
EARLY ROMANTICISM AND
RELIGIOUS DISSENT

Religious diversity and ferment characterize the period that gave rise
to Romanticism in England. It is generally known that many indi-
viduals who contributed to the new literatures of the late eighteenth
century came from Dissenting backgrounds, but we nonetheless
often underestimate the full significance of nonconformist beliefs
and practices during this period. Daniel White provides a clear and
useful introduction to Dissenting communities, focusing on Anna
Barbauld and her familial network of heterodox “liberal” Dissenters
whose religious, literary, educational, political, and economic activ-
ities shaped the public culture of early Romanticism in England. He
goes on to analyze the roles of nonconformity within the lives and
writings of William Godwin, Mary Wollstonecraft, Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, and Robert Southey, offering a Dissenting genealogy of
the Romantic movement.

daniel e. white is Assistant Professor of English at theUniversity
of Toronto.
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within English literary studies. From the early 1780s to the early 1830s a formid-
able array of talented men and women took to literary composition, not just in
poetry, which some of them famously transformed, but in many modes of
writing. The expansion of publishing created new opportunities for writers,
and the political stakes of what they wrote were raised again by what Wordsworth
called those “great national events” that were “almost daily taking place”: the
French Revolution, the Napoleonic and American wars, urbanization, industri-
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at home. This was an enormous ambition, even when it pretended otherwise.
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in texts such as Frankenstein and Biographia Literaria; gender relations in
A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and Don Juan; journalism by Cobbett
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Epigraph

You have refused us; and by so doing, you keep us under the eye of the public, in
the interesting point of view of men who suffer under a deprivation of their
rights. You have set a mark of separation upon us, and it is not in our power to
take it off, but it is in our power to determine whether it shall be a disgraceful
stigma or an honourable distinction. If, by the continued peaceableness of our
demeanour, and the superior sobriety of our conversation, a sobriety for which
we have not quite ceased to be distinguished; if, by our attention to literature,
and that ardent love of liberty which you are pretty ready to allow us, we deserve
esteem, we shall enjoy it. If our rising seminaries should excel in wholesome
discipline and regularity, if they should be the schools of morality, and yours,
unhappily, should be corrupted into schools of immorality, you will entrust us
with the education of your youth, when the parent, trembling at the profligacy
of the times, wishes to preserve the blooming and ingenuous child from the
degrading taint of early licentiousness. If our writers are solid, elegant, or
nervous, you will read our books and imbibe our sentiments, and even your
Preachers will not disdain, occasionally, to illustrate our morality. If we enlighten
the world by philosophical discoveries, you will pay the involuntary homage
due to genius, and boast of our names when, amongst foreign societies, you are
inclined to do credit to your country. If your restraints operate towards keeping
us in that middle rank of life where industry and virtue most abound, we shall
have the honour to count ourselves among that class of the community which
has ever been the source of manners, of population and wealth. If we seek for
fortune in the track which you have left most open to us, we shall increase your
commercial importance. If, in short, we render ourselves worthy of respect, you
cannot hinder us from being respected – you cannot help respecting us – and in
spite of all names of opprobrious separation, we shall be bound together by
mutual esteem and the mutual reciprocation of good offices.

“a dissenter” (Anna Barbauld), from An Address to the Opposers of the Repeal
of the Corporation and Test Acts. London, Printed for J. Johnson, No. 72, St.
Paul’s Church-Yard. 1790. [Price One Shilling.]
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