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Responsible for this male acceptance of women as a serious
political force was the recent establishment of female reform
societies, especially in the north and particularly around Man-
chester, and their usefulness in organising women to make re-
form banners and caps of liberty, to educate their children in
the principles of reform and to serve in the reformers’ anti-tax
campaign, which centred upon boycotting household goods that
were liable to the Excise.3 Also bringing women to political promi-
nence were two instances of outrageous female maltreatment.
The first occurred at Peterloo on 16 August 1819 when female
reformers from the north-west gathered at Manchester, along
with their menfolk and children, not just to listen to Orator
Hunt but also to acknowledge him as the champion of reform
by presenting him with their colours, in the manner of a knightly
romance. Before they could do so, the cavalry intervened, Hunt
was arrested and the crowd forcibly dispersed. The second in-
stance occurred in 1820 when, shortly before his coronation,
George IV sought to divorce his wife and the people came to
her defence. Designated “head of the reformers”, Queen Caroline’s
cause was strongly backed by the female reformers of Manches-
ter. With the divorce denied, the Black Dwarf commented: “the
old adage is verified: better attack anything than woman!”.4 Why
female reform societies should have sprung up in early 1819

and not before remains a mystery, although, clearly, it had much
to do with the decision of female reformers in the north-west to
meet separately from their menfolk. In the process, the estab-
lishment of the Blackburn Female Reform Society was a crucial
step, especially thanks to the publicity it received in the local
and the national press and the inspiring example it set for other
north-west towns, such as Royton, Stockport and Manchester. It
is equally clear that these female reform societies did not purvey
a feminist message. After all, they backed a political reform pro-
gramme which confined the parliamentary vote to men; and
their public announcements expressed traditional beliefs on the
social role of women, with a strong emphasis placed upon com-
plementing the male rather than competing with him. The mem-
bers appeared to owe no debt to Mary Wollstonecraft but rather,
given their predominantly working-class background, many were
responding to a radical change in the nature of work, as women
in large numbers found employment outside the home in facto-
ries and workshops.5

Richard Carlile first encountered the women of Manchester at
Peterloo itself. As a radical London journalist, he had been in-
vited to attend by the Manchester reformer, John Knight.  It was
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his first visit to Manchester. Travelling to the meeting in Henry
Hunt’s open barouche, he was deeply impressed by the fervour
of the crowds that lined the route and accompanied the car-
riage, as well as by the mass of people they met in St. Peter’s
Field. Carlile was privileged to stand on the platform alongside
Hunt. Like other eye-witnesses, he was moved by the female
presence, notably embodied in the “Joan of Arc” figure of Mary
Fildes, the chairwoman of the Manchester Female Reform Soci-
ety, who, upon meeting Hunt’s entourage with her fellow mem-
bers as it entered town, managed to secure a seat alongside the
driver. As many noted, she arrived at the meeting  aboard the
barouche vigorously waving a handkerchief and holding a large
flag surmounted by a cap of liberty and depicting a woman
treading corruption underfoot. She likewise gained access to
the platform and stood close to Carlile. Her intention was to
present Hunt with the flag and cap, along with an address, in
imitation of the way the Blackburn Female Reformers had im-
pressed themselves upon a mass meeting the previous July. In
addition, Carlile was deeply moved by the large number of
women in attendance, especially because of their enthusiasm,
because many were dressed in white, and because in the breeze
their tresses were tossed about as they doffed their bonnets in
salute to Hunt. He was then shocked to the core by the sight of
defenceless women being sabre-slashed and trampled down by
the cavalry.6

Peterloo revealed to Carlile the potential power of women as
backers of radical causes. It also impressed upon him the need

to enlist this power. Soon afterwards he published a print of
Peterloo that portrayed himself and Mary Fildes on the platform
as the massacre began. It was dedicated not only to Hunt but to
“the female reformers of Manchester and the adjacent towns
who were exposed to and suffered from the wanton and furious
attack made on them by that brutal armed force the Manches-
ter and Cheshire Yeomanry Cavalry”. The same caption stated
that the dedication had been made by “their fellow labourer,
Richard Carlile”. Throughout the early 1820s he made repeated
appeals to women in general and Manchester women in par-
ticular through his journal the Republican, starting in October
1819 with the publication of an address from a fiery Manchester
female reformer, Ethelinda Wilson, who had recently taken up
residence in London. Appalled by the Peterloo massacre, she
urged female Mancunians to press for a further meeting in Man-
chester to protest against it, calling upon them to persuade
their menfolk to forget their fear, “so truly feminine a trait”, and
thus avoid going down in history as cowards. In this way, she
claimed, “female influence” could save the feeble plant of liberty.
Then in November 1819 Carlile published an address to “my
fair countrywomen” which expressed his gratification at the thou-
sands of women who had attended Peterloo, and his wish that
they would “continue to stand forward” - deliberately fashion-
ing his message to attract and attach them to his cause. This
sustained effort to win over the women culminated in his pub-
lication of Every Woman’s Book in 1826.7

