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On 18 November, 1792, radical British expatriates in Paris met
at White’s Hotel to celebrate the new Republic and its military
victory over the Austrians. Members of the “Friends of the Rights of
Man associated at Paris,” known as the British Club, this remark-
able group of Irish, Scottish, and English citizens maintained their
support for the French Revolution even after the recent September
Massacres had alienated the majority of British at home. On this
particular day, the British Club met to issue an address to the
National Convention, a gesture of republican solidarity popular with
such radical British associations.1 The President of the British Club
at this time was John Hurford Stone, who would soon become Helen
Maria Williams’s lover, and among those present were Thomas Paine,
the poet Robert Merry (“Della Crusca”), John Oswald, and Helen
Maria Williams.

Of the thirteen toasts which the British Club drank that evening,
two specifically acknowledged the contributions of women, British and
French, to the French Revolution and to liberty:

(11) [to] the Women of Great Britain, particularly those who
have distinguished themselves by their writings in favor of
the French revolution, Mrs. (Charlotte) Smith and Miss H. M.
Williams;

(12) [to] the Women of France, especially those who have had
the courage to take up arms to defend the cause of liberty,
citoyennes Fernig, Anselm, &c.2
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This clear connection between women’s writing and the French
Revolution drawn at such a significant historical moment speaks
eloquently to the central purpose of this volume: the exploration of
the remarkable diversity of British women’s writings on the French
Revolution.

As the second toast indicates, British women’s interest in the
French Revolution and the political debates it generated in Britain is
not unrelated to French women’s participation, both as agents and
victims, in revolutionary events. Both toasts—celebrating women’s
contributions to the Revolution through their writings and through
their public activism—must have seemed to those present to hail a
new era in which women’s public roles—political, intellectual, and
even military3—were expanding, for the benefit of all.

Nearly one hundred were present for this occasion at the British
Club, including Helen Maria Williams, who sang a song as part of the
festivities. Williams, the second writer honored by the British Club, is
increasingly recognized as an important, perhaps the most impor-
tant, British interpreter of the French Revolution. Between the years
1790 and 1796, Williams published eight volumes of letters and
essays on events in France, and these political writings, as well as her
poetry, have steadily attracted increasing scholarly attention during
the recent renewal of interest in Romantic-period women’s writings.
Charlotte Smith, too, has begun to regain the critical stature she
enjoyed during her lifetime, yet studies of her poetry and novels have
not done justice to her ongoing engagement with French Revolution-
ary politics. Recent criticism of her poetry, for example, has tended to
privilege the Elegiac Sonnets and Beachy Head over the explicitly
political The Emigrants. Author of three novels and one long poem
that deal directly with the French Revolution—Desmond, The Young
Philosopher, The Banished Man, and The Emigrants—Smith, in addi-
tion to being one of the most technically accomplished and influential
of the Romantic poets, was also undeniably one of the most political,
and politically radical.

Smith was in England when the British Club toasted her writ-
ings, immersing herself in radical politics; we imagine that she would
have been honored by the British Club’s praise of her writings, for a
few days earlier she had commended a similar address to the National
Convention, presented to the Convention on the same day as the
British Club’s. In her November 3 letter to the American radical Joel
Barlow, Smith affirms her own republican beliefs, a dangerous creed
in Britain after the September massacres and the abolition of the
monarchy:
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I am extremely flatterd [sic] Dear Sir by your early and very
obliging attention to my Letter—& indeed have great reason
to quarrel with D[octor] Warner for neglecting an appoint-
ment which would have been the means of introducing me
to your acquaintance—I read with great satisfaction the
“Address to the Privileged Orders”; and have been, as well as
some of my most judicious and reasoning friends here, very
highly gratified by the lesson had—Your Letter to the National
Convention—Which cannot I think fail of having great effect
not only where it is address’d; but on those who at present
consider themselves as less immediately interested in the
questions it discusses—4

Charlotte Smith was even more deeply involved with republicanism
and French politics than hitherto acknowledged,5 given the radical
republicans to which this letter refers. Joel Barlow was granted
French citizenship as well as membership in the National Convention
in 1793; the letter he presented to the National Convention on behalf
of the London Society for Constitutional Information expressed the
radical hope, as did the British Club’s toasts, that soon there would be
a National Convention of England. His Address to the Privileged
Orders, which Smith praises, was presented to the National Con-
vention by Paine on November 7. The Doctor Warner whom Smith
mentions was nominated for French citizenship in September 1792
by Brissot because of “his energetic speeches, in which he deploys his
love of liberty and hatred for kings.”6 As she explained later in her
letter to Barlow, Smith was at work on her important poem The
Emigrants, a work in which her humanitarianism and republicanism
coexist comfortably:

It is thus not surprising that Smith, author of the controversial
republican novel Desmond, merited a toast in the British Club along-
side toasts celebrating the French Republic and “the coming Con-
vention of England and Ireland.” Indeed, while the British Club was
toasting her, Smith was writing to “Citoyen” Barlow, as she addresses
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him, on November 18 from Brighton, denouncing “les formules de
l’ancien esclavage,” and requesting assistance with her plans to visit
Revolutionary Paris the following March or April, a plan, she writes,
“on which my rebellious heart is set.”7

In Smith’s little-known correspondence with Godwin, she articu-
lated the (proto)feminism that subtly informs all of her writing.
Comparing the loss of her favorite daughter, Augusta, in 1795 to
Wollstonecraft’s death in 1797, Smith suggests that her own private
suffering is part of a larger system of injustice in Britain:

In this remarkable letter, Smith’s inclusive gaze moves with ease from
her personal loss, to the death of the era’s most famous feminist, to her
own unhappy fate as a woman “sold to an idiot.” In an earlier letter to
Godwin she notes that she “is reading (ought I to own for the first
time?) Political Justice,” and the reformist tone rings clear throughout:
she writes seeking Godwin’s assistance on behalf of her French future
son-in-law, “a disciple of a better system & indeed there are few better
Citoyens.”9 In contrast, her own son in the military is a “poor victim of
our accursed systems.” As Judith Miller elaborates in her essay, and as
these letters bear witness, Godwin’s (and Wollstonecraft’s) influence
on Smith was more pronounced than is generally known, helping to
shape her evolving political, philosophical, and authorial perspective.

