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This booklet contains the assignments from students in Year 9 at The Henry Box School who took part in The 
Scholars Programme 2020. The Scholars Programme is co-ordinated by an award-winning charity called ‘The 
Brilliant Club’ whose mission is: 

‘To increase fair access to highly selective universities by placing PhD students in state schools to deliver 
university-style teaching to high performing pupils.’ 

To fund the programme, we received generous donations from Witney Educational Fund, Witney Lions, the 
Bartlett Taylor Charitable Trust and the Jim Cousins Charitable Trust. We would like to give a huge thank you 
to these organisations for making this programme possible. 

The programme was due to start in March 2020 with a launch trip to Oxford University. Unfortunately, we 
went into lock down and the programme had to go on hold. In June we decided to run the programme 
remotely. The students came into school and the tutorials were delivered by our wonderful tutor, Dr Sophie 
Banks via Teams. The title of the course was How Did the ‘swinish multitude’ Learn to Read? Books and 
Education in the Eighteenth Century? The course focused on access to reading and the printed word in the 
late eighteenth century – a time of revolution, discovery and innovation in which many of the features of 
modern life were born. Students looked specifically at how easy it was for marginalised groups such as poorer 
members of society, some women and those living in rural communities to participate in this spread of 
knowledge. During lock down when our students were having to learn more independently, away from the 
structured environment at school and the face-to-face support of teachers, the topic resonated strongly. 
Students completed a 2000-word essay with the title, “All Ranks and Degrees now READ”- To what extent do 
you think this statement was true at the end of the eighteenth century? 
 

The year 9 students had no previous knowledge of eighteenth-century history or book history, but Sophie 
made the topic come alive for us. The students embraced each tutorial with enthusiasm and maturity. They 
wrote over five hundred words every three days using a variety of historical evidence to support their 
arguments. Students were given detailed feedback which enabled them to make rapid progress. You can see 
this for yourselves in their final essays.  

Dr Sophie Bankes sent this comment after the final tutorial:  
  
I have been so impressed by the pupils from Henry Box School while I have been working as their tutor.  The 
results of their final assignments speak for themselves but what has been so heartening has been the care, 
thought, and hard work they have all put into the course.  Everyone has submitted homework of a high 
standard on time, they have listened carefully in class and been prepared to share ideas when asked.  
  
I have been delighted to see students going away to conduct independent research to bring more detail to their 
essays and to explore aspects of the topic which have particularly interested them.  Every single person has 
risen to the challenges I have set them and delivered some thoughtful and impressive work.  
 Everyone has reflected carefully on what they have learnt so I hope they will find the skills they have developed 
really useful as they move on to GCSE studies. 
It has been lovely to be beamed into a classroom with such a positive scholarly atmosphere. 
 

The students were an absolute pleasure to work with and we are very proud of their achievements. I would 
like to thank them all for their hard work and positive attitude, and Mrs Neal who helped to support them in 
the tutorials. I would also like to thank the parents of the students for the support they offered during the 
programme. This would not have happened without the encouragement and organisational skills of Rosa 
Smith from the Brilliant Club so a big thank you to Rosa. Finally, I would like to thank Dr Sophie Bankes, our 
tutor. I have learnt a huge amount from Sophie about reading in the eighteenth century, but also about good 
teaching and how to get the best out of students – whether that is virtually or in person. Sophie was 
inspirational, and we feel very lucky to have had her teaching us. 



The assignments were graded as follows: 

Grade Marks What this means 
1st 70+ Performing to an excellent standard at A-level 
2:1 60-69 Performing to a good standard at A-level 
2:2 50-59 Performing to an excellent standard at GCSE 
3rd 40-49 Performing to a good standard at GCSE 
Working 
towards a 
pass 

0-39 Performing below a good standard at GCSE 

  

The students involved were: 

Student Grade achieved 
Aerin 1st 
Bethan 1st 
Freddie 1st 
Hannah 1st 
Jacob 1st 
Josh 1st 
Kaitlyn 1st 
Miriam 1st 
Nancy 1st 
Nick 1st 
Oliver 2.1 
Tom 1st 

 

Due to data protection first names only have been included. 

I hope you enjoy reading through their assignments, 

 

Claire Wells 

School Leader: Social Science Faculty 

 



Aerin 
 
“All Ranks and Degrees now READ” - To what extent do you think this statement was true at 
the end of the eighteenth century?  
 
This essay will explore how likely it would have been that everyone could read in the 
eighteenth century. It will consider the impact of being able to read on individuals, 
particularly women and poorer people. In addition, this essay will investigate the reasons 
why someone may not have been able to read. 
 
“All Ranks and Degrees now READ”. This statement was written by James Lackington in 
1794.  This essay will discuss why this statement was only partly true at the end of the 
eighteenth century, by examining certain factors such as economics, social factors and 
barriers which prevented people when learning to read. As James Lackington was a 
bookseller, he would have wanted to make the maximum profit so by saying that everyone 
could read, including the lowly working-class, the middling class would have been 
encouraged to start reading so they would not get left behind. This would have increased his 
profits, especially as the middle class would have been able to afford more expensive books, 
unlike the working-class.  
 
In the eighteenth century, books were very expensive compared to the salaries of working-
class citizens. For example, the historian William St Clair wrote that ‘in the late 1790s the 
wages in rural Somerset were a shilling a day for those who could get work’.1 The phrase 
‘for these who could get work’ suggests that not everyone had a stable job and would work 
for different people. Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones, a popular book in the eighteenth century, 
cost 6s 6d.2 This was almost a whole week’s wages, providing someone worked all week. A 
writer who called himself ‘a gentleman of experience’ set out costings for a middling family 
who wanted to live well for less in his book, The Economist.  He writes that for one person, 
per day, bread and butter together was 2d (two pence). Meat was 5d per lb.3  If a person 
worked 7 days a week and earned one shilling a day they would have been able to afford 
bread and butter for a family of 6 and a servant. There would have been no extra money left 
over so saving money was very hard for poorer families, although this is only based on one 
person’s wage and most poorer children would work at a young age. As this book was aimed 
at the middling class, the prices might not be what a poorer person would have paid. 
 
A book called Fisher’s Young Man’s Best Companion was sold at 1s 7d. 4 This book covered 
topics such as spelling, how to measure and arithmetic. These would have helped people 

 
1 William St Clair, The Reading Notion in the Romantic Period (Cambridge: CUP, 2007), pp. 194 
2 James Lackington, Lackington’s Catalogue for 1792 (London: Lackington, 1792) 
3 ‘A Gentleman of Experience’, The Economist (London: Printed by the author, 1774) 
4 J. Lackington, Second Volume of Lackington’s Catalogue for 1793 (London: Lackington, 1793), pp. 251 



get jobs as it contained the necessary skills for a wide range of jobs. Fisher’s book also 
included information on where marketplaces were held. These were a way to find more 
customers. In addition, chapbooks, small books sold by travelling salesmen, were available 
for a cheap price. For example, a summary version of the novel ‘Peregrine Pickle’s 
Adventures’ was sold for 4d. 5 These chapbooks were easier to read than large novels and 
would have provided a source of entertainment for the working-class; time that was spent 
reading was time not spent working. A person living in the eighteenth century would only be 
paid when they came to work.  This shows that a third-class citizen who worked may have 
thought that learning to read was a waste of time as they needed to be paid so that they 
could eat.  
 
 
It is important to consider that to read, you need a suitable place to sit.  This would include 
somewhere with good lighting, heating and not a lot of noise. Working-class families would 
have only been able to afford to heat one room and often many people lived together. The 
room that was heated would most likely have many people in there making a lot of noise. 
The quieter room would have been cold and dark. Jane Austen described one of the changes 
her character had to become accustomed to after she moved to a noisy household after 
living in a large house with her wealthy relatives: ‘By sitting together upstairs, they avoided 
a great deal of the disturbance of the house … They sat without a fire.’6  This shows the 
choice that faced many eighteenth-century readers. Another writer, James Lackington, also 
mentions that ‘In the winter I was obliged to attend my work from six in the morning until 
ten at night … my master would never permit me to take a candle into my room’. 7 This 
meant that he could not read as the daylight hours were when he was  working. If someone 
was allowed to own candles, the only choice they had were simple oil lamps, tallow candles, 
rushlights or firelight. These did not produce much light and were greasy and smelly. They 
all, particularly the tallow candle, produced a lot of smoke that could affect someone’s 
vision and health.8 This would have been very distracting when trying to read. In 
comparison, wax candles produced a much stronger flame, giving consistent light. However, 
as Simon Eliot observes, wax candles, unlike the other, cheaper candles, were inedible. 
When faced with hunger, many families would choose to use the candles as food rather 
than a source of lighting. 
 
Assuming that someone would be able to buy a book and sit in a suitable place, it is 
important to think about how someone might have learnt to read. A person in the 

 
5 J. Lackington, Second Volume of Lackington’s Catalogue for 1792 (London: Lackington, 1792), pp. 111 
 
6 Jane Austen, Mansfield Park (Oxford: OUP, 1990), pp. 357 - 362 
7 James Lackington, Memoirs of the First Forty-Five Years of the Life of James Lackington (London: Lackington, 
1791), pp. 49-50 
8 Simon Elliot "Never Mind the Value, What about the Price?"; Or, How Much Did Marmion Cost St. John 
Rivers?, Nineteenth-Century Literature, 56 (2001), pp. 160-197 



eighteenth century would have had to find a teacher. Many people learning to read were 
children. For example, a boy called John Jones went to an elderly stone-cutter to learn how 
to write. 9 The stone-cutter only taught in the winter evenings when the days were shorter 
as he had to work during daylight hours. The old man was the only person where they lived 
who taught writing. Jones also said, “to him I went for the best part of two winters, and that 
Sir, was the finishing of my education.” This suggests John might have had to practice 
writing in the other seasons himself so that he did not forget anything. This highlights the 
difficulties children may have faced in learning to read and write. 
 
As schooling was not compulsory until 1870, children had to have the motivation to learn. 
They may have been told they would get a better job and earn more money if they could 
read. Reading was particularly important for a man called Olaudah Equiano who was 
enslaved as a child but who eventually bought his freedom. The captain’s clerk taught him 
how to write and taught him a small amount of arithmetic10 - perhaps his times tables up to 
three and how to add up numbers. This would have made him more valuable to his owner 
who could use him to do administrative tasks or work as part of the crew onboard the ship. 
This saved his life as slaves who were sent to work in plantations would have most likely 
died as a result of the back-breaking work. Equiano’s reading allowed him to write about his 
life to campaign against the slave trade and express his humanity. This shows how valuable 
learning to read was in the eighteenth century. 
 
As a child, James Lackington, who became a bookseller in his later life, lived with another 
family while he was an apprentice to a shoemaker. He would use his pocket money to pay 
his master’s youngest son to teach him how to read.11  It is likely that John, the boy teaching 
James how to read, was younger than him. James may have felt frustrated at his lack of 
literacy skills. This hints at the differences between education for the upper and middling 
classes compared to the lower class.  
 
Political figures were not quite as keen to close the education gap between the classes as 
you might expect. Davies Giddy stated in 1807 that ‘it [education] would teach them [the 
labouring class] to despise their lot in life, instead of making them good servants in 
agriculture and other laborious employment.” 12   This demonstrates that many political 
figures felt uneasy about poorer citizens gaining access to material that would educate them 
on issues such as their rights. After all, after people learn to read, how do you control what 
they read? Even though the working-class may have disagreed with these politicians, they 
would not be able to vote against the person issuing these laws.  Despite this, they could 
use force to protest unfair laws. The pamphlet that the London Corresponding Society 

 
9 From John Jones, “Attempts in Verse” quotes in Vincent, The Rise of Mass Literacy, p. 33. 
10 Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus Vassa, The African, 
Written by Himself (London: printed for the author, 1794), p.67 
11 James Lackington, Memoirs (London: Lackington, 1791), p.47. 
12 Brian Simon, Studies in the History of Education 1780-1870 (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1960) p. 132.  



issued contained a message that resonated with the slogan “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity 
[brotherhood] from the French Revolution”. For example, “we address you all as our 
Brethren” and “united with a view of obtaining a Thorough Parliamentary Reform”. 13 The 
word ‘thorough’ suggests that people wanted the whole government system to change. 
People in charge of the country would not want working-class citizens to read these 
pamphlets as they encouraged social reform.  The government then began to clamp down 
on publishing, to try and avoid these pamphlets being made.  
 
Girls were also discouraged from reading or learning. There was a vast disparity between 
the advice given to boys and girls.  For example, Lord Chesterfield wrote in one of his letters 
to his son, “Let me, therefore, most earnestly recommend to you, to hoard up while you still 
can a great stock of knowledge”. 14  Whereas, John Gregory told his daughters in a letter, 
after the death of their mother that they should not read because men will become jealous 
of them.15 Boys were told to show off their knowledge otherwise they would be looked 
down on and thought to be ignorant. Girls would feel like there was no reason why they 
should learn to read because, unlike the boys, it would not be a skill that was useful for 
them. 
 
Many women struggled when learning to read as they were discouraged from learning and 
unrepresented in Parliament. One woman who overcame these barriers was Ann Yearsley. 
She was a poet who had worked as a milkmaid before she started working for the poet 
Hannah Moore who realised that Ann had literary talent and published her work on 
subscription. 16 According to the Poetry Foundation website, she was ‘one of only a few 
working-class women of the era to gain prominence as a writer’. However, people like Ann 
were rare and many women and working-class citizens were still mainly uneducated. 
 
Being able to read would have had a large impact on people’s lives. In the eighteenth 
century, women had very little rights. Sir William Blackstone, a Tory politician, wrote that 
‘the very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during marriage’. When 
women married, their belongings became their husband’s property and they didn’t have the 
rights to their own children. 17 Jane Austen describes how the heroine in Mansfield’s Park, 
Fanny Price, felt when she could choose her own books to read. ‘She became a subscriber 
[at her library] – amazed at being anything in propria persona.’ The Latin phrase, in propria 
persona means ‘in one’s own person’. Legally the phrase refers to someone acting for 

 
13 London Corresponding Society, Address from the London Corresponding Society to the Inhabitants of Great 
Britain (London:1792) 
14 Lord Chesterfield, Letters Written by the Late Right Honourable Philip Dormer Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield 
to His Son (London: 1776) p. 195 
15 John Gregory, A Father’s Legacy to his Daughters (London: 1761), pp. 31 - 32 
16 ‘Ann Yearsley’, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/ann-yearsley  [28 June 2020] 
17Blackstone, The Commentaries of Sir William Blackstone on the Laws and Constitution of England … Abridged 
(London: Clarke, 1796), p.77 



themselves rather than being represented by someone else. In this context, Fanny is able to 
choose her own books without being influenced by someone else. Many people believed 
that women should not read books that were ‘unsuitable’. John Gregory wrote in one of the 
letters written to his daughters, ‘avoid all books … that tend to shake your faith on those 
great points of religion’. 18This conveys the feeling that women were unable to justify 
whether they believed in certain things.  