In his bid to recruit the women, Carlile went to greater lengths
than any other reformer of the time, producing a remedial pro-
gramme which was feminist in its radicalism. He regarded the
exclusion of women as completely unacceptable. Accordingly,
he condemned not only the parliamentary reform programme
of the Radical Reformers, who settled for a manhood franchise,
but also the all-male membership of the Freemasons, the Odd
Fellows and mechanics’ institutes.8 In addition, he formulated a
philosophy of sex which, by means of free love and contracep-
tion, sought to liberate women from the shackles of marriage
and the burden of child-bearing. Central to this philosophy was
Carlile’s belief in the intrinsic virtue of sexual intercourse since
it was the fount of happiness and health, his belief that sexual
intercourse was the right of all adults irrespective of whether
they were married, and his belief in the need for a true equality
between the sexes that could only be completely achieved if
men and women had the same opportunities to gratify their
sexual desires. For Carlile, women should not be typified as
“wives and mothers”, but should enjoy an equality with men.
Why not become philosophers and politicians, he asked; and
given their greater tenderness, why should they not make better
surgeons than men.9 As well as hacking away at the root of
gender, Carlile also went far beyond the radicalism of his con-
temporaries by advocating republicanism and Atheism. Rather
than stopping at universal suffrage, he explicitly required the
abolition of the monarchy, the house of lords and the church -
if necessary by revolutionary overthrow. Yet he was no Spencean
or Owenite. Essentially a libertarian, he rejected the enforced
redistribution of property and all forms of socialism.10

Carlile’s supporters, then, had much to swallow; and it is not at
all surprising that, in comparison with the reform movements
centred upon Hunt, Cobbett and eventually Owen, Carlile’s fol-The first book on birth-control ever published in Britain,The first book on birth-control ever published in Britain,The first book on birth-control ever published in Britain,The first book on birth-control ever published in Britain,The first book on birth-control ever published in Britain,
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lowing should remain small. The north-west was a major source
of support for him but those who openly declared their alle-
giance to his cause amounted to no more than 3,546. Of this
number, 1,040 were residents of Manchester; and among these
followers 116 were women.11 What light does this support cast
upon Manchester in the 1820s and its female inhabitants?

TTTTThe Fhe Fhe Fhe Fhe Female Responseemale Responseemale Responseemale Responseemale Response
It was Carlile’s firm belief that his sexual philosophy would prove
so irresistible to women that it would render them easy con-
verts to republicanism and freethought. In practice, the oppo-
site happened. On the one hand, his female supporters found
his political and religious beliefs readily acceptable but objected
to his sexual views because they appeared to expose women to
exploitation by the predatory male.12 On the other, many com-
mitted female reformers not only took great exception to his
rejection of Christianity and monarchy but also showed no will-
ingness to alter their political and religious beliefs in return for
the sexual advantages he claimed to offer. For them Hunt and
Cobbett retained an overwhelming appeal, not least because
they dissociated themselves from Carlile’s brand of ultra-radi-
calism and stuck to a programme of parliamentary reform, even
though it denied women the vote.

In his bid to enlist the women of Manchester, certain factors
worked in Carlile’s favour: first, his fortuitous appearance at
Peterloo and the use he made of the experience to condemn
the massacre and to demand redress; secondly, the imprison-
ment not only of himself but also of his wife and sister; and
thirdly, the belated evolution of his sexual philosophy which
only became evident from 1824 onwards and was only widely
publicised in April 1826 when, outraged by the frontispiece to
Every Woman’s Book with its full-frontal, genitally explicit Adam
and Eve, Cobbett publicly branded Carlile as the grand pornog-
rapher and pimp who planned to lure into prostitution the
maidenhood of England.13

For establishing a close affinity with the people of Manchester,
Carlile’s debt to Peterloo would have been even greater if, like
Hunt, he had been one of its victims. Instead, he had managed
to slip away unharmed and undetected, losing no more than
his top hat. Nonetheless, he earned considerable respect in the
town and its vicinity from his fearless journalistic coverage of the
event. In his reports on Peterloo, moreover, he urged the people
to resort to physical force if the government failed to punish the
perpetrators of the massacre, the Manchester magistrates and
the Yeomanry Cavalry.14 All this went down well with Mancu-
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nians, male and female.  Furthermore, the fact that two of the
magistrates who had authorised the military action at Peterloo
were clergymen (Hay and Ethelstone) meant that the strong
anticlericalism ever present in Carlile’s attacks on religion in-
creased his appeal. Finally, the failure of the government to pun-
ish the perpetrators, coupled with its willingness to commend
them for bravery and to reward them for loyal conduct, gave
Carlile’s sustained exhortation to revolution a compelling reso-
nance in the north-west, especially as Hunt continued to advo-
cate caution and peaceful protest.

