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I start with a perspective I won’t touch again, gender, or rather gender and civil rights. In John 

Thelwall’s The Daughter of Adoption: A Tale of Modern Times, Amelia speaks about Sir 

Percival Montfort‘s “fondness”: “[W]hile it lasted [it had] reduced me to the level of a puppet 

or a child, and when this had subsided, his contemptuous tyranny hurled me to the distance of 

a slave. [...] [M]y mind had not yet soared to the equality of the sexes; nor had I acquired the 

firmness of character to repel oppression, and assert my rights” (1801; I, 27). Thelwall leaves 

no doubt that the same patriarchal hierarchy that degrades women, also enslaves human beings 

in the West-Indies and deprives fellow citizens of their political rights. The editors of Thelwall’s 

novel speak of a “feminization of values” that revealed the roots of inequality.  

Any kind of degrading human beings is rooted in the same abuse of power. Nowadays, readers 

of Thelwall might be reminded of the European Convention of Human Rights. In summer 

1949, British MP and lawyer Sir David Maxwell-Fyfe took a leading role in drafting the 

Convention. As a prosecutor at Nuremberg, he had experienced how international jurisdiction 

could restore the principles of human rights on a Continent that had been occupied and war-

torn by Nazi-Germany enslaving and killing millions of human beings.  

What can save us from nations (such as Germany) turning into barbarous states? Germans were 

not only deprived of their rights, they widely supported the rise of Nazism, probably because 

the majority of them had not developed an understanding of what it means to live in a free 

country. Why did they not fight back? And why did they eventually join a war effort to take 

away the sovereignty of their neighbouring countries and the civil rights and lives from their 

citizens? How can we work together in this part of the world at least to make sure that this does 

never happen again in any European country? This is basically the reason why many members 

of the post-war generations have studied history, literature, law, politics, social sciences and 

have become teachers to educate their pupils and students in the spirit of freedom, free speech, 

free discussion of the most different opinions and attitudes, never to feel harmed by any book 

and any speech but provoked and challenged. Why do we believe in education and why do we 

believe in freedom and a liberal democracy that tries to pursue social justice? Because we have 

seen it all before what it means to neglect and forget all this. Societies break down, egotism and 

violence may destroy the fabric of society and the foundations of freedom. Why do we know 

that we always have to be vigilant? Why do we know that the very freedoms we cherish might 



disappear faster than we think, dwindle away in times of extraordinary threats when we are 

tempted to forfeit the very rights we want to protect?  

We know all this because there have been people who warned us when history was about to 

repeat itself. Those people understood that we need to protect us from allowing the state to 

deprive us of our rights and, in the worst case, to degenerate into a tyranny. These people were 

the most adamant and unyielding propagators and defenders of civil rights and freedoms. Many 

of them have pointed out that it is not only checks and balances in our institutions but also a 

strong and lively civil society that protect us from crimes against civil and human rights. 

Undoubtedly, John Thelwall was such a man. In November 1795, we read in one of the 

pamphlets published in The Tribune (No. XLVII. 45): “There can be no freedom in the world 

but that which has its foundations in the encreased knowledge and liberality of mankind. 

Tyranny comes by violence, or by corruption: but Liberty is the gift of Reason.” (Claeys, 368) 

The constitutional crisis of the 1790 is being remembered as such a period when civil liberties 

were at stake. John Thelwall warned his fellow citizens that the “political freedom of the people-

-their habits of public intercourse, and voluntary association, have hitherto been the root of all 

the blessings, and all the virtues they could ever boast. If you love the fruit, lay not the axe to 

the vital fibres. Pause before you strike (for the arm is lifted)” (The Natural and Constitutional 

Right of Britons, 1795, 45). 

In his experience, it was “independence and discernment” of juries that defended democracy in 

1794 when he was accused of High Treason along with a number of other reformers.  “This is 

all that is left to us. The representation in Parliament is already gone--the appointment of 

sheriffs is wrested from us - the Habeas Corpus Act is no more and the provisions of Magna 

Charta have mouldered imperceptibly away.” (“On the Moral and Political Influence of the 

Prospective Principle of Virtue,” in: The Tribune, 98-99) The independent juries protect the 

people, when they are gone, “the ground-plot of liberty may still remain but buried in the rank 

weeds of tyranny the beauties of the edifice will be traced no more.” (The Natural and 

Constitutional Right of Britons, 1795, 46)  

To defend civil rights requires courage, sometimes even civil disobedience, as John Rawls 

explained in our days. Thelwall knew what it means to show this courage: “When they crushed 

the societies for political debate, I was the only individual who openly resisted that arbitrary 

measure. I was the only individual who for two years openly struggled for the restoration of 

that free discussion so essential to the preservation of liberty.” (The Natural and Constitutional 

Right of Britons, 1795, 57) This was the crime Thelwall had committed.  



