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Application Guidelines:

In addition to a covering letter, CV and the name of two referees, candidates must supply a draft dissertation proposal (maximum 1000 words) for consideration by the project’s principal investigator (Professor Jon Mee). Please read the ‘Networks of Improvement’ project description (below) prior to writing the draft dissertation proposal. Each proposal should include:

· An indicative descriptive title for the proposed PhD project 

· A brief description of the specific focus of the proposed dissertation project relevant to ‘The Networks of Improvement’ (for example, do you propose to focus on a specific geographical area or period within the project; focus on a particular club or society; or trace the activities of a particular individual or group of individuals?) 

· An indication of the research questions of particular interest to you 

· An indication of your proposed methodologies and/or sources 

· An explanation of how your previous training has prepared you to undertake the proposed project 

To help candidates formulate their draft proposals, an indicative list of potential projects follows. Candidates should note that this list is offered purely for guidance—there are many excellent topics that could be devised other than those indicated below, and such proposals will be considered equally with those outlined here:

Indicative Potential PhD Projects:

· ‘Literary Societies in Norwich and its environs, 1760-1800’: This project would investigate the roles played by literary societies in the development of the identity of Norwich as the ‘Jacobin City’ of the 1790s. It would consider how distinctive the period after 1789 was compared to the decades before; what was understood by the idea of a ‘literary’ society in relation to other forms of sociable activity; and what kinds of publications it was involved in circulating and producing.

· ‘’The Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society, 1781-1840’. This project would focus on the development of the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society as a literary association. It would specifically assess its commitment to ‘literary’ activities in relation to scientific and technological improvements; whether those commitments remained in place and were understood in the same way across the period; track the roles of particular contributors and look at the importance of the society to their other literary activities/outputs

· ‘Gender and Improvement: Women and Literary Societies’: This project would investigate the role of women in literary and philosophical societies. Women’s influence on taste and improvement was celebrated in groups like the Lunar Society and the Manchester Lit. Phil., but how far were these representations matched by involvement? This project would look at women’s involvement in networks of improvement and explore their roles within and at the margins of clubs and societies.

· ‘The Aikins and Literary Societies: A Family of Improvers’: In June 1821, the Monthly Magazine  claimed that John Aikin Sr. had been a founding member of the country’s first ‘reading society’ near Leicester. In succeeding decades his family, including John Aikin, Jr. and Anna Laetitia Barbauld, and, in the next generation, Arthur and Lucy Aikin, were to play an important part in English literary culture. This thesis investigates the importance of clubs and societies – formal and domestic – to the literary output of the Aikins and the nature of the commitment to the idea of ‘improvement’ across three generations

· ‘Literature and Improvement: English Lit. Phils. 1760-1840’. This project would investigate the concept of ‘improvement’ in relation to literary activities in the English Lit. Phils. The project would investigate how far literary ‘improvement’ was understood to operate in concert with other forms of progress (‘technological’; ‘scientific’) and whether this understanding remained consistent across literary societies and into the nineteenth century. The project would investigate how far more ‘Romantic’ ideas of literary in terms of individual genius or expressive theories penetrated into the Lit Phils. and whether these were still conceived of literature as a medium of ‘improvement’

 



 
Networks of Improvement: Project Description

 
Abstract: This project investigates a formative aspect of the creation of civil society in modern Britain. The focus is the role of literary clubs and societies (c.1760-c1840) in disseminating ‘improvement’ across Britain and its empire, including America before and after Independence. These networks are understood to constitute a ‘field of cultural production’ in Pierre Bourdieu’s terms (1993) that was an important part of the public sphere (Habermas). This approach understands ‘production’ in terms of ‘force fields’ of creation and  reception that also constitute ‘a field of struggles tending to transform or conserve this field’. The project will build a relational database of these clubs and societies detailing their memberships, their venues and locations, topics of debates, lectures, their subscriptions to books and periodicals, and their involvement in publishing ventures from records of their own transactions to individual volumes by single or collective authors associated with them. The database will provide the source material for a

monograph by the PI, a collection of essays based on a conference, and journal articles.