Within a few months of Peterloo, both Carlile and Hunt had
been removed far from Manchester. Both were incarcerated in
the south-west, the one in Dorchester, the other in Ilchester. A
month after Peterloo Carlile was sentenced to three years im-
prisonment for blasphemy, the result of publishing two Deist
tracts, Thomas Paine’s Age of Reason and Elihu Palmer’s Princi-
ples of Nature. Neither work denied the existence of God, but
both repudiated Christianity by dismissing the Bible as a collec-
tion of fables. Carlile’s imprisonment was soon followed by that
of Jane, his wife, and Mary-Ann, his sister, the former for the
seditious crime of publishing a seventeenth-century advocacy of
assassination entitled Killing No Murder; the latter for the blas-
phemy of publishing further works by Paine. Both of them joined

Carlile in Dorchester Gaol, remaining there from 1821 to 1823.
In addition, by the end of 1822 another woman had been im-
prisoned for her connexion with Carlile. Susannah Wright, a lace-
maker from Nottingham, was committed to Newgate for eight-
een months, the result of selling blasphemous works from his
Fleet-street shop and for declaring at her trial that the best use
to which the Bible could be put was in the toilet. Intensifying
the emotive appeal of these stiff sentences were the young chil-
dren imprisoned with their mothers, for Susannah Wright en-
tered Newgate suckling a six-month-old baby, while Jane went
to Dorchester Gaol with the infant Thomas Paine and, before
her release, gave birth to Hypatia. Besides these women, a number
of men went to prison for selling Carlile publications in the
early 1820s, four of whom were from Manchester. One of them,
David Ridgeway, a fustian-cutter, was committed to Lancaster
Castle in 1821 for selling the Republican to fellow townsmen.
The other three - the shoemaker Joseph Rhodes in 1822 and in
1824 William Campion, another shoemaker, and William
Cochrane - willingly became martyrs for the cause, having vol-
unteered to serve in Carlile’s Fleet-street shop, knowing full well
that it would lead to a charge of sedition or blasphemy.15

Sustaining Carlile’s support in Manchester, then, was compas-
sion for victimised women and outrage at the sentences im-
posed upon the Manchester four. Throughout his prison sen-
tence - which endured for six years - Carlile maintained connexion
with the Manchester region through the Republican which he
was able to edit from gaol. In addition to articles on religion and
politics, the journal contained hyperbolic letters from its readers
and flattering responses from Carlile. His relationship with Man-
cunians was especially intense between 1821 and 1823. Fre-
quent letters passed from Manchester to Dorchester Gaol re-
peatedly professing self-sacrificial opposition to kingcraft, lordcraft
and priestcraft, and presenting gifts and money, which Carlile
took care to acknowledge and thank.16 In addition, Mancunians
demonstrated their loyalty to Carlile by organising exuberant
dinners to celebrate his birthday on 8 December and Paine’s
birthday on 29 January, and by making the long journey to
Dorchester to visit him in gaol.17 And when Carlile called upon
his followers to found reading and discussion societies they did
so with enthusiasm and pride.18

TTTTThe Fhe Fhe Fhe Fhe Female Repubemale Repubemale Repubemale Repubemale Republicans and Flicans and Flicans and Flicans and Flicans and Frrrrreethinkeethinkeethinkeethinkeethinkererererers ofs ofs ofs ofs of
ManchesterManchesterManchesterManchesterManchester
In this relationship, the women of Manchester seemed mostly
content to be represented by their husbands. The local leaders,
organisers, money-collectors and speakers were all men. What is
more, women rarely featured under their own names in the lists
of Mancunians making donations to Carlile: thus in the first list
women provided only 4 out of 57 subscriptions; in the second,
only 4 out of 42; in the third, none at all; in the fourth, 13 out
of 76; in the fifth, 4 out of 57; in the sixth, 7 out of 81; and this
continued to be the pattern.19 Yet the female reformers of Man-
chester contained a considerable number of committed repub-
licans and freethinkers. One was the child, Mary Ann Rhodes of
56 Henry-street, daughter of the imprisoned atheist shoemaker,
Joseph Rhodes. From the age of thirteen, when she gave one
shilling “to your infant son Thomas Paine Carlile”, she became a
regular subscriber to the Carlile fund. Following her father’s im-
prisonment in March 1822 for selling blasphemous works inThe frontispiece that outraged CobbettThe frontispiece that outraged CobbettThe frontispiece that outraged CobbettThe frontispiece that outraged CobbettThe frontispiece that outraged Cobbett
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Carlile’s Fleet-street shop, she appended to her subscription
the ironical notes that his sentence of two years hard labour
was “the only way to learn the blessings of Christianity” and was
“for the glory of God and the honour of revealed religion”.20

Another committed freethinker was Margaret Clarke who, in
presenting Jane Carlile with a “present of silk” for her baby,
declared herself to be “a real Deist, but hath the misfortune to
be the wife of a Christian”.21 In the Manchester subscription list
for November 1822 one woman designated herself “A Female
Deist and Republican, though young” and another designated
herself “A Female Deist and Republican though I have only four-
teen children”.22 Among his female following freethought was
not limited to Deism. The pseudonyms used in the subscription
lists - Female Materialist, A Female Naturalist, A Female
Ephemeron, Queen Mab - indicate that several were Atheists.
Yet another committed ultra-radical was Mary Walker who named
her son Henry Hunt Carlile and allowed her house at 9 Back-
Piccadilly to be used free of charge for the celebration of Carlile’s
birthday in December 1821 and of Paine’s birthday in January
1822. On the latter occasion she sang to the assembly “Mil-
lions be Free” and when toasted for her hospitality she rose to
say that they were welcome “at any time to use her home for
such patriotic meetings”. The same house also became the venue
of a weekly reading society for Carlile’s Manchester supporters.
In offering such hospitality Mary worked to promote the cause
with her husband “Citizen William Walker”, although normally
she made a contribution to the subscription lists under her own
name and on one occasion saucily presented Carlile with a pe-
culiar nightcap. On another occasion she wrote him a letter.23