This essay has demonstrated that James Lackington’s statement  ‘All Ranks and Degrees 
now READ’ was mostly false. This was as a result of the price of books being too high in 
relation to food, inadequate education by unqualified teachers and a lack of support from 
politicians as they did not make education mandatory for all children until 1870. 
Nevertheless, a few individuals did manage to learn to read despite the barriers that faced 
them such as Olaudah Equiano and Ann Yearsley. The reason why all the sources in this 
essay are about people who did learn to read is because people who could not read also 
could not write, thus meaning they could not write about their experiences. It was not until 
later that the Government started conducting research about literacy rates. In first world 
countries, we have almost instant access to information today. This essay shows that this 
has not always been the case and that we should not take our reading for granted, 
especially since individuals in other parts of the world have found it hard to access 
education, such as Malala Yousafzai, who won the Nobel Prize for her efforts in gaining the 
right to education. 
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Bethan  
“All Ranks and Degrees now READ” - To what extent do you think this statement was true 
at the end of the eighteenth century?  
 
James Lackington once stated, “All Ranks and Degrees now READ.1” This quotation came 
from his Memoirs and talks about how by the end of the Eighteenth Century, everyone 
could read. However, was he just saying this to promote his book shop? This essay will 
explore how true this quote is and whether this was just said so he could advertise his 
business. For was it really the case that everyone could read by the end of the Eighteenth 
Century? It will look at the price of books, how people learnt to read and the politics and 
other obstacles that stood in the way of reading. This essay will also discuss authors such as 
James Lackington, John Gregory and Thomas Holcroft. 
 
When considering whether everyone in Georgian England was able to read, it is useful to 
think about what reading might cost someone, especially with the levels of wages they 
earnt. In the Seventeen Hundreds the average book was five to ten shillings. This would 
have been hard for the working class to afford as many wages were lower than this. For 
example, the novel by Henry Fielding, Tom Jones, A History of a Foundling, was around eight 
shillings2, and was a very popular book. However, because of the price, many working 
people could not afford this. Some books, however, could be cheaper, and these were 
sometimes called ‘Chap Books’. An example of this could be Artimedorus’s Dream Book, 
which costs four pennies3. This shows that you did not always have buy an expensive book if 
you wanted to read. 
 
 Another reason why a poorer reader may find it hard to access a book is because of the 
wages they would be earning. For example, in the document, The Reading in the Romantic 
Period, which I believe to be reliable as it was written by a skilled historian, William St Clair 
notes that at this time ‘only a few earned as many as ten shillings a week’4. In these times 
this would have just been enough to support your family, and you would probably not have 
enough to afford a good quality book. For some people their wages would have just been 
one shilling per day, and with this it would have been hard to even afford some bread. 
Because of how low wages were, books could be seen as valuable. For example, according 
to the Old Bailey Online, which I believe to be a reliable source as it uses historical records 
of the time, James Johnson and David Birmingham were caught stealing from John Hayes 
Book Shop. They stole 30 shillings worth of books and were transported to Australia as a 
consequence5. This demonstrates how serious the country was about books, and how 

 
1 James Lackington, Memoirs, 1794, pp. 420-21 
2 James Lackington. Lackington’s Catalogue for 1792 The Scholars Programme  
3 James Lackington. Second Volume of Lackington’s Catalogue for 1792. The Scholars Programme. 
4 William St Clair, The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period Cambridge: CUP, 2007) 
5 James Johnson and David Birmingham, The Old Bailey Online. 



valuable they were to people. It also shows the consequences there would be for the theft 
of books. There were many things you could buy with the price of a book. For example, 
bread and butter only costs 8 shillings, whereas ‘Tales of the Castle’ costs 14 shillings. This 
shows that it was much easier to buy food for your family then buy a book for yourself. It 
also shows that books were quite expensive compared to the amount that food costs. 
 
If you had enough money to afford a book, the next challenge would be finding enough light 
and space to enjoy it. James Lackington wrote, when he was a young apprentice, I often 
read by the light of the moon”6. This was when he was not allowed even a candle in his 
room. This shows that people would do whatever they could to read, even if they did not 
have any light. Some of the candles used in the Eighteenth Century include wax candles, 
which worked very well, but were quite expensive and many people could not afford them. 
The other candle used at the time was made out of tallows. This was a much cheaper 
candle, however, it was terrible at emitting light. It was also made of mutton fat which could 
be a problem. For example, Simon Eliot wrote that they left, A line of greasy spots on 
whatever was below it”7. This shows that these candles were very bad quality, even if they 
were cheap.  Privacy was also a problem, for example, Jane Austin wrote this about trying to 
find a quiet space, ‘They avoided a great deal of disturbance in the house…They sat without 
a fire’ 8. This shows that sometimes to read in peace you have to sit in the cold. It was a 
struggle to learn how to read as well.  
 
Even if you were able to afford a book, it could still be a struggle to learn how to read. Many 
children wanted to read by being inspired by others around them. In the fictional story, The 
History of Little Goody Two-Shoes, Margery, a small girl, is inspired by her neighbour Mr 
Smith. For example, “Little Margery saw how wise and good Mr Smith was… This was owing 
to his great learning, therefore she wanted of all things to read”9. This shows that children 
could take inspiration from wiser adults, who were smarter from their reading, and wanted 
to be like them. Children could also be inspired by listening to others and wanting to learn 
about the world. For example, when he was an apprentice, James Lackington wrote, 
“Together with the controversies between the mother and the sons, made me think that 
they knew many matters of which I was totally ignorant. This created me a desire for 
knowledge.”10 This shows that children could be inspired by having an urge to join in with 
these conversations and understand what they were saying. 
 
  James Lackington also learnt to read and spell through his master’s youngest son. For 
example, at the time he said, “And having three half-pence allowed me by my mother, this 

 
6 James Lackington, Memoirs of the First 45 Years of the Life of James Lackington, 1971 
7 Simon Eliot, Never Mind the Value, What About the Price?, Nineteenth Century Literature 
8 Jane Austen, Mansfield Park (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), pp. 357-363. 
9 The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes, London: Carnan & Newberry. 
10 James Lackington, Memoirs, 1791. 



money I gave to John (My master’s youngest son) and for every 3 half-pence he taught me 
how to spell one hour.”11 This shows that if they were the only person who could help you, 
you would have to rely on a younger person teaching you how to read. It would have been 
even harder for someone who had no readers in their town or village. What would they do 
then? 
 
 Politics were also a factor when it came to if you could read. For example, Davies Giddy 
said, “It would teach them to despise their lot in life, instead of making them good servants 
in agriculture and other laborious employment.”12 This could have concerned people, 
especially the people in charge of their work, think twice about reading as they might not 
get many good employees. However, comments like these could also cause people to stand 
up to the government and spur them on. 
 
Religious schools were also becoming popular in England, with 5,162 Sunday Schools in 
England13. Part of this was because of Hannah More, who was an author and a campaigner. 
She stated, “It is much to be taught from the Bible, and much indeed to be to be carried 
regularly to Church. But all this is not enough.”14 This is suggesting that children need a 
higher education and need to learn more than just going to Church. Some children would 
learn to read through the Bible. For example, Thomas Holcroft, a famous writer wrote when 
he was small, ““The task he set me was 11 chapters a day of the Old Testament.”15 This 
must have been difficult for a child as it would have been a large detailed book, with no way 
of imagining what was happening or how it happened.  
 
Although more people were learning to read, some groups of people were still discouraged 
from reading and an education. One of these groups was the working class. For example, 
Edmund Burke, a politician at the time, once stated, “Learning will be a casting into the 
mire, and trodden down under the hooves of a swinish multitude.16” This suggests that he 
thinks if more people learn to read, it will cause the end of the Government, as we will be 
trodden down on by these ‘Pigs’. The government also did not want the people to be 
reading pamphlets against them. For example, Thomas Spence let out a pamphlet saying, 
“Lessons for the Swinish multitude.17”. Another pamphlet also went out saying, “Fellow 
citizens of every rank and every situation in life . . .  we address you as our Brethren on a 
subject of the highest importance and most intimately Most immediately connected with 
the welfare of every individual, who deems liberty a Blessing18.” This was written by the 

 
11 James Lackington, Memoirs, 1791. 
12 Roy Porter, English Society in the 18th Century, 1990 
13 Jeremy Gregory & John Stevenson, The Longman Campaign to Britain in the 18th Century, 2000 
14 Hannah More, Cheap Repository,: The Sunday School, 1795. 
15 Thomas Holcroft, An Autobiography? 
16 Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France, 1790 
17 Thomas Spence, Pigs Meat: or, Lessons for the Swinish Multitude, 1774 
18 Iain Hampsher -Monk, The Impact of the French Revolution, 2005 



London Corresponding Society, and would have worried the Government, as they mention 
liberty, a sense of equality and brotherhood which connect to the revolution France. These 
are the pamphlets that the Government would try and stop, causing less people to read. 
 
Another group of people that found it hard to read were females, because of their gender. 
One of these reasons is because some novels were seen as ‘dangerous’ for women, 
especially books about love fantasies, which people believed could get their hopes up about 
their love lives. One example of this would be a painting by Bernard d’Agesci, called Reading 
the Letters of Abelard and Heloise. This painting shows a woman reading these letters with 
her clothes falling off and her face staring longingly into the distance, which is very 
unrealistic. This shows how men thought about women reading novels, and how they 
thought they would go against their parents’ wishes when it came to their love life. Men 
were given very different advice about novels than women. For example, Lord Chesterfield 
wrote this to his son, “Let me therefore, most earnestly recommend to you, to hard up, 
while you can a great stock of knowledge19. This shows that men were advised to stack up 
on knowledge, mostly to impress those around them and to find a wife and family. Women 
were given very different advice. For example, John Gregory wrote to his daughters, ““If you 
happen to have any learning, keep it a profound secret, especially from men20.” This shows 
that they were not meant to show their knowledge, for they could make people jealous and 
not gain a good husband. One woman who desperately wanted knowledge was Elizabeth 
Benger. For example, “Her thirst for reading matter drove her to read the open pages of 
books in booksellers’ windows. Her parents were persuaded to let her learn Latin at the age 
of 12 in a local boys’ school.21” This shows that some parents would let their children read, 
even if they would be the odd ones out. This was not the case for all children though. 
 
In conclusion, I partly disagree with the statement, “All Ranks and Degrees now READ.22” 
This is because although more and more children and adults were beginning to read, there 
were still many obstacles getting in the way of people having an education. This could be 
because of your gender, your class, politics, or because they did not have high enough 
wages to afford a book. This essay has shown how support from men could really decide 
whether a woman could get an education, and how many books were too expensive, 
leading to less people having this amazing skill. Sometimes, this will still be the case in 
modern life, as many families and children still cannot afford a book, and in some countries, 
women are still not allowed to have an education. Reading is a great skill that we are lucky 
to have today, and part of this is because of the determination and courage that people had 
in the Eighteenth Century. 

 
19 Lord Chesterfield, Letters written by the Late Right Honourable Phillip Dormer Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield 
to his son, 1761 
20 John Gregory, A Father’s Legacy to his Daughters, 1761 
21 Rosemary Mitchell, Memoir of Miss Benger, Oxford University Press 
22 James Lackington, Memoirs, 1794, pp. 420-21 
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Freddie 

“All Ranks and Degrees now read” – To what extent was this statement true at the end of 
the eighteenth century? 

Whilst reading was becoming a more common skill amongst the general English public at the 
end of the eighteenth century, with children under the age of ten teaching other children 
several years older than them to read, much of the population either could not read, or could 
not afford to read. This essay will explore to what extent the statement “All Ranks and 
Degrees now read”, made by James Lackington, was true at the end of the end of the 
eighteenth century, as well as the economic, social and political ramifications of this 
statement. 

James Lackington may have said this, because he himself was a bookseller, with his own shop, 
therefore this could have been a marketing tactic to encourage people to buy books, as they 
would not like to appear as though they were the only people who could not read. He also 
may have been genuinely disillusioned as to how dire financial straits were for certain 
families, and how buying books was considered a luxury, and learning to read was toilsome. 
Lackington, was once a poor shoemakers apprentice, but after he set up his own bookshop, 
he became rich. He may have forgotten how little money or education poorer families had, 
or he may have become disappointed by the number of clients he had, and then proceeded 
to think everyone in society now reads. It is important to examine the finances of reading, in 
order to investigate this topic further. 

Reading was an expensive hobby in the eighteenth century, which is what made shops such 
as James Lackington’s an impossible luxury for poorer individuals. On average, books would 
cost around 5 shillings, which was what some people earned in a week. This issue, coupled 
with long working hours and the need for essentials like food and water, made access to the 
printed word, something that often only the wealthier could enjoy. The cost of books was 
another important factor in why poorer readers may have had difficulty accessing the printed 
word. One of the most popular books in the 18th century, was ‘Tom Jones, or  History of a 
Foundling ( exceedingly droll and entertaining ) by Fielding, 4 vol.1However, this book cost six 
shillings, and many poorer readers only earnt up to five shillings per week. Alternatively, ‘chap 
books’ were available. They were shorter, cheaper copies of popular books. These cost a few 
pence and were sold by travelling salesmen known as chapmen.  Although they were cheaper, 
for those who made that amount or less a week, it still made it hard to justify buying them. In 
some instances, individuals such as Mary Knight, who was “ruined by a bad marriage, claimed 
she turned to prostitution in order to ‘keep herself from starving’”2. With individuals having 
to turn to crime just to buy food, it is little wonder they had difficulty accessing the printed 
word. 

 
1 James Lackington, Lackington’s catalogue for 1792 ( London:Lackington,1792 ) (pp.126) 
2  Page created by Victoria Philpott, with further contributions by Robert Shoemaker www.londonlives.org, 
version 2.0, March 2018, viewed on 20th June 2020. 

http://www.londonlives.org/


 
 James Lackington used to be a part of this community of poorer readers, but after he made 
his fortune, he could have forgotten exactly how harsh a reality the underbelly of society in 
the eighteenth century faced, causing him to grossly underestimate exactly how many people 
were in desperate need of money to just pay for essentials to live on such as food and water. 
As well as the actual cost of books, there is the issue of not having adequate space or lighting 
to be able to sit and enjoy a book. Poorer individuals often had jobs that required them to 
work for upwards of fourteen hours a day.  This meant that they had little time to sleep, so 
they couldn’t afford to read after work, and even if they wanted to, they would have had 
insufficient light to have done so. James Lackington recalls how when he was an apprentice, 
he worked long hours: “In the winter I was obliged to attend my work from six in the morning 
until ten at night. In the summer half year, I only worked if we could see without candlelight. 
I had such good eyes, that I often read by the light of the moon, as my master would never 
permit me to bring a candle into my room with me.”3 Some poorer readers may have been 
allowed to use candles, however, this could be just as problematic, as having no light at all. 
The wax candle was far too expensive, so a common solution was to use the tallow candle, 
which was made of pig and mutton fats. The stench it emitted was putrid. The historian Simon 
Eliot observes that, “the tallow candle also produced a lot of smoke that along with the grease 
could seriously damage painted surfaces, plaster and upholstery”4. Finally, the light given off 
by the tallow candle was extremely poor, however, it could also be used as a source of food, 
because it was made of fats. This and its affordable price, made it a far more popular choice 
than the wax candle but not necessarily a good source of reading light.   
 