John Thelwall was a liberal, a democrat in a more encompassing and comprehensive manner 

than we might expect. He acknowledged that political freedoms need economic ones and 

therefore was a spokesman of free trade. Thelwall had visions that today are still very often far 

from working the way he imagined, but the economic principals behind Thelwall’s ideas have 

-  for better or worse - gained momentum in our globalized world: “Let us seek also to restore 

the freedom of commerce. Let us consider that while the ports of nations are open, scarcity can 

never exist to any alarming degree. Every country, if not prevented by political impediments, 

will send its surplus productions to the best market.” (“On the Means of Redressing the 

Calamities of the Nation,” The Tribune, 67)  

What is the basis of freedom? Thelwall would answer, material forces such as economic 

prosperity, in his words, “such coarse democratic stuff ([as] sugar, bread etc.) (The Present War 

a Principal Cause of the Starving Condition of the People. The First Lecture “On the Causes 

of the Dearness and Scarcity of Provisions,” 148), and political principles such as truth and 

reason. “There is no force like truth; there is no omnipotency but reason. Let this force, this 

omnipotency be the objects of your constant attention; and do not fear, Citizens, but that the 

condition of mankind will be ameliorated. All amelioration must be gradual; no society ever 

rushed at once from absolute tyranny to perfect freedom; no person ever rose from raging 

disease to florid health in an instant.” (“On the Moral and Political Influence,” The Tribune,101) 

Thelwall’s political wisdom seems to be timeless. You read him in the year 2018 and you realise 

what is going wrong when truth becomes a prey of relativism or cynical denial and fraud. There 

are no alternative truths. When we read Thelwall, we realise that our social reality is constructed 

and that it may take generations to secure freedom and particularly to educate a whole 

population to take pride in their freedoms and to defend them in a civil society. We realise that 

a concept such as truth needs to be defined by those who believe in free discussion and critical 

and public discourse. It is the exchange of opinions and not its domination by a few. Thelwall 

realised that for some it is hard to suffer a man “to enjoy the utmost freedom of opinion”. 

Thelwall opposed any prosecution and punishment of “speculative notions”, but one. In a few 

cases it might be justified and useful to limit civil freedom “to prevent destructive exertions of 

the powers and faculties of man, for the annihilation of life, or the overthrow of happiness” (all 

quotations from “On the Humanity and Benevolence of the Dutch Revolution,” 125).  

Thelwall’s balanced, but uncompromising definition of civil liberties, includes astonishingly 

modern cases such as hate speech and similar abuses of free speech by what he called fanatics. 

Thelwall is an advocate not only of freedom, but also stability and nonviolence. He warns 



governments that escalation triggers instability and that free discussion is always the better and 

most likely more successful alternative: “by attempting to smother and suffocate the discussion 

of opinions, and forcibly to suppress the expression of popular sentiment, we alienate the 

affections of these men” who want to be reformers and not enemies. (“Report on the State of 

Popular Opinion, and Causes of the Increase of Democratic Principles,” 235)  

Thelwall accepted no limitations to free and nonviolent discourse. His concept of ‘free 

discussion’ reminds us of Habermas’ ‘critical discourse’. When we read, “Toleration means 

putting up with the opinions of others,” (“Report on the State of Popular Opinion, and Causes 

of the Increase of Democratic Principles,” 241) then we hear the rationality of an enlightened 

critical public. However, Thelwall went much further.   

Thelwall went well beyond the concept of an enlightened public or an enlightened powerful 

elite that merely tolerates others when he defined tolerance as a poor excuse of elites enforcing 

a so-called consensus while claiming that it represents the rational and universal good. One 

cannot compel people to change their opinions, Thelwall suggested. “To talk, therefore, of 

toleration is rank absurdity. It is the right, not the indulgence of the free exercise of the 

convictions of judgment.” (“Report on the State of Popular Opinion, and Causes of the Increase 

of Democratic Principles,” 241) 

From everything, I have said so far, we discover a man who was firmly rooted in the 

Enlightenment but was well aware of all the trapdoors that the claim to a universal 

understanding of reason might leave ajar. These are the trapdoors of benevolent hegemony. 

Thelwall thought through the rational discourse in an open society so thoroughly and radically 

as to recognise that rationality determined the path to truth, but not the outcome. Or to say it in 

his more poetic language: “I have been rambling […] in the true democratic way, on foot, from 

village to village, from pleasant hill to barren heath, recreating my mind with the beauties, and 

with the deformities of nature. (The Present War a Principal Cause of the Starving Condition 

of the People. The First Lecture “On the Causes of the Dearness and Scarcity of Provisions,” 

151) In Thelwall’s understanding, free discussion and dissemination of knowledge, any 

knowledge, pleasant and barren, were crucial rights in a civil society.  

Thelwall believed that the French Revolution had started a process that would bring freedom 

and democracy to Europe. We all know how long it has taken to make progress. This process 

is still well under way. Thelwall believed that free discussion and civil society as powers 

averting political disasters such as crimes against civil liberties and humanity had originated in 

Great Britain: “It seems to be past the time, in this part of Europe at least, when it is in the 



power of any book to be productive of ultimate mischief. Mankind now read too many books 

to be permanently injured by any.” (“Sober Reflections,” 1796, 335-6)  

Nowadays, the United Kingdom seems to be leaving the European Union and many believe the 

European Convention of Human Rights and its Court in Strasbourg pose a threat to British 

sovereignty. However, there can be no doubt that John Thelwall, one of the most eloquent and 

courageous European advocates of free discussion and civil society, was right when he 

suggested that these political achievements developed in “this part of Europe”. 

 

All quotations from John Thelwall, Politics of English Jacobinism. Writings of John Thelwall. 
Edited with an Introduction and Notes by Gregory Claeys. University Park: Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 1995.  
 
 