Manchester women, however, tended not to write to Carlile him-
self; or if they did they withheld their name as with “F. of Man-
chester” who in September 1822 presented two silk shawls to
Carlile’s wife and sister and signed off “an unknown friend and
admirer”.24 Nonetheless, they did correspond openly with Jane,
his wife, for whom they showed deep concern. In January 1822,
for example, at the dinner to celebrate Paine’s birthday, Jane
and her son Thomas Paine received a toast to which the women
present added in unison: “A safe delivery with the next”.  The
correspondence began towards the close of Jane’s imprison-
ment, just as she was about to give birth to “the next”. Jane
dutifully responded to each letter and, soon after her release,
paid a visit to Manchester in August 1823, accompanied by her
children, who unfortunately contracted measles during the stay.25

The first of the letters was dated 22 April 1822 and written by
Elizabeth Gaunt.26 She saw herself as having a special affinity
with Jane because, three years earlier, she had also suffered
imprisonment when pregnant. This followed the Peterloo mas-
sacre at which she was truncheoned on the head and back by
the constables and then subjected to solitary confinement in
the New Bailey for eleven days, having been mistaken for Mary
Fildes, the woman with the flag. In her letter to Jane she revealed
how she had been incarcerated in “one of the Boroughmongers’
Bastilles” and “exposed to the sabres of a ferocious Yeomanry
Cavalry” for doing no more than perform her duty: that is, by
supporting Hunt’s programme of parliamentary reform. She then
focused on the imminent birth and, in the Deist manner, called
upon “the God of Nature” to “assist you through the great pain
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and peril you must naturally endure”.  She closed by presenting
Jane with a pair of tiny shoes “being the work of my own hands”,
and the hope that they will be “more acceptable to you than if
they were diamonds from a tyrant”.  Accompanying this gift was
a small, practical present of needles and cotton thread.

Jane responded on 4 May, declaring that the first shoes to be
placed on the feet of “my daily-expected infant” would be the
ones made by Elizabeth Gaunt and that as soon as possible the
“birth shall be announced to the Female Republicans of Man-
chester”.27 The latter point reflected the fact that shortly after
the letter from Mrs Gaunt, Jane had received another from sixty-
six women of Manchester, professing republican and freethink-
ing sentiments and also offering gifts for the baby.28 Why Eliza-
beth Gaunt should have operated independently of this group
is uncertain. It could not be attributed to differences of princi-
ple. Although Carlile had by this time become an Atheist, many
of his supporters clung to Deism; as did Mrs. Gaunt. True, in her
letter she made no explicit reference to republicanism; but twice
in early 1822, she subscribed to Carlile’s cause (fourpence each
time), and on both occasions she was content to have her name
associated with a covering letter which was undeniably republi-
can in sentiment.29 The second of these “republican” letters was
dispatched on 28 April, just two days earlier than the letter
from the sixty-six Mancunian women. Possibly Elizabeth did not
contribute to the latter because, as a subscriber, she was repre-
sented in the former and had already sent to Jane a letter and
gifts of her own. Otherwise, it must have resulted from personal
differences between her and some of the other female republi-
cans of Manchester.

The letter from the sixty-six women was signed by Mary Walker,
who undoubtedly had an important part in its composition.30

However, its claim to be from “we, the undersigned females”
suggests that they all approved of the content. The “liberal prin-
ciples” they asserted at the start of the letter received elabora-
tion in the rest of it. First, they objected to the Christian religion
“with its imposition, bigotry and superstition... knavery and
priestcraft”, wishing to replace it by “a system of justice and
humanity...more consistent with reason and common sense”.
Secondly, they wanted an end to monarchy. For them the treat-
ment of the two Carlile women “is sufficient to convince the
considerate mind of the necessity of a Republican system of
government where justice will be administered to all or redress
obtained in default thereof”. Thirdly, they claimed the right of
free discussion “on all subjects, both political and religious”,
branding any attempt to stop it as “oppressive and tyrannical”.
All this complied with the Carlile canon; and was to be found
replicated in the letters composed by his male Mancunian fol-
lowers. But there is more to this letter than that. Running through
it, not surprisingly, was a strong vein of gender allegiance, affili-
ation and solidarity. The letter began by addressing its recipi-
ents, Jane Carlile and Mary-Ann Carlile, as “Beloved and highly
esteemed sisters”. They were, in fact, sisters (i.e. sisters-in-law),
but this was not the point. The address echoed a form used by
the Manchester Female Reformers in July 1819 when an invita-
tion to women from “the higher and middling classes of society”
to join their all-female society began “Dear Sisters of the Earth”.
Also imparting a sense of gender solidarity to the letter of July
1822 was its declaration that the sixty-six female signatories