Charlotte Smith’s intimate knowledge of this radical circle of
British revolutionaries, and their recognition of her role in furthering
their shared cause, attests to the complex interconnections between
the world of women’s writing in the 1790s and the politics of the
public sphere. In exploring this rich field of inquiry one must first
unlearn unhelpful assumptions about women’s presumed relegation
to the private sphere, even as one rediscovers these forgotten writers,
texts, and questions. This volume thus shares with all recent work on
women writers of the Romantic period the task of re-establishing the
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public presence and influence of these writers, something their con-
temporaries never doubted, as the British Club reminds us.

Not all British women writers who responded to the Revolution
were republicans or even sympathetic to republicanism, of course,
and this volume seeks to help redress the tendency of scholars to see
women writers as a homogeneous group with identical economic
and political interests. Conservative writers such as the formidable
Hannah More, Elizabeth Hamilton (author of The Memoirs of Modern
Philosophers), and Laetitia Matilda Hawkins (author of a two-volume
critique of Helen Maria Williams’s early Letters from France), wrote
confidently in defense of British nationalism and bourgeois propriety,
and their contributions to political dialogues on revolutionary politics
enjoy ample presence in this collection.10

Hawkins, the least well known of the three in modern criticism,
offers a helpful glimpse into the thorny intersection of gender, nation-
alism, and class that any writer discussing the French Revolution in
1793 had to negotiate. Hawkins’s Letters on the Female Mind,
addressed to Helen Maria Williams, verbalizes the restrictions under
which we know women writers of the 1790s labored, but which we
should not imagine they fell silent beneath. She reproves Williams for
violating feminine propriety (and natural intellectual limitations) by
venturing into politics and the public sphere, and thus aspiring to
masculine regimes of power and knowledge. Hawkins writes in her
public letter to Williams that women’s natural vulnerability and their
need for men’s protection, is actually their strength, sheltering them
from moments of political crisis such as the French Revolution:

from all ten thousand miseries of power, we happy women,
and double happy as Englishwomen, are providentially exempt.
Protected by laws, by custom, and the general sentiment of
our country, we may, if we chuse it, live undisturbed in the
possession of every earthly good. Public calamity must become
personal suffering, it must pervade the recesses of our dwell-
ings, before we, housed and sheltered as we are, in the hearts
of our generous protectors, are exposed to it. The whole world
might be at war, and yet not the rumor of it reach the ear of
an Englishwoman—empires might be lost, and states over-
thrown, and still she might pursue the peaceful occupations
of her home. . . .11

Rather than making “inroads into the hostile lands of public feuds
and political contest” like Williams, Hawkins suggests, English women
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must “render ourselves as amiable as possible—we will not throw by
the cestus to put on the helmet” (2: 195, 126). Of course, it is highly
unlikely that many Englishwomen would agree with Hawkins that
“[t]he whole world might be at war, and yet not the rumor of it reach
the ear of an Englishwoman.” Written before war with France began
in 1793, Hawkins’s vision of Englishwomen existing in a sheltered
domestic sphere is, of course, undermined by the public and overtly
political nature of her own response.

On the eve of the declaration of war and just following the execu-
tion of Louis XVI, Hawkins does in fact “put on the helmet” by issuing
a call to arms in her Postscript, effectively becoming one of “the
odious . . . ministers of vengeance” (2: 126) she had accused Williams
of being:

For the sake of justice, for the sake of innocence, for the sake
of all mankind, may the European powers rise and crush
these execrable wretches; but should the Almighty defeat our
designs, still punishment, the most dreadful of all punish-
ments, impends over guilty France. (2: 210)

Hawkins published two volumes of political and public argument
urging women to refrain from such intellectual speculation and to
limit themselves to the domestic emotions of love and nurturance,
even while she issued the above call to international warfare. Simi-
lar contradictions characterize much of women’s writing from the
Romantic period, writing that ostensibly argues for traditionally
feminine values such as domesticity and the separate spheres, as in
the polemics of Hannah More and the poetry of Felicia Hemans. In
writings on the French Revolution such as Laetitia Hawkins’s, these
familiar contradictions are even more acute given the undeniably
political subject matter and the traditionally “unfeminine” genres
involved—polemic and political essay.

Conservative women writers like Hawkins and More are invalu-
able to our understanding and appreciation of the French Revolu-
tion’s impact on Britain because they demonstrate that all women
writers of the Romantic period, even those who published the most
feminine domestic poetry, introduced with meek and self-effacing
apologies to their readers, took part in a public sphere from the
moment they read and responded to literature until they circulated
and published their own work. Women writers who participated in
the French Revolution debates assumed bolder public voices than did
poets of domesticity because they had no choice, which is perhaps
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why, Laetitia Hawkins included, they were interested in these debates
in the first place.