Equality was rarely enforced in eighteenth century society and was unfortunately not applied 
when people wanted to learn to read either. Many poorer readers faced political oppression 
and were actively discouraged from learning to read, by politicians such as Edmund Burke. 
This was because of the French Revolution, which was happening at the time, that had seen 
those individuals in power executed, and Burke feared that if the masses of the poor and 
uneducated learnt to read, there would be a similar revolt in Britain. This was not only due to 
the political oppression they received because of the French revolution, but also because 
major cities such as Birmingham, where masses of the poor and uneducated lived, were not 
represented in Parliament until the reform act of 1932, despite the large population. This, 
together with the fact that only male property owners were eligible to vote, demonstrates 
the uneven political representation and shows how little power, poorer individuals had. With 
no proper political representation, this meant learning how to read was almost unfeasible, 
because they could not afford to learn to read without parliament. This prompted men such 
as Thomas Spence, and organisations such as the London Corresponding Society, to print 

 
3 James Lackington, Memoirs of the first forty-five years of the life of James Lackington (London Lackington, 
1791), pp. 49-50 
4 Simon Elliot “ Never mind the value, what about the price?”; Or, how much did Marmion cost St John 
Rivers?,Nineteenth-century literature, 56 (2001), pp.160-197 (p.170) 



pamphlets to try to educate the poor and get them to stand up for their rights. In some cases, 
the pamphlets printed by the London Corresponding Society sparked fears among the 
government of a revolt, after they addressed every possible rank of society as ’Brethren’ and 
called for an entire parliamentary reform. These words were too strongly associated with the 
mottos of the revolutionaries In France and led to a ban of the London Corresponding society 
and their work, as well as tighter rules about meeting and printing. There were also numerous 
obstacles that women as a whole had to overcome, if they wanted to be able to learn not only 
how to read, but also to be able to choose want they wanted to read freely. The legal position 
of women in the eighteenth century, was almost non-existent, because in the eyes of the law, 
once they were married, they, and everything they owned, were their husband’s property. As 
the commentaries on English law by sir William Blackstone show, ‘ the very being or legal 
existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage or at least is incorporated and 
consolidated into that of her husband’5 Another reason women found it harder to be able to 
learn to read, was because men were actively encouraged to read. If a man could not read, 
he was viewed with contempt and considered ignorant in society. Lord Chesterfield explains 
this to his son here, “ You are now settled for some time at Leipsig: the principal object of 
your study there is of books and sciences; which if you do not, by attention and application, 
make yourself a master of, while you are there, you will be ignorant of them all the rest of 
your life; and, take my word for it, a life of ignorance is not only a very contemptible, but a 
very tiresome one”.6  Finally, men were not the only ones who were convinced women should 
not read fiction, as Mary Wollstonecraft, who is regarded by many as the first feminist, also 
agreed with this view. She claimed women should not read novels, and instead should read 
books of science, so they could be taken as seriously as men. She was a strong believer in 
women’s rights, as well as the benefits reading provided, and how it should be cultivated in 
early life as her statement “A relish for reading, or any of the fine arts, should be cultivated 
very early in life; and those who reflect can tell, of what importance it is for the mind to have 
some resource in itself, and not to be entirely dependent on the senses for employment and 
amusement. If it unfortunately is so, it must submit to meanness, and often to vice, in order 
to gratify them.”7 She campaigned for these beliefs, as well as for women’s rights up until her 
death in 1797 

 

Children of around fourteen years old in the eighteenth century, often had extreme difficulty 
when it came to learning to read. There were many reasons for this, ranging from various 
political campaigns which actively discouraged the poor from learning to read, through to the 
fact that often there was no one who could teach them in the first place.  

 
5 Sir William Blackstone, The Commentaries of Sir William Blackstone on the Laws and Constitution of England 
(London: Clarke, 1796), p. 77 
6 Lord Chesterfield, letters written by the late Right Honourable Phillip Dormer Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield to 
his son (London, 1776) volume 1 
7 Chapter on ‘Reading’ from Mary Wollstonecraft, Thoughts on the Education of Daughters (London, 1787) 



When it was readily available, a common way, children learnt to read was getting taught by 
someone else. An example of this, is John Jones, who recounts the time he was taught by an 
old man in his village how to write “ The only person in the village who taught writing at that 
time was an old man, by trade a stone-cutter, and  only on winter evenings – after his return 
from his daily labour; to him I went for the best part of two winters, and that Sir, was the 
finishing of my education.”8  This shows how willing some young people were to learn how to 
write. Another common way people learned how to read was through Bible passages. Writer 
and radical journalist, Thomas Holcroft, was made to read the Bible at a young age by his 
father for this exact reason. He remembers it here, “After that, my progress was so rapid, that 
it astonished my father. He boasted of me to everybody; and that I might lose no time, the 
task he set me was eleven chapters a day in the old testament.”9  Why did young people want 
to learn how to read so badly? There are several reasons why people were so keen to learn 
to read. Some of these were to do with religion, and some were to do with influence from 
their environment. For example, many people felt that they should be able to read the Bible 
or learnt to read by using the Bible because of religious motivation. In the 18th century, Britain 
was a heavily religious country, and many people learnt to read through the Bible because of 
this. Another religious reason that made people want to be able to read was that important 
figures in the church such as priests or bishops could read, and they were regarded as people 
of great importance in society. Finally, people who could read were often viewed as wiser and 
better. One of the earliest books published in Britain has an example of this “Little Margery 
saw how good and wise Mr. Smith was, and concluded, that this was owing to his great 
learning, therefore she wanted of all things to read.”10 Younger people are impressionable, 
and this is why this was a vast majority of them wanted to be able to read.  
 
In conclusion, this essay has demonstrated that Lackington’s statement “all ranks and degrees 
now read”, is for the most part false. Despite many more people being able to read at the end 
of the eighteenth century than the start, there were still far too many obstacles to be 
overcome before everyone in society could learn to read, ranging from low wages and high 
book prices, through to a complete lack of teachers, and active discouragement from the 
government because of fear of revolt. These reasons demonstrate that the statement made 
by James Lackington is mainly, untrue. Reading is an invaluable tool, that is often taken for 
granted in modern life, because most of society, does not even realise what they read and 
how important it is. Since, the vast majority of the world can now read, it has been taken for 
granted by those who can do it. It influences our lives in the smallest, but most significant way 
possible. Whilst James Lackington’s statement gives an over optimistic assessment of the 
state of literacy at the end of the eighteenth century, it does suggest that more people 
recognised the value of reading at this time.  

 
8 From John Jones, “Attempts in verse” quoted in Vincent, The Rise of mass Literacy, p.33 
9 Thomas Holcroft and William Hazlitt, memoirs of the late Thomas Holcroft (London: printed for Longman, 
Hurst, Lees, Orme, and Browne, 1816), p.11 
10 The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes ( London: Carnan & Newberry, 1780) p.24 



Hannah 

“All Ranks and Degrees now READ.” – to what extent do you think this statement was true 
at the end of the eighteenth century? 

Is it truly plausible to think that the whole population of England could read by the 
nineteenth century? This essay will discuss whether everyone could read by the end of the 
eighteenth century. It will explore the different groups of society and examine how each 
group found reading in the eighteenth century. This is a very interesting subject as it gives us 
a clear insight into the struggles a person faced while learning to read. 

 The quotation in the title comes from James Lackington’s book, ‘Memoirs’. He states, "If 
John goes to town with a load of hay , he is charged to be sure not to forget to bring home 
'Peregrine Pickle’s Adventures;' and when Dolly is sent to market to sell her eggs, she is 
commissioned to purchase ‘The History of Pamela Andrews.' In short all ranks and degrees 
now READ." It shows that he is certain everyone in society can read. However, this source 
might not be accurate. James Lackington was a bookshop owner and therefore would, of 
course, have wanted to sell books. By saying, ‘when Dolly is sent to market to sell her eggs, 
she is commissioned to purchase ‘The History of Pamela Andrews’,’ he is suggesting that, 
since even the working class are reading these books, the higher classes should definitely 
buy and read them so as to keep up with popular ideas. Therefore, we can perhaps assume 
that Lackington’s message here was aimed at the middle class. This essay will be debating to 
what extent James Lackington’s statement was truthful. It will refer to the works of Mary 
Wollstonecraft, John Gregory, James Lackington, and others who have written informative 
sources about reading in the eighteenth century. 

Reading would have cost a large amount in the eighteenth century and many books would 
have been too expensive for a large portion of society. And although a poorer reader could 
buy a chapbook, a short, cheap summary of a book, a lot of people could not afford 
anything but the essentials. For example, average working-class wage would have been 10 
shillings a week. Many people earned even less! This is shown when William St Clair writes 
"As for journeymen, tradesman, farm workers, factory workers, domestic servants, and the 
rest of the employed population who had to provide for their families as well as for 
themselves, only a few earned as much as 10 shillings a week. In the late 1790s, the wages 
in rural Somerset were a shilling a day for those who could get work"1. This shows us that 
many people struggled to live off the money they made and even hard labour such as 
farming did not earn a person much money. This made it hard for a poorer person who 
wanted to buy a book since most books cost around 5 shillings. This means they would have 
had to pay at least half their week’s wages if not more for one book. For some this might 
have even meant working 5 long, hard days of labour just for one book. This shows us that 
the working class often could not afford to read. 

 
1 William St Clair, The Reading Nation of the Romantic Period (Cambridge: CPU, 2007) 



Even if a person had enough money to buy a book, they would often struggle to get the 
other essentials a person needs to read. For example, there was the difficultly of adequate 
lighting. Lighting was expensive and could be very problematic. For example, James 
Lackington wrote in his book, "I often read by moonlight, as my master would never permit 
me to take a candle into my room".2 This shows us that many of the working class really 
struggled to find enough light to read by and often couldn’t afford a good light source. This 
would have probably put an end to many people’s attempt to read as it is impossible to read 
without light without permanently damaging one’s eyes. There were also not very many 
options for lighting in the eighteenth century. The main source of light, for those who could 
afford it, was candles. These candles included the tallow candle, the rush light, and the wax 
candle. People experienced many problems when using the tallow candle and rushlight. For 
example, they gave off a low light and reputedly gave off an unpleasant smell when they 
were burned. This is shown in Simon Eliot’s book ‘Never mind the Value, What about the 
Price?’3, when he writes that candles "produced low light output and, being animal based, 
were greasy and smelly". This tells us that, even if a person managed to get hold of a candle 
(possibly through theft), it would be hard for them to concentrate on their reading with the 
spitting fat, flickering light, and bad odour.  

Schooling was very different in the eighteenth century especially since many groups were 
limited to what and how much they could learn. Poor children in eighteenth century usually 
could not afford to attend a school so they had to find other methods to learn to read. In 
one record of a story, the main character learns to read by using wooden blocks. For 
example, "she found that only the following letters were required to spell all the words in 
the world: but as some of these letters are large and some small, she with her knife cut out 
of several pieces of wood ten sets of each of these".4 It then goes on to list the alphabet in 
upper and lower case. This extract tells us many things. It shows us that children had to be 
creative with how they learned, and it also shows that they often had to teach themselves. 
Sometimes, a poor child could find someone to teach them. This is what happened in the 
case of James Lackington. He wrote "my mistress would sometimes instruct me," and, "this 
money I gave to John (my master’s youngest son) and for every three-halfpence, he taught 
me to spell one hour."5 This shows that in some cases, a child could find an adult to teach 
them, but that it was equally common, if not more common, for a child to teach them, 
perhaps for a small fee. This could have made learning difficult since a child might 
accidentally teach another child the wrong thing as they might have learnt it wrong 
themselves.  

It was not only poor children who struggled to read however: girls at all levels of society also 
found it difficult. A reason for this was the advice they were given, often by anxious parents 

 
2 James Lackington, Memoirs of the First Forty Years of the Life of James Lackington (London: Lackington, 1791) 
3 Simon Eliot, Never Mind the Value, What about the Price?; or How Much Did Marmion Cost St John Rivers?, 
Nineteenth-Century Literature, 56 (2001) 
4 The History of Little Goody Two Shoes (London: Carnan and Newbury, 1780) 
5 James Lackington, Memoirs (London: Lackington, 1791) 



who thought that knowledge would be damaging for their daughters. Girls were told very 
often that they should not read books that would distract them from being ‘good wives’. For 
example, John Gregory wrote in a letter to his daughters, "avoid all books, and all 
conversation, that tends to shake your faith on those great points of religion which should 
serve to regulate your conduct, and on which your hopes of future and eternal happiness 
depend6". This shows that girls were told not to read in case they should start questioning 
the way they lived. It also implies that they were told not to be curious about the world and 
that they should learn to accept their lives. 

The advice given to boys and girls about reading was also hugely different. For example, the 
standard advice for girls was that they must not read, and many people were shocked at the 
thought of women becoming knowledgeable. James Lackington wrote, "If the school be 
large, it is ten to one that some of the girls have ever heard lewd hints, or discovered 
something improper".7 This could tell a reader that girls were only permitted to know about 
some things. Boys, on the other hand, were given very different advice. They were told that 
they should read everything they could find. It was a matter of great pride to have a 
knowledgeable son in the eighteenth century. An example of this was written by Anne 
Romilly in a letter to Maria Edgeworth: "I have just been beset by two of my little boys who 
are deep in your little books and who beg that I will give their very best love to you. One of 
them, 4 and a half, says, "tell Miss Edgeworth I do really think Rosamond was foolish not to 
choose the shoes, but her Mama made her go without them very long, I would not have 
made her go barefoot more than a week". You have you see produced a very young critic. 
He is just beginning to feel great pleasure in reading, and he never does it without making 
his remarks as he goes"8. This clearly shows that boys were given reading material from as 
young age as possible and praised when they excelled at reading whereas girls were treated 
with disapproval if they tried to do the same.  

 Girls were also often particularly discouraged from reading novels. Many people believed 
that reading a novel could give a girl ideas that, at the time, were seen as dangerous. This 
can be seen in the words of Hester Chapone. For example, "when a young woman makes it 
her chief amusement, generally renders her ridiculous in conversation and miserably wrong-
headed in her pursuits and behaviour.9" This indicates that they were frowned upon for 
using their imaginations. The word ‘ridiculous’ suggests that women were laughed at if they 
enjoyed novels. This would have been because men would have wanted to keep them 
compliant and would have been scared of women getting strength from reading novels, 
since reading a book can give a person strength and freedom. 

 
6 John Gregory, A Fathers Legacy to his Daughters (London: 1761) 
7 James Lackington, The Confessions of J. Lackington (London: for the author, 1804) 
8 See Record 20613 in UK RED: The Reading Experience Database https://www.open.ac.uk/Arts/reading/UK/ 
[accessed 01/07/2020] 
9 Hester Chapone, Letters on the Improvement of the Mind Addressed to a Young Lady (London: 1773) 

https://www.open.ac.uk/Arts/reading/UK/browse_author_writings.php?s=Edgeworth&f=Maria
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  Another reason women were discouraged from reading novels was that novels were seen 
as silly and time-wasting. Mary Wollstonecraft, a famous suffragette, was of this opinion. 
For example, she wrote, "Those productions which give a wrong account of the human 
passions, and the various accidents of life, ought not to be read before the judgement is 
formed, or at least exercised. Such accounts are one great cause of the affectation of 
women".10 This implies that Mary Wollstonecraft thought that, even though women should 
definitely read, novels were a waste of time and could make a girl fanciful. This tells us that 
even people who thought that girls should read believed that novels were harmful to girls 
and made their imaginations too large. Parents were especially frightened of their daughters 
having large imaginations because you cannot control a person’s imagination and they did 
not want their daughters to become disobedient.  