possessed “hearts of humanity towards our fellow females and
sisters (i.e. the two imprisoned Carlile women) in the cause of
liberty” and that, fully approving of their conduct, they “glory in
your spirit”, so much so that “we are not ashamed to come
forward and prove to the people of England that there are as
yet women possessed of common sense and reason”. Yet, for all
its radicalism, the letter mounted no root-and-branch challenge
to the status quo. The female’s duty of obedience to the author-
ity of priests and kings was explicitly repudiated, but obedience
to the husband was firmly upheld. Jane was congratulated - and
there was no irony in the remark - for obeying her husband
“according with what every married woman promises in her
marriage ceremony”. Furthermore, she was commended for set-
ting a good example: the obedience she had demonstrated was
“what every honest and virtuous woman considers to be her
duty”. The letter’s acceptance of the traditional duties of woman
was coupled with an acceptance of the traditional duties of man
as breadwinners, family heads and public figures. Such beliefs, of
course, were a source of criticism as well as of approval since, as
a natural corollary of accepting this system of differential obliga-
tion, blame automatically attached to its nonfulfilment. Thus
the letter presented the treatment of Jane - the work of men - as
“unmanly, unnatural and brutal”.  In offending the expectations
of gender obligation, it was therefore objectionable. The letter,
then, appeared to assume that gender was a system of comple-
mentary functions, some assigned to women and some assigned
to men, and therefore bore resemblance to the old notion of
orders in which priests pray, knights fight and commoners la-
bour. While rejecting the society of orders, Carlile’s female fol-
lowing seemed to accept its derivative, the traditional system of
gender. The point at issue - not the role of men but their failure
to perform it properly - was made in Jane’s reply which closed
with the remark that she looked forward to the day “when the
men of this country shall manage their own affairs and be in a
condition to protect us from the tyrants by whom we are now
oppressed”.31

On 17 February 1823 Carlile’s female following in Manchester
sent another letter to Jane, this time signed by fourteen women.32

Its purpose was to offer congratulations for her liberation “from
the Christian Bastille of Dorchester”. Compared with the previ-
ous letter, anti-monarchism featured much more prominently,
the signatories presenting themselves as the Female Republi-
cans of Manchester: that is, as a society under that name, and
an alternative to the Female Reformers of Manchester. The letter
indicated a larger membership than those named in it for the
signatories claimed to be writing “in behalf of the whole”. It
represented yet another blast against Christianity. Dwelling on
the females martyred for the cause, it cited not only the Carlile
women but also “our brave Mrs Wright who has made such a
noble stand against the friends of kingcraft, priestcraft, supersti-
tion and delusion”. The letter, however, still purveyed a Deist
message, although by this time Carlile and many of his support-
ers had moved on to Atheism. On the one hand, the letter
linked “the supporters of the humble Jesus” with Percy Jocelyn,
bishop of Clogher who, charged with the capital offence of sod-
omy, had escaped punishment by fleeing to France: that is apart
from being stripped by a mob of women after his detection
flagrante delicto in the back room of the White Lion, St. James.33

But on the other, the letter declared a belief in a natural and
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benevolent God who casts his blessings on believers and disbe-
lievers alike, arguing that such a God surely could not authorise
“the dogmas of those inhuman monsters called priests”, espe-
cially those relating to punishment in Hell. Nor, according to
the letter, could the true God uphold “a set of men[who] want
to oppress the poor” and to “deprive the hireling of his wages
and the widow of her right”; for if He did so it would be incon-
sistent with “the laws of Nature and every moral law”. It seemed,
the letter reasoned, that Christians were worshipping a false
God and therefore had to be resisted in defence of humanity
and justice. Seen in this light, Jane’s stand, along with that of
her brave husband and sister-in-law, could only be “viewed with
inexpressible delight and joyful sensation”.

As with the previous letter, this one was suffused with an over-
powering sense of gender affiliation: one that sought to identify
with traditional female roles while asserting that, in the trying
circumstances of the time, women as well as men needed to
take public action. Thus reference was made to Jane’s obliga-
tions to see to “your domestic affairs”: that is, to maintain a
home and to care for her family, citing how her house had been
invaded, with everything confiscated that was “calculated to make
life comfortable”, and how “your infant family” had been “dis-
persed” - a reference to the fact that her two eldest sons, Rich-
ard and Alfred, had to be left with relatives during her prison
sentence. Responsibility for all this was attributed to man be-
having unnaturally. This point was made not only by presenting
the unnatural bishop of Clogher as leading the onslaught in the
Courts against freethought but also in typifying the political
and religious establishment as “the band of Christian

man-tigers” who followed an unnatural God. Since the men
were abusing their natural right to rule by failing to fulfil their
natural obligations, it was, the letter declared, the duty of fe-
males as well as males “to oppose it to the uttermost of their
power”, just as Jane had demonstrated, but not by confusing
the roles of the two sexes as conventionally determined. The
letter closed with an invitation to Jane to come to Manchester
where she would be made very welcome, accompanied by the
apology that their “humble situation” left them with little to
offer her but “mental enjoyment”. But was not this “at all times
more agreeable to the virtuous female”?