Despite the richness of women’s writings on the Revolution and
on the counterrevolutionary and Napoleonic wars that followed, no
single study has yet attempted to account for the full spectrum of
British women’s participation in these political, social, economic,
philosophical and poetic debates.12 This collection thus restores an
important part of British literary and political history: women’s con-
tribution to the public sphere, and to the most heated debates of their
day. This important contribution was lost for nearly two hundred
years, and remains obscured in current, prevailing models of women’s
writing from the Romantic period that focus on women’s interest in
and restriction to the private sphere and the realm of the heart.
Already, new studies of women’s writing from the Romantic period,
such as the ground-breaking work of Marlon Ross, Anne Mellor,
Stuart Curran, Margaret Homans, and others, have begun to impose
gendered limits on our understandings of how women wrote and what
they wrote about. These scholars emphasize how women writers were
inhibited by the cultural identification of women with nature and
with domesticity, and how they often chose to celebrate the domestic
sphere and its associated feminine virtues of nurturance, cooperation,
and empathy.13 This collection, and the over one dozen women writers
featured here, challenge these gendered, often complementary models
of women’s writing, and reveal the extent to which women writers of
the Romantic period did indeed write on those most “masculine” of
subjects: politics, revolution, and war.

In addition to our central goals of emphasizing the political range
of women’s responses, acknowledging their contribution to public
sphere debates, and giving visibility to noncanonical writers, our
volume also ranges far beyond the usual focus on novels and poetry
by including plays, travel writings, letters, prophecies, and political
essays. The French Revolution demanded a revolution in formal and
generic conventions, and several of the writers discussed, i.e., Helen
Maria Williams, Helen Craik, and Mariana Starke, wrote in ways
that redrew generic lines. With these larger goals in sight, we have
arranged the essays according to four subject groupings: Revolution
and Nationalism, Revolution and Religion, Revolutionary Subjects,
Revolutionary Representation. While all of the essays address ques-
tions of, for example, nationalism and representation, these group-
ings highlight four key recurring subjects—nationalism, religion,
representation, and female subjectivity—that emerged as central to
women’s writings on the Revolution. This organizational device is
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meant to evoke questions crucial to all the essays collected here
rather than to fix categories. Clearly, for example, though Ann Frank
Wake’s essay on Amelia Opie is grouped under the rubric of revolu-
tionary subjectivity, it is also and fundamentally a discussion of reli-
gious and political dissent. And Judith Miller’s analysis of Charlotte
Smith’s efforts to represent historical reality within the generic limi-
tations of the courtship novel reveals Smith’s astute understanding of
the economic underpinnings of late eighteenth-century female iden-
tity and subjectivity.

The impact of the French Revolution on British literary history
has been understood traditionally in terms of the apostasy of William
Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Robert Southey, and the
continued revolutionary enthusiasm, albeit tempered, of William
Blake, William Hazlitt, and Percy Bysshe Shelley. Wordsworth’s
(reluctant) abandonment of his French lover, Annette Vallon, and
their child in 1792, prefigures his abandonment of radical politics in
France and in Britain;14 likewise, his disillusionment and his yielding
up of moral contraries in despair after his initial enthusiasm, as
described in The Prelude, have been until recently regarded as the
quintessential Romantic response to the painful realities of the
Revolution.15 This narrative of initial bliss and eventual betrayal has
also been applied to Coleridge and Southey, both by the younger
Romantics Byron and Percy Shelley, and by modern scholars, who
have thoroughly documented the impact of the French Revolution on
these canonical writers.16 This is not a narrative, however, that satis-
factorily explains British women’s responses, because like their male
counterparts, women did not form a homogeneous group with identi-
cal interests based on their gender, but instead were subject to a
complex and often contradictory set of cultural and political forces. In
fact, the surprising range, politically and generically, of British
women’s responses to the Revolution attests to the complex, and often
contradictory, nature of British literary responses as a whole, beyond
the range of responses traditionally ascribed to canonical writers.

The widely accepted account of the “general” British response to
the Revolution unfolding in France is useful to keep in mind, how-
ever, in order to appreciate how individual women writers were and
were not representative of their culture. With notable exceptions,
such as Edmund Burke, the British generally welcomed the rise of
the French constitutional monarchy from 1789 to 1792; with the
September massacres of 1792, and the execution of the king in
January 1793, however, British public opinion turned sharply against
the Revolution, and the government ushered in a series of counter-
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revolutionary repressive measures that amounted essentially to a
“state of emergency.”17 When we look at noncanonical women writers,
however, we discover remarkable differences between their responses
and the familiar narrative of bliss and betrayal that is generally
applied to the “first generation” Romantics, differences which often
reflect the impact of gender on class and nationalism, a factor unfor-
tunately not always taken into account in the case of male writers.
Thus, the revolutionary chronicler Helen Maria Williams emerges as
the most staunch and outspoken British supporter of the Revolution
in the Romantic period. As Deborah Kennedy demonstrates in her
essay, Williams maintained her support for the Revolution even as
her British reviewers and British popular opinion turned against the
French, and against Williams herself, after the execution of the king
and queen.

