could not be understood as a struggle between 

liberty and tyranny, the British reading of the term simply did not apply to 

Jacobin France. Revolutionary liberte was less a political than a material 

concept; 'The watch-word from one end of France to the other, is Equality; 

they join Liberty with it as mountebanks annex a favorite epithet to the 

nostrum, whose only object is money in the pockets of the credulous,.4o Liberte 

was merely the gloss on 'a dreadful question ... which can never end but in the 

equal and universal ruin of all', namely 'whether those who have nothing, shall 

not seize and possess the property of those who have something 7' 

A similar point was made in an open letter contained in an earlier edition of the 

same newspaper. Arguing for the superiority of the British constitution over the 

French, its author contended: 

... What liberty is there that a reasonable man would wish, or a good man would use, that we 
do not possess? It is true, according to Mr. Paine's principles, we are not equal; we have 
distinction of ranks; we have nobles, and we have a King. But does, or can, the kingly power, 
as established amongst us, work injury to the meanest individual? Do, or can, the Nobles 
oppress us ? Does that envied distinction, place any man above the reach of the law, or protect 
him from its authority ? Is the complaint of the poor man unheard because of his poverty, or 
can the rich man poison the fountains of justice by means of his riches? ... Placed in t~e midst 
of nations, who are eagerly pursuing what we have so long enjoyed, who seem as yet Ignorant 

38 hr See chapter tee. 
39 'FRENCH EVENTS, APPLICABLE to BRITISH AGRICULTURE. By A.YOUNG Esq. ' 

Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 22/9/1792, p.4, column 2-3. 
40 Ibid. 
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of the nature of that liberty which they so much wish for add . . h . 
d . n esrre, w 0 are tom by factIOn 

an agItated by popular phrenzy· who newly emancI'pated f b' 
. '..' . rom ar ltrary power, know not as 

yet how to be free, placed I s~, In thls sltuation, and knowing and feeling the blessings which 
we p~ssess, let us properly pnze our happiness, let us be contented and thanliful. We feel, we 
practIcally feel, the effects of true liberty - what can we, what would we have more ?41 

As in the extract from Young, the difference between 'liberty' and liberte was 

explained in egalitarian terms. No attempt was made to deny Paine's charge 

that British 'liberty' was both monarchical and aristocratic. On the contrary, the 

author implied that therein lay its strength. Its premises were 'true' and its 

beneficial effects were tangibly felt by all. In marked contrast, liberte produced 

'faction', 'agitation', and 'popular phrenzy'. This, it was argued, was due to the 

concept's unhealthy association with that philosophical chimera, egalite. 

Young's 'French Events', and the 'Letter to a Friend in the Country', were 

atypical in their in-depth discussion of the relative merits of 'liberty' and 

liberte. Nonetheless, an egalitarian reading of liberte underlay most 

appearances of the term in the Bristol titles for 1792. Indeed, the association of 

the concept with ega lite was so close that the properties and effects of the two 

idioms were virtually indistinguishable from one another. In a report from Felix 

Farley's Bristol Journal 'the disgraceful inhumanity, the mean, invidious, and 

unnecessary cruelty with which the French Monarch and his family are treated', 

was attributed to 'the unhallowed hands' of the proponents of 'the cause of 

liberty, in the abstract' .42 Similarly, Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal 

drew an explicit link between the 'incurable evils', 'general insubordination', 

and 'anarchy' suffered by France and her pursuit of 'a misguided liberty' .43 An 

earlier edition of the same paper criticised liberte's 'unrestrained' nature, a 

charge which had been repeatedly levelled at the rights of man and egalite. 44 In 

41 'A Letter to a Friend in the Country: wherein Mr. PAINE'S Letter to Mr. DUNDAS is 
particularly considered. - By a Member of one of the Inns of Court'. Felix Farley's Bristol 
Journal, 18/8/1792, pA, columns 2-3. 
42 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 20/10/1792, p.4, column 1. 
43 Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 1118/1792, pA, column 3. 
44 'A discovery has been made, that a French Lady, who was connected with the King; and 
Mademoiselle Bielfeld, one of the Maids of Honour; a Mr. L Coo.) [the name is illegible in the 
original] and some others, have been intriguing with the Jacobin party at Pa~s; and laying a 
scheme to introduce the principles of the French into the dominions of Prussia; It h~s, however, 
been found out in time. - The King's French favourite hath been banished the k~gdom; and 
the others have been sent to confinement in the fortress of Spandau; where they WIll have full 
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each instance liberte effortlessly fulfilled the discursive function more 

commonly played by egalite. 45 

As with egalite and jraternite, this anti-revolutionary portrayal of liberte was 

dominant but not hegemonic. The importance of liberte to the revolutionaries 

of 1792 meant that it was difficult to report news of ceremonials, proclamations 

or public meetings without making less critical references to the idiom.46 Caps 

of Liberty, figures of Liberty and chants of 'Long Live Liberty' regularly 

appeared in a neutral light in articles by the Parisian correspondents of London 

newspapers. These were then reproduced or paraphrased in the Bristol titles. 

The Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, for example, carried the following 

report dated 'SATURDAY, September 22' : 

The Convention decreed that all shall be dated "The first year of the French Republic;" that the 
State seal shall be changed, and have for the legend, "French Republic", and that the National 
Seal shall represent a woman sitting on a bundle of arms, and having in her hand a pike with 
the cap ofliberty upon it; and on the exergue, "Archives ofthe French Republic.,,47 

Similarly, In its edition for the seventeenth of November, Felix Farley's 

Bristol Journal included accounts of the Parisian celebrations following the 

victory of the revolutionary forces at Jemappes: 

It is impossible to describe the transports, the enthusiasm, the intoxication of pleasure, with 
which the Parisians, and the National Convention, are filled by the accounts received of their 
young warriors in the battle of Jemappe on the 6th of November. - In every street parties are 
singing the song of Liberty - the passengers join them in chorus and the general shouts are -
Long live Liberty! Long live the Republic 1 Long live Dumourier ! A civic festival is soon to 

48 be celebrated for the success of our arms. 

leisure to think and refme upon, but very little actual enjoyment of, The Rights of Man; and 
unrestrained liberty of individuals': Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 23/6/1792, p.l, 
column 2. 
45 See chapter three. . . 
46 Aulard's periodisation is again useful here. 'Until August 10, 1792,. hberty .reigned 
triumphant; then came the turn of equality; and finally, with the Montagnard dIctatorshIp, carne 
the time of fraternity': Mona Ozouf, 'Fraternity', in Fran<;:ois Furet and Mona Ozouf (eds.), A 
Critical Dictionary of the French Revolution (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press 
of Harvard University, 1989), p. 694. Also see Ozoufs contribution to the same volume, 
'Liberty', pp.716-27. 
47 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 4/1011792, p.2, column 1. 
48 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 7/1111792, p.1, column 5. 
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In this passage, the close proximity of liberte to such positive terms as 

'enthusiasm', 'pleasure', celebration, and 'success', was clearly at odds with 

the dominant portrayal of the signifier in the Bristol newspapers. An identical 

point can also be made of the following report on the invasion of the Tuileries 

in Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal: 

The multitude precipitated into the palace, and in an instant filled all the principal apartments. 
They pre.se~ted to t~e King the red bonnet of liberty, which he cheerfully put on; and the 
Queen dIstnbuted nbbands and May branches with a condescension that drew from the 
multitude the utmost respect.49 

Passages in which the idiom openly contradicted the anti-revolutionary 

message of the wider discourse are also easily found. Though numerous, these 

occurred almost exclusively in texts of French speech, thereby again indicating 

the importance of liberte to revolutionary ceremonial. Bonner and Middleton's 

Bristol Journal, for instance, reported that the British, American and French 

flags had been placed side-by-side in the hall of the lacobins: 'As they were 

unfurled, the room was filled with the shouts of "Vive la Liberte, Vive 

I 'alliance des peuples libres, Vive I 'Angle terre, Vive I 'Amerique ! ,50 Two 

weeks later Felix Farley noted that: 

The Ladies of the Jacobin club in Paris, have sent a present to the Constitutional Whig Grand 
Lodge of England, in Frith-street, Soho, consisting of a large round mahogany box, the inside 
of the lid a very national cockade, made to screw on; a cap of liberty, (crimson silk); two 
crowns, with oak leaves and acorns; a bunch of wheat ears; three flags - England, France and 
America; a map of the 83 districts, framed and glassed; and the Constitution of France, bound 
in morocco, lettered on the sides, with gilt leaves.51 

The incompatability of both extracts with the broader discourse is clear. The 

implication that there was fraternite between the British and French states 

based upon a shared understanding of 'liberty' contradicted the dominant 

readings of both idioms outlined above. More damagingly, in some passages 

liberte positioned itself firmly upon the discursive ground claimed by the 

British idiom. A report on a French royal proclamation noted Louis XVI's tone 

of self-congratulation upon 'seeing under his reign a legislation mild, humane, 

49 Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 3016/1792, p.4, column 2. 
50 Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 7/1/1792, p.2, column 1. 
51 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 2111/1792, p.l, column 1. 
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and appropriated to a free constitution ,.52 This directly challenged the 

editorial line of the Bristol newspapers that constitutionalist rhetoric was the 

sole preserve of the anti-revolutionary cause. Priestley's response to being 

awarded French citizenship was similarly heterodox, identifying France rather 

than Britain as the guardian of international liberty: 

... .I have just received from M. Francois the infonnation of my being admitted a citizen of 
France, by the late Assembly, and of my nomination to the National Convention, by the 
department of Orne. Both these appointments I consider as the greatest of honours that can be 
conferred on me, whilst France in conferring them on strangers (though in my case she has 
been l~d to. over-rate the merit of an individual) has shown a generous disposition, to associate 
all natIOns III the common cause ofliberty, and the rights ofman ... 53 

Extracts from French sources aside, the press portrayal of liberte in 1792 was 

as monolithic as its British equivalent. Though frequent, the dissonant 

examples outlined above were swamped by anti-revolutionary usages of the 

term. As it appeared in the Bristol newspapers, liberte was irreducibly 

egalitarian and axiomatically associated with the anarchy and bloodshed of the 

revolutionary French state. It is obviously dangerous to make assumptions 

about audience response. Nonetheless, it seems probable that the repetitive 

force of the anti-revolutionary idiom led many readers to automatically project 

this reading onto French extracts even in the absence of editorial comment. 