These two letters from the women of Manchester were intended
as public manifestos. After all, it was known that they would be
printed in the Republican along with the reply. As such, they
were not unprecedented, although the practice in Manchester
reached back no further than 1819 when three female declara-
tions were produced, one in July addressed to women of the
middle and upper classes, another in August addressed to Hunt
at the time of Peterloo, and the third in November addressed to
William Cobbett. Accompanied by Tom Paine’s bones, which he
had just brought back from America, Cobbett had sought per-
mission, en route from Liverpool to London, to visit Manchester
but had been denied entry by the municipal authorities. The
address from the women was to demonstrate that this decision
did not command their support. All three addresses were the
work of the Manchester Female Reform Union.34 Their compari-
son with the ones addressed to Jane Carlile in the early 1820s
is instructive, especially the address of July 1819 to “Dear Sisters
of the Earth”, another woman-to-woman communication.  The
similarities are striking. The basic source of objection is the same:
a corrupt government and the parasites it maintained. Present is
the same gender directive, calling upon females to become en-
gaged in politics but proposing no radical alteration in the rela-
tionship of the sexes. In both cases, female action was justified
in terms of male inadequacy. Thus, in 1819 the house of com-
mons was presented as a male institution, the defects of which
reflected badly on the capacity of men for self-correction. Women
therefore needed to persuade men to put the matter right. This,
however, was not seen as requiring a transformation in gender.
The political engagement of women was regarded as a tempo-
rary measure, a response to a crisis rather than a permanent
reordering of the body politic. Equally striking are the differ-
ences. They partly reflected the contrast between the reform
programme of Henry Hunt and that of Richard Carlile. A nota-
ble feature of the addresses of 1819 is that they did not reject
Christianity or indulge in anticlericalism. Proposing that “all good
men were reformers”, the address to “Dear Sisters of the Earth”
resorted to the Bible for proof, declaring that “Noah was a
reformer...all the prophets were reformers and also the Apos-
tles”; and as for “the great founder of Christianity, he was the
greatest reformer of all”. Elsewhere in the same address, the
complaint was made that poverty prevented women from re-
specting the Sabbath for on Sundays they were obliged to re-
pair “tattered garments to cover the nakedness of our forlorn
and destitute families”, even though it had been “set apart by
the all-wise creator for a day of rest”. Evident in the address was
not conventional Christianity but one adapted to the cause of
reform, a radical Christianity which, to Carlile’s disgust, remained
popular in the Manchester region throughout the 1820s. None-The epitome of Enlightenment after six years in prisonThe epitome of Enlightenment after six years in prisonThe epitome of Enlightenment after six years in prisonThe epitome of Enlightenment after six years in prisonThe epitome of Enlightenment after six years in prison
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theless, it was far removed from the Deism advocated in the
addresses of 1822/3. The same could be said of the attitude to
political reform. The address of July 1819 was radical in the
sense that, applauding the French Revolution, it condemned
the long war against France because the purpose - at enormous
cost to the British people in taxes and lives - had been to en-
throne, contrary to the people’s wishes, “the present contempt-
ible Louis”. Yet it was not republican. The aim of the 1819 July
address was to persuade women to advocate “by constitutional
means” the reform of the house of commons, not to demolish
the house of lords and the monarchy. In matters political and
religious the female reformers of 1819 adhered to the so-called
Radical Reform policies associated with Hunt. These characteris-
tically combined a progressive call for universal suffrage with a
conservative profession of Christianity and monarchism.35 Hunt’s
claim to be a Christian reduced him to tears at his trial in 1820
when it was suggested in Court that he shared the irreligion of
Carlile. He accepted the balanced system of government shaped
by history, wishing only to prevent its malfunction. This was to
be done  by ensuring that the hereditary element, vested in the
Crown and the Lords, was effectively counterbalanced by the
representative element. Correction rested simply upon making
the house of commons answerable to the people. Carlile, in
contrast, had no historicist or religious scruples. True to the
principles of Thomas Paine, he believed that the revered balance
was a myth and that justice and liberty depended upon dispos-
ing of the hereditary element.  It was Paineite principles, in poli-
tics as well as religion, that directed the thinking of Carlile’s
female following.

Apart from the reform programmes of Hunt and Carlile, the
female declarations of 1819 and 1822/3 were affected by a
change in circumstance. The economic recession of 1819, which
had led to bitter complaints about impoverishment, had blown
over by 1822; and the memory of the wars and their waste, still
poignant in 1819, was fading fast three years later. Furthermore,
by 1822 the novelty of women engaging in politics had worn
off. When first encountered, such behaviour was charged, by
men and women, as unfeminine, the result of females behaving
unnaturally through aping the ways of men, in the manner of
Amazonians or viragos, or abandoning their characteristic mod-
esty, in the manner of bloodthirsty Jacobins or hot and shame-
less prostitutes.36 By 1822 these charges were losing their sting.
Consequently women had less need to justify their actions as
consonant with femininity. Finally, the differences evident be-
tween the two sets of female address derived from a change of
leadership.

TTTTThe Mancunian Fhe Mancunian Fhe Mancunian Fhe Mancunian Fhe Mancunian Female Refemale Refemale Refemale Refemale Refororororormermermermermers Divideds Divideds Divideds Divideds Divided
In 1819 the female reformers of Manchester were very much
under the control of Mary Fildes and Susannah Saxton. As sec-
retary of the Manchester Female Reform Union, it was Saxton
who signed the “Dear Sisters of the Earth” address. As chair-
woman of the same society, it was Fildes who assumed the task
of conveying their address to Hunt at Peterloo; and, in the same
official capacities, it was these two women who signed the ad-
dress to Cobbett and presented him with a writing set. Yet by
1822 their control was slipping away, as considerable numbers
of female reformers switched allegiance from Hunt to Carlile.