A wide range of political perspectives emerges once we depart
from more familiar authors, such as Wordsworth and Coleridge, and
even Wollstonecraft and Austen. Our section devoted to Revolution
and Religion, for example, features writers who supported and even
furthered the increasingly nationalistic counterrevolutionary British
response to the Revolution. The laboring-class prophet Joanna South-
cott is one such woman who, as Kevin Binfield demonstrates in his
essay, spoke and wrote publicly in favor of the war against France. In
her remarkable prophecies, often written in verse, Southcott called
for a just war with France as a fulfillment of God’s millennial plan for
Britain. Modern readers may be surprised to read of this religious
woman writing publicly in favor of war, but Southcott actually repre-
sents a larger trend that Linda Colley has described in Britons, one in
which British women actively supported both the war effort and the
climate of nationalism.18 The Evangelical polemicist Hannah More,
as Angela Keane shows, shared with Southcott a counterrevolution-
ary politics, in More’s case centered on her vision of virtuous feminin-
ity and its central role in Britain’s economy, in both the financial and
moral senses of the word. Ironically, and as with Southcott, opposition
to More’s charitable and political efforts in the interests of British
nationalism focused on her gender, demonstrating how More’s counter-
revolutionary politics found both their strength and ultimate opposi-
tion in women’s uneasy relationship to the French Revolution.

The influential but neglected Mariana Starke offers another
example of the volatile conflict between class and gender revealed by
women writers’ responses to the French Revolution. Jeanne Moskal
demonstrates how, in her influential Letters from Italy (1800), the
conservative and anti-Catholic Starke found surprising affinities with
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Napoleon because of his defeat of papal power in the Italian cam-
paigns. Moskal’s account of Starke, expanding on Simon Bainbridge’s
reassessment of the emperor in Napoleon and British Romanticism,19

challenges prevailing modern assumptions that writers of the
Romantic period did not admire Napoleon, and instead demonstrates
that British writers like Starke invested Napoleon with surprising
religious and political significance, while maintaining their national-
ism. Like Southcott, Starke grounds her nationalism in her Protestant
identity; considered together, Starke’s ambivalent praise of Napoleon’s
victories in Italy and Southcott’s support of Britain’s war against
France serve as powerful reminders of the complexity of women writ-
ers’ investment in and complicity with church and state.

In contrast, it is reconciliation across such religious and national-
istic lines that Fanny Burney urged in The Wanderer (1814). As Maria
Jerinic argues, Fanny Burney’s last novel suggested that her perse-
cuted English heroine’s unlikely ally was the unmarried Catholic
clergy exiled by the Revolution, not the intolerant British gentlemen
and ladies who persecuted her. Burney and More, along with Charlotte
Smith and others, had written in support of the French emigrants,
particularly the clergy, urging their fellow Britons to show mercy to
these refugees of war despite the political and religious differences
between Britain and France.20 The pamphlets More and Burney
published—Remarks on the Speech of M. DuPont and Brief Reflec-
tions Relative to the Emigrant French Clergy: Earnestly Submitted to
the Humane Consideration of the Ladies of Great Britain, respec-
tively—are part of a large-scale charitable response to the Revolution
in which British women played a significant role. That both the
fervently nationalist More and the distinctly antinationalist Smith
and Burney could agree on the treatment of Catholic clergy reveals
the significance of gender in the politics of nationalism, though
gendered interests here cannot be defined in a politically consistent,
feminist, sense. More was sympathetic to the French emigrant clergy
because they were fellow Christians who shared her opposition to
French atheism and political reform; Smith and Burney, on the other
hand, saw in the exile and disenfranchisement of the clergy the polit-
ical and economic disenfranchisement of larger groups—women and
working people—and thus in The Emigrants and The Wanderer,
women and clergy wander through the same treacherous British
landscape, victims of a patriarchal ethos of economic and political
violence. When we consider these authors together, we learn much
about the untidy complexities of British responses to the Revolution,
and how gender was a central force in shaping them.

12 Adriana Craciun and Kari E. Lokke



Unlike Burney and More, Starke and Southcott are unfamiliar
writers to most scholars of British literature, and for this reason
these essays, in fact most of the essays in this collection, focus
closely on the works and lives of a single, little-known writer. In
addition to making a case for the significance of these noncanonical
writers for a fuller understanding of the times and traditions in
which they wrote and which they helped shape, these essays
present detailed new research which we hope will serve as a start-
ing point for new work. As Terence Hoagwood and Jeanne Moskal
remind us in their essays, a prevailing trend in scholarship on
women writers from the Romantic period is to project anachronisti-
cally onto these writers modern, liberal, and often feminist images
of what a woman writer should write about, and what her values
(feminist, liberal, antinationalistic, egalitarian) should be. Yet the
essays on Revolution and Religion remind us that women writers
held much more divisive, and often self-divided, views on the
French Revolution, political reform, and nationalism, without ever
undergoing the fall from bliss to disillusionment that canonical
accounts emphasize. Furthermore, while writers such as More,
Starke, and Southcott would not have confessed to any illusions
about the Revolution they consistently opposed, they did encounter
resistance to their public politics because of their gender. As reli-
gious outsiders, moreover, More and Southcott faced additional
opposition and controversy, yet also articulated a conservative vision
of British nationalism that is remarkably similar given their vast
class and religious differences.