Background to the work: At the heart of the ‘struggles’ over the shape of these networks is the question of how far ‘literature’ was recognized as a distinctive or autonomous ‘field’ in this period. The project is concerned with changes in definitions of what constituted ‘literature’ as it came to be defined against print in general and other forms of social and cultural production, the question of literature as an autonomous professional and/or disciplinary field, and the changing role it was understood to have in relation to ‘improvement.’ A commitment to mutual improvement by liberal conversation and rational enquiry was at the heart of most eighteenth-century voluntary associations. The project will look at what constituted improvement in relation to literary production, whether it was defined as a distinctive sort of ‘progress’, its relation to forms of ‘rational enquiry’, and the extent to which it was associated with a ‘moral’ or ‘aesthetic’ value understood to be compatible to or at odds with commercial, technological, or scientific advances.
Chronology:  The eighteenth century witnessed an explosion of clubs and societies of all kinds. Literary societies were an important feature of this more general phenomenon, committed to both the improvement of morals and manners and the dissemination of useful knowledge. Although these two criteria of manners and utility were not always seen as mutually supportive, there was a widespread celebration of the role of literary societies in the perceived improvement of the nation. In June 1821, the Monthly Magazine published a letter of ‘Facts relative to the State of Reading Societies and Literary Institutions in the United Kingdom’. The writer addressed the Monthly because it had been ‘always attentive to the formations of Book societies, and Literary Institutions of every description’. The letter claims a group near Leicester, which included John Aikin Sr. and Joseph Priestley, had formed the first of these reading societies in 1740. No doubt identifying this point of origin was flattering to the Dissenting associations of the Monthly, but it serves to indicate that eighteenth-century clubs and societies existed in a reciprocal relationship with newspapers and periodicals. Arguably, there was a take-off of all kinds of literary clubs after c.1760, fuelled by and contributing to the rise in book production. The letter to the Monthly claimed that over 6000 such reading societies existed in the kingdom by 1821. This growth in literary clubs and societies has been identified with a shift from scattered coteries of gentleman to more middle-class groups associated with the new industrial centres of Birmingham, Leeds, Manchester, and Newcastle. Associated with this shift was a change in the idea of improvement, now more influenced by enlightened ideas of progress than gentry values of politeness.

Places: A series of regional Literary and Philosophical Societies appeared in Manchester (1781), Leeds (1783), and Newcastle (1793), Often these do seem to have had strong associations with Dissent and sometimes they struggled for respectability in the face of the suspicions of the local authorities. Notwithstanding these new developments in the English north and midlands, London remained at the centre of many of these networks. The Club of Honest Whigs, involving Benjamin Franklin and Joseph Priestley, began in the 1760s, meeting in various metropolitan coffee houses. Priestley played his part in literary societies in Warrington and then the original Leeds society in 1783. Of a different ideological complexion was Samuel Johnson’s Literary Club, formed in 1764, meeting originally in the Turk’s Head, mainly populated by men beginning to make a name for themselves in the literary sphere. If Johnson and his friends differed in ideological complexion from like Franklin and Priestley, they may still be seen as part of a professionalization of literary culture and a break with aristocratic patronage. The Literary Club’s activities were disseminated by anecdotes in newspapers and journals. How far they were consciously emulated outside the metropolis is a question this project will examine. Most general studies of the ‘associational world’ of eighteenth-century civil society have stopped in 1800, assuming various kinds of specialism made an earlier, broader idea of ‘literary’ improvement unsustainable. This project examines the role of clubs and societies after the 1800 watershed, investigating changes in their activities, including the relationship between literary and scientific improvement, the identity of those involved, and where their activities took place.