Even within French texts and transcripts, usages of liberte which contradicted 

the broader anti-revolutionary message were far outnumbered by those which 

implicitly reinforced it. The suggestive force of any association with egalire, 

and the rather helpful tendency of revolutionary proclamations and speeches to 

juxtapose the two idioms, often rendered editorial comment on the dangers of 

liberte unnecessary. For example, Paine's assertion that 'Liberty and Equality 

52 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 1112/1792, pJ, column 5. 
53 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 1311/1792, pA, columns 3-4. Transcripts of revolutionary 
debates and speeches regularly contained claims that France should be recognised as the 
standard bearer of international liberty. Consider, for example, the following address by 
Pethion, 'Citizens! be on your guard; keep a watchful eye over these traitors; let us refrain 
from every kind of excess; let us respect persons and property; let us maintain gOOd. order; war 
against tyrants, and union among ourselves; let Paris be the craddle of liberty; let It .a~s~ be a 
safe and sure asylum; suffer the inhabitants to remain in it; suffer strangers also to VISIt .It; ~e 
poor will then be able to live; commerce will flourish; abundance will return; and Pans WIll 
become the first city in the world': Bonner and Middleton's Bristol Journal, 29/9/1792, p.1, 
column 1. 
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are blessings too great to be the inheritance of France alone,' was prefaced only 

by the rather dry observation that, 'the views of the Democratic party in France 

go to bring about revolutions in all neighbouring countries'. 54 The Bristol 

Gazette and Public Advertiser's thoughts upon 'M. Equality (formerly Duc 

d' Orleans)' who wore to the National Convention 'a cap of liberty' , required no 

explicit comment. Similarly, in the context of the wider discourse, the brand of 

'liberty' which appeared in the following report was clearly fallacious: 

A deputation of the Federates came to offer the Swiss colours to the August Diet, amidst the 
plaudits of "Long live Liberty! Equality! Long live the Nation !" The colours to be hung in 
the Hall, now called the Temple of Liberty. 55 

Although the signifer, liberte, usually appeared in its English translation, its 

incompatability with the British idiom was clear and unambiguous. The 

message was repeated time after time in reports on revolutionary France, 

editorial commentaries, letters, and verse. British liberty, 'true' liberty, was the 

product of all that the revolutionaries would destroy; hierarchy, loyalty, 

property, and monarchy: 

The Compact of Freedom 
WRITTEN AND SUNG 

By Mr. DIBDEN 
WHEN Heav'n born freedom hailed this happy Isle, 

The fIrst Emporium in her wide domain, 
This great behest, with a celestial smile, 

She will'd: - & ne'er may freedom will in vain. 

"Would ye possess the sweets of Liberty, 
"Britons be Loyal, so shall ye be free. 

"A Briton blind to Duty's pleasing force! 
"Tis as if Spirits should from their Bodies stray; 

"Or erring Planets wander from their course; 
"Eclipsed the influence of the solar ray. 

"Would ye possess," &c. 

"Such Duty from the grateful heart as flows 

54 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 20/10/1792, p.2, column 1. . . . 
55 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 25/8/1792, p.l, column 1. SImIlarly, the ~ame tItle rep<f:d 

that, ' ... Apartments are preparing for him [Louis XVI] on the sec~nd floor, ill the . Court 0 ~ e 
Temple They consist of an anti-chamber, and a bed-chamber, WIth a closet.for hIS ~omestics. 
The w~dows are secured by iron bars; and in the pannel, over the chlIDlley pIeces, are 
inscribed, Liberty, Equality, Property, Safety': Felix Farley's Bristol Journal 22/9/1792. p.2, 

column 1. 
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"To bounteous Heav'n, for benefits that fall 
"Such Duty as the Son the Father owes ' 

"Owe you your King - the father to you ail." 

"Would ye possess," &c. 

Rejoice, ye Britons! Freedom's Sons, rejoice! 
Laid in your grateful lays a Patriot King:

Fir' ed with one soul, one sentiment, one voice, 
To ratify the glorious Compact sing, 

So may we taste the sweets of Liberty: 
As we are Loyal, so may we be free. 56 

Recent studies have persuasively argued against a simplistic egalitarian reading 

of liberte, drawing attention to the wide spectrum of ideas covered by the 

term. 57 In the political and discursive climate of 1792, such subtleties were 

understandably absent from the Bristol newspapers. Yet, as with British 

"liberty', it seems probable that the passages outlined above marshalled a more 

complex extra-textual debate. This cannot be attributed to any widespread, 

popular knowledge of the philosophical wranglings of the Constituent 

Assembly. The silent signified of the press debate could obviously not draw 

upon a canon of deeply held, yet ill-formed understandings of liberte. 

Nonetheless, its repeated juxtaposition against the British example lent some 

depth to the revolutionary signifier beyond that which was explicitly articulated 

on the page. Beyond the association with ega lite, the Bristol newspapers 

provided readers with an overwhelmingly negative definition of liberte. It was 

not constitutional, aristocratic, civil or religious, or proven by historical 

precedent. Above all it was not 'true', as emphasised by the use of the 

adjectives 'real', 'genuine', and 'prostituted' in Felix Farley's 'Sonnet to Real 

Liberty,.58 The positive implications of these characteristics were rarely 

followed through in the press. Nonetheless, whilst not threatening the broader 

anti-revolutionary message, they indirectly armed readers with an 

56 Sarah Farley's Bristol Journal, 811211792, pA, column 1. 
57 lean-Pierre Gross, Fair Shares For All: Jacobin egalitarianism in practice (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997) is particularly useful. See also, Keith Michael Baker, 
Inventing the French Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992 reprint), and 
Mona Ozouf, 'Liberty', in Fran<;ois Furet and Mona Ozouf (eds.), A Critical Dicti0rzar;.: oft~e 
French Revolution (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap press of Harvard Umverslty 
Press, 1989), pp.716-27. 
58 See pp.148-9 above. 
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understanding of the idiom as a new philosophical doctrine founded in natural 

rights. 

These subtleties aside, III 1792 the Bristol newspapers did little more than 

express the classic distinction between the aristocratic 'freedom from' and the 

democratic 'freedom to,59 in anti-revolutionary terms. 60 The historical 

specificity of this discourse must not be underplayed. It is no coincidence that 

of the three sample years after 1792 this rhetorical device only reappeared with 

any regularity in 1848 with the overthrow of Louis Philippe. In its editorial of 

the eleventh of March, the Bristol Mirror contrasted the 'real freedom' enjoyed 

by Britain with the repeated political experimentation of the French. Readers 

were cautioned against copying the French example, and rather smugly advised 

to await the outcome of events: 

Our wisdom and duty as a people is clear. We have more real freedom than France ever 
possessed. The French have been chopping and changing for the last sixty years, and have 
never been satisfied, they have just begun another experiment. Instead of rushing after them 
like fools, let us wait patiently to see whether it will get them out of their old difficulties or 
plunge them yet deeper into new ones.61 

Two weeks later the Mirror returned to the theme, observing: 

... the Englishman has reason to rejoice that the elements of true liberty exist already in his own 
privileged country, and that the march of freedom is regular, sure, utterly unlike the 
convulsive, disorderly movements of that mixed multitude of men and boys, which, from the 
throne of the "sovereign people" in Paris, lords it over all France. Germany, a far happier 
country than France, needed many essential reforms, which England has long enjoyed. The 
present agitation has but accelerated the growth of free institutions in that cluster of kingdoms. 
English liberty is their model of imitation. French republicanism is to them a beacon, as we 

59 Ozouf outlines the contributions to this debate by Montesquieu, Mably, Rousseau, Hobbes 
and Locke, p.718. 
60 The Bristol papers thus presaged Tocqueville's argument in L 'Ancien Regime et la 
Revolution. This was neatly summarised in the preface where he announced his intention to, 
' ... show what errors, what faults, what disappointments led the French to abandon their first 
aim, to forget liberty, and to aspire to become the equal servants of the master of the world; 
how a far stronger and more absolute government than the one of the Revolution overthrew 
then seized and monopolized all political power, suppressed all the liberties which had been so 
dearly bought, and set up in their stead empty shams; deprived electors of all means of 
obtaining information, of the right of assemblage, and of the faculty of exercising a choice, yet 
talked of popular sovereignty; said the taxes were freely voted, when mute or enslaved 
assemblies assented to their'imposition; and, while stripping the nation of every vestige of self
government, of constitutional guarantees, and of liberty of thought, speech, and the press - that 
is to say, of the most precious and the noblest conquest of 1789 - still dared to claim descent 
from that great era.' Alexis de Tocqueville, The Ancien Regime (London: I.M. Dent & Sons. 
1988), p.xxiv. 
61 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 11/3/1848, p.5, column 6. 
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hope it is to ourselves. The outbreaks that have taken place l'n England th"'fi . . . prove e mSlgm lcance 
of the revolutIOn.ary spmt am?ng~t us. The noble endurance of our intelligent artisans, many of 
whom are suffenng severe pnvatIOns from the inevitable hardships of the times, is admirable.62 

The similarities with discussions of the term in 1792 are clear. Again the 

signifier 'liberty' acts as a shorthand for both the merits of the British 

constitution and the weaknesses of the revolutionary French state. Britain's 

possession of 'true' liberty is portrayed as being the reason for her happiness 

and tranquillity even in the face of economic hardship. The egalitarian roots of 

revolutionary liberte, meanwhile, are betrayed by the sovereign power 

accorded to the Parisian populace in its name. The 'convulsive', 'disorderly' 

condition of France is in turn proof of the absence of 'true' liberty from the 

revolutionary catechism. 