Nationalism naturally remains central to any study devoted to
the French Revolution, and the writers featured in our section devoted
to this subject—Mary Wollstonecraft, Charlotte Smith, and Fanny
Burney—stand in significant contrast to Starke, Southcott, and More
because of their shared opposition to nationalism. All three women
were thoroughly professional writers who earned their living from
their writings, part of the bourgeois cultural revolution and feminized
print culture that Gary Kelly, among others, has written about at
length.21 Wollstonecraft’s feminism, initial support of the French
Revolution, and disparaging remarks regarding French women’s per-
ceived frivolity are widely known; what is not generally acknowledged
is Wollstonecraft’s subtle critique of nationalism and the ideology of
national character. Jan Wellington illuminates these cosmopolitan
qualities of Wollstonecraft’s feminism, connecting Wollstonecraft’s
critique of gender as a natural category to her equally revolutionary
critique of national character.
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Charlotte Smith and Fanny Burney, highly regarded writers in
their own day and increasingly so in ours, also critiqued nationalism
and national character from their vantage points as women. Kari
Lokke demonstrates how, in The Emigrants (1793) and in her popular
sonnets, Smith employs the moon as an emblem of female transcen-
dence, in an effort to represent a potentially emancipatory distance
from and utopian resolution of what she perceives as the largely
male-dominated political crises of 1792 and 1793. Smith’s use of tran-
scendence, then, differs significantly from William Wordsworth’s,
because it does not allow the poet to displace and escape from the
political realities of the Revolution, but rather allows her a gendered
vantage point from which to critique both French and British politics.
In The Wanderer (1814), Burney also shows how women are outside of
male political and economic institutions, but in Burney’s case,
women’s exclusion from masculine political institutions is figured as a
profound alienation and disenfranchisement. Maria Jerinic illumi-
nates how Burney’s last novel enacts a devastating critique of Britain’s
most cherished ideological constructs: companionate marriage,
Protestantism, and British liberty. In Burney’s bleak post-revolution-
ary England, and contrary to prevailing British nationalist self-images,
women are helpless wanderers, preyed upon both economically and
sexually, and excluded from the benefits of these central British insti-
tutions. As a privileged Englishwoman married to a French aristo-
crat, and exiled in France, Burney offered a controversial and unique
perspective on nationalism and the war against France, one which
emphasized their destructive consequences for women of different
nations, classes, and races.

For Burney, whose southern English landscapes are ceaselessly
crisscrossed by alienated figures, the act of wandering offers no liber-
ation, no mystical transport, and no solace in nature, unlike the more
familiar effects of wandering (and solitude) in the works of Words-
worth and Rousseau. In fact, Burney’s The Wanderer appeared in the
same year as Wordsworth’s The Excursion, the poem for which he was
best-known to his contemporaries. While in his poem the Solitary
retreats from the grim realities of the French Revolution into the
English pastoral landscape, Burney’s novel suggests that no solace
exists for solitary women Wanderers, either in the city, the country, or
(especially) in fashionable society: her heroine “had severely experi-
enced how little fitted to the female character, to female safety, and to
female propriety, was this hazardous plan of lonely wandering.”22

Burney’s novel provides one example among many in these collected
essays of how women writers engage and revise canonical Romantic
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tropes and figures such as “transcendence,” “the wanderer,” “the sub-
lime,” and do so from their perspectives as women, and from overtly
politicized perspectives as well. Such revision of canonical Romantic
tropes, however, does not mean that these writers were not Romantic.
While Burney and More certainly reject most qualities we associate
with canonical Romanticism, and would in fact be more accurately
described as anti-Romantic (in distinct ways), writers like Charlotte
Smith, Mary Hays, and Amelia Opie are Romantic given their explo-
rations of transcendence, passion, and the sublime, respectively. Thus
Kari Lokke’s essay on Smith, Miriam Wallace’s essay on Hays, and
Ann Frank Wake’s essay on Opie, in addition to foregrounding these
writers’ engagement in revolutionary politics, also contribute signifi-
cantly to current debates over women’s relationships to Romanticism.
When taken as a whole, this volume suggests that we must continue
to widen our field of inquiry when we ask questions of women’s rela-
tionships to Romanticism, since they continue to surprise us with
their divergent political and poetic insights.

While scholarship on British women writers’ involvement in
French Revolutionary debates is in the initial stages of development,
the last decade has seen much excellent work on French women and
their significance in the Revolution. Joan Landes’s Women and the
Public Sphere in the French Revolution, Lynn Hunt’s The Family
Romance and the French Revolution, Madelyn Gutwirth’s The
Twilight of the Goddesses: Women and Representation in the French
Revolutionary Era, and Sara Melzer and Leslie Rabine’s Rebel
Daughters: Women and the French Revolution, have focused the
attention of French cultural historians on the significance of gender
and sexual politics for the French public sphere.23

Rebellious Hearts: British Women Writers and the French
Revolution engages in a dialogue with this influential work on the
significance of gender in French Revolutionary culture at the same
time that it complements that previous scholarship by offering a
specific focus upon the discursive contributions of women to the
French Revolutionary debates in late eighteenth-century Britain.
Jürgen Habermas’s original formulation of the notion of the public
sphere in The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere does
indeed make room for women as readers essential to the literary
public realm, but the essays gathered here suggest that British
women played a crucial and active role in the creation of religious,
philosophical, and political opinion and policy as well. Writers such
as Helen Maria Williams, Charlotte Smith, Helen Craik, Elizabeth
Inchbald, and Mary Wollstonecraft clearly saw themselves as vital
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participants in an international, cosmopolitan conversation about the
moral and political fate of Europe.

Geoff Eley, scholar of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century British
radicalism, and feminist critics Nancy Fraser and Joan Landes have
all persuasively argued that Habermas’s model of the eighteenth-
century British public sphere as essentially limited to property-owning
males does not do justice to the diversity of the participants in the
crucial literary, philosophical, and political conversations of the era.24

Building upon the concept of Gegenöffentlichkeit developed by Oskar
Negt and Alexander Kluge, whose early revisions of Habermas were
meant to acknowledge and to make room for contributions of the
proletariat to public discourse, Fraser and Eley articulate concepts of
“counter-public spheres” that emphasize the diverse and conflictual
nature of the public sphere from the outset.25 Fraser defines these
counter-publics as “parallel discursive arenas where members of sub-
ordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses to
formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests,
and needs” (123). The essays collected here provide valuable insights
into and information about the precise nature and terms of women’s
participation in that ostensibly masculine arena, the public sphere, as
well as offering a variety of responses to the question of whether
women’s writings on the French Revolution were indeed the product
of an oppositional counter-public sphere as it is defined by Fraser and
other feminist theorists such as Leonora Davidoff.26