Venues:  By the end of the century, literary clubs and societies often used dedicated premises, sometimes bought by members for the purpose, with their own libraries, collections of specimens, and even laboratories. This phenomenon has often been linked to a broader withdrawal from mixed social spaces, sometimes correlated with a withdrawal of the middle classes from a larger idea of ‘the people’. Possibly this narrative accounts for more ‘domestic’ associations of literary groups like those associated with the Aikin family at Warrington and elsewhere or later with Charles and Mary Lamb at their ‘Wednesday night club’ or, a decade later, Leigh Hunt’s ‘Saturday night club’. Such gatherings were often represented within literary texts like William Hazlitt’s essay ‘Of Persons One Would Wish to Have Seen’, first published in the New Monthly Magazine in 1826, which presented itself as a transcription of the imperfectly remembered conversation at the ‘Wednesday’ club. Frequently, these clubs and their different venues were regarded as an intrinsic part of the cultural landscape for inquisitive visitors from overseas. Hunt’s club was apparently more boisterous and informal than the kind of gatherings associated with John Murray’s literary  conversazione or Lord Holland’s aristocratic salon. The American tourist George Ticknor visited all these literary gatherings. Writing home in 1819, he defined the Hunt circle in terms of ‘their common hatred of everything that has been more successful than their own works … the most curious and amusing olla podrida I ever met’.The chief objectives of ‘The East India Company at Home, 1757-1857’ are:
Activities:  Narratives of withdrawal have also been associated with the hostilities attracted by some societies because of an association with faction or, more specifically, Religious Dissent. Politics and religion were banned – after some debate - by some regional Lit. Phil societies, including those set up at Manchester and Newcastle. These suspicions seem to have been intensified by the fraught ideological atmosphere of the 1790s in the wake of the French Revolution. John Bernard, the Covent Garden comedian, who emigrated to the United States in 1794, saw these conflicts as marking the demise of ‘the era of Clubs’. Graduating from a musical ‘catch club’ in Bath, Bernard became a member of several literary societies in London, including, for instance, the Beefsteak Society identified with Covent Garden theatre and Whig politics. Its ‘galaxy of wits,’ as Bernard described them, cultivated an atmosphere of boozy joviality, but the company also wrote epigraphs for plays, newspaper squibs, and even, in Merry’s case anyway, sentimental poetry. Merry is one figure who demonstrates the relative permeability of these societies. By 1794, he was closely associated with literary circles in ‘the jacobin city’ of Norwich, whose vibrant political and cultural life spawned several societies, and, for instance, sponsored the short-lived literary journal  The Cabinet. Although the cast of the societies in the newer provincial cities has been identified with a utilitarian ethos, this did not exclude literary activities. The Manchester society took ‘progress’ in ‘Physics  and the Belles Lettres’ to be part of the general ‘diffusion of learning and philosophy’. On what terms this kind of general idea of literature remained in place after 1800 is a key question. The 1790s has been seen as a decade of ‘crisis’ in definitions of the ‘literary’. Debates surrounding the campaign to re-institute of Philosophical and Literary Society in Leeds (1819, successor to the short-lived 1783 society) centred on the question of whether it should include literary topics. At least one correspondent was confident their inclusion would render the society ‘much more useful, and would possess more general interest’ . Others thought Natural Philosophy was safer ground, less likely to prove breeding grounds of ‘faction or contention’. The argument in favour of the broader field of improvement won out, and while the list of lectures delivered to the society may be inclined towards natural philosophy, the 1822-3 season saw lectures from John Spear of Edinburgh on ‘The Faculty of Taste’ and the Sheffield poet James Montgomery on ‘Modern English Literature’.
Participants: the question of the social make-up of memberships was sometimes a fraught one. Although the Lit. Phil. in Leeds was committed to ‘the co-operation of all classes in the cultivation of knowledge’, it also noted the need to keep ‘a foremost place in the generous rivalry’. Clubs formed by lower-class improvers - from at least midcentury - were often objects of suspicion. Radical groups like the London Corresponding Society presented themselves as participants in the ‘progression of human improvement’ in the 1790s, expressing literary aspirations at the conversazione around their meetings and in their short-lived Moral and Political Magazine  (1796- 7). In a different register, tavern ‘free-and-easies’ promoted their own version of improvement well into the nineteenth century. ‘A desire to enter into the republic of letters’ was a common aspiration in such popular radical groups, even if they differed from the more ‘respectable’ pursuits associated with the Mechanics Institutes of the 1820s and were shunned by other classes. The gender identity of literary clubs and societies is another complicated issue. Writing in 1787, the historian of improvement in eighteenth century Birmingham William Hutton identified 'a female club' with anarchy, but at the beginning of the century Joseph Addison and Sir Richard Steele had regarded the presence of women as intrinsic to improvement. From the 1760s, Bluestocking circles associated with Elizabeth Montagu exploited the identification of women with literary conversation. The 1780s saw the appearance of female-only debating societies, although they seem to have been short-lived. Plenty of commentators do seem to have disapproved of female clubs. Lit. Phils were usually ‘masculine’ bastions. Other literary associations encouraged mixed sex sociablity, including book societies and debating clubs’ . Manchester’s Lit. Phil. saw a gain from ‘sweet converse with the fair sex’: ‘A Montague, a Carter, a Barbauld, and a Seward, justly demand his notice, and will prove most delightful companions, refine his taste, polish his manners, and meliorate his morals’. Norwich had a reputation of being more welcoming to women intellectuals. Ameiia Alderson, for instance, contributed poetry to The Cabinet, and her correspondence with William Godwin and others suggests she was a very active part of its intellectual sociability. How far this extended into its clubs and societies is a matter that requires further investigation for Alderson and for others.