Two other aspects that must be taken into consideration when debating the question of 
whether everyone could read by the end of the eighteenth century. These are politics and 
religion. Political changes had a huge influence on how easy it was for poor children to learn 
to read in the eighteenth century. For example, most rich people did not want poor people 
to be able to read. We know this from the many reports written by the higher class. An 
example of this can be seen in a piece of writing by Edmund Burke. He said "Happy if 
learning, not debauched by ambition, had been satisfied to continue the instructor, and not 
aspired to be the master! Along with its natural protectors and guardians, learning will be 
cast into the mire, and trodden down under the hoofs of a swinish multitude".11 This tells us 
that the higher class, who had the power to control the working class, were determined to 
stop them becoming literate. It also shows that the upper class feared the ‘swinish 
multitude’ realising their worth and deciding they wanted a better lifestyle. The phrase 
‘swinish multitude’ shows that many of the rich people treated poorer people as property, 
almost as though they were animals. The fact that the powerful upper class did not want 
poor people to have knowledge would have made it exceedingly difficult for poor children 
to learn to read. 

Another example of the lower classes being oppressed can be found on a pamphlet written 
by the London Corresponding Society in 1792. It says, "We entreat you to examine coolly 
and impartially the numerous abuses that prevail therein, their destructive consequences on 
the poor, and their evil tendency to all".12 This tells us a number of things. To start with, it 
implies that the upper class made an effort to deny the lower class their rights. It also 
suggests that, even though the lower class had been oppressed, they were starting to fight 
back as they realised their situation was unfair. This linked to the situation in France as this 
was the time of the French revolution. The French revolution probably opened up the eyes 
of the lower class and showed them that they deserved equality and liberty.  

 
10 Mary Wollstonecraft, Thoughts on the Education of Daughters (London: 1787) 
11 Edmund Burke, Reflections of the Revolution in France (1790) 
12 The London Corresponding Society, 1792 



 

Religious influences also had an impact on poor people learning to read. For example, many 
people wanted to read so they could understand the Bible. If a person was knowledgeable 
and studied the Bible, they were often considered ‘Good’. This can be clearly noted in James 
Lackington’s writing when he says, "to see several ancient dames lift up their hands and 
eyes in astonishment, while I repeated by memory several chapters out of the New 
Testament"13. This reinforces the idea that a person was good if they had spiritual 
knowledge. This might have motivated children to read as they would have wanted to be 
seen as good and probably would have wanted to be able to understand the main religion of 
England in the eighteenth century.  

In conclusion, as a result of this research, I believe that James Lackington’s statement was 
partly accurate in the fact that more of the population could read than previously. However, 
it is highly unlikely that everyone could read fluently due to the factors mentioned in this 
essay such as issues of poverty, class, gender, and politics. We can see that many girls would 
have struggled to read if male relatives did not approve of their learning and many labouring 
class men and women would have found it extremely difficult to learn to read if they could 
not find someone to teach them and if they did not earn enough to afford books.  
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Jacob 

“All Ranks and Degrees now READ” - To what extent do you think this statement was true at the 
end of the eighteenth-century? 

This essay will explore different ways in which the statement “All ranks and degrees now read.” 
is partly true. It investigate factors such as the economy, learning to read and the political 
landscape; all giving evidence to either agree or disagree with the statement. It will look at the 
accounts of people from the eighteenth-century such as James Lackington, Olaudah Equiano, 
and Thomas Spence on their experience of reading and their ability to do so and it will refer to 
the work of historians such as William St Clair and Simon Eliot. Today reading has many ways of 
influencing our lives. For example it may influence what we  wear if we read a fashion 
magazine, or what we eat it if we read a food and nutrition blog, it can even change our 
political views if we read a newspaper or publications like ‘The Spectator’ or ‘Private Eye’. So 
did people from all classes of society manage to learn about new ideas, connect with others, 
and escape into new worlds of fiction in the eighteenth century as we do today? 

Economy 

In the eighteenth-century books were relatively expensive, usually costing about 5 shillings per 
book, according to James Lackington’s catalogue.[1] Around this time most people found it hard 
to make much money. For example, the job of a carpenter would earn about 25 shillings a week 
and a farm worker would make around 10 shillings a week.[2] In modern terms 5 shillings is 
equal to £1, which would therefore mean the average wage was about £5 a week. We can see 
that buying a book would take most of a laborer's weekly earnings. If we consider this in a 
modern context where minimum wage is around £8.21 per hour for 25 and over, we can clearly 
see that buying a book in the eighteenth century would be equivalent to buying a tablet or iPad 
today, far beyond the reach of most low earners. If buying a book were about 20 percent of a 
person’s wages buying one might have been viewed as a luxury item. Books were expensive 
and the money could have been used to buy other essentials, for instance instead it might have 
bought bread for 7 people for 4 shillings.[3] When considering whether to buy a book you would 
also need to consider how large they were, seeing as usually they were able to read within the 
space of two nights therefore value for money would also be a consideration.    

Working hours in the eighteenth century were generally long meaning that there would have 
been the problem of being able to actually read. This raises the problem of lighting given the 
fact that it was dark by the time you finished your shift so you would have the problem of light 
to be able to read. Some people chose to buy a candle, which is another item that would 
require more money to be spent, or depend on moonlight. This creates another dilemma 
because there were disadvantages to some light sources such as oil lamps which contained 
animal fat which when used would smell awful and as well put out a bit of smoke which is not 



nice either.[4] So maybe to avoid these things you would buy a wax candle - however they were 
expensive. Due to most candles being partly made with animal fat they were edible and so 
would either be eaten or used as a candle should be.  This emphasises the difficult choices 
which many poorer readers faced at this time. In summary, the combination of the high cost of 
books, low earnings, difficult reading conditions and long working hours would make it harder 
for a poorer reader to access the printed word in the 18th century, meaning not everyone were 
able to read.  

 Learning to read 

Assuming that would-be readers could afford to buy a book and find a suitable place to study it, 
it is also important to examine how they might have learnt to read. Poorer children were not 
able to go to school and so were not taught how to read and write in an educational setting, 
however, children found other ways to learn. In most cases they would turn to anyone they 
could who could read and write themselves and learn from them. For instance, Olaudah 
Equiano, an African slave in the 1700s, wrote in an autobiography “While I was in the Aetna 
particularly, the captains clerk taught me to write, and gave me a smattering of arithmetic as 
far as the rule of three.”[5]This shows that, due to being a slave and unable to access any type of 
school or learning establishment, he had to find someone who was far from a qualified teacher 
to help him learn how to read, write and understand basic math's. This had a transformative 
effect on his life because he was eventually able to buy his freedom and write about his 
experiences to campaign against the slave trade. 

In this time there were a lot of people unable to read and these people were left to try and 
learn without any formal support. They had to be well motivated as reading and writing isn’t 
something that can be learnt quickly and takes a great deal of time and effort. So, motivation 
would come from many things such as being unable to join in on certain conversations or being 
unable to read the Bible, as religion played a very prominent role in past years. James 
Lackington, a boy searching for ways to read, stayed motivated particularly as he could not join 
certain discussions as the matters in discussion were ones that required a certain amount of 
background reading and understanding. This motivated him to learn to read to be more 
educated and to be included in discussions. This also shows the impact that not being able to 
read might have had on people at this time. 

This shows the power of social networks in encouraging reading. In the eighteenth-century 
children weren’t obliged to attend school. This was especially the case for poorer children as 
politicians wanted them to stay uneducated so they would become servants or do other various 
laborious jobs around the country. So came the problem of political forces influencing people 
on whether to learn or not to learn how to read. The politicians believed that if the ‘swinish 
multitude’ were to become able to read and write they would become more educated and 



rebel. They believed this because at the time the French revolution was taking place, leading to 
growing concerns in the higher powers in England. One man Edmund Burke, coined this term 
fearing that if poorer people began to read widely then education would be ‘cast into the mire, 
and trodden down under the hoofs of a swinish multitude’. [6] A man named Thomas Spence, a 
politician on the opposing side, would every week send out printed lessons titled ‘Pigs’ meat’ 
which was aimed at the ‘swinish multitude’. At the time, the laboring classes were often seen as 
little more than pigs so he thought he would feed the ‘pigs’ but instead of feeding them food he 
would feed them education. These ‘Pigs’ meat’ lessons were intended in his words, to ‘promote 
among the labouring part of mankind proper ideas of their situation, of their importance and of 
their rights.’ They cost just one penny so provided useful reading material for those who 
wanted to read. This shows that for poorer people learning to read many barriers existed which 
in turn led to them being unable to have the opportunity to learn to read which gives evidence 
that not all people were able to read and that what James Lackington said shouldn’t be 
considered as entirely true. 

The politics of reading 

In the time of the French revolution, England was a very different place to what it is today. Back 
then not everyone was seen to have the right to have an education and reading was not a top 
priority, particularly amongst lower-class citizens. Much of this was driven by politicians who 
believed that if the ‘swinish multitude’ were to become educated and learn how to read, they 
may revolt like the French lower classes. The politicians’ concerns firstly stemmed from the 
French revolution: they believed that if poor people were to become educated, they would 
become more aware of their situation and follow in the footsteps of the lower classes over in 
France. It therefore served the agenda of the politicians and upper classes for poor people to 
remain uneducated and continue to do menial or servant like tasks. This could create an 
ongoing divide between the classes that deliver a never-ending cycle with the upper classes 
remaining educated and able and the lower classes remaining uneducated and unable.  yes 

In the eighteenth-century males were considered superior to females and so generally held the 
belief that they should learn to read and have a good education.  A man named Lord 
Chesterfield in a letter to his son said, “Let me, therefore, most earnestly recommend to you to 
hoard up, while you can, a great stock of knowledge.”[7] From this you can see that he was 
encouraging his son to learn and build in his words ‘a great stock of knowledge’ which proves 
the point that boys should and were encouraged to learn how to read and learn as much as 
they can. However, if you were a male and poor you would still not be treated fairly and 
therefore get no education. The situation was similarly challenging for women regardless of 
class. At this time being taught to read and receiving formal education was much harder to 
access for women because of the belief that they were less entitled than men. Woman were 
told to stay away from books. Another letter written in the eighteenth century by John Gregory 



addressing his daughters said, “Avoid all books, and all conversation, that tends to shake your 
faith”.[8] This is an example showing that in this era girls were discouraged from reading and 
actively encouraged to avoid it. They were told to do this because the belief was that girls 
should be uneducated and marry and be content with that role in life. 

A great inequality existed between different groups in respect of their ability to access 
education and learn to read.  Boys and girls were told very different things. On one hand boys 
were told to do as much reading and gather as much knowledge as possible but on the other 
hand girls were told not to and reading was almost forbidden. Social class also played a role 
with poorer boys struggling to get an education more so than boys from well off families. So, 
this shows that there was a huge problem with gender equality and social class in the 
eighteenth century and although we have made huge steps in the right direction, we have still 
not fully eradicated these problems today. As well disproving what James Lackington said about 
all people being able to read. 

 

Conclusion  

To conclude this essay has demonstrated that although the statement “All ranks and degrees 
can now read” has some truth to it, it is not factually correct. This was due to the problems with 
the society of eighteenth-century England which made learning to read impossible for certain 
people. As this essay has shown, books were expensive and wages low so many people simply 
could not afford to read.  We have evidence that some individuals managed to overcome the 
lack of educational opportunities in the country but these were the exceptional few and not the 
many.  Finally, class and gender determined whether or not you would find it easy to learn to 
read at this time.  In my opinion, reading is a huge part of life. It gives us countless amounts of 
opportunities and helps us with daily life. It can give us a sense of happiness and is something 
every person should be given the chance to learn. I also believe without reading and writing we 
wouldn’t be able to function as a human race so is vital to our very existence. With 
technology changing the way in which we see written material, it is clear that reading has 
become even more influential than ever before if a small number of words read on a smart 
phone screen can influence the way someone votes. Perhaps instead of the phrase “you are 
what you eat” we should be saying “you are what you read?” Even though it is difficult to 
declare that everyone from all classes of society was able to read at the end of the eighteenth 
century, there was at least partial evidence to suggest the beginning of a movement to develop 
literacy across the class divide, which has led to the value we place on reading for all parts of 
society in the world today. 
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Joshua Chamberlain 
 
“ All Ranks and Degrees now READ” - To what extent do you think this statement was true at 
the end of the eighteenth century? 
 
This essay will explore the many reasons why some poorer people could read and some could 
not in the eighteenth century. This essay will also discuss the issues behind learning to read, 
specifically the economics of reading, social interactions which helped some to acquire this skill, 
and the politics of reading. It will even look at some of the difficulties at home as well as 
consider the gender difference too. It will draw upon the work of the historian William St Clair 
and case studies of individuals such as James Lackington and Olaudah Equiano to explore 
whether it was the case, as Lackington suggests, that people from all classes of society could 
read at this time. 
 
In this essay I will be referring to James Lackington (1746-1815)  who was a brilliant author and 
famous bookseller in London. The quotation in the title of this essay comes from one of his 
books "Memoirs". He may have said this because it might have made the people that couldn't 
read, more inclined to read and buy his books so we must question the motivation behind 
comments like this.   
 
When considering whether everyone in Georgian England was able to read, it is useful to think 
about what reading might cost someone. At this time the books were expensive so that had an 
an impact on the choices facing many individuals. Back in the 1700s there was an extremely 
high poverty rate across England. This means that a lot of the population could not read or 
write, and this was a problem because the human race has a passion for knowledge and the 
poorer people at the time possibly envied the richer, more educated,  part of the population. 
For example, some poorer people, stole books so they could read or sell these valuable goods 
to get more food and even more books themselves. Books were quite expensive back then so 
most people couldn't actually afford them. There are many reasons why poorer people didn't 
have access to the written word.   
 
In the eighteenth century, the financial situation of the population was quite uneven. For 
example, some workers earned one shilling a day, which is seven shillings a week. This is 
equivalent to buying bread, butter and a few different condements  like  herbs and spices, salt, 
vinegar, mustard, pickles and oil according to one writer who list the costs of these items. This 
is not actually too much, the poorer farm and factory workers only earnt approximately ten 
shillings a week. However some workers weren't as fortunate, according to the historian 
William St Clair, in the  late 1790's, rural  Somerset  had average wages of one shilling per day, if 



they were lucky enough to get work in the first place. Their income isn't the only problem 
though, the price of books at the time were unreasonable. Books in the eighteenth century 
were meant  for  the   rich upper class while the poorer part of the population had to make the 
choice to pick between reading and writing  or   eating and providing enough for their families. 
This created a problem where they had to choose between knowledge or the bare necessities 
to live. Books at this time cost an average of seven shillings. This was extremely expensive at 
the time and many couldn't afford it so a few people decided to steal, for example James 
Johnson who stole thirty shillings worth of books and got sent to a colony to work for seven 
years.  

In this time, the living conditions of the poorer people was not ideal for reading even if they did 
have the money to afford books, for example the lighting. The lighting is quite a major part in 
reading especially back then, at that time there was not many lights to use since there was no 
electricity. These poorer had to make do with whatever lighting they could afford: this may  
include the paraffin candle, tallow candles, oil lamps, rush lights and wax candles. These all had 
their pros and cons, for example the tallow candle  was made out of mutton fat which the 
owner could eat if needed but these candles produced a low light output and were extremely 
greasy and smokey which could damage many different  surfaces     in a building. Also, most 
houses in these days were extremely small and cramped with large families so that restricts the 
amount you can concentrate. Another reason why they couldn't properly read is because they 
always had to work, work could be quite hard to come by so they had to find work most of the 
week so they had little time. For example James Lackington had to work from six in the morning 
till ten at night. One last reason could be the idea of heating. Heating is a great factor to reading 
because you wouldn't want to be cold whilst reading. There may be a fireplace in the house but 
it would most likely be on the wrong side of the room so you couldn't read comfortably and it 
would be in a room that everyone would want to sit in to keep warm so the space would be 
noisy. 