Similar arguments were made, more or less forcefully, throughout 1848 and 

suggest that anti-revolutionary discourse remained as staunchly wedded to 

'liberty' as it was resolutely anti-egalitarian. At the French pole, some of the 

interpretative subtlety with which the February days and the Orleanist regime 

were assessed had rubbed off onto editorial considerations of liberte. In their 

more reflective moments the city's editors acknowledged that liberte in 1848 

was a markedly different proposition from the version of 1792. Yet articles 

such as 'The Three Births of France,63, and 'The New French Revolution,64 

possessed such an overwhelming air of national superiority that it is clear that 

this development had taken place very firmly on British terms. British 'liberty' 

remained the ideal to which other nations, and specifically France, aspired. 

Philosophically, the French pole had moved towards the British. In the editorial 

columns of the Bristol newspapers, 'liberty' had not made any concessions to, 

or drawn any lessons from, revolutionary liberte. 

Together with egalite, then, 'liberty' formed the irreducible core of the broader 

anti-revolutionary discourse. The repeated use of the prefix 'English' or 

62 Bristol Mirror, 25/3/1848, p.S, columns 4-S. 
63 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 4/3/1848, p.6, column l. See ppA9-S0 above. 
64 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 26/2/1848, pA, column 6. See pp.S4-55 above. Also see the 
Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser's editorial for the 4/3/1848 on p.38. 
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'British' served to emphasise the discursive and ideological gulf between 'true' 

liberty and the egalitarian connotations of a revolutionary liberti. On the 

French side of the debate, the Bristol newspapers produced a regular flow of 

reports of revolutionary violence and speculation to warn against the continued 

egalitarian threat of liberte. The Provisional Government was portrayed as 

representing an enlightened minority of Frenchmen, particularly in the city's 

more conservative titles. As the Bristol Times and Bath Advocate noted: 

The popular idea of liberty must be, that it is a stem, iron power, able to force everybody to be 
equal and wealthy; compel masters to employ; compel trade to resume activity; compel the rich 
to spend money; all things that are wrong compel them to go right. This tendency to call in 
tum to do the work of confidence gives rise to the saddest reflections. 65 

The extreme left deputy Alexandre Auguste Ledru-Rollin provided the 

personification of that 'stem, iron power' in all of Bristol's titles for 1848. 

Commenting on a spat between Ledru-Rollin and Gamier Pages over the extent 

of popular participation in government, the Bristol Times and Bath Advocate 

witheringly concluded, '[he] seems inclined to 'drive liberty mad in order to 

disgust the world with her' . ,66 

III 

British disgust with revolutionary liberti predated Ledru-Rollin's actions by 

some sixty years. The sentiment was central to anti-revolutionary thought from 

1792 onwards, and determined that the idiom's immediate effect upon the 

language of 'liberty' was one of impoverishment. This is usefully illustrated by 

the contrasting coverage of the July and October elections in Bristol in 1812. 

Whereas reports on the July poll operated squarely within the discursive 

framework of 1792, those on the October poll were more sophisticated in their 

use of 'liberty'. Significantly, this development was directly linked to the 

declining electoral threat of the radical candidate, Henry Hunt, over the 

intervening period. 

65 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 25/2/1848, p.2, column 2. 
66 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 18/3/1848, p.3, column 1. 
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Coverage of the July poll was dominated by editorial condemnations of Hunt's 

appropriation of Jacobin imagery and rhetoric. Particular venom was reserved 

for his provocative display of the cap of liberty during a rally at the city's com 

exchange. According to Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, this proved that 'the 

principles of this political adventurer are in the utmost dangerous and wicked, 

and fraught with mischief of the blackest die' .67 It continued: 

Tell us not, ye advocates for reform, but that you have freedom enough left under our cr\orious 
Constitution, when a character such as Henry Hunt possesses, when a candidate like this at an 
election can hoist the cap of liberty on your Exchange unmolested at noon day !! Is it not a 
disgrace that such a man should be able to disturb the peace of the second city in the kingdom 
for nearly three weeks with such pretensions as these? 

This one action polarised the newspaper portrayal of 'liberty' and liberte in 

much the same way as the violence of the French paradigm had done twenty 

years earlier. Facilitated by the fact that the only other candidate was the Tory, 

Richard Hart Davis, an historically proven, aristocratic 'liberty' was once again 

sent into battle against a dangerously speculative, egalitarian liberte. Moreover, 

these monolithic idioms transcended the textual debate to appear in electoral 

addresses and public letters of support produced by the opposing camp. 

Following his victory at the July poll, Davis noted that he had observed, 'with 

pride and pleasure how small a number of my Fellow-Citizens have given their 

support to the man, who had the infamous audacity to hoist the Cap of Liberty 

as the signal and symbol of Revolutionary Reform' .68 Rather astutely, Davis 

then sought to align his own principles with the 'true' British idiom, by voicing 

his hope that: 

my Fellow-Citizens are satisfied, that throughout this lengthened contest I have not disgraced 
their choice by shrinking from any part of my duty. I shall ever be ready to meet Democracy 
and Anarchy with the same determinedfront,' and I will to the utmost of my abilities uphold the 
just Powers of the Crown - the legal and ascertained rights of the Church - the free 
Constitution of Parliament, and the true and legitimate Liberties of the People. 69 

Interestingly, reports on the October poll moved beyond this simplistic 

juxtaposition of a monolithic British 'liberty' with an equally one-dimensional 

67 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 1/711812, p.3, column 5. 
68 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 18/711812, p.3, column 1. 
69 Ibid. The italics are in the original. 
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revolutionary liberti. This owed much to Hunt's poor showing in July when he 

had received a mere 235 votes to Davis' 1907.70 Although some of Hunt's 

supporters had subsequently attacked both the Council House and Davis' 

residence, the vast majority of Bristolians clearly had little appetite for his 

revolutionary politics. Moreover, with four candidates standing, this election 

did not easily lend itself to consideration within a bipartite revolutionary/ anti

revolutionary framework. Whilst a basic distinction was drawn between the 

violent rhetoric of Hunt, and the "respectable" candidatures of Davis, Protheroe 

and Romilly, the poll was portrayed as being a more complex, three-way 

contest. Within that contest, the language of British 'liberty' was mobilised 

even more frequently than it had been against the revolutionary threat of Hunt. 

Electoral addresses, readers' letters, and editorial columns were dominated by 

banal proclamations of the rival camps' attachment to 'constitutional', civil', 

and 'religious' liberties. Yet crucially, on occasion, the candidates went beyond 

such platitudes to vigorously contest each other's interpretation of 'liberty'. 

The idiom was particularly fiercely contested by the progressive Whig 

candidate, Sir Samuel Romilly, and the preferred choice of the local high Whig 

oligarchy, Edward Protheroe. The latter's anti-catholicism was repeatedly held 

up as a sign of a wider intolerance to Protestant dissent, whilst his attempts to 

silence the charge were in turn portrayed as evidence of his disregard not only 

for religious liberties, but also for that mainstay of civil liberty - free speech.71 

In marked contrast, Romilly's supporters pointed to their man's: 

... able and successful exertions in defence of religious liberty, when assailed by the 
unhallowed hands of short-sighted, presumptuous, and intolerant religious zealots; [and] his 
unquestioned reverence for the liberty of the Press, that salutary and irresii;able restraint on 
arbitrary power, that transcendent bulwark of the sacred rights of the people. -

70 John Latimer, The Annals of Bristol in the nineteenth century (Bristol: W. & F. Morgan, 

1887), p.50. . , 1 
71 An anonymous letter to the editors of the Bristol Gazette portrayed RomIlly as a zea ous 
defender of our Constitutional Liberties', and asked of Protheroe's supporters; 'Have they 
taken for their watch word the cry of "No Discussion, No Observation,'" (Bristol Gazette and 
Public Advertiser, 20/211812, p.3, column 5. 
72 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 6/211812, p.3, column 5. 
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Even after the election results had been announced, rival conceptions of 

'liberty' were vigorously disputed. For example, having been elected to 

Parliament, Protheroe reiterated his determination to: 

... suppo~ our a~~rable Constitution against every encroachment of arbitrary power, against 
undue ar:stocratlc mfluence, and against the inroads of popular violence; to unite steady 
loyalty wIth a rooted attachment to the liberties of the people; to be at once the fInn defender 
of the established church, and the zealous advocate of religious liberty ... 73 

In attacking both 'popular' violence' and 'undue aristocratic influence', 

Protheroe consolidated his hold on the political middle ground between Hunt 

and Davis. Significantly, he did this with direct reference to 'liberty'. In 

identifying his high whiggism with the 'liberties of the people' and 'religious 

liberty', Protheroe strategically positioned himself between the Tory and 

radical extremes, and seized 'true' British liberty back from the progressive 

Whigs. 

As fought out in the Bristol press, the battle between Protheroe and Romilly 

over 'liberty' was far from politically sophisticated. The vague appeals to the 

constitution, historical precedent, and the concept's civil and religious elements 

could have been taken straight from the reports of 1792. However, the fact that 

these appeals were now made in the name of domestic political groupings 

indicates a significant change in their discursive function. Previously they had 

formed the core of a monolithic, British idiom. Here, however, they simply 

marked the parameters of a much broader idiomatic canon. In the absence of 

the revolutionary 'other', British 'liberty' becomes comprehensible as the 

battleground for a host of competing political groups and ideologies. 