Nation and Empire: Many of these clubs and societies were very conscious about their role in forming larger networks of improvement across the nation. The 1823-4 annual report of the Leeds Phil. Lit. commented on the rise of other societies in York, Sheffield, Hull, and Whitby, which it claimed had been inspired by its example. At the beginning of 1823 the Leeds society had sent copies of its Introductory Discourse to various other societies, including the Caledonian Society and the Academy of Sciences in Edinburgh. They were keeping alive the tradition of Lit. Phils. communicating across national boundaries. In 1793, James Anderson, a member of several Scottish literary societies, celebrated the foundation of the Newcastle-upon-Tyne Lit. Phil. in his journal The Bee. Scotland was particularly invested in ‘improvement’. Scottish authors like Henry Mackenzie, Robert Fergusson and Robert Burns were all products of literary clubs, but little work has been done on the picture after 1800 or on relations with societies outside Scotland. Many members of English Lit. Phils were either Scots or had experienced Scottish literary sociability at university there. Scottish relations with the colonies were especially strong, including clubs and societies in America before and after Independence, but also stretching to the further reaches of empire, like Cape Town and Sydney. In 1824, for instance, two Scots, John Fairburn and Thomas Pringle, set up the short-lived South African Literary Society and published the South African Journal. Fairburn had been a founder member of the Newcastle Lit. Phil. In the first two numbers of The South African Journal, he contributed an essay on the 'value of Literary and Scientific Societies’, which contained a detailed account of proceedings at Newcastle. He credited the rise of this kind of voluntary association with the 'astonishing progress' in 'general knowledge, liberal sentiment, and sound political feelings’ over the previous 50 years. Fairburn celebrated the situation in the Cape as one 'undamped by patronage, and unrestrained by over legislation,’ an attitude that seems to translate the faith of the independence of literary clubs to the colonial context. Fairburn and Pringle certainly received no welcome from the Governor of the colony, who saw them as dangerous radicals. The South African Journal also explicitly acknowledged the influence of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, confirming their sense of 'improvement' as a global project. From this perspective, networks of colonial clubs seem to have played their part in constituting empire as ‘an interconnected zone constituted by multiple points of contact.’
Hypotheses

 a) Literary clubs and society had a crucial role in the creation of civil society in its modern form, constituting a site for the formation of public opinion, and the dissemination of improvement.

b) The field of literary production in the period 1760-1840 was constituted by networks of voluntary associations that provided both specific reading communities and contexts out of which various publishing ventures could be incubated.

c) This field did not simply correspond to modern notions of disciplines or professionalization, including any division between literature and science (natural philosophy), but did create various struggles around the emergence of these notions.

d) These associations were committed to the idea of ‘improvement’, but this idea was variously conceived.

e) Across the period there was a withdrawal from mixed open spaces to more dedicated premises and/or domestic circles.

f) Participation was a contentious issue, often around the issue of whether on class or gender grounds, for instance, groups were deemed capable of contributing to ‘improvement’

g) These clubs and societies formed networks at regional, national, and international levels, often in conflict with official institutions.
Questions raised by these hypotheses

a) Did the period 1760-1840 represent a specific historical juncture between older forms of court/patronage systems of literary culture and a fully blown commodity system?