 
Assuming that would-be readers could afford to buy a book and prepare a place to study it, it is 
also important to examine how they might have learnt to read in the days before the 1870 
Education Act brought schooling to every child in the country.  Back in the eighteenth century, 
many poorer people  didn't have the ability to read and write. This meant they had little to no 
knowledge of new ideas circulated in print and had little chance to express their thoughts on 
paper.  
 
At this time, children were very uneducated and had to work at the age of about 10, and this 
meant they had little childhood and never got to go through the experience of learning, 
exploring their environment and just having fun. However this was not the same for some of 



the richer children that could afford such luxuries. These children had the chance to go to 
school and be tutored to learn how to read and write. This was extremely important at the time 
because not many children had that opportunity in the eighteenth century because of many 
financial issues with the places they worked . However, some children didn't have to pay to be 
taught . Many children would ask someone that knew how to read and write, for a share of that 
knowledge and for them to be taught how to do these basic things. People may have also used 
cheap pamphlets to help them read like Thomas Spence's Pigs’ Meat which cost one penny. 
This pamphlet was made to help those termed derogatively by one member of Parliament as 
the 'swinish multitude'  hence the name Pig's Meat learn how to read basic words and 
understand political ideas. This pamphlet also informs the poorer people that they are being 
used by parliament to do their dirty work. 
 
In these times, it took a fair bit of motivation to learn to read and write because the English 
language is quite hard to master. This is why you may need some emotional or verbal support 
to help you learn but some have other reasons. For example, Olaudah Equiano, who was a 
famous writer but before that was a slave working on a ship. As he was working on that ship, 
one of the seamen taught him how to read and write and even simple arithmetic. Later on after 
getting taught all of that, he managed to buy his freedom and became a writer and abolitionist. 
Another example could be James Lackington. James Lackington was an astonishing bookseller 
and writer in the seventeen hundreds. He used to be quite an uneducated boy until he was 13-
15 years old, that's when he started to learn how read and write. This eventually encouraged 
him to open one of the largest bookshops in London.  
 
In the seventeen hundreds there were many different forces that were put on reading, this 
means that the reader or the people that wanted to read had more opponents that were trying 
to stop them learning and fewer that tried to help them gain knowledge. These sides are 
politics and religion. On the political side of things many of the members of Parliament were 
scared and nervous of the poorer workers and children learning to read because they would 
start to realise how unfairly they were being treated. This is because many of these poorer 
people obviously had low paying jobs no one would do, so Parliament and politicians wanted to 
keep them as oblivious as possible. For example, Davies Giddy declared that ‘giving education 
to the labouring classes or the poor would be prejudicial to their morals and happiness; it 
would teach them to despise their lot in life’. One politician called Edmund Burke even wrote a 
book about his views along with the French Revolution that happened at that time. However 
the religious side encouraged many children and adults to read, for example Sunday school. 
One author at the time called Hannah More came up with this idea and said that it was 
something for them to be taught and learnt. This overall shows how hard it was to actually read 
and the ways reading could actually impact the whole of Britain and specific people's lives from 



all backgrounds.  
 
As this demonstrates, not everyone in eighteenth century England encouraged all members of 
society to read widely. In the eighteenth century the poorer majority had a rough time, wages 
were low, work was hard to come by and knowledge was very rare. This was due to the fact 
that the government and the members of Parliament did not want the poorer people to revolt 
once they realised how badly they had been treated; the members of Parliament were also 
nervous because of the revolution of their close neighbour, France. In France, there was a big 
revolution that spread across the country, this happened because new ideas about different 
ways to govern were being circulated through society. This then sparked a conflict across 
France which ended with the beheading of the king at the time. This obviously made the 
members of Parliament worried and extremely defensive about the poorer people reading 
because they knew what the possible outcome could have been. This could also have been 
supported by many pamphlets that were spread around the country that showed liberty, 
equality and brotherhood, the same moto used for French revolters. 
 
At this time, it wasn't just poor people that were treated unfairly but also many women, who 
were treated even worse at this time and even 100 years later they were treated the exact 
same, for example, women didn't gain the vote until 1918 and  even then the woman had to be 
older than 30.  However back in the eighteenth century was much more unfair, at this time if a 
women got married, all of her belongings and properties immediately became the husband's. 
Also, when she did get married, they theoretically became one person in the eyes of the law etc 
so the women's rights got cancelled out: ‘the very being or legal existence of the woman is 
suspended during the marriage or at least is incorporated and consolidated into that of her 
husband.’  In the seventeen hundreds women were even told Not to read by their own parents 
who are supposed to support their daughters, however they only said this to protect them from 
people and to make them more attractive and marriageable.  For example, Dr John Gregory 
wrote to his daughters: ‘If you happen to have any learning, keep it a profound secret, 
especially from the men, who generally look with a jealous and malignant eye on a woman of 
great parts , and a cultivated understanding.’  This is in contrast to the advice given by fathers 
to son as this passage from the letters of Lord Chesterfield show: ‘hoard up, while you can a 
great stock of knowledge’. This advice shows how girls were not encouraged to develop their 
minds and their reading at this time. 
 
In this century, women and men were beginning to be drawn to the relatively new literary 
forms such as the novel. Many writers were actually upset with this because they set such an 
unrealistic expectation and they also wasted time when they could be working or reading a 
history book etc, for example Lady Sarah Pennington said that “they are not worth picking out 



of the rubbish.” This suggests that these types of books really weren't worth it to buy and read. 
This also shows that she, among many other writers, didn't like the idea of that type of genre. 
The attitudes of many in society to women and girls reading freely might have inhibited some 
female readers and discouraged them from exploring books.  
 
This essay has demonstrated that the statement made by James Lackington is largely false 
because it illustrates how much the books cost, the difficulty of learning to read, living 
conditions of people and even the social class of some people. It becomes clear that a lot of the 
population actually could not read and that James Lackington most likely wanted more people 
to buy his books by making people feel bad that they can't read so they start learning to read. 
Issues such as class and gender had an influence on whether or not a person was likely to read 
at this time. These points show how different gender and class is from then to today, where 
girls are more encouraged to read in Britain.  Although this is different in some countries, it is 
still important and still should be encouraged and not frowned upon.  
 Reading is extremely important since it forms a very firm foundation for humans; it helps us 
understand, learn and develop our knowledge in general. Reading is one of the simpler things 
that people take for granted and we know this because as the lives of people in the eighteenth 
century show those who could read gained power, wealth and influence. 
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Kaitlyn 
‘All ranks and degrees now read.’ Can we really trust the words of a man who sold books 
and therefore wanted to encourage people to buy his books? James Lackington may have 
only been saying this to persuade people to purchase his books and install, amongst the 
wealthier middling sort, a fear of being left behind. This essay will explore the extent to 
which Lackington’s quotation was correct in the eighteenth century. It will refer to the work 
of Lackington himself and it will examine the issues of economics and learning to read as 
well as politics and barriers preventing some from accessing literature.  
 
During the eighteenth century an issue for poorer people was the economic aspects and the 
prices of books when compared with the amount of money one would receive as wages. 
Lighting and privacy were also an issue for the lower class. Depending on the occupation 
you had, your wages could be between 1 shilling per day or 10 shillings a week as the 
historian, William St Clair, observes when he writes that ‘wages in rural Somerset were a 
shilling a day’1 for those able to find work. If you compare that to the price of books at the 
time, which ranged from 5-7 shillings, then you would be using up a whole week's wages 
without spending it on necessities like food and water. If you are reading during work hours 
you are not working which means you are not likely to end up with the amount of wages 
required to buy a book. One could buy Tom Jones, a novel by Henry Fielding that was very 
popular, for 8 shillings2 and this would have been, for poorer people, very expensive. 
However cheaper books called chapbooks were available; these were small books with 12 to 
16 pages sold by travelling salesmen called a chapman. For very determined people this 
could be their gateway into literature. In spite of that, for some people, getting the money 
was such a problem that some risked stealing books. A man named John Smithers was 
charged with transportation after he stole two books worth 5 shillings.3  For many, 
economic problems were a significant obstacle. 
 
Lighting was another economic issue as acquiring the necessary lighting to read was 
expensive and some lights didn't do their job adequately enough. Simple oil lamps, rush 
lights and tallow candles only produced a dim light. Wax candles were better but more 
expensive, tallow candles produced lots of smoke and rush lights didn't smell nice. Often 
workers, such as James Lackington, a young apprentice at the time, had to work from ‘six in 
the morning until ten at night’ so in the winter that left precious little time to read if you 
didn't use a candle. Lackington wrote ‘I often read by the light of the moon.’4 The candle 
light could flicker and be distracting making it difficult to concentrate. Also reading in dim 

 
1 William St Clair, The reading nation in the romantic period, Cambridge CUP 2007 
2 James Lackington, Lackington's catalogue for 1792, London 1792 p.126 
3 The proceedings of the old bailey, www.oldbaileyonline.org [accessed 21/06/2020] 
4 James Lackington, Memoirs of the first Forty-Five years of the life of James Lackington, 1791 pp.49-
50  

http://www.oldbaileyonline.org/


lighting is bad for your eyes and glasses would have been expensive in the eighteenth 
century. This shows how even lighting could stop one from reading. 
 
By sitting together upstairs, they avoided a great deal of the disturbance of the house… They 
sat without a fire.’5 Jane Austen’s ‘Mansfield Park’ illustrates the issue of space and privacy 
which also created problems for some readers. In order to read and fully understand what is 
written you need privacy and your own space. If you had a fireplace in a busy room or a cold 
space in a quiet room one would have to make the decision between being warm but 
distracted or cold but with peace. These economic issues show that for poorer people 
gaining access to books and being able to study, focus and enjoy them by having the 
necessary equipment would have been difficult.  
 
Learning to read was a complication for many. Finding someone to teach you would have 
been quite a challenge as it would have been difficult finding someone who could read. 
Francis Place was sent to an old women’s school where he said ‘it can scarcely be said that I 
learnt anything.’ 6 James Lackington writes of his experience when learning to read: ‘this 
money I gave to John (my master’s youngest son) and for every three half-pence he taught 
me to spell one hour’7 Lackington had to pay someone who was younger than him to teach 
him to spell. A young child teaching another young child is a common theme in teaching 
children to read during the eighteenth century as that same concept is observed in the book 
‘The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes’ by John Newberry. In the book a young girl teaches 
others to read by showing them the sounds of the alphabet and explaining to them that you 
can use all of those letters to make words and therefore sentences. This demonstrates the 
problems that some people faced when trying to learn to read.  
 
“But both her sex and her social standing ‘debarred her from the most effective means of 
mental cultivation’”8. This quotation shows how women, especially lower class women, also 
struggled in learning to read as they were looked down upon as they were not and should 
not be as clever as men.  ‘David Vincent cites a figure of 60% for men and 40% for women in 
1800’9 for literacy rates. Women were told to: ‘Shun as you would do the most fatal poison, 
all that species of reading and conversation which warms the imagination, which engages 
and softens the heart, and raises the taste above the level of common life.’10 Some parents 
worried that their daughters would not be successful in the real world if they lived too much 
in a fictional one. This happened to James Lackington who wrote ‘for being so much 

 
5 Jane Austen, Mansfield Park, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990) pp.357-362 
6 See Record 2053 in UK RED: The Reading Experience Database 
https://www.open.ac.uk/Arts/reading/UK/ [accessed 24/06/2020] 
7 James Lackington, Memoirs, (London 1791 p.47 
8 Rosemary Mitchell, ‘Benger Elizabeth Ogilvy (bap.1775, d.1827)’ Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004  
9 The rise of mass literacy: Reading and Writing in Modern Europe (Cambridge:Polity, 2000) pp.9 and 
10) 
10 John Gregory, A Father’s Legacy to his Daughters, (London 1761) 

https://www.open.ac.uk/Arts/reading/UK/


delighted by those fairy regions, I could scarce bear the idea of business.’11 This is what 
some parents were worried about. Some artists tried to convey this idea in paintings like 
Bernard d’Agesci’s ‘Lady reading the letters of Abelard and Heloise’. The painting suggests 
that the reader is imagining a future that potentially she thinks she can have, when in real 
life she couldn’t. Lord Chesterfield wrote to his son ‘hoard up, while you can a great stock of 
knowledge12’ whereas John Gregory wrote to his daughters ‘If you happen to have any 
learning keep it a profound secret, especially from the men13’. So from this we ascertain 
that Lord Chesterton is encouraging his son to read and be well educated while John 
Gregory is telling his daughters to keep their education, if they have any, secret otherwise 
men won’t like it, they will be envious and as a result you won’t find a husband. If you didn’t 
have a husband it was frowned upon and would lead you to an uncertain future so this 
doesn’t leave much motivation for girls to learn to read in the first place and in order to read 
you had to be highly motivated and determined. This demonstrates how not everyone could 
read. 
 
Assuming that one had managed to overcome all of the problems of money and learning to 
read one may have been put off by the opinions of some politicians towards reading or 
some of the obstacles in one's way. In France, revolution was occurring and many politicians 
were concerned that it may spread over to England. This led to the Government stopping 
publishing as much material which might incite rebellion, hoping then poor people would 
not get their hands on ‘bad’ reading material. One group of people who found trying to read 
difficult were the lower class. As they had no land, no vote and no equal rights, they were 
regarded as not important. However the London Corresponding Society published a 
pamphlet in which, almost hidden, were the themes that the French Revolution were 
fighting for. In the pamphlet the words ‘Liberty’, ‘brethren’, ‘prosperity’ and ‘united’ were 
written along with other pieces illustrating that there was a demand for change.  
 
Davies Giddy who was a Member of Parliament and mathematician told others that if poor 
people read it would ‘teach them to despise their lot in life’14 meaning they would be 
unhappy with what they have. In addition to this, if they had more knowledge they would 
not want to work for people like him and would want to work somewhere where they could 
use their knowledge. Edmund Burke, a Member of Parliament, philosopher and writer, was 
also worried about the spread of education to the poor. He thought that it would have a 
dangerous impact on society and he wrote that ‘learning will be cast into the mire, and 
trodden down under the hoofs of the swinish multitude15’. Here he is saying that learning 
will be thrown into a boggy area and trodden upon by the ‘pig like’ poor people and wasted. 

 
11 Lackington, The Confessions, (1801) p.2 
12 Lord Chesterfield, Letters written by the Late Right Honorable Philip Dormer Stanhope, Earl of 
Chesterton to His Son, (London 1776) Volume 1 
13 John Gregory, A Father’s Legacy to his Daughters, (London 1761) 
14 Cited in Roy Porter, English Society in the 18th Century, (London: Penguin 1990) p.165 
15 Edmund Burke, Reflections on the revolution in France (1790) 



He wanted to keep education as a luxury and kept only for the upper classes. As the 
Government were clamping down on seditious publishings and making it harder to get hold 
of some influential written texts, it would have been hard on people to access reading 
material or to produce it.  
 
Reading, if you could access it, meant a lot to people and for many it changed their lives. For 
example, James Lackington began his employment to shoemakers as an apprentice where 
he learnt to read and then went on to become a famous bookseller and this change came 
about because he had learnt to read. However, we are unable to know of all the stories of 
all those who could not read or write as they could not write down their stories so you can 
only hear the stories of those who did learn to read and write. There may have been many 
people who could not read but there is no evidence as they could not write it down. Reading 
is something that is very useful and beneficial. It gives one the ability to capture thoughts 
and moments in time and to then preserve them for the future. The people who were 
skilled at literature could pass on knowledge to the not so privileged and give disadvantaged 
people a chance to pick up on the ideas that are being passed to them. The ability to read 
gave Thomas Spence a chance to share his ideas with others and it gave a chance for 
women to show that they could have independence and the right to vote as well as men. 
For many reading gave, and still gives, readers a chance to escape everyday life without 
leaving four walls. ‘Alexander Somerville, a young farm-worker growing up in the 
Lammermuir Hills, made his first great journeys without leaving the field in which he 
laboured’.16 This quotation shows that in the eighteenth century reading was still a way to 
leave one’s world behind, for those who could afford it and were allowed it. 
 