One aspect of the idiom which was particularly fiercely contested in the city's 

newspapers was, unsurprisingly, the liberty of the press. In 1792 editorial 

opinion upon the subj ect was unanimous, press freedom was a fundamental 

safeguard of 'true' British liberty. State control of the medium was firmly , and 

repeatedly, associated with the revolutionary' other': 

73 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 24/10/1812, p.3, column 4. 
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The Republican idea of making the Press free in Fran . . 
-I'" d '. ce, IS not to permIt one syllable to ao 
l.orwar to the people whIch can mform them of the true state ofN t' I -1'"-1'"' A d b 

d '. a lOna al.larrs. ungeon a 
agger or a rope IS the portion of any man who shall dare t . t h . ' 

passes in the Army or Cabinet.74 0 prm a trut respectmg what 

Contemptuous references to the French press also appeared in the Bristol titles 

for 1812, 1832, and 1848.
75 

Yet, alongside these references, the liberty of the 

British press was increasingly portrayed not as a focus of national pride and 

unity, but as an object of party political contestation. Editorial appeals to the 

guiding principle of the medium, impartiality, were made in the context of a 

range of debates, as titles sought to establish a distinct political position from 

their commercial rivals.
76 

In the Bristol Gazette for the twentieth of February 

1812 a "friend to Mr. Protheroe" argued: 

The impartial Editor of a Newspaper is an estimable member of society, but the printer of 
party, who attempts to delude the public by partial statements, prostitutes his own character 
and that of his paper. 

( ... ) On the whole, the Statement of the Bristol Gazette is a Party Statement, the Editor being 
the very person who frrst proposed Sir Samuel Romilly in one of the Clubs of this city.77 

The charge of editorial bias was no doubt valid. By the standards of the early 

nineteenth-century both polls were fierce contests in which the city's 

74 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 13/10/1792, p.2, column 2. A handful of reports contradicted 
this neat polarisation: 'It is a fact, that 10,000 livres per month (4121.) were lately demanded 
by, and has been paid to one of the London Prints, for devoting itself to the Jacobin cause; 
since which the editor has been indefatigable in his efforts to justify the horrible cruelties 
committed in Paris; he has also commenced a formal attack on the civil and religious 
establishments of this country; and is exerting every means in his power to excite the people of 
Ireland into acts of rebellion', Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 29/911792, p.1, columns 1-2. For 
a consideration of these reports in relation to the revolutionary idiom, fraternite, see chapter 
two, particularly pp.69-70. 
75 'It is worthy of remark, that the Gazette Extraordinary containing the intelligence of Lord 
Wellington's victory, must long ago have been received in France, yet no public Journalist in 
that happy country, under the wise, liberal and beneficient Government of the great Napoleon, 
has yet ventured to give a translation of that document': Bristol Mirror, Late Bonner and 
Middleton's Bristol Journal, 5/9/1812, p.4, column 3. See also, 'LOUIS PHILIPPE AND THE 
PRESS - The Commerce has calculated that during the last seventeen years no less that 1,129 
prosecutions had been directed against the journals in the name of King Louis Philippe, who 
inaugurated his accession to the throne by a formal promise that no prosecution should in 
future be initiated against the press. During that period fifty-seven journals were obliged to 
suspend their publication in consequence of the severity of the penalties. The writers were 
sentenced to 3,141 years and eight months' imprisonment and the journals to 7,110,500 fine': 
Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 11111848, p.5, column 6. 
76 See pp.16-17 above. 
77 Bristol Gazette and Public Advertiser, 20/211812, p.2, column 1. 
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newspapers played a vital role. Less plausible, however, was the underlying 

point that in adopting party colours the Gazette has somehow violated its 

public role. Far from being a heartfelt belief in journalism's search for an 

objective truth, this was a rhetorical ploy common to a wide range of contexts. 

Elsewhere in the 1812 sample, for instance, appeals to the liberty of the Bristol 

press were rather clumsily used to offset the city's declining national status: 

The l~te mysterious meeti~g ~fBonaparte's Conservative Senate (says an evening paper) were 
o~cas.IOned by the determmatIOn of Bonaparte to dethrone the King of Prussia, and to declare 
hIS kmgdom a fief of France. - (There is no foundation for this statement. It is one of the 
numer~~s fabrications with which the London Papers are filled almost every day in the 
week). 

In the absence of any immediate threat from the revolutionary 'other', press 

liberty thus became subject to a bewildering variety of claims and counter

claims. In this light, it is no surprise to note its prominence in debates over 

parliamentary reform in the 1832 sample.79 That said, the residual ability of 

liberte to impoverish British political debate should not be underestimated. 

Even in the comparatively tranquil early years of the July Monarchy, the 

concept managed to unite otherwise conflicting editorial lines behind an 

aristocratic, British 'liberty'. As with egalite, reports on the trials of the Bristol 

rioters contained an array of references to 'liberty' .80 Rather predictably, the 

liberal Bristol Mercury claimed British 'liberties' for the people and turned 

78 Bristol Mirror, Late Bonner Middleton's Bristol Journal, 12/9/1812, p.2, column 1-2. The 
theme was continued in the following week's edition: 

'The rumour, from the Coast of France, via Dover, of another Battle between the French and 
Russians, in which the latter were totally defeated, proves, like so many of its predecessors, to 
be without foundation. -The Dover Correspondent of the Evening papers, now states, on the 
authority of a Danish vessel, that a double Conscription of 180,000 men is to take place 
immediately in France - Is there to be no end to these fabrications? 

Another ridiculous report was yesterday in circulation in that/ocus of lies, the Stock Exchange. 
It stated that a boat from Holland was found drifting, in which was found a bottle, containing 
the following laconic notes: - "Great Hero which was born in Corsica, now lies dead at 
Smolensk." - The language of this BULLETIN is pure Cockney /' (19/9/1812, p.2, column 1. 
79 'The trimming namby-pamby politics of the Mirror may lead its editor to assume the 
correctness of his boast - he may believe his paper to be the leading Journal of Bristo1- C··) or 
he may mean to insinuate that opposition - the open, honest, an~ conscien~ous opp.os~tion,. w,e 
have given to the Reform Bill, has transferred some of our friends to hIS subscnptIOn lIst, 
Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 14/1/1832, p.3, column 6. 
80 See chapter three, pp.129-35 above. 
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them against the Tories. The following passage, in which the paper identified 

the Tories as being the friends of international tyranny, typified its partisan use 

of the idiom throughout 1832: 

TORYISM - It is not ea~y to ~nd in history a phenomenon of larger political depravity than 
our own Tory party.1?err gemu~ f~r oppression can only be measured by parallels of latitude; 
and the baseness ~f ItS. nature IS III some degree dignified by the principle that directs it. 
Tyr~nny wherever ~t eXIsts, no ~atter of what climate or country, of what religion or colour, 
anCIent or m.odem, IS taken t~ theIr bosom ( ... ) At this moment, not only their own country, but 
every state III the world whIch seeks to recover its freedom, or to maintain it dreads their 
return to power. Their enmity to the happiness of man is as universal as man hims'elrs' 

Meanwhile, Felix Farley Js Bristol Journal sought to deflect criticism away 

from Bristol's Tory-dominated Corporation, and to maintain civic pride, by 

seizing upon the nationalist connotations of Patrick Kearney's use of 'liberty'. 

On being convicted, Kearney reportedly cri~d, 'I consider I'm deprived of my 

liberty owing to false swearing. But I don't care, my life is spared - Ireland is 

free - little Ireland for ever'. 82 This fuelled the paper's earlier assertion that 

two-thirds of the prisoners taken after the riots were not principled 

parliamentary reformers, or native Bristolians, but rather murderous, 

plundering Irishmen. 83 

Significantly, such idiomatic diversity was absent from the newspapers in the 

second week of January 1832. Editions of the paper for this week were 

preoccupied with the issues raised by the trial of Christopher Davis. The 

general verdict seems to have been that he was a good citizen who had 

momentarily let drink and the exhortations of the crowd get the better of him.84 

These mitigating factors, however, were obliterated by the fact that in a clear 

81 Bristol Mercury, Monmouthshire, South Wales and West of England Advertiser, 717/1832, 
E.2, column 6. 

2 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 1411/1832, p.2, column 5. 
83 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 12/1111831, cited in Steve Poole, 'To be a Bristolian: Civic 
Identity and the Social Order, 1750-1850', in Madge Dresser and Philip Ollerenshaw (eds.), 
The Making of Modern Bristol (Tiverton: Redcliffe Press, 1996), p.81. This figure was false, 
yet Bristol's 4,000 Irish-born community provided useful scapegoats for local disturbances and 
crime. Latimer, for example, notes that similar prejudices were expressed by John Mills, editor 
of the Bristol Gazette, p.174. 
84 During his trial The Times observed that 'his physiognomy was that of a we~ and 
inoffensive man and very far from indicative of the passions that usually lead to a share ill acts 
of turbulence and outrage'. Cited in Geoffrey Arney, City Under Fire: The Bristol Riots and 
Aftermath (London: Lutterworth Press, 1979), p.127. 
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reference to the bonnet de la liberte he had paraded through the town with his 

hat on the end of his umbrella. In reporting this episode the newspapers' 

differing stances on parliamentary reform and conflicting interpretations of 

'liberty' were submerged in a universal condemnation of the revolutionary 

idiom. Davis paid dearly for impoverishing the debate. He was hanged on the 

twenty-seventh of January. 85 

Despite this episode it is generally true that by 1832 the monolithic reading of 

British 'liberty' had little currency. In times of political quiescence the idiom 

spanned several registers, was used in a variety of often conflicting contexts, 

and clearly held different meanings for different interest groups. These multiple 

resonances became increasingly evident with the declining hegemony of anti

revolutionary discourse between 1792 and 1848. As the revolutionary threat 

declined, 'liberty' regained some of its former ambiguities and acquired some 

new ones, foremost amongst which was its relationship with the revolutionary 

idiom liberte. In examining that relationship the notion of a conflict between 

the inherently incompatible idioms of revolutionary France and Hanoverian 

Britain must again be set aside. The linguistic development of 'liberty' was an 

ongoing, and reciprocal, dialogue between rival definitions. 

LIBERTY is not idleness: it is a free use of time to choose our labour and our exercise. In one 
word to be free is not to do nothing but to be the sole arbiter of what we do, and what we 

, '86 
leave undone. In this sense, what good so great as liberty ? 