Until 1822 Hunt’s female supporters were quite capable of sub-
scribing to Carlile’s cause as well; so much so that in the course
of 1821 both Susannah Saxton and Mary Fildes gave him small
sums of money as he languished - an utterly commendable
martyr to the cause of free discussion - in Dorchester Gaol.
Mary Fildes even attended the celebration of Carlile’s birthday
in December 1821, held at the house of Mary Walker.37 But as
the relationship between Hunt and Carlile slumped into a vin-
dictive and irreconcilable antipathy and as their respective causes
came to be defined in reaction to each other, the loyalty of their
following was put to the test. Two mutually opposed parties -
the one Huntite, the other Carlileite - inevitably formed, split-
ting the Mancunian reformers into separate and hostile camps.

Two local incidents promoted this process of bifurcation, each of
them featuring Mary Fildes and Susannah Saxton. The first arose
from a letter dated 18 March 1822 that was published in the
Manchester Observer. Signed by Mary and addressed to Carlile,
it soundly rebuked him for his hostility to Hunt. It also ques-
tioned his behaviour at Peterloo.  Mary, who had stood by his
side on the hustings as the cavalry had charged the crowd, ac-
cused him of having shown extreme fear, evident in “the quiver-
ing of your lips and the faulter of your tongue”.38 Carlile bitterly
dismissed this charge as a Huntite trick to discredit him.39 A
number of Mancunians came to his rescue, notably Mary Walker,
who claimed to have eye-witness proof that Mary Fildes had not
composed the letter herself but had simply added her signature
to it. The letter was the occasion of a bitter conflict in the town
in which the former friendship between the two women
foundered.  Mary Fildes, moreover, was shunned by the Carlile
party and had her last subscription returned by the local collec-
tor as a mark of her disgrace. Carlile spitefully accused Mary
Fildes - a person who claimed that her public actions sprang
virtuously from “nothing more than my duty as a wife and
mother” - of having been “seduced into a trick of that kind”, the
result of being “a woman with warm feelings”. He also attributed
the authorship of the letter to Susannah Saxton’s husband, John
Thacker Saxton, whom he dismissed as a hopeless drunk.40

The second defining incident occurred the following October.
The Carlileites and Huntites almost came to blows in the Union
Rooms in George Leigh-street, Ancoats when the reformers of
Manchester met to approve an address to Hunt which con-
gratulated him upon his imminent release from prison.41 The
address openly condemned a pamphlet recently published by a
venerable Manchester reformer, Joseph Johnson, who on the
occasion of Peterloo had also sat in the barouche and had stood
on the platform but now, like Carlile, had turned against Hunt.42

The Huntites, with Saxton to the fore, wanted to keep the ad-
dress as it was; while others, principally Carlileites, wanted the
comments on the pamphlet removed. Johnson was no follower
of Carlile. His Christianity prevented him from siding with an
Atheist in spite of his hostility to Hunt. Yet he and Carlile were
aligned in their opposition to the project for founding a Great
Northern Union, regarding it as a cynical ploy whereby Hunt
would secure a parliamentary seat, enter the house of corrup-
tion and abandon the cause of reform.43

That the struggle in the Union rooms was between the followers
of Carlile and Hunt became clear when Elijah Ridings, the silk-
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weaver poet, advocated amendment and was met with the cry
“Damn him, he’s a Carlileite” and “Pull him down [i.e. from the
rostrum] and all those Carlileites”. Although no women stood
up to address the meeting, quite a few were present, some rep-
resenting Hunt, others Carlile; and they participated vigorously
in the barracking of the speakers. They also provided a general
chorus of hisses, hoots, cheers and groans. John Harper, in his
account of the meeting, cited “the shrill tones of female voices
threatening blows”. Prominent in the imbroglio was Mary Fildes
who at the end - that is, after the decision had been made not
to alter the address - was so enraged by the Carlileites that,
even though the victory was hers, she was disposed, according
to Harper, “to have a set-to with some female republicans”
present.44 As for Mary Walker, what did she now call the son
whom two years earlier she had proudly named Henry Hunt
Carlile?

At the centre of the conflict was the principle of republicanism.
As a divisive issue this had surfaced earlier in the year as a
result of the attempt to substitute “republican” for “reformer”
within the Radical Reform movement. As a Huntite, Wooler had
publicly condemned the proposal, in the pages of the Manches-
ter Observer and Black Dwarf, in such a way as to suggest that
he preferred Christians to republicans. In response a group of
Manchester republicans, all men, deplored Wooler’s stand in a
signed statement addressed “To the Public” which Carlile oblig-
ingly printed. Johnson’s “pure republicanism” alienated him from
Hunt while making him eminently qualified, although still a com-
mitted Christian, to receive Carlileite support. The outcome was
to crystallise the parties and clarify their principles. According to
Carlile, Hunt had become “a quack in politics, a quack in reli-
gion, a quack in trade and what is worst of all a quack in mor-
als”; and his followers accepted the judgement.45 For Hunt and
his followers Carlile became the immoral materialist. Each party
ceased to be a broad church of radicalism, as the republicans
backed Carlile and as the Christians sided with Hunt or Cobbett:
that is with the exception of the likes of Joseph Johnson who, as
republicans and Christians, fitted into neither camp. It was within
the context of this process of party formation and disagreement
that the Manchester women had written to Jane.