In conclusion James Lackington’s quotation ‘all ranks and degrees now read’ cannot fully be 
accurate as although some people, men and privileged families, managed to learn to read, 
certain groups found it increasingly difficult to access and enjoy literature. Groups such as 
poorer people and women struggled to read and have an education. Economic problems 
such as the price of books versus wages that were received along with lighting and privacy 
would be an obstruction between reading and poorer people. Learning to read was an issue 
for lower class people and women as not many people who could teach could read and 
women were often discouraged from being intelligent. Political problems and barriers like 
opinions being against certain people reading would have deterred many people. Even 
today not everybody reads. Still today disadvantaged families do not have the money to buy 
books and in other countries women still do not have the same rights and equality that men 
have, leading to them not being able to read. Overall James Lackingtons quote is not 
completely realistic because even today there are still people who can not read and in the 
eighteenth century this was true as well. Groups such as the lower class, women, or people 
who worked long hours were all people of whom the luxury of reading could not reach. 

 
16 See Record 5133 in UK RED: The Reading Experience Database 
https://www.open.ac.uk/Arts/reading/UK/ [accessed 02/07/2020] 
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Miriam 

“All Ranks and Degrees now Read”-How true was this? 

This essay will explore the extent to which this statement written by James Lackington was 
true during the end of the eighteenth century: “All ranks and degrees now read.”1 It will not 
only look into how much truth there is in this statement, but also the purpose of Lackington 
writing it. James Lackington had a poor background growing up, but later established one of 
the largest bookshops in London and became successful selling books. The statement brings 
up some questions; should James Lackington be trusted? What were the “ranks and 
degrees” in eighteenth century England? Was there any struggle for any communities 
learning to read in the eighteenth century? 

Economics: 

The lower class in the eighteenth century would not have found it easy to access and read 
books. This section will look into what problems a poor person might have faced reading in 
the eighteenth century. Some of the main factors that they would have needed to read 
would have been light, money to afford the book, time to read it, reading ability, and a quiet 
enough space. But how easy was it for poor readers to access these things? 

It would have been somewhat hard for poor readers to access and enjoy books as the rich 
did due to disturbance. For example, book lover Jane Austen describes the experience of her 
heroine, a young woman, moving to a noisy household after living with a rich family in a 
large household: “The living in incessant noise was to a frame and temper ... It was the 
greatest misery of all…By sitting together upstairs, they avoided a great deal of the 
disturbance of the house…they sat without a fire.”2 Many would have had to deal with some 
kind of disturbance that they would have to become immune to in order to enjoy reading.  
Notice the phrase “without a fire” shows to avoid disturbance, they would have had to go 
somewhere without a fire or, perhaps, without any light. This links to the issue of light for 
lower class readers during the eighteenth century. 

Light became a significant problem for poor readers in the eighteenth century and 
amateurish solutions were made to attempt to fix this issue. For example James Lackington, 
an educated worker writes, “…I was obliged to attend my work from six in the morning until 
ten at night…I only worked as long as we could see without a candle…I had such good eyes, 
that I often read by the light of the moon, as my master would never permit me to take a 
candle into my room.”3 For James Lackington, reading in the light of the moon may not have 
been such a big problem but we now know that reading in the dark strains your eyes causing 
headaches and sensitivity to light. The only other options for poorer working readers was 

 
1 Lackington Memoirs (1794), pp. 420-21 
2 Jane Austen, Mansfield Park (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), pp. 357-62. 
3 James Lackington,  The First Forty-five Years of the Life of James Lackington (London: Lackington, 1791), pp. 
49-50. 



   
 

   
 

candles. Of course, the most ideal candle would have been a wax candle, it had “a 
consistent flame” but was “also a drawback” according to Simon Eliot, because of it being 
expensive and inedible. Other candles available to the lower class at the time were oil 
lamps, tallow candles, rush lights or firelight. When firelight wasn’t available the other 
candles were affordable but also came with problems such as low light output and excessive 
amounts of smoke and grease which damaged painted surfaces. Although the wax candle 
was superior in many ways, these other candles were edible and affordable. If times were 
bad a family could always use their light source as food.4 

In terms of actually being able to afford books and printed texts, it depended greatly on 
what was within a certain budget because books had an immense range of prices. For 
instance in a secondary source, “The Value of Money in The 18th Century,” Robert D.Hume, 
states “Turning to the buying of books, we find a vastly broader range of prices…a skilled 
practitioner at this end of the trade in the early 1660s is Charles Tias, who specialized in 
two- and three-penny pamphlets…including fiction. He hardly ever priced anything over 6d.” 
This is evidence of something that the poorer readers would have been able to afford 
because the budget of many would have been a few shillings per month. However, aside 
from these cheap chapbooks, popular novels like Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones cost between 
5s and 8s and would have been beyond the reach of labourers who might only have earned 
around a shilling a day.5 Linking this to the primary evidence that bread for a family would 
have cost 4 shillings, a poor family would probably limit the budget to 8 pennies to spend on 
books.  

Learning to read: 

This section will investigate how easy it was for poor boys and girls to learn to read in the 
eighteenth century. In a time when the notion of human rights was being developed, the 
poor began educating themselves and learning some of the things that may have only been 
expected by the upper class. This brings up some questions; how did they learn? What 
motivated people to want to read? What were the effects and consequences of the poor 
learning to read?  

Poor boys and girls in the eighteenth century would have learnt to read mostly using each 
other’s experience. For example “…having three half-pence per week allowed me by my 
mother, this money I gave to John (my master’s youngest son) and for every three half-
pence he taught me to spell for one hour…after we were sent upstairs to bed."6Lackington 
made progress in reading by learning from another child. The phrase, “sent upstairs to bed” 
implies secrecy in which they had to do it, and maybe one of the reasons children taught 
each other is because not all adults, particularly wealthy ones, approved of the poor getting 

 
4 Simon Eliot, ‘Never Mind the Value, what about the Price?’; Or How much did Marmion Cost St John Rivers?, 
Nineteenth-Century Literature, 56 (2001), pp. 160-197 (p. 170) 
5 For book prices, see Lackington’s Catalogue for 1792 (London: Lackington, 1792) and for wages see, William 
St Clair, The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period  (Cambridge: CUP, 2007), pp. 194-196. 
6 James Lackington, Memoirs (London: Lackington 1791), p.47. 



   
 

   
 

education. Not all did it in secret though, for example, “she soon got more learning than any 
of her playmates, and laid the following scheme for in fluctuating those who were more 
ignorant that herself.”7 This shows a typical way that poor children would spread the 
knowledge they knew to each other. 

The motivation for young poor people to learn to read came from the observation of seeing 
others who could read. For example “…together with controversies between my mother and 
the sons, made me think that they knew matters of which I was totally ignorant. This 
created in me a desire for knowledge, that I might know who was right, and who was 
wrong.”8 This quotation implies the feeling of missing out, which caused James Lackington 
and many others to want to learn more and understand what is going on around them. 
Lackington probably wanted to feel mature and knowledgable like his elders. Here is 
another example “Little Margery saw how good and how wise Mr. Smith was, 
and…therefore she wanted of all things to read.”9 The aspiration Little Margery had to read 
was started by seeing how “good and wise” Mr. Smith was. Being wise was something that 
the poor weren’t expected to be at the time so for many to be driven by seeing and 
observing the knowledge of others could become a threat to the upper class. 

The political, social and religious factors affected the education and reading of the lower 
class in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century. For example “Charles Shaw's 
dependence upon a small Sunday school library in Tunstall [...] imparted a magnificent if 
involuntary scope to his education: '"I read "Robinson Crusoe" and a few other favourite 
boys' books […] and Gilfillan's "Bards of the Bible".”10 The evidence suggests Charles’s only 
option is the Sunday school library. This means that Sunday schools would have supported 
the rise in education and reading for the lower class. The Sunday schools supported this 
because they agreed with education for everyone and could also incorporate Christian 
morals in to their teaching and teach people to read the Bible. However, many had other 
ideas; Edmund Burke, a politician, wrote: “Happy if they had all continued to know their 
indissoluble union, and their proper place! Happy if learning, not debauched by ambition, 
had been satisfied to continue the instructor, and not aspired to be the master!”11 Burke is 
suggesting that everyone had their place and if they should start to get education, they 
would be unsatisfied with their place and it would ruin the system of a master and servant. 
This political opinion was probably supported by many because it has some valid points, but 
there were also responses from those protesting for their rights. Knowing that the French 
revolution did succeed, it shows that politicians like this did not stop the poor community 

 
7 The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes (London:Carnan & Newberry, 1780), p. 25. 
8 James Lackington, Memoirs (1791), pp. 46-47 
9 The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes (London: Carnan & Newberry, 1780), p.24.  
10 David Vincent, Bread, Knowledge and Freedom: A Study of Nineteenth-Century Working-Class Autobiography 
(Tunstall 1800-1849), p.199-20.  
11 Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790). 



   
 

   
 

learning, educating and protesting, so comments made by the upper class only drove them 
forward to respond and protest even more. 

 

The politics of reading and obstacles in the way of readers: 

Particular communities in the eighteenth century would have been strongly discouraged 
from reading or not had the chance to read at all. This section will discuss why communities 
such as the working class and women found it difficult learning to read. It will also look at 
questions such as did these communities have a say in their education? What were the 
social expectations for communities such as these at the time? What was ‘dangerous’ to be 
reading in the eighteenth century? This section will answer these questions. 

In the eighteenth century learning to read was difficult for the working class. For example 
“We, the London Corresponding Society…anxiously demand your…attention to prevent 
Vitiated State of the British Government; we entreat you to examine…the numerous 
abuses...and their evil tendency on all…”12 The London Corresponding Society was set up by 
a group of artisans who gathered together to discuss political issues. They use words such as 
“evil” to describe the governments tendencies and this is because they were not permitted 
to vote and over all were valued less in society. This article was addressed to “fellow 
citizens” which might have alarmed a higher class member to read this article because the 
word ‘citizen’ carried revolutionary overtones since it implies equality of all without 
acknowledging the supremacy of the crown. It was also one of the British Government’s 
worst fears at the time for Britain to have a revolution like France at the time this was 
written. This idea of a revolution might have come from hearing about the French 
revolution or, more relevantly, reading about it. Reading and education had shown the 
London Corresponding Society that they were wiser and deserved basic human rights like 
the upper class. So reading was discouraged by many for the lower class and the London 
Corresponding Society was eventually banned. This meant that the lower class would have 
more difficulty finding sources of reading and learning how to read than the upper class. 

Young women and girls in the eighteenth century were strongly discouraged from reading 
which made reading harder for them to do. For example, “Avoid all books, and all 
conversation, that tends to shake your faith…if you happen to have any learning, keep it a 
profound secret, especially from men…”13 This is a father giving advice to his daughters in 
the eighteenth century. He starts with the command “avoid” which is a warning to his 
daughters, and it implies that women needed to be warned maybe because they were 
expected to be easily led or just not entitled to have the choice of what they wanted to 
learn or read. The phrase that sticks out in this text is “keep it a profound secret, especially 
from men.” This phrase is significant because it suggests women with knowledge should 

 
12 The London Corresponding Society, 1792 
13  John Gregory, A Father’s Legacy to his Daughters (London: 1761) 



   
 

   
 

hide it from men maybe because they became a threat to men. Men in the eighteenth 
century therefore preferred women with little knowledge who were obedient to them. So 
this text overall shows the expectations in society that women should not read, learn or 
expose themselves to anything that might “shake their faith.” If this was the advice and 
expectations given to girls, what were those of boys in comparison?  

 Comparing this with young men and boys’ advice in the eighteenth century shows the 
immense difference between social expectations in the eighteenth century. For example 
“Let me, therefore, most earnestly recommend to you, to hoard up…a great stock of 
knowledge…take my word for it, a life of ignorance is not only a very contemptible, but a 
very tiresome one…”14 Lord Chesterfield “earnestly” suggesting hoarding up knowledge is a 
drastically different to what was expected of women in the eighteenth century. This shows 
that more trust was put in young men at the time, they were not warned about reading 
things that could influence them in the wrong way as girls were. Lord Chesterfield describes 
ignorance to his sons as “very tiresome” yet the exact advice given to young women was to 
live a life of ignorance. It implies the way society worked back then was men were expected 
to have potential to do anything within their power whereas women had their life planned 
for them. 

In conclusion, in the eighteenth century, class and gender had a huge influence on learning 
to read because of the pressure society put on women and the laboring classes. It took 
communities a lot of time to build equality in terms of reading and education. In some 
cases, gender inequality in education is still relevant today in some places across the world. 

Conclusion: 

 
14 Lord Chesterfield, Letters Written by the Late Right Honourable Philip Dormer Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield 
to his son (London, 1776) Volume 1 



   
 

   
 

15Overall, at the end of the eighteenth century there is evidence to suggest that “all ranks 
and degrees now read” is false. Lackington is using such a broad term that it excludes many 
working class and women who were strongly discouraged from reading and exposure to 

books. Here is a piece of evidence showing the literacy rates across the world, it shows only 
53% of the UK could read and write at the end of the eighteenth century. The younger 
generation were becoming more exposed to books and reading, but the pressure from the 
government put on society left the UK’s literacy on a hold. So why did James Lackington 
write this statement? Bearing in mind Lackington owned a bookshop he might have been 
promoting this by implying that “all” could read causing those who couldn’t, such as some of 
the middle-class members, to worry that they were less significant than those who could. 
Some might suggest that if people such as Olaudah Equiano16, a slave snatched from his 
home in modern Nigeria, could learn to read, reading must surely be known to everyone. 
Yet the reason why Olaudah Equiano is so significant is because it was unusual at the time 
for people in captivity to have the ability and resources to learn to read. There is 
significantly less evidence for those who couldn’t read and write in the eighteenth century 
unless they had a biography written about them. It concludes that at the end of the 
eighteenth century not all ranks and degrees could read, but reading was growing 
particularly in the younger generation. 

 
15 Author: Max Roser https://ourworldindata.org/literacy 
16 Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus Vassa, The African, 
Written by Himself (London: printed for the author, 1794). 
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Nancy 
“All Ranks and Degrees now READ” - To what extent do you think this statement 
was true at the end of the eighteenth century? 
 
This essay will explore the ability of the lower-class citizens in the eighteenth century 
to read. It will consider social, political and economic factors which influenced the 
‘swinish multitude’s’ access to education. The quotation “All ranks and Degrees now 
READ” 1 comes from one of Lackington’s memoirs. Lackington was a bookseller, and 
he might have written this to inspire people and try to encourage them to buy some 
books from his shop so can we trust someone who just wants to sell lots of books? 
This essay will seek to answer this question and refer to the work of many authors 
including James Lackington, William St Clair, Oluadah Equiano, and John Gregory.  
 