This definition appeared in the Bristol Mirror at the height of press interest in 

the revolution of 1848. Its Benthamite, individualistic overtones provide a 

timely reminder that the interplay of 'liberty' and liberte between 1792 and 

85 Davis' use of the liberty cap is briefly considered in E.P. Thompson, The Ma~ing of the 
English Working Class (London: Victor Gollancz Ltd., 1963), pp.74-5, and J. DaVid Harden, 
'Liberty Caps and Liberty Trees,' Past and Present, No. 146, 1995, p.102. Both refer to 
Charles, rather than Christopher, Davis. This mistake seems to have been made by Thompson 

and has then been copied by Harden. 
86 Bristol Mirror, 18/3/1848, p.6, column 4. 
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1848 did not operate in a vacuum. A range of economic and social factors 

unconnected with the French paradigm also contributed to the concept's 

idiomatic development. From a political perspective it is clear that British, 

rather than French, events were instrumental in effecting changes in definition 

and usage after 1812. The downfall of Louis Philippe aside, reports on party 

politics, parliamentary reform and Chactism accounted for most of the political 

appearances of the term in the Bristol newspapers. However, within those 

reports the French situation was referenced with sufficient regularity to suggest 

that liberte played a significant, if secondary, role. 

Editorially, the Bristol newspapers displayed no greater understanding of 

revolutionary liberte in 1848 than they had in 1792. The idiom was directly 

referred to only in the context of the revolutionary journees, the violence of 

which prompted a return to the simplistic discourse of 1792. Unsurprisingly, 

transcripts of French speeches and proclamations demonstrated a more subtle 

appreciation of the concept and its development over the intervening period. Of 

particular interest is their repeated qualification of the term with the adjective 

'political' . In the following passage from the Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 

Odillon Barrot urged deputies to unite behind the Duchesse d'Orleans and the 

Comte de Paris to safeguard an explicitly 'political' liberte: 

It is in the name of the political liberty existing in our country, of the necessities of order which 
have occurred to everyone's mind, of the union and accord which ought to reign amongst all 
good citizens, that I call on all my colleagues to support this double representation of the 
revolution of July. (Renewed assent and disapprobation as before.) I would give my life 1,000 
times to ensure the triumph of the cause of liberty in my country. 87 

This notion of a specifically 'political' liberte was also invoked by other 

claimants to the post-revolutionary spoils, thus ensuring that the concept 

appeared regularly in the Bristol titles during the first quarter of 1848. 

Lamartine, for example, used it to situate both himself and the provisional 

government within a peaceable and progressive revolutionary tradition: 

From the day when the republic was recognized by the English nation, in the most ~ffect~g 
and spontaneous manner, nothing could prevent that great idea of the French revolutlOn at Its 

87 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 4/3/1848, p.1, column 5. 
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origin - that i~ea which arose in France every time and at the same hour that political libe 
was seen to arIse - from being accomplished. 88 rty 

Lamartine later defined that idea 'as the indissoluble alliance of the two most 

civilized nations on the globe, to insure the harmony of the continent', an astute 

claim given that he was addressing delegates from English peace societies. 

Whether or not he was playing to the gallery, he articulated a fundamental 

truth. British democrats felt an affinity with the revolutionaries of 1848, and it 

is unsurprising to find the analogous term, 'political liberty', in newspaper 

transcripts of Chartist meetings and speeches. Of greater significance, however, 

is the journalistic use of the phrase in a wide variety of reports and 

commentaries from 1832 onwards. For example, in June 1832 the Bristol 

Mercury observed that: 

... The increasing enthusiasm of the German people in favour of liberty seems to alarm the 
authorities more than ever. Proclamation succeeds proclamation, vainly hoping thereby to 
stiffle political feeling. The people everywhere are now convinced of their own strength, and 
are resolved on asserting the freedom of the press as the surest guardian of public liberty, 
because the press, where free, must always be the organ of public opinion. From the late 
interference of hostile despots against the Press, we shall not be surprised to learn that a 
conspiracy has been hatched between Austria, Prussia and Russia, together with the small fry 
of the German States, for putting down the growing liberal spirit which now manifests itself 
throughout these countries. But they are too late. Reform in England is triumphant, and must 
now stimulate the Germans in the glorious work of accomplishing their political and civil 

. 89 regeneratIOn. 

There are obvious parallels here with earlier considerations of 'liberty'. British 

liberty, perfected by parliamentary reform, is again held up as an example for 

other nations to follow. As in 1792 and 1812, the freedom of the press is 

portrayed as being one of the fundamental safeguards of that liberty. Crucially, 

however where the idiom was once subdivided into civil and religious , 

elements, in this passage a distinction was drawn between the civil and the 

political. This classification appeared regularly in the Bristol newspapers for 

1832 and 1848. 90 It was not, however, hegemonic. The older, constitutionalist 

portrayal of 'liberty' as a collection of civil and religious privileges remained 

88 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 18/3/1848, p.1, column 6. 
89 Bristol Mercury: Monmouthshire, South Wales and West of England Advertiser, 16/6/1832, 

p.2, column 6. f 
90 For example, an article entitled 'Constitutional Liberty in Italy', in March 1848 spoke 0 

Italy's 'complete emancipation, civil and political': Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 

4/3/1848, p.l, column 3. 
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dominant. Nonetheless, the rise of this third branch of liberty reflected a 

fundamental change in the discursive function of the idiom. In the Bristol 

newspapers for 1812, 'liberty' was an object of political contestation. Its civil 

and religious components were fought over by the broader movements of 

Whiggism and Toryism, parliamentary reform and constitutionalism. However~ 

in 1832 and 1848 'liberty' played a less passive role. In the above extract, for 

example, 'liberty' was not the collective noun for a range of objects to be 

secured by a particular political philosophy. It was in itself a 'political feeling' 

or 'spirit'. The idiom fulfilled a similarly active role in the following passage 

from the Bristol Mirror: 

Mr. O'Connell arrived at Birmingham on Friday, and was received in a manner which must 
have been very gratifying to him. From fifteen to twenty thousand persons assembled at 
Beardsworth's Repository, and the Learned Gentleman addressed them at some length. His 
speech embraced the usual topics. In the course of it he took an opportunity of deprecating the 
conduct of those who wished to oppose Ministers, because the Irish Reform Bill was not 
satisfactory. He would not, he said, embarrass Ministers by opposition, but for the present 
would be content with the Bill. Mr. O'Connell concluded his address in the following eloquent 
strain: - "The spirit of liberty was abroad on the wings of heaven - (Cheers) Her voice was 
heard in the plains of his native country, and her throne on the green hills; whilst, rushing from 
their summits, the mountain streams murmured as if in natural melancholy over the existence 
of despotism. - (Loud cheers) ... ,,91 

O'Connell's 'liberty' did not wait passively to be either 'secured' or 

'recovered'. On the contrary, 'the spirit of liberty' was the active force behind 

the attainment of the Irish Reform Bill. In this extract 'liberty' was again less 

an object of political contestation than a call to political action. Where it had 

formerly denoted exemption92, from 1832 onwards it increasingly signified 

participation. This is not to argue that the Bristol newspapers were full of 

explicit calls for universal suffrage. The debate over parliamentary reform, for 

example, was conducted in traditional, constitutionalist terms93
. Both pro- and 

91 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 28/1/1832, p.1, column 2. 
92 Discussing Tocqueville's admiration of eighteenth-century British 'liberty', Norman 
Hampson notes, 'freedom in the aristocratic sense was a matter of liberties ra~er than .~f 
liberty, of the exemption of some from the obligations imposed on others'. Tocqueville, p.XVll. 
93 In an electoral address to the electorate of the western division of Gloucester, G.C. Grantley 
Fitzhardinge Berkley celebrated the reform act in distinctly constitutionalist terms: '... I 
heartily congratulate you upon the attainment of this great National Charte.r, an.d I feel assur~d 
that the same spirit, which has animated you throughout the struggle, .wIll stimulate you, m 
future, to give effect to the measure, by returning, as your RepresentatIves, THOSE who are 
devoted to the principles ofreal freedom, Civil and Religious Liberty, and Cheap Government, 
to all of which I pledge my firm support.' Bristol Mercury 21/7/1832, p.3, column 3. 
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anti-reform titles continued to portray 'liberty' as a range of privileges and 

exemptions. Where they differed was over the extent to which those privileges 

should be enjoyed by the wider populace. Idiomatically, however, the rise of an 

actively political 'liberty' offered an alternative message. It heralded at least a 

partial movement away from a conception of political involvement as privilege, 

towards one in which it was a popular right. The older, constitutionalist 

understanding of 'liberty' as the exemption from obligation was no longer 

hegemonic in the Bristol press. Implicitly, the idiom now also offered a licence 

for political participation. 

This discursive shift away from the aristocratic 'freedom from' towards the 

democratic 'freedom to' undermined the anti-revolutionary case on two fronts. 

Firstly, Britain's constitutional liberties, which had been such an article of faith 

in 1792, were now challenged by a rival idiom. Admittedly, open criticism of 

the British polity was still rare, and was confined to Bristol's more liberal titles. 

94 Yet when such criticism was voiced, this newer reading of 'liberty' played a 

prominent role. The most powerful example of this was provided by the Bristol 

Mercury whose editorial of the ninth of June 1832 mobilised the idiom against 

that centre-piece of the British paradigm, the monarch. Criticising William IV's 

decision to give his assent to the reform bill 'by commission' only, the paper 

depicted 'liberty' as a popular concept secured for the British in spite, rather 

than because, of their famed constitution: 

The King might have been a leader of the vast mass that is rolling forward to crush the 
abominations of the land; as such he might have gained a loftier niche in the temple of history 
than was ever yet gained by the Kg [sic] of England: he has chosen rather to be a spectator of 
the scene, and to have his name merely recorded as that of the King in whose reign the Spirit 
of Liberty shook the trammels of Earth from his free limbs, and expanding his giant 
proportions over the awakening land, bid its tenants arise with a shout that received its ready 
echo in the united voices of twenty millions ofpeople.