The Issue of the SpongeThe Issue of the SpongeThe Issue of the SpongeThe Issue of the SpongeThe Issue of the Sponge
Carlile’s relations with Mary Fildes went from bad to worse in
the period 1823-6 when the issue of contraception became a
bone of contention between them. In July 1823 Mary received
a parcel from London containing a pile of handbills which advo-
cated birth-control. The parcel was accompanied by a note from
“a sincere well-wisher to the working classes” which asked her -
as a woman “having much influence in her neighbourhood” and
who had “shown herself the ardent friend of the working peo-
ple” - to distribute the bills to married women of her acquaint-
ance. It was a part of Francis Place’s compaign to promote birth-
control by other means than sexual abstinence. Essentially, it
spelled out the benefit of a small family and recommended the
sponge as the most effective of contraceptive devices.46 As a
woman who had given birth to five children by the age of twenty-
seven (i.e. by 1819), and as an inhabitant of a town whose al-
ready dense population had so far more than trebled in her
own lifetime (from 43,000 in 1788 to 142,000 in 1831), Mary
had good reason to appreciate its benefits.47 Instead, she was

filled with indignation. Rather than distributing the bills to the
married women of Manchester, she sent copies to the Attorney
General in order to start a public prosecution, and also to Wooler
of the Black Dwarf and Carlile of the Republican, the leading
radical journals of the time, calling upon them to publish a
condemnation of the bill.48 Mary’s anger stemmed from the fact
that she associated it with “the cold-blooded Malthus” and the
attendant conservative belief that the ills of society were due to
the fecundity of the working classes rather than the greed of the
rich. Malthus would have found the handbill’s recommenda-
tions equally as deplorable but that was beside the point. In the
eyes of reformers his principle of population, along with its pre-
diction that unchecked population growth would inevitably
immiserate society, was readily seen as working against their
cause, especially in proposing that the sufferings of the working
classes could best be remedied by self-improvement rather than
political reform.49 In response to Mary Fildes, Wooler empha-
sised these points in the Black Dwarf for 17 September 1823.50

In contrast, Carlile made no public statement about the matter
until May 1825 when he devoted almost the whole of one
issue of the Republican to the subject of “What is Love?”. In this
long essay he not only printed the offending bill and strongly
argued in its favour, but also presented Mary Fildes as a sup-
porter of contraception, stating that, although once offended by
it, “I have since been informed from good authority that she...has
become a convert to its great utility and importance”.51 A strong
denial from both Mary and her husband elicited no apology
from Carlile.52 When the essay was converted into the tract Every
Woman’s Book (1826), Carlile did remove her name from the
text but suggestively substituted: “Women are also secretly en-
gaged in it, after having got over the prejudices of old customs,
by giving it a full consideration”.53

Carlile’s decision to embrace the principles of Malthus exposed
him to attack from a wide spectrum of political reform: basically
on the grounds that he was blaming the working classes, not
the government, for the current problems of society.54 This was
not true, for Carlile managed to work self-improvement and radical
political reform into one coherent programme. Nevertheless, his
conservative and radical opponents had a field day in manipu-
lating his advocacy of the sponge to question both his personal
morality and his credentials as a political reformer; even more
so as Carlile was reckless enough to connect the principle of
population, which he had adopted from Place, to a principle of
love all of his own making. For Carlile, contraception served two
purposes. Not only did it limit the size of families but it also
liberated sexual pleasure.55 This enabled opponents to portray
Carlile as an obscene monster bent on dragging women down
into a quagmire of depravity by persuading them to regard sex
as primarily a means of self-gratification. Thanks to this linguis-
tic turn, Carlile’s philosophy of sex - even though it offered a
great deal to women - did nothing to improve his popularity
with them.56 Not only Mary Fildes but also his Manchester fe-
male followers distanced themselves in the late 1820s.  To boost
his popularity in Manchester, Carlile paid several visits to the
town once out of prison - in 1827 and in 1829 - but without
the desired effect.
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In the early 1830s Carlile’s conduct appeared to bear out all
that his opponents had predicted, for republicans and Atheists
were traditionally regarded as lacking in moral fibre and there-
fore free to commit any outrage. For a time in the early 1820s
Carlile had appeared to disprove this case by showing that
morality could exist apart from religious beliefs; but then he
proceeded to blot his copybook, not once but twice. The star-
tling message of Every Woman’s Book suggested that the tradi-
tional associations made between supernatural disbelief and
obscenity might well be true; then in September 1833 the rev-
elation that Carlile had left his wife and family to cohabit with a
woman from Bolton strongly suggested that, by liberating lust,
his philosophy could easily reduce men and women to the ani-
mal state. Shortly afterwards, in October 1833, Carlile paid an-
other visit to Manchester and found himself popular again, with
over a thousand attending his lectures on morality in Newall’s
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