When considering whether everyone in Georgian England could read, it is useful to 
think about what reading might have cost someone and what conditions one may 
need to be able to read. There are many reasons why poorer readers might  have 
found it easy to access the printed word in the eighteenth century. One reason was 
that wages were not reliable; they would have to work long hours in very poor 
conditions and earn as little as 1 shilling a day. Books were also very expensive in the 
eighteenth century, with a book costing around 5-7 shillings according to 
Lackington’s book catalogues. For example, a very popular book by the author Henry 
Fielding is Tom Jones2; this book was 8 shillings, and was very popular, but many of 
the working class couldn’t afford to buy it. Considering many people couldn’t always 
afford books, they had some cheaper alternatives, called Chap Books3. Chap books 
were a small publication of up 12 to 14 pages, they covered several subjects and 
might include summaries of popular novels but this was not the same as reading the 
novel itself.  
 
Another reason why a poorer reader might not have found it easy to access the 
printed word in the eighteenth century is due to wages being low. People had to 
prioritise necessities-for the price of a book, they could buy food, clothes or afford 
place to stay which is more important than a book.  The historian, William St Clair, 
observes that one man, Thomas Kelly, who later went on to become a successful 
publisher, was only paid 4 shillings a week when he worked as a shop assistant.4 

 
1 Lackington, Memoirs (1794), pp. 420-21. 
2 Page 126 taken from James Lackington, Lackington’s catalogue for 1791 
(London: Lackington,1792) 
3 Second volume of Lackington’s catalogue for 1792 (London: Lackington,1792), 
p.110 showing chapbooks for sale 
4 William St Clair, The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period (Cambridge: CUP, 
2007), p. 196. 



Once they have been paid, have bought food and essentials, it wouldn’t leave much 
to pay their bills. In the grand scheme of things food and a lodging is more important 
than a book, even though you get enjoyment and a place to escape while reading, it 
doesn’t help you survive.  
 
A final reason why a poorer reader might not have found it easy to access the 
printed word in the eighteenth century is the necessary conditions to read a book. 
To read a book a person usually needs a quiet space, time and light. Being a working-
class citizen in the eighteenth century, it was very difficult to access all these things. 
Light was one of the key factors for being able to read, yet this was one of the 
hardest to achieve in the eighteenth century. Houses were lit by candle light due to 
not having electricity in the 1700s. Candle light5 is usually very dull meaning it was 
hard to see, therefore, making it very difficult to read. Also, only wealthier people 
could afford better quality wax candles and others had to make do with rush lights 
or tallow candles which were made from animal fat which would smell horrible. 
Simon Eliot notes that the low-income reader was often faced with a terrible choice 
‘between using the candle as a source of food and using it as a source of light’.6  
Most people opted to use it to feed their families.  
 
Assuming that poorer readers could afford to buy a book and prepare a place to 
study it, it is also important to examine how they might have learnt to read in the 
days before the 1870 Education Act brought schooling to every child in the country. 
The lower classes and the poor people did not have access to education and at this 
time literacy rates were not high: it was only 60% of men and 40% of women.7 So 
how easy was it for a child from a poor family to find an education at this time?   
 
Poor people typically were unable to read due to their lack of access to formal 
education. Consequently, this meant they needed to explore other avenues to learn 
to read and write. One way the lower class learnt to read was paying the higher-class 
children or those who had some schooling to teach them; another way was to teach 
themselves or to attend dame school. An example of this is James Lackington – he 
was living with a master to learn how to make shoes and at night he paid his 
master’s son to teach him how to read. He said he wanted to read to understand the 
“controversies between the mother and the sons”8 in the household that he was 

 
5 Simon Eliot, ‘Never mind the value, what about the price?”; or how much did 
marmion cost St John Rivers?’, Nineteenth-century Literature, 56 (2001), pp.160-
197 (p.170) 
6 ibid. 
7 See David Vincent, The Rise of Mass Literacy: Reading and Writing in Modern 
Europe (Cambridge: Polity, 2000), p. 9 
8 James Lackington, Memoirs (1791), pp. 46-47. 



living in as he felt left out. It is likely that the boy was younger than him so this 
shows just how determined he was to learn.  
 
Not only did lower classes need to learn to read, they also needed motivation to 
read. The lower-class needed to work all day leaving them not much spare time to 
have a hobby - like reading. Many poor people wanted to read because they felt 
embarrassed and left out by not being able to read. One example of this is Olaudah 
Equiano, a slave who wanted to learn to read so he could ‘buy his freedom’9 and 
“become my own master”10. For Olaudah Equiano, learning to read could earn him 
higher respect and save his life as a slave due to him becoming a ‘valuable asset’ to 
his masters and the slave traders. He would go on to buy his freedom and use his 
learning to write an autobiography and campaign against slavery. The fact that this 
man, who owned nothing, was able to learn to read suggests that Lackington’s 
statement could be true.  
 
Political factors had a huge impact on how hard it was for lower classes to read and 
write. One factor was that all politicians wanted the lower classes to continue being 
their slaves and if they gained the ability to read and write then they would no 
longer be classed as ‘lower class’. Davies Giddy, a Member of Parliament, a 
mathematician and later a president of the Royal Society once said “Giving an 
education to the labouring classes or the poor would be a prejudicial to their morals 
and happiness; it would teach them to despise their lot in life, instead of making 
them good servants in agriculture and other laborious employment. Instead of 
teaching them subordination, it would render them fractious and refractory.”11 This 
meant that he prohibited the poorer people from being able to read and have an 
education as they wouldn’t want to work for the upper class and people like him if 
they had the same experiences as them. Many members of the upper classes 
referred to the poor people as the ‘Swinish Multitude’ (a mass of poor people) 
describing them as ‘pig-like’. This illustrates some of the attitudes that readers had 
to contend with in their search for education.  
 
The government and political parties prohibited many poorer individuals from 
accessing a thorough education by making schools, books and learning tools 

 
9 Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano or 
Gustavus Vassa, The African, Written by Himself (London: printed for the author, 
1794), p.67 
10 Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano or 
Gustavus Vassa, The African, Written by Himself (London: printed for the author, 
1794), p.67 
 
11 Cited in Roy Porter, English Society in the eighteenth century (London: Penguin, 
1990), p.165. 



significantly overpriced meaning that the lower and working class could not afford 
them. One reason that the political parties did not want the lower and working 
classes to read was that they saw it as a threat; if they could read the government 
then has no control over what they might have read. Some materials that they could 
have read might have inspired them to revolt by gaining inspiration from the French 
revolution. One example of this was the Address from the London Corresponding 
Society to the Inhabitants of Great Britain, on the Subject of a Parliamentary Reform. 
This was a printed pamphlet that included the French revolution motto “Liberty, 
Equality, Fraternity” in its message; this pamphlet contained the words “Brethren”12, 
“Liberty”13 and “united”14. The Address from the London Corresponding Society to 
the Inhabitants of Great Britain, on the Subject of a Parliamentary Reform pamphlet 
launches an explicit attack on the sinful state of government and encouraged the 
lower classes to rebel but the lower and working classes were largely unable to read 
so, in the governments favour, were unable to gain inspiration to rebel.  
 
It was not just the working classes who were discouraged from reading widely. The 
advice parents gave to their children differed between boys and girls. The two 
groups of people who found learning to read the hardest were the lower or working 
class and women. Women were usually looked down on if they were intelligent, 
John Gregory once wrote to his daughter “if you happen to have any learning keep it 
a profound secret”15. This consequently had a huge impact on the ability for females 
to read, seeing as it was not just society against the idea of women having an 
education, but also their parents. Gregory went on to advice his daughters: “Avoid 
all books, and all conversation, that tends to shake your faith on those great points 
of religion which should serve to regulate your conduct, and on which your hopes of 
future and eternal happiness depend”16 and “if you happen to have any learning, 
keep it a profound secret, especially from the men, who generally look with a jealous 
and malignant eye on a woman of great parts, and cultivated understanding”17.  
 
This can be compared to the advice given by a father to his son. For example, Lord 
Chesterfield wrote to his son saying “Let me, therefore, most earnestly recommend 
to you, to hoard up, while you can a great stock of knowledge”18and “Do not imagine 
that the knowledge which I so much recommend to you, is confined to books, 

 
12 Address from the London Corresponding Society to the Inhabitants of Great 
Britain, on the Subject of a Parliamentary Reform 
13 Ibid.  
14 Ibid.  
15 John Gregory, A Father’s Legacy to his Daughters (London:1761) 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid.  
18 Lord Chesterfield, Letters Written by the Late Right Honourable Philip Dormer 
Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield to His Son (London, 1776) Volume 1 



pleasing, useful, and necessary as that knowledge is”19 These two pieces of evidence 
shows how parents’ advice varied from boy to girl: girls were told that they shouldn’t 
read and that they should not be intelligent because men would not want to marry 
them and that reading would ruin their eternal happiness; boys were encouraged to 
read and be intelligent so that they can live a happy life.  
 
This essay has demonstrated how hard it was for the ‘swinish multitude’ to learn to 
read and write. It has shown to what extent the quotation  “in short, all ranks and 
degrees now READ” is true: On the one hand this essay agrees with the statement 
that “all ranks and degrees now READ” since if one had the desperate urge to read, 
like Olaudah Equiano, then an individual would try their hardest to learn to read and 
might succeed. Whereas on the other hand others didn’t really have much spare 
time and reading didn’t appeal to them due to it being time consuming and 
expensive. Today, reading is taken for granted by lots who have the pleasure of 
being able to read but we can see the value it had in the eighteenth century. 
Olaudah Equiano writes of his desire to read: ‘I had a great curiosity to talk to the 
books  . . .  and so to learn how all things had a beginning: for that purpose I have 
often taken up a book, and have talked to it, and then put my ear to it, when alone, 
in hopes it would answer me; and I have been very much concerned when I found it 
remained silent.” He had an urge to be able to read and this shows how reading has 
a deep effect on people even if they’re unable to physically read the 
book themselves. Even if not everyone could read at this time we can see that more 
people were recognizing the benefits of learning to read.  
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Nicholas 

“All Ranks and Degrees now READ” - To what extent do you think this statement was true 
at the end of the eighteenth century?  

This essay will explore to what extent the statement “All Ranks and Degrees now READ” was 
true at the end of the eighteenth century by looking at economic, social, religious and 
political factors. The quotation “All Ranks and Degrees now READ” comes from a book by 
James Lackington (1791) who was from a poor family but later became a writer and wealthy 
bookshop owner. It is important to therefore consider the motivation behind his statement. 
He may be trying to promote his business to get more people to buy books. This essay will 
refer to the work of many writers including James Lackington, Thomas Holcroft, Mary 
Wollstonecraft and Edmund Burke. 

The industrial revolution brought advancements in printing such as the Cylinder press by 
William Nicholson in 1790. Print became “Neat, Cheap and accurate manner that is affected 
by the machines now in use”1. Although Nicholson never constructed a working press his 
design helped inventors later to enable people to access books more easily. However, is it 
not just books that we need to read; it is important to consider the economic factors 
affecting a person’s access to both books and education.  

From 1640 to 1700s a labourer’s average weekly wage was 10d a day 2. The prices of books 
ranged from a chapbook which was around 6d to a book costing over 14s such as, “Tales of 
the Caftle, 5 vol.” 3 With wages low for many people, books would not normally come first. 
Poorer families had to work long hours and in poor conditions to feed their family; they did 
not have much money or time to either buy books or read . 

Another economic factor that affected whether “All Ranks and Degrees now READ” was 
lighting. For example, the historian Simon Eliot notes that there were a range of different 
types of domestic lighting, but few were affordable for poorer people:  “All of the 
innovations prior to the paraffin lamp, however, were expensive and were mainly available 
to the affluent parts of the middle class”. He describes how “All three produced a low light 
output and, being animal-based, were greasy and smelly”, and  in addition to this they 
would “seriously damage paint and upholstery” 4. It goes on to say that the oil lamps, rush 
lights and tallow candles were edible because they were made out of animal fat.  This 
suggests that although you could have some sort of artificial light, it was inefficient, smelt 
terrible and damaged the surroundings. If you had bought a lamp but someone was hungry 
in your house, you might eat the candle to save money. This made it hard to read, especially 

 
1 “William Nicholson Conceptualizes the Cylinder Press”, 
www.historyofinformation.com/detail.php?entryid=4886 2nd July 2020 
2 L Ellis, “Wages and Prices”, www.afamilystory.co.uk/history/wages-and-prices.aspx 20th June 2020.  
3 James Lackington, Lackington’s Catalogue for 1792, (London:1792),p. 126 
4 Simon Elliot, “Never Mind the Value, What about the Price?”: Or, How Much Did Marmion Cost St John 
Rivers?”, Nineteenth-Century Literature, 56 (2001), pp.160-197 (p.170) 

http://www.historyofinformation.com/detail.php?entryid=4886
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in the darkness of winter. Instead they had to read by the light of the moon. Lackington 
recalls that when he was a boy “I had such good eyes, that I often read by the light of the 
moon”5. If you were a working man you would have to come home early to read in daylight; 
affecting the amount of money your family gets to eat. 

A final economic factor was space and privacy. In 1743 there was an average of 8.3 people 
per house with at least one or more strangers as well 6. This meant that houses were busy 
and near the warm areas such as the fireplace, everyone would gather. It would be hard to 
find a time where you would be on your own and be warm. This would disrupt reading and 
take away the benefits meaning people would be less inclined to read. This emphasises that 
economic factors were important as they limited how much reading people could do as they 
struggled with low wages, the high cost of books, lighting and space. Although there were 
more books on offer, reading was only for the upper classes as they had the time, money 
and space to read in peace.  

If would-be readers could afford to buy a book and prepare a place to study it, it is also 
important to examine how they might have learnt to read in the days before the 1870 
Education Act brought schooling to every child. Nowadays there are lots of reading 
materials and specialised books to help us read. But how was it for the poor families two 
hundred years ago? What social and religious factors influenced their ability to read? 

One social factor which made it hard for children to read was finding someone to teach 
them. James Lackington recalls that when he was a young boy “for every three half-pence 
he taught me to spell”7. This was all the money this child received in a week from his mother 
and he gave it away in his desire to read. People would get anyone they could find that 
could read, to teach them; whether that was their father after he'd come back from work, 
their slave master or someone younger than them as in Lackington’s case.  

In contrast, it could be argued that poor children had more motivation to read; which made 
it easier for them. In an autobiography by Olaudah Equiano, he reminisces that “I thought 
now I have nothing but being freed, and working for myself, and thereby getting money to 
enable me to have a good education”8. Equiano wanted to read to get a good education and 
ultimately be freed from slavery. In addition, poor children might have found motivation to 
read in order to impress their parents. A young boy called Thomas Holcroft recalls that, “my 
progress was so rapid, that it astonished my father. He boasted of me to everybody”9. This 

 
5 James Lackington, Memoirs of the First Forty-Five Years of the Life of James Lackington, (London: Lackington, 
1791), pp. 49-50. 
6 Alex Wakelam, “The Public House – the struggle to find privacy in the eighteenth century home”, 
www.doinghistoryinpublic.org/2016/10/11/the-public-house-the-struggle-to-find-privicy-in-the-eighteenth-
century-home/ 20/06/2020 
7 James Lackington, Memoirs (London: Lackington, 1791), p.14-15. 
8 Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus Vassa, The African, Written by 
Himself (London: printed for author, 1794), p.67. 
9 Thomas Holcroft and William Hazlitt, Memoirs of the Late Thomas Holcroft (London: printed for Longman, 
Hurst, Lees, Orme, and Brown, 1816), p.11. 
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meant that Holcroft was more inclined to read as his father was proud and very supportive 
of him. Motivation to read therefore equipped children to overcome the many obstacles in 
their way. Religion was also a factor influencing young people’s desire and ability to read. 
James Lackington recalls, “still we continued our path of living, so that we made a rapid 
progress in what we called spiritual and divine knowledge”10. This suggests that as Britain 
was predominately Christian at the time, poor children thought that by reading, they would 
be able to get closer to God.  