95 

94 For example, a letter in the Bristol Mercury dismissed claims that the Constitution 'has 
carried us "through Perils and Conflicts inumerable, and raised to Imperishable Glory, ~he 
mightiest frame of Imperial Grandeur - crowned with Liberty and Happiness,'" as 'superlatIve 
foolery'. 'From the Dog Star, to James Adam Gordon Esq., M.P.', Bristol Mercury, 21/7/1832, 

p.2, column 1. 
95 Bristol Mercury, 9/6/1832, p.3, column 2. 
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This actively political 'liberty' also weakened the negative portrayal of liberte 

which had been so central to anti-revolutionary discourse. As noted above, in 

times of stress the French idiom retained its ability to impoverish political 

debate. However, in the absence of any immediate threat, the Bristol 

newspapers for 1832 and 1848 often provided a subtler reading of the merits 

and ongoing development of revolutionary liberte. This reading operated on 

two levels. Most predictably, favourable references to liberte appeared in 

transcripts of a range of public addresses, meetings and speeches. These 

reflected the recovery of reform after the loyalist dominance of the 1790s and, 

more specifically, the impact of the revolutionary examples of 1830 and 1848 

upon the parliamentary reform and chartist movements.96 Chartist empathy 

with the revolutionaries of 1848, for example, was founded upon an explicit 

appreciation of liberte: 'You are the advanced guard of the soldiers of liberty, 

and we can assure you that the English people would never lend themselves to 

an impious war against their brethren of France' .97 Positive use of liberte was 

also made by local campaigners for parliamentary reform. For example, the 

Bristol Mercury's reports on the city's 'trades reform procession' listed in great 

detail the various mottoes adorning the banners of the participating groups.98 

Many of these were specific to either a particular trade or the British political 

situation. Yet amongst such maxims as 'Remember the venerable Grey', 

'Russell and the Bill', and 'Nothing like leather', there were implicit references 

to the French paradigm. The rallying cries of the printers, for instance, included 

'Equal Rights', 'Equal Laws', 'Vox Populi, Vox Dei', and 'L'union fait la 

force'. In this context their repeated calls for 'Liberty' evidently owed more to 

the revolutionary than to the aristocratic tradition. 

96 See for example, Roland Quinault, 'The French Revol~tion of 1830 an~ Parli~en~ 
Reform', History, Spring 1994 and Quinault, '1848 and ParlIamentary Refonn , The Hlstoncal 
Journal, 31, 4 (1988), pp.831-51. . 
97 Bristol Mirror, 11/3/1848, p.3, column 1. Similar sentiments were also VOIced .at a local level 
as illustrated by the following passage: ' ... the citizens of Bath, in public meetmg assembled, 
conaratulated their brethren the French people upon their heroic conduct in hurling from power 
a pe~fidious king, and in the destruction of that elaborate system of misrule which had so long 
trampled on the energies and liberties of the people'. Bristol Mirror, 18/3/48, p.7, column 1. 
98 Bristol Mercury, 23/6/1832, p.3, column 3. 
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Few editorial columns championed liberte so enthusiastically. The rhetoric and 

symbolism of the reform parade was widely criticised by the Bristol titles, 

whilst their response to the Chartist's address was similarly negative.99 

Interestingly, however, outside reported speech liberte played a more benign, 

descriptive role. This role differed from earlier uses of the term in two 

important ways. Firstly, the term was not simply used in a neutral sense to 

describe the details of revolutionary ceremonial. It was now applied to a range 

of British contexts. Secondly, within those reports liberte was not simply used 

as a term of abuse, or as a means of impoverishing debate. It fulfilled an 

explanatory role which demanded a more considered understanding of the 

idiom's merits and weaknesses. For example, in an article entitled 'What 

should the reformers do now?', the Bristol Mercury used liberte to make sense 

of British developments in a European context: 

... Our destiny is a high one; we have eclipsed the glories of the 11rree Days of Paris, for our 
victory has been a bloodless and a moral one - not that there could be a doubt, had we too been 
compelled to resort to the last resort of outraged humanity, the issue would have been the same 
- let us, as we have taken the lead in the struggle for freedom, remember that it is our duty as 
Englishmen to keep in advance of every other people in the cause of rational liberty. 100 

Crucially, in this extract liberte and 'liberty' were not mutually incompatible. 

Granted, the references to the 'bloodless and moral' nature of the British 

example indirectly attacked the revolutionary idiom. However, the main 

purpose of the comparison with France was to illustrate not British superiority, 

but rather the limitations of the reform bill in the context of a broader, 

European political movement. Readers were encouraged to view Britain's 

situation in the aftermath of reform as being analogous to France's following 

the revolution of 1830. The speed with which hope had turned to 

disappointment and frustration under the Orleanist regime had been well 

99 'The French have reason to know that the people of England are not so easily drubbed as 
those Chartists have been at all their demonstrations in favour of liberty, equality, and 
fraternity, and as we hope they will be by the constituted authorities, and by the loyal ~itizens 
of the realm, whenever they attempt to disturb its peace .. .In Bristo~ we ~ave been p~cularly 
quiet, and it is to be hoped will remain so. If ever the respectable mhabltants of our CIty, ~d 
young men of strength and spirit, should suffer a lawless mob to ~et the ~pper .hand a.gam, 
even for an hour, they would deserve to be disenfranchised and dIsgraced: Bnstol MIrror, 
11/311848, p.5, column 6. 
100 Bristol Mercury, 9/611832, pA, column 4. 
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documented in the Bristol press. Liberte was thus mobilised to highlight the 

remaining flaws in the British polity amongst which the Mercury drew 

attention to the corn laws, the poor laws, Irish tithes and the condition of the 

agricultural population. Much the same point was made in an extract from the 

True Sun which appeared in the same edition of the Mercury. This made 

interesting use of the bonnet de la liberte in warning reformers against 

complacency: 

... Are we to imagine that the hour of agitation has passed, that the storm has done its work, that 
the waters of Reform will of themselves purify the temple into which they have burst, that the 
reign of peace has begun upon earth, that having struggled long we may sleep soundly, and (to 
use a handy metaphor) make a night-cap of the emblem ofliberty ?101 

It is tempting to try and establish a causal link between these descriptive uses 

of liberte and the rise of an actively political British 'liberty'. Yet a teleological 

reading of the period in which a movement towards a more democratic 

understanding of 'liberty' was paralleled and precipitated by a greater 

appreciation of the revolutionary idiom is simply too neat. Just as an older, 

aristocratic understanding of the concept persisted up until 1848, so journalists 

continued to describe events in eighteenth-century, constitutionalist language. 

The examples from the Bristol Mercury were atypical in the clarity with which 

they referenced liberti. The revolutionary idiom was more commonly used in 

conjunction with the constitutional idiom in an often ambiguous fusion of the 

old and the new, the British and the French. For example, in 1832 with the 

furore over Davis' trial having died down, the Bristol Liberal redirected its 

vitriol towards Sir Charles Wetherel1. 102 It was in this spirit that the newspaper 

published an ode to the city's recorder copied from the Monthly Magazine. The 

closing lines of this ode read: 

Patrons of habits loose - and looser reasons; 
So loose that even Tories fear to trust 'em; 

Denouncer of high treasons 
Against the hoary majesty of custom; 

An ex-pounder of the libel laws, 

101 Bristol Mercury, 9/611832, p.4, column 4. . 
102 Sir Charles Wetherell was the recorder of the city of Bristol and a vocal antl-refo~er. It 
was his visit to Bristol which precipitated the riots of October 1831. For further detaIls see 
John Latimer, Annals of Bristol in the nineteenth century (Bristol: W. & F.Morgan, 1887), 
pp.146-53. 
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Levelling the tree of freedom with "old saws'" 
The fabled nibbler, the illustrious Mouse, ' 

Burning to set the British lion free 
(As Castlereagh 

Was wont to say) 
From the vile net of Liberty. 103 

The newspaper's pro-reform, anti-Tory, anti-Wetherell stance was conveyed 

through an interesting combination of idioms and imagery. The 'liberty' 

referred to here was clearly not the eighteenth-century, aristocratic variant. Its 

mere association with the reform movement suggested a more participatory 

definition. That said, through the juxtaposition of nationalist sentiment and 

popular fable, 'liberty' was once again portrayed as a quintessentially British 

concept. In this respect the passage recalled the polarised discourse of 1792. At 

the same time, however, the reference to 'the tree offreedom' carried obviously 

revolutionary implications, and at the very least betrayed an empathy with the 

French paradigm. As in 1792 then, 'liberty' conjured up a wide range of 

sometimes conflicting connotations. The crucial development to note here is 

the addition of liberte to those connotations by 1832. 

Emphasising the continued dominance of the constitutionalist idiom in early 

nineteenth century Britain, Epstein rejects the Marxist understanding of the 

relationship between political revolution and linguistic change. With specific 

reference to The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte he notes: 

Marx ... assumes that at moments of revolutionary crisis, moving between old and new political 
languages is essentially a matter of translation; the spirit of the "new" language is inscribed in 
the borrowed language of the past and will eventually establish itself through familiar usage, 
thus supplanting the 01d. 104 

The interplay of liberte and 'liberty' in the Bristol press further undermines 

Marx's reading. Revolutionary liberte was not the principal force behind 

changes in the function and form of the nineteenth century British idiom. The 

rise of a self-consciously 'middle' class, and the parliamentary reform and 

Chartist movements possess better claims to precipitating the movement away 

103 Bristol Liberal, 11/2/1832, pA, column 1. 
104 James Epstein, 'The Constitutionalist Idiom', in Epstein, Radical Expres~ion:. Political 
Language, Ritual and Symbol in England, 1790-1850 (Oxford: Oxford UmversIty Press, 
1994), pA. 
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from the aristocratic 'freedom from' towards the democratic :freedom to'. The 

main function of liberte was to provide a useful means of articulating, 

understanding and reporting those developments. The currency of the idiom 

increased steadily across the period but remained dependent upon the political 

affiliation of particular titles, and the state of French affairs. Liberte did not so 

much supplant older understandings of British 'liberty', as offer another 

dimension to an already rich idiomatic canon. 

v 

The July Monarchy ( ... ) British liberty in French society, realised all our ideas. 