That British women’s voices did claim a powerful presence in the
ideological debates surrounding the French Revolution and the Napo-
leonic wars does not, however, mean that British patriarchy sanc-
tioned the breakdown of barriers between masculine and feminine
roles, between public and domestic realms. Rather, the writings of the
eighteenth-century authors represented here confirm Linda Colley’s
assertion that in the decades following the American Revolution, “sepa-
rate spheres were being increasingly prescribed in theory, yet increas-
ingly broken through in practice” (251). These writings clearly testify to
the urgency with which women of a wide spectrum of political persua-
sions felt compelled to respond to the moral and political questions
raised by the wars with Revolutionary and Napoleonic France, despite
societal taboos against such intervention. Charlotte Smith’s angry pref-
ace to her revolutionary novel Desmond (1792) gives eloquent expres-
sion to the conflicts engendered by such prescriptions:

Women it is said have no business with politics.—Why not?—
Have they no interest in the scenes that are acting around
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them, in which they have fathers, brothers, husbands, sons,
or friends engaged!—Even in the commonest course of female
education, they are expected to acquire some knowledge of
history; and yet, if they are to have no opinion of what is pass-
ing, it avails them little that they should be informed of what
has passed, in a world where they are subject to such mental
degradation; where they are censured as affecting masculine
knowledge if they happen to have any understanding; or
despised as insignificant triflers if they have none.27

Yet on the heels of this defiant logic, Smith still finds it necessary to
reassure her public, though with sharp irony, that, in becoming a
novelist she is earning the money necessary to support her family,
and thus fulfilling, rather than neglecting, her domestic duties:

Knowledge, which qualifies women to speak or to write on
any other than the most common and trivial subjects, is sup-
posed to be of so difficult attainment, that it cannot be
acquired but by the sacrifice of domestic virtues, or the
neglect of domestic duties.—I however, may safely say, that
it was in the observance, not in the breach of duty, I became
an Author. (6)

Such tactics of claiming to remain within the sphere of properly
female behavior while in fact blurring the boundaries between public
and private or even enacting a “masculine” role are common among
the women writers represented in this volume. Indeed, these tactics
are keys to understanding the formal and intellectual complexities as
well as the ideological contradictions identified by several contribu-
tors to this collection as central to the texts under discussion. One such
tactic common among these late eighteenth-century women writers is
to assert the apolitical nature and thus the acceptable femininity of
their writing by claiming its disinterestedness, impartiality and lack
of partisanship.28 Thus, as Maria Jerinic notes, Burney presents The
Wanderer as a politically neutral novel, a picture of life and manners,
devoid of “materials for political controversy,” or “any species of per-
sonality, either in the form of foreign influence, or of national partial-
ity” (Wanderer, 4). Similarly, Angela Keane shows More channeling
her counterrevolutionary sentiments into humanitarian efforts on
behalf of the emigrant French clergy, efforts that she explicitly asserts
are of “no party.” Judith Miller identifies a strategy of “open conceal-
ment” as a means by which Smith’s novels assert a clear political
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philosophy while seeming to remain within the confines of the apolit-
ical genre of romance and courtship. And Kari Lokke demonstrates
that Smith in The Emigrants portrays “party rage perverse and blind”
as the ultimate threat to a utopian ideal of universalist and disinter-
ested compassion figured in the explicitly female “mild dominion of
the moon.” In asserting the universality of their positions under cover
of a “feminine” refusal of politics, these writers are paradoxically
asserting their right to public speech and political influence by chal-
lenging the false universalism of the bourgeois public sphere that
excluded women, as Landes has argued, on the basis of their per-
ceived association with “particularity, interest, and partiality” (144),
and most specifically with “bodily and affective particularity” (144).

Many of the women writers represented in this collection chose
the genre of the letter for their means of self-expression as a way of
both camouflaging and legitimating their entry into public and
political debates. The essays collected here on women writers of the
Romantic era fully confirm Mary Favret’s assertions in Romantic
Correspondence: Women, Politics and the Fiction of Letters that
during this period, “the letter—public and private—became the focus
of ideological and political struggle.”29 Rather than simply reinforcing
women’s association with the sentimental and domestic, the episto-
lary genres examined here were powerful polemical tools that allowed
women to redefine the terms of their political and intellectual engage-
ment with the most pressing concerns of that historical moment.

Deborah Kennedy shows how the choice of the letter as the genre
best-suited to the recording of Helen Maria Williams’s immediate
eyewitness responses to the Revolution, as well as to expressing her
emotional commitment to its original ideals, allowed Williams to
create a new and influential form of history. Similarly, as Jeanne
Moskal argues, Mariana Starke’s Letters from Italy, written while she
was travelling there as nurse to an invalid relative, provide a venue
for the assertion of her conservative, Anglican responses to the
Napoleonic invasion of Italy at the same time that they enable her to
challenge and redefine the Grand Tour as no longer an exclusively
male and aristocratic tradition. As travel-writings, Starke’s works
formed the basis for a new genre of tourist travel literature, John
Murray’s popular and lucrative Handbooks for Travellers, begun in
the 1830s.