b) How far did these voluntary associations conceive themselves as part of a national culture of improvement or as representatives of civil society more progressive or otherwise at odds with the organs of the state? How far did the idea of ‘independence’ define this role?

c) How far and when did notions of specialism or professional association come to bear on literary societies? How did any differences of this kind impact of ideas of improvement? For instance, was there a tension between ideas of improvement as ‘moral’ or ‘useful’?

d) In what kinds of venues did these groups meet? Did these change across the period? How were these venues related to the creation of rules, rituals, and other forms of internal governance?

e) Who was involved in these associations? For instance, were Dissenters disproportionately active in these groups? Were women participants? Did location correlate with who was involved? Is it possible to track individuals across different groups?

f) How international were the networks formed between these associations? Did they tend to take national forms? How did they operate internationally? Did contact with American groups prevail after Independence? How did empire faciltate or otherwise these networks? What role did

Objectives

The aim of the project is to provide the first full account of the role of literary clubs and society in the emergence and development of the field of literary production in English global culture across the period 1760-1830. The project will create a relational database providing details of clubs, memberships, venues, resources, and activities. The topic will be publicized by a conference in the final year, followed up by a collection of essays. A monograph by the PI, based on the data gathered for the project, will make the larger intellectual case for the importance of this material and its consequences for literary studies in the Romantic period.

Significance

This project will be a major contribution to our understanding of the formation of civil society in Britain and its colonies. It proposes that literary societies provided voluntary networks committed to modern notions of improvement, sometimes at odds with the official institutions of the state. A relational database will enable users to see how the memberships and activities of these diverse societies overlapped and supported each other. Literary studies in this period have undergone a great deal of change of late with challenges to the Romantic ideology predicated on the poetics of transcendence or ‘solitude and the sublime’. This has involved the expansion of the canon of authors formerly associated with the category Romanticism to include women writers and authors from the lower classes as well as a broadening of period boundaries. Part of this process, especially, more recently, has also involved an increased awareness of categories of social authorship and ‘group’ publication. ‘Romantic sociability’ has emerged as an area of study in its own right. This project gives purchase to the broad concept of sociability by giving concrete attention the specific roles of clubs and societies as institutions of literature, understanding their role as agents in processes of publication and reception, and more broadly in mapping a force field of literary production. Without assuming any unitary or homogenous in its formation, the project looks to the functioning of literary clubs and societies as part of networks that reached across Britain and into empire and the United States to create this field.
Methods

The project will be inter-disciplinary in approach; it adopts of the methods of social and cultural history, together with the close reading of literary and others texts. It will also use this material to think about the conceptual framework of studies of literary culture in the period, including those associated with Bourdieu’s ideas of the field of cultural production, and our understanding of the nature of civil society. The relational database will allow the project and future researchers to track membership and activities across different societies. Hyperlinks within the web site, for instance, will allow users to track individuals across different clubs and societies, or note the different clubs and societies in a particular town or city across the period or at any given time. The project will show the degree of synchronicity between these societies in terms of their activities and correspondence. Future researchers will be able to use it to track the role of clubs and societies, for instance, in relation to individual authors or the dissemination of their works. Sources will include extant archives of various societies, like those still held at the Newcastle Lit. Phil or those now on deposit at Public Record Offices or universities, such as the archive of the Leeds Lit. Phil. at the Brotherton Library of Leeds University; books and periodicals published by or addressed to the societies, including Memoirs of the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society (1785); various local and antiquarian histories, such as R. S. Watson's History of the Literary and Philosophical Society of Newcastle-upon-Tyne 1793-1896 (1897) and E. Kitson Clark’s The History of 100 Years of the Leeds Philosophical and Literary Society (1924); and accounts and advertisements in contemporary newspapers, periodicals, and biographies. Newspapers and periodicals from the

period are now widely available online, in archives available via the university library at Warwick. There is also a wealth of scholarship on individual societies that needs to be checked and then collated into the broader.
Publications

*PI monograph: provisional title’ Networks of Improvement: British Literary Clubs and Societies 1762-1840

*Phd thesis on the English societies

*Relational database of societies

* International conference (summer of academic year 2013-14).

*Collection of conference-based essays, co-edited by PI and Postdoctoral Researcher. Essays to be contributed by all three members of the project.