Charles de Remusat. 105 

I have come but twice during my life to England. The flrst time I came as the ambassador of a 
powerful King, the second time I came as an exile from my native land. When I came the flrst 
time to your country, Europe was in a state of perfect tranquillity and prosperity - there was 
peace present and confldence in the future. The second time, some months ago, when I came, 
my own country -Europe generally - was involved in much sadness and fears for the future; but 
I found England perfectly quiet, enjoying in the deepest tranquillity her liberty, her 
constitution, her moral, intellectual, and material prosperity; and I was received, as an exile, as 
I had been when an ambassador, with the same kindness, the same sympathy, and, dare I say, 
with the same friendship. How should I not but have been struck with such a spectacle of noble 
national wisdom ? 

Guizot. 106 

What Englishman could suppress a self-complacent thrill, as he saw the old forms and heard 
the old words in which his country has made her laws for 800 years repeated in the presence of 
a bedizened throng, sent from every capital of Europe to sue for a generous neutrality or a 
peaceful intervention ? The Ambassadors of Constitutional Prussia and Republican France 
were there to learn, from the terms in which the Speaker of the Commons of England used to 
address the Throne the secret of reconciling law with liberty - freedom with authority. 

, . 107 
Tzmes. 

Between 1792 and 1848 Bristol newspaper editorials consistently argued for 

the practical and philosophical superiority of 'true' British 'liberty'. Ironically, 

this nationalistic, and often xenophobic, posturing was further encouraged by 

the rhetoric of French politicians, particularly those of the Orleanist period. 

Although Louis-Philippe sought to win over the Parisian crowd by emphasising 

his revolutionary past, and adopting the populist title 'King of the French', 

there was also an anglophilic element to his regime which fed British vanity. In 

105 Robert Tombs, France 1814-1914 (London: Longman, 1996), p.354. 
106 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 2/9/1848, p.2, column 6. 
107 Bristol Mirror and General Advertiser, 9/9/1848, pA, column 1. 
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the 1820s Orleanist pamphleteers had presented Charles X as the James II and 

Louis-Philippe as the William III of a French 1688. The analogy was 

insistently, and repeatedly, drawn after the February Days. Armed with a new 

Charter, Louis-Philippe and his ministers explicitly sought to secure for France 

the fruits of a British-style 'liberty with order'. The influence of such rhetoric 

upon the more considered editorial assessments of February 1848 is clear. To 

return to a passage from Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, France was making 

slow but steady progress away from revolutionary liberte and towards British 

'liberty' : 

France has not been slow to follow us in the career, but the people of that country are too 
impulsive, too quick in their resolves, for anything like the steady and continuous progress 
which has characterised the advance of liberty in Great Britain. Freedom there runs into 
anarchy at one moment, and sinks into despotism the next; but still, despite of these 
oscillations, every year something is gained. The Revolution of 1830 was an advance upon that 
of 1789. The Revolution of 1848, again, will no doubt be an improvement upon that of 
1830. 108 

However, the traffic in 'liberty' between the two nations was not one way. On 

the contrary, the relationship between British and French definitions of the term 

had long been a reciprocal one. As Newman rather cynically notes: 

In one facile sense an Englishman was a free man, a 'Free-born Englishman', simply by virtue 
of the fact that he was not a Frenchman, nor born in a country that accepted French political 
dictation. He might be penniless, he might be politically impotent, he might for all that be 
marching to die on the gallows for some trivial offense against property, but nevertheless he 
was by this delusive standard a free man in a free country; and there are grounds for suspecting 
that in actuality the mob's sense of English liberty by the 1750s was based on about three parts 
of Gallophobia to one of constitutional guarantees and the assumed right to riot.

109 

Colley makes an identical point in her examination of the construction of the 

British state. l1O Yet a study of the concept as portrayed in the Bristol press 

suggests a more positive role for the French, and specifically revolutionary, 

idiom within British political debate. In a similar manner to ega lite, liberte 

pushed back the parameters of British discourse, expanding the range of 

108 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 26/211848, p.4, column 6. For a more detailed consideration 
of this passage see chapter one, pp.53-5 above. 
109 Gerald Newman, The Rise of English Nationalism: A Cultural History 1740-1830 (London: 
Weidenfield and Nicolson, 1987), pp.75-6. 
110 Linda Colley, Britons. Forging the Nation 1707-1837 (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1992), pp.30-6. 
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signifieds available to those who sought to report, explain, and understand the 

political developments of the nineteenth century. The bluster of politicians on 

either side of the channel must not be allowed to obscure the complex 

interaction of liberte with the British idiom. 
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Conclusion 

Burke repeatedly sees the Revolution as a new form of linguistic terror' h th I 
th b d" d' , e sees e anguacre 

at em 0 les It as a ra lcal new violence that tears man from his word and world. 0 

Blakemore, Burke and the Fall of Language. 1 

Between 1792 and 1848 the Bristol newspapers rarely considered the French 

Revolution and its consequences in explicitly linguistic terms. The 

revolutionary paradigm was variously understood to be either a moral, a 

political, or a social question. Burke's notion of a brutal, violent logomachy 

had little currency in the Bristol press. On the few occasions when the 

linguistic implications of the revolution were directly addressed, it was done in 

a wry, even bemused manner. The Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser 

typified this approach when it observed: 

With that little splenetic nonsense which is a remnant of their old frivolity, seeing upon the 
pendulum of a clock in the King's apartment, Le Pautre, clock-maker to the King the keepers 
have effaced the latter word, and substituted Republic in the place of it? 

An article in Felix Farley's Bristol Journal was equally condescending, 

reporting that at Brest the names of ships had been 'changed for others more 

analogous to the circumstances of the Times'. 3 Identical sentiments were 

expressed In 1848. Two weeks after it had informed its readers of the 

abdication of Louis Philippe, under the heading 'CHANGE OF NAMES', the 

Bristol Times and Bath Advocate wryly noted: 

Our republican neighbours are of [the] opinion, we suppose, that "a rose by any other name 
would smell as sweet." We learn that the nomenclature which connected the family of the 
fallen sovereign with various objects and institutions is being modified. The names of streets, 
bridges, and places are being changed. The epithet "Royal" is declared obsolete, and is 
generally changed to "National". - Thus the grand opera is no longer "L' Academie Royale de 
Musique," but "La Theatre de la Nation," the "Rue Royale" is the "Rue de la Republique", &c. 
A decree of the Minister of Marine changes the names of several vessels of the navy. Thus "La 
Couronne" becomes "La Barricade", "La Duchess d'Orleans" is transformed to "La Victoire", 

1 Steven Blakemore, Burke and the Fall of Language. The French Revolution as Linguistic 
Event (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1988), p.95. 
2 Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser, 5/1111792, p.2, column 1. 
3 Felix Farley's Bristol Journal, 10111/1792, pA, column 1. According to the article The R~yal 
Louis had been renamed The Republican, The Sceptre had been changed to The ConventIOn, 
and The Duke of Burgogne had become The People. 
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"La Charte" is replaced by "La Constitution" "La Reine Amell'e'" 1 "La ' '" , ' gIves p ace to 
Panslenne and the steamer 'Le Compte D'Eu is transmuted into "Le Patriote",4 

Though outwardly nonchalant, the Bristol newspapers implicitly conducted a 

determined attack against the linguistic connotations of the revolution. 

Particularly in 1792, political news-coverage was formulaically presented as a 

Manichaean battle between good and evil, Britain and France, 

constitutionalism and revolutionism. This was usually framed in ideological 

rather than linguistic terms, yet was more complex than a straight contest 

between two diametrically opposed political systems. By extension it also 

represented an idiomatic struggle for the custody of a common set of 

signifiers, for the right to determine the linguistic parameters of nineteenth

century politics. 

One key aspect of the contest which this thesis has focussed upon is the triadic 

relationship between signifier, signified, and referent. Each of the chapters has 

attempted to demonstrate how, in the 1792 sample, the signified was variously 

omitted, suppressed, or conflated with the referent. Readers were consequently 

denied the definitional information to challenge the polarised, anti

revolutionary interpretation of events with which they were presented. Liberte, 

'equality', jraternite, 'liberties', citoyen, 'constitution' - on both sides of the 

ideological divide key political concepts were reduced to empty, one

dimensional labels. In this simple, yet effective, manner the revolutionary 

paradigm was demonised and the British polity canonised. 

In later sample years, older discourses of constitutionalism, patriarchy, and 

gallophobia, as well as pre-revolutionary definitions of 'liberty', 'equality', and 

'fraternity', appeared regularly in the Bristol press. Their persistence into the 

nineteenth century should not, however, be taken as evidence of the idiomatic 

victory of Hanoverian Britain over revolutionary France. Despite the 

oppositional framework of the 1790s, the two were not inherently 

incompatible. In practice, neither side managed to land a decisive blow. As the 

4 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 18/3/1848, p.4, column 5, 

178 



violence of the Terror receded and past politics became h' t 1 . 
, IS ory, revo utlOnary 

idioms gradually became better defined within the Bristol papers, \vhilst 

analogous British terms regained many of their pre-revolutionary ambiguities 

and nuances. Burke's conception of a linguistic terror is consequently too 

sudden and too violent to be of much explanatory value here. The Bristol 

newspapers suggest that the linguistic impact of the revolution upon Britain 

may be more usefully thought of as a complex, and sometimes contradictory, 

process of assimilation, impoverishment, rejection, and transvaluation. 