The epistolary works of Mary Hays and Mary Wollstonecraft also
offer innovative uses of the letter that combine forms of public and
private address as well as reminding us of the importance of the non-
rational in women’s contributions to the public sphere. In The Memoirs
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of Emma Courtney, Miriam Wallace demonstrates that Mary Hays
incorporates letters to her mentor William Godwin and to her beloved
William Frend as a courageous means of seeking control over the raw
material of emotion and of redefining true philosophy as encompass-
ing sensibility and passion. In an inverse gesture, Mary Wollstone-
craft presents her Letters Written during a Short Residence in Sweden,
Norway, and Denmark (1796) not just as travel memoirs meant for
publication, but also as love letters to an anonymous beloved, when in
fact they represented an entirely different set of texts from those sent
to her American lover Gilbert Imlay. In his Memoirs of the Author of a
“Vindication of the Rights of Woman,” William Godwin may have read
these Letters as “a book calculated to make a man in love with its
author,”30 but according to Jan Wellington, they represent a serious
and radical effort to challenge stereotypic and fixed conceptions of
character, both individual and national.

Finally, Charlotte Smith’s most explicitly political novel Desmond
takes an epistolary form that enables her to represent in detail a vari-
ety of positions in the revolutionary debates, and to claim, as Judith
Miller argues, the objectivity of Desmond’s explicitly stated radical
politics. As Smith asserts with customary cleverness in her Preface, “I
have given to my imaginary characters the arguments I have heard
on both sides; and if those in favour of one party have evidently the
advantage, it is not owing to my partial representation but to the
predominant power of truth and reason, which can neither be altered
nor concealed” (5–6). The framing correspondence between the older
mentor, E. Bethel, and the younger Desmond clearly responds to
Edmund Burke’s epistolary framing of Reflections on the Revolution
in France as a letter to Charles-François Dupont, a young gentleman
in France. Thus not only does the letter as form challenge the distinc-
tion between public and private through its presence in such tradi-
tionally feminine forms as the memoir, the travel journal, and the
epistolary novel. In the hands of these women writers, the letter also
lends itself easily to a kind of generic hybridization that ultimately
authorizes Revolutionary-era women to write philosophy, politics,
and history.

Along with Mary Robinson, who set two of her novels, The
Natural Daughter (1799) and Hubert de Sevrac (1796), in France and
on the Continent during the turbulent early 1790s, Helen Craik and
Charlotte Smith were among the earliest British writers to develop
the historical novel as a genre. Traditionally traced to Sir Walter
Scott’s Waverley novels which began to appear after Napoleon’s defeat,
the origins of the historical novel and the new historical consciousness
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that made this genre possible are actually found in the French Revo-
lution. Speaking of the European scale of the changes brought about
by the French Revolution and its accompanying wars, Georg Lukács
argued in his seminal study, The Historical Novel, that “the quick
succession of these upheavals gives them a qualitatively distinct
character, it makes their historical character far more visible than
would be the case in isolated individual instances.”31 Yet contrary to
Lukács’ assumption that novels before Scott lacked “[the] derivation
of the individuality of their characters from the historical particular-
ity of their age” (19), historical villains and heroines walked the
pages of Helen Craik’s innovative novel Adelaide de Narbonne, with
Memoirs of Charlotte de Cordet [sic] (1800). Marat and his assassin,
Charlotte Corday, are central players in Craik’s novel, who alongside
fictional characters drawn from Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto offer
readers an illuminating historicization of the Gothic novel’s central
literary and gender conventions. As Adriana Craciun shows, Helen
Craik used Corday’s controversial example of public and violent
agency to imagine new forms of female subjectivity, and by doing so,
established a threshold between the Gothic and the historical novel.
Craik’s is not the only woman’s novel inhabited by historical figures;
Marat and Robespierre are the villains of Robinson’s The Natural
Daughter and, although he never appears in Burney’s The Wanderer,
Robespierre signifies the gravest threat to women in Burney’s novel.
In these pioneering works, as in Williams’s Letters from France, the
historical Marat and Robespierre emerge as the age’s archetypal patri-
archal villains, embodiments of the sexual and economic threats that
British women, like their French counterparts, faced in this period of
turbulent gender and political relations.

The generic innovations represented by many of the authors in
this volume thus reaffirm Tilottama Rajan and Julia Wright’s argu-
ment in Romanticism, History, and the Possibilities of Genre that we
should reconceive genre as a “mobile category” which allowed authors
to enact a process of cultural and political intervention. Rajan and
Wright argue that writers such as William Godwin, in his historical
fiction, and Lady Morgan, in her travel writings, “sought to change
the very shape of history by drawing on new modes such as periodi-
cals and travel writing to hybridize the more conventional genres of
historiography and the historical novel.”32

The focus on the letter and the novel should not, then, be allowed
to obscure the striking variety of genres in which women writers of
the Romantic period wrote about the Revolution. From Joanna South-
cott’s prophecies to Joanna Baillie’s plays, from the influential travel
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writings of Mariana Starke to the Cheap Repository tracts of Hannah
More, women’s writings on the Revolution and the Napoleonic wars
were as diverse generically as they were politically. Furthermore, the
women writers represented here did indeed also appropriate more
prestigious and conventional generic forms as well as exploit the free-
doms allowed by the hybrid forms discussed above. Thus Charlotte
Smith announces The Emigrants as a response to her friend William
Cowper’s long blank verse poem The Task and, with the epigraph
from Virgil’s Georgics that opens Book Two, implicitly asserts her
identity as poet of the British nation, all the while advocating tran-
scendence of party spirit and national prejudice. Ann Frank Wake
argues that the conventional nature of traditionally masculine poetic
forms—the ode, for example—and of the poetic tropes and stylized
landscapes chosen by Amelia Opie clashes with received notions of
female agency, in an aesthetic and ideological conflict that brings her
to the brink of poetic exhaustion and artistic silence.