That process was further complicated by the fluidity of revolutionary language 

in nineteenth-century France. By the standards of the ancien regime, the 

political rhythm of post-revolutionary France moved at a bewildering pace. The 

second republic followed hot on the heels of the provisional government, 

Orleanism, the restored Bourbon monarchy, the Empire, and the first Republic. 

At each and every turn, French political discourse was reconfigured and its key 

concepts redefined. Liberte, egaZite and fraternite carried markedly different 

connotations in 1848 than they had done some sixty years earlier. Yet although 

the interplay between French and British idioms undoubtedly developed over 

the period, it was not an uncomplicatedly linear process. In 1848, as in 1792, 

the Bristol newspapers dealt in images and interpretations of revolutionary 

France as much as in its facts. Titles approached the revolutionary past in a 

pragmatic manner, referencing different episodes according to the immediate 

political point they wished to make. Little regard was paid to either the 

chronological accuracy or the prevailing French usage of individual idioms. 

The point was usefully illustrated in chapter three, by the different uses of 

egalitarian and equalitarian language in the coverage of the trials of the Bristol 

rioters. Two years into the July Monarchy, the official reading of egaZite was 

moderate and 'formal'. Despite this, Bristol's more conservative titles drew on 

the more extreme aspects of the 1790s, conjuring up images of mob rule and 

material plunder, in support of their anti-reformist stance. So powerful was this 

interpretation of ega lite that the city's liberal titles, though sympathetic to some 

form of political equality, avoided the French paradigm altogether. Instead, 
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they retreated to the safe, constitutional definition of an 'equality' of all 

Englishmen in the eyes of the law. 

Similar observations are made in chapters two and four about fraternal and 

libertarian idioms. Particularly during the political flashpoints of the period, the 

Bristol press contained a wide range of revolutionary and British idioms as 

individual titles jockeyed for political position. Later interpretations of liberti, 

egalite and jraternite supplemented rather than supplanted older defmitions. 

The aristocratic 'liberties' of the ancien regime were not neatly superseded by 

the revolutionary liberte of 1792, neither was this understanding of the idiom 

subsequently displaced by the interpretations of 1812, 1832 and 1848. Over 

time each revolutionary signifier accumulated multiple signifieds, providing 

those who sought to explain, report, and influence developments in nineteenth

century Britain with an extremely rich idiomatic canon. 

Throughout the period, the joker in the pack was provided by the prospect of 

further revolutionary upheaval. When it came, revolutionary violence reduced 

the level of ideological and idiomatic subtlety, and drew all titles back into the 

polarised interpretative framework of the 1790s. This was particularly true of 

the downfall of Louis Philippe as examined in chapter one. That said, by the 

third week of March 1848 the story no longer dominated the pages of the 

Bristol press. This was not due to any lack of interest in either the plight of the 

former king or the developing situation in France. Rather it reflected the 

practical demands on column space made by subsequent uprisings in Vienna 

and Berlin. On the twenty-fifth of March, the Bristol Times and Bath Advocate 

gently mocked the situation, and its own coverage, with the following quote: 

"My paper is nothing but revolutions !" exclaimed an old lady, with a na~ral and not 
unintelligible regret, as one day this week she laid down the broad~heet, an~ sI~hed for the 
goodly array of provincial gossip and small-talk which soothed her leIsure, whIch cheered but 
not inebriated" her with wonder.5 

5 Bristol Times and Bath Advocate, 25/3/1848, p.3, column 1. 
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In her frustration the old lady inadvertently expressed the broader truth. The 

revolutionary paradigm was ever-present in the Bristol newspapers between 

1792 and 1848, not so much as the subject of reports, but more importantly in 

the idioms and discursive practices in which those reports were framed. The 

obvious structural parallels between the anti-revolutionary discourse of 1848 

and that of 1792 should not be allowed to obscure more subtle differences _ the 

more nuanced appreciation of French events, the rise of the signified, and the 

diminishing distance between the discursive poles. These were the result of a 

long process of idiomatic interplay between the two polities which has not been 

fully appreciated by previous histories of Britain's reaction to revolution. 

It is, of course, important to acknowledge the limitations of the Bristol 

newspaper press. Even collectively, the Bristol newspapers were clearly not 

representative of every facet of British political discourse. A similar 

examination of the radical newspapers of the 1790s would undoubtedly reveal 

more overt, aggressively political, roles for the idioms of the French 

Revolution.
6 

The same point might also be made of many of the campaigning 

newspapers of the first half of the nineteenth century, particularly those 

associated with the radical and Chartist movements. In comparison, the Bristol 

newspapers covered a relatively narrow political spectrum. Excluding a few 

minor unstamped titles, the extremes of that spectrum were defined by the 

hardline Toryism of Felix Farley's Bristol Journal and the radical liberalism of 

the Bristol Mercury and Universal Advertiser.? However, the absence of an 

Argus, an Albion, or a Manchester Herald from the present inquiry does not 

invalidate its findings. In concentrating upon Bristol's stamped titles this study 

has provided an insight into the political middle-ground, an area which has 

6 See, for example, Martin Smith, 'English Radical Newspapers in the French Revolutionary 
Era, 1790-1803' (University of London: Ph.D., 1979). , 
7 Welcoming the demise of Felix Farley's Bristol Journal in 1853, the Mercury remarked, ~e 
"rabid bigotry of its ultra political instincts, the favour which corruption and abuses fo~d m 
its columns" marked it down as an unwanted relic of a past age': D.F. Gallop, 'Chapters ill ~e 
History of the Provincial Newspaper Press, 1700-1855' (University of Reading MA theSIS, 
1952), p.192. 
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often been overlooked in favour of the more immediately arresting extremes of 

radicalism and popular Toryism. 

That said, one of the strengths of the Bristol newspapers for the present study 

has been the wide range of voices contained therein. Readers' letters, texts of 

public addresses, and transcripts of speeches and debates have all provided 

occasional glimpses into the arguments of British Jacobins, peace campaigners, 

parliamentary reformers and Chartists. The presence of these dissonant voices, 

however, raises the perennially thorny issue of the relationship between text 

and audience. How did readers interpret what was written on the page ? Did 

newspapers reflect or determine public opinion ? What was the precise 

contribution of the press to the public sphere, Habermas' bourgeois forum of 

rational-critical debate ?8 As Jeremy Black notes, eighteenth-century opinion 

seems to have been fairly evenly split on such matters. For every statement 

denying the influence of the press there seems to have been one claiming that, 

'at least ninety-nine hundredth parts of the people take their opinions from the 

newspapers,.9 Press historians have, however, approached the question from a 

variety of interesting angles. Of these, the use of content analysis has been 

particularly fruitful. V.S. Berridge, for example uses the method to explore the 

leisure activities, spending patterns, and "world views", of the working and 

lower-middle classes in her work on Reynold's Newspaper, Lloyds Weekly 

newspaper, and the Weekly Times. 10 More interestingly, in a study of the Daily 

Express and the Daily Mirror from the 1930s to the 1960s, Smith, Immirzi, 

8 JUrgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Thoma~ Burger 
(trans.), (Cambridge: Polity, 1989). Indispensable introductions to, and .. o~erviews o~, 
Habermas' thought are provided by; Robert C. Holub, Jiirgen Habermas: CntIc En t~e PublIc 
Sphere (London: Routledge, 1991); Craig Calhoun (ed.), Habermas and the PublIc Sphere 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT press, 1992); and, Michael Pusey, Jiirgen Habermas 
(London: Tavistock Publications Ltd., 1987). . . , 
9 Jeremy Black, 'Flying a Kite: The political impact of the eighteenth-century Bntlsh press, 
Journal a/Newspaper and Periodical History, 1984 (I), p.15. . . 
10 Virginia Stewart Berridge, 'Popular Journalism and working class attItudes 1854-18~6. A 
study of Reynold's Newspaper, Lloyd's Weekly Newspaper, and the Weekly TImes' 
(University of London Ph.D. thesis, 1976). 
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and Blackwell used content analysis in combination with methods of literary, 

linguistic, and stylistic analysis. l1 As Berridge notes of this particular study: 

The combination ( ... ) of content and linguistic analysis, to arrive at some assessment of the 
deep structures of meaning inherent in a paper's presentation and selection of the news offers 
a fruitful way forward for content analysis and for historical research on newspapers. Clearly 
the total content of a newspaper is not seen by all readers in the same way - nor does the simple 
frequency of occurrence of a particular item of news necessarily reflect its importance. But the 
paper nevertheless presents a particular form of reality to its readership, albeit they make sense 
of it, or "decode" it, in different ways. The "world view" of readers is both reflected and 
reinforced by newspaper content.

12 

These issues surrounding the dynamic between text and audience are obviously 

beyond the scope of the present study. They do, however, indicate ways in 

which the findings of the thesis might stimulate future research. For example, 

the Smith! Immirzil Blackwell approach could be usefully combined with an 

examination of political handbills, pamphlets and tracts, as well as private 

accounts and correspondence, in an exploration of the extra-textual life of the 

revolutionary idioms identified in the Bristol newspapers. How were they 

interpreted by those who read the newspapers ? How far did they inform 

private thought and inspire political action ? More broadly, what role did they 

play in determining the linguistic parameters of public and private debate? 

These are complex questions and would require a far narrower chronological 

focus than that of the present study. They do, however, represent an interesting 

way of building on the present study and its conclusions on Britain's linguistic 

interaction with revolutionary France. More broadly, this idiomatic line of 

research would offer a potentially fruitful insight into the nineteenth century 

polity, its linguistic construction, and its hierarchies of power and 

communication. 

11 Virginia Stewart Berridge, 'Content Analysis and Historical Research on Newspapers', in 
Michael Harris and Alan Lee (eds.), The Press in English Society from the seventeen.th to .the 
nineteenth centuries (London: Associated University Presses, 1986), pp?06-7 .. Th~s artIcl~ 
provides an extremely useful introduction to content analysis, its potentIal apphcatIOns an 

pitfalls. ' 
12 Berridge, 'Content Analysis and Historical Research on Newspapers, p.207. 
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