As previously noted, many of the women writers represented
here took advantage of their culturally sanctioned roles as guardians
of private and public morality to assert themselves in the name of
both religious truth and religious tolerance. Habermas’s concept of
the public sphere, limited as it was to rational debate, must be broad-
ened and substantially transformed to accommodate the religious
prophecies of Joanna Southcott, products of clair-audience or direct
revelations of the voice of God, and the enormously influential evan-
gelicalism of Hannah More, founded not upon reason, as Angela Keane
shows us, but upon absolute metaphysical faith. As David Zaret has
emphasized, “Habermas’s account glosses over the relevance of reli-
gion for the emergence of a public sphere in politics at a time when
religious discourse was a, if not the, predominant means by which
individuals defined and debated issues in this sphere.”33 This volume,
then, reveals the central role played by British women in the formu-
lation and the expression of religious opinion as it overlapped with
positions taken on the counterrevolutionary and Napoleonic wars,
thereby underlining the limitations of any purely secular understand-
ing of the late eighteenth-century public sphere.

Yet women’s relationship to public spiritual authority was pro-
foundly conflicted, despite the powerful cultural influence of such
figures as Southcott and More. Ann Frank Wake’s essay on Amelia
Opie, for example, reveals the gulf between the progressive demands
for religious tolerance on the part of the Dissenting community in
which she was raised and its rigidly patriarchal codes of proper female
behavior that restricted women to private expressions of sensibility
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and shared (bodily) pain. Kevin Binfield shows that Southcott’s efforts
to sustain a public role as both woman and millenarian through the
manipulation of mainstream nationalist and anti-French sentiments
ultimately failed. Instead, the sixty-five year old prophet retreated
into the refiguration of the virgin and post-menopausal births attrib-
uted to Mary and Sarah in the Bible by proclaiming herself pregnant
with Shiloh, the future British redeemer. Similarly, Angela Keane
depicts how, in response to the perceived Methodist and levelling
tendencies of her Sunday school movement, Hannah More was vili-
fied by members of the established church as a Pope Joan whose vora-
cious sexuality drew members of the clergy and the peasantry into
“the vortex of her petticoats.” Thus the fate of each of these intensely
spiritual women was marked by cultural efforts to limit woman to her
own body and sexuality.

Given the double binds that ensnared women who sought to
embody traditional feminine roles in public, it is wholly understand-
able that a number of the authors represented here sought to create
new models for women as public subjects. As Adriana Craciun shows,
Craik, in Adelaide de Narbonne, with Memoirs of Charlotte de Cordet
[sic], imagines Charlotte Corday as a new Romantic heroine, a “free
agent” who desires justice and who ultimately enacts it. Indeed,
Craik’s portrait of Corday as a revolutionary subject whose greatest
desire is justice, not love, is her unique contribution to the newly
forming tradition of revolutionary historical novels discussed above.
Similarly, Miriam Wallace argues that Hays, in her novel Emma
Courtney, envisages a model of active, public, and revolutionary sub-
jectivity that privileges sensibility as well as reason and comes into
being through rational reflection upon private emotion and sensation.

In her recent novel, City of Darkness, City of Light (1996), Marge
Piercy asserts that she chose to write a novel about the French Revo-
lution because, for her, modern politics—the modern left as well as
the women’s movement—began there.34 The essays collected here do
indeed emphasize the relevance of French Revolutionary debates for
current political struggles, as well as suggesting links that may allow
us to trace contemporary political movements back to that earlier
historical era. The antinationalist, cosmopolitan stances of Burney,
Smith and Wollstonecraft, for example, bear comparison with the
pacifist strain of the international women’s movement today. And, as
Wallace shows, the tensions between the claims of sensibility and
rationality, the personal and the abstract, individual identity and
universality central to the works of Mary Hays prefigure debates
about the role of the body and the specifically “feminine” in feminist
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theory today. And, according to Terence Hoagwood, Joanna Baillie’s
theory of drama, as expressed in the “Introductory Discourse”(1798)
to her plays on the passions, with its emphasis upon the curiosity and
pleasure induced by the spectacle of intense and violent emotion,
initiates and celebrates a commodity culture still alive and well in
Hollywood today.

In concluding our introductory essay by emphasizing contempo-
rary political and cultural questions raised by these analyses of
British women writers’ constructions of the French Revolution, we
wish to make clear that this collection represents only the first step in
the exploration of a rich field of literary and historical scholarship. We
have thus sought to raise questions and suggest new directions for
research rather than to provide definitive answers. We also hope that
future studies will examine, in depth, the writings of working-class
British women on the Revolution, represented here by the sole exam-
ple of Joanna Southcott. And Mary Robinson is an absolutely central
figure in English radical culture whose political writings deserve seri-
ous study and generous commentary.35 Women’s responses to the
Seven Years War, the American Revolution, and to Napoleon are also
fascinating and largely unexplored fields of inquiry, as is the question
of an identifiable and cosmopolitan response on the part of women
throughout Europe to the cataclysmic political and cultural up-
heaval represented by the French Revolution. Lucia Maria Licher,
for example, terms Karoline von Günderrode “the poet of revolution,”
and warns us to be wary of the conclusion drawn by Maria Mies in
her contribution to Helga Brandes’s collection on Frauen und die
Französische Revolution (Women and the French Revolution) that, for
women, the French Revolution did not take place.36 In the spirit of the
British women writers to whom this book is dedicated, we look forward
to future dialogue on the significance of the French Revolution to
women throughout Europe and beyond.
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