Another important social factor to consider is gender. In a book of advice to his daughters, 
John Gregory states “If you happen to have any learning, keep it a profound secret, 
especially from men”11. This suggests that even if girls were very educated and liked to read 
books, they should not tell men because they would not marry them if men thought that 
women were cleverer than they were. In comparison, in a letter to his son, Lord Chesterfield 
says that “Let me, therefore, most earnestly recommend to you, to hoard up, while you can 
a great stock of knowledge”. This is because, as he goes on to state, “a life of ignorance is 
not only a very contemptible, but very tiresome one.”12 This shows that men were 
encouraged to read whereas women were not.  

However, the early feminist Mary Wollstonecraft argues that women should read, “let us, 
my dear contemporaries, arise above such narrow prejudices!”13 She wants women to be 
knowledgeable and to not marry a man that wants to be smarter than his wife. It was hard 
to become married and be a knowledgeable woman although this was not the same across 
Europe. For example, in Sweden around 1718 “female members of guilds who were regular 
taxpayers had the right to vote in municipal elections”14 whereas this only happened near 
the end of the nineteenth century in England and women were not eligible to vote in 
national elections until the twentieth century. The lack of political power held by women 
meant that it was not seen as important to educate them and inform them although some 
families did give their daughters learning.  

Women also found it hard to read freely because there were only certain books they could 
read. John Gregory goes onto say to his daughters “Avoid all books, and all conversation, 
that tends to shake your faith”15. If women were deemed as malleable and could not read 
controversial books, what types of books could they read? Novels were seen to be harmful 
to a women’s imagination as portrayed in painting by Jean Honore Fragonard (1769-72) 
called ‘The Reader’. This shows a girl reading a novel and lost in her book; unaware of her 
surroundings. This was thought as damaging as the family did not have control of what she 
was thinking. Lady Sarah Pennington says in a book to her daughters, “Novels and Romances 

 
10 James Lackington, Memoirs (London: Lackington,1791), pp.94-95 
11 John Gregory, Letters to his daughters 
12 Lord Chesterfield, Letters Written by the Late Right Honourable Philip Dormer Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield 
to His Son (London, 1776) Volume 1 
13 Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (London: 1792) 
14 Harald Haarmann, Modern Finland (McFarland: 2016) page 113 
15 John Gregory, Letters to his daughters 



never give yourself the Trouble of reading; though many contain some few good Morals, 
they are not worth picking out of the Rubbish intermixed”16. This suggests that most of what 
is in novels is not worth reading because it does not teach you good morals; this reduced 
further the number of books that women could read. Social factors, and especially gender, 
therefore had a significant impact on who read in the eighteenth century.  

Finally, it is important to consider the political factors when evaluating whether “All Ranks 
and Degrees now READ”. Many politicians in England were worried about the impact of the 
French Revolution which started in 1789. This led to the abolition of the absolute monarch 
and the feudal system. Louis XVI was dethroned and executed early in 1793. British 
politicians were worried that if the lower-class learned to read then they would become 
more aware of the events in France and would rebel themselves, so they tried to stop them 
reading. The politician Edmund Burke referred to the lower classes as “swinish multitude”17. 
This is dehumanising the lower class and comparing them to pigs. He felt that they would 
debase any education they were given. In a book by Davies Giddy, a Member of Parliament, 
he suggests that, “Giving education to the labouring classes or the poor would be prejudicial 
to their morals and happiness”18. Giddy is saying that if the poorer classes learn to read then 
they will be unhappy with their jobs. It would be harmful to their beliefs as they would no 
longer be content to perform menial tasks. As a result, politicians made stricter rules on 
publishing so they could filter what information was being passed on. An example of a 
pamphlet that would not have been encouraged was “Address from the London 
Corresponding Society to the inhabitants of Great Britain on the subject of Parliamentary 
Reform”. This pamphlet was produced by a group of artisans to discuss political issues.  The 
pamphlet uses the motto of the French Revolution as it evokes, “Liberty”, calls for Equality 
in its appeal to “Rich, Poor, High or Low” and Fraternity; and salutes readers as 
“Brethren”19. The Government were concerned that if the lower class read the pamphlet, 
they would start a revolution. Another political reason it was hard for the lower class to read 
freely was that the 1794 Habeas Corpus Suspension Act was passed. This “let the 
government imprison people against whom it had no evidence at all.” “Across Britain, trade 
union members, journalists and publishers were arrested and detained.”20 This meant that if 
someone was publishing something that was conspiring against the government then they 
could be arrested with no evidence against them. Consequently, it made it hard to inform 
the lower class about what was happening in France, restricting their ability to read freely. 
This state culminated in a notorious trial of writers including Thomas Hardy and John 
Thelwall.  

 
16 Lady Sarah Pennington, An Unfortunate Mother’s Advice to her Absent Daughters (London:1761) p.39 
17 Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) 
18 Davis Giddy, Cited in Roy Porter, English Society in the 18th Century (London: Penguin, 1990), p.165 
19 Address from the London corresponding society to the inhabitants of Great Britain on the subject of 
parliamentary reform (1792) 
20 “William Wilberforce: enemy of the working class” 
http://www.workers.org.uk/features/feat_0707/wilberforce.html (27/06/2020) 
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On the other hand, there were some politicians campaigning for the lower classes to read. 
Thomas Spence published a periodical called “One Pennyworth Of Pig’s Meat or Lessons for 
the Swinish Multitude”. This was a collection of reading material which was published at a 
low price for poorer readers. Spence used the words “swinish multitude” in the book in 
direct response to the politicians that did not want the lower classes to read. He thought 
that if the lower class were going to be called pigs then he needed to feed them and provide 
nourishment for their minds. The book was also backed up by some quotations from the 
Bible, “For the needy shall not always be forgotten : the expectation of the poor shall not 
perish for ever.”21 This means that the hope of freedom from poverty will not be taken 
away for ever and that the lower class will not be forgotten. The lower class might have 
taken this as a sign from God to learn to read as an escape to freedom and a warning to the 
powerful not to impede God’s will. Political factors therefore had a significant impact on 
whether all classes could read as many politicians discouraged and prevented the lower 
class from reading. This in turn meant that the poor could not better themselves, own 
property or have a vote.  

This essay has demonstrated that Lackington’s statement is mainly incorrect as there were 
many economic, social and political factors that inhibited “All Ranks and Degrees” from 
reading in the eighteenth century. However, there were some amazing cases of poorer 
people learning to read due to strong motivation and a desire to better themselves. In many 
ways this is still true today and has resonated during lockdown. The higher class can afford 
to go to private school, have tutors and a better education than lower class children. There 
are also global inequalities. In many parts of the world, like Pakistan and Nigeria, girls are 
still denied an education.   
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Oliver 

"All Ranks and Degrees now READ"- To what extent do you think this statement was true at the 
end of the eighteenth century? 

This essay will be exploring the statement “all ranks and degrees now read” and how I believe 
this quote to be partially true but mostly false. It will discuss the economic , social, and political 
aspects of reading and draw upon the work of historians such as William St Clair and the 
experiences of eighteenth-century readers like James Lackington and members of the London 
Corresponding Society. Is it true to say that everyone, from all classes of society could and did 
read at the end of the eighteenth century as this statement by James Lackington suggests? 

First it will consider what reading means to us today. Reading influences our lives in many 
different ways, and some we don’t even realise. As an example, people use reading to escape 
their normal, sometimes mundane lives, into a world of fantasy and epic heroes. People have 
been doing this for thousands of years. Early examples are the myths of ancient Greece, which 
may not have been written a lot but showed that man, even without writing, explore the world 
of fantasy. 

Reading allows us to complete everyday tasks such as identifying items of food, medicines or 
even navigating roads. It also allows us to appear or be more sophisticated and cultured. It 
expands our creative minds and gives us a better grasp of what’s going on in the world. Before 
the majority of people could read, certain objects or images would act as educational pieces in 
their everyday lives, stained glass windows are an example of this, these would educate them 
on gods and saints. Reading also gives people an idea of what life could be. This happened to 
spark the Russian revolution, as people began reading into the works of Karl Marx and learning 
of his communist ideology, and the paradise it suggested. Another example of inspiration from 
education or ideas of educated people is the French revolution and how the peasants were 
inspired to revolt by certain ideas from the enlightenment and by philosophers like Voltaire and 
Rousseau. 

When considering whether everyone in Georgian England was able to read, it is useful to think 
about what reading might have cost someone. The lower class in the eighteenth century would 
have found it hard to learn to read. The main reason for this being their wealth and the price of 
books at the time. Books in the eighteenth century would’ve cost that of the average working 
man's weekly salary, and with a lot of these men having wives and children they would’ve had 
to choose between the essentials like food or a non-essential entertainment item. The average 
worker in the year 1770 would have been paid anywhere between six shillings nine pence per 
week to around seven shillings six pence1. The historian, William St Clair notes that in rural 
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Somerset wages were often as low as a shilling a day for those who could find work. The price 
of a book could range from 2 shillings, or below, up to 2 pounds and 12 shillings, or above with 
a popular novel such as Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones costing between 5s 8d2. It simply was not 
possible for many individuals to afford these prices. 

  

With the majority of the population being in the lower to middle classes in the 1700s it is no 
surprise that many people didn’t know how to read or write, the ‘swinish multitude’ truly only 
gained this skill when free education was introduced in 1870. There are also some other factors 
that limited the people of the eighteenth century's reading. Lighting is one of these 
aforementioned factors, lighting in this time was very limited, before the advent of electricity 
people would have to rely on either a lamp, a candle or even just a fire. But true candles made 
of wax and a wick were often expensive, so the poorer classes would use items like reeds that 
had been dried and dipped in mutton fat several times over to act as a candle, these rushlights 
as they were known had various downfalls compared to the wax candles we expect today. They 
could only burn horizontally and had a very dim flame; they would also give off a foul scent as 
they were crafted of an animal's fat. They did have one advantage, and this was they could be 
eaten if necessary, suggesting that people had to choose whether to use the fat as a light 
source or as food. 

Another one of these factors is the amount of time to yourself you would have in the 1700s. A 
lot of people would have to live with multiple families in one home to save money, especially in 
cities like London, this would give you little time to yourself where you could read a book. This 
was also before the introduction of central heating, so you would likely have a fire that would 
provide heat and light but would also be the centre of attention and a place of little focus. The 
alternative to this is to sit away from the fire in a secluded room but this would be dark, even 
with a rushlight, and also very cold, this in turn would have made it difficult to focus. In her 
novel Mansfield Park Jane Austen shows that her heroine had to choose between sitting 
somewhere warm and noisy or sitting somewhere cold and quiet to read. This was a choice that 
faced many. 

Assuming that would-be readers could afford to buy a book and prepare a place to study it, it is 
also important to examine how they might have learnt to read in the day before the 1870 
Education Act brought schooling to every child in the country. Poorer boys and girls in the late 
eighteenth century would have found it hard to learn to read; there are many reasons for this. 
Even with the limitations of money the youth of the century found ways to learn. 
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 Many children were motivated to read through speaking with the minority that could and 
linked to this the fact they wouldn't be able to engage in conversation that involved novels or 
books in general. An example of this is in James Lackington’s autobiography and the words 
“These extraordinary accounts and discourses...made me think that they knew many matters of 
which I was totally ignorant.” Lackington watched family rows taking place in the household in 
which he was living as an apprentice This shows us James Lackington, when he couldn’t read, 
was feeling as though he was inferior to this literate family he was in the presence of, and 
therefore believed he needed to gain the ability to read to be able to talk to them. 

The ‘swinish multitude’ had very limited ways of learning to read, compared with today's 
seemingly unlimited access to the written word, even so they came up with many ways to 
slowly, but surely, learn that skill. Examples of this are many of them learning from the Bible, 
this is because, although complex, religion had greater influence at the time and many believed 
in a form of Christianity, as a result many families would only own a Bible and no other book. 
Learning to read also had religious and political motivations. People had religious motivations 
to read because knowing the teachings of the Bible would likely allow atonement for sins and 
passage to heaven. The politicians in England were concerned about the poor being able to 
read because they may rise up and revolt, this was inspired by the French revolution and how it 
occurred, and made many politicians reluctant to give the poor mass education. 

Other ways the young of the 1700s would learn to read would be through certain letter blocks 
or spelling books, an example of this is shown in one of the first books for children published in 
this country, The History of Little Goody Two Shoes explaining how a central character, ‘little 
Margery’ was teaching other children to read through things such as wooden blocks and 
spelling books. An interesting thing about this is that young children even today have wooden 
letter blocks and spelling books that are meant for the same simple purpose as three centuries 
ago. In the eighteenth century, however, children might have to learn in whatever space was 
available to them; illustrations in this book show a group sitting under a tree learning to read. 
This reinforces the challenges facing many learners in the eighteenth century but nonetheless 
children did still manage to learn. 

Not everyone in eighteenth century England encouraged all members of society to read widely. 
Certain people, especially the higher classes, were worried about the ‘swinish multitude’ 
learning to read because they thought it may inspire a revolution similar to that which had 
taken hold of France in 1789. People like the London Corresponding Society put out pamphlets 
with a revolutionary idea about them. Phrases such as “fellow citizens” showed a likeness to 
the comradery of the Russian revolution and the words of Lenin at the start of the twentieth 
century. Similarly, they also desire to be equal citizens rather than subjects under a monarch, 
an idea which was fuelling revolution in France. They also use the term ‘vitiated’ or sinful when 
describing the British government and were implying that Parliament was not efficient and 



could have been indirectly saying that it was not fit to rule. It also mentions on the pamphlet of 
a “the evidently hostile preparations of a much-alarmed aristocracy” this also has relations to 
the French revolution and the idea that the working class and other citizens should rise up and 
take down the ruling class and monarchy. This shows the parliament of the late eighteenth 
century Britain may have had a reason to be fearful, this is because the working class made up 
the majority of the English population and although maybe not formally educated, they were 
beginning to read. The same fate meted out to the ruling class in France, could have fallen upon 
the politicians of England. 

In the eighteenth century there were many stereotypes and prejudices surrounding women and 
education or reading. On the other hand, the boys and men of the eighteenth century were 
allowed to attend schools, if they could afford it, and freely read books without being ridiculed 
by people. The women of the eighteenth century were not often able to attend schools and 
would be expected to stay at home as mothers to their children and be something of an 
accessory to their husbands. If you were a woman in the seventeen-hundreds, regardless of 
class or wealth, you would be expected to marry and in doing so would make yourself the 
property of your husband as is illustrated in this passage taken from a commentary on the law 
at this time: ‘the very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage 
or at least is incorporated and consolidated into that of her husband’3. If you did not marry it 
would be likely that you would not gain any wealth and you would be looked down upon by 
society. If you were an educated woman you run the risk of not being able to be wed, this is 
because intelligent women were seen as far less attractive if they were smarter than their 
husband, an example of this is in ‘A Father’s Legacy to his Daughters’ by John Gregory, in this it 
is written that “If you happen to have learning, keep it a profound secret, especially from the 
men”4 This shows that women, even if they were gifted, would have to hide their intelligence 
so as not to disappoint a potential husband. 

In conclusion this essay has demonstrated that many factors deterred all classes of society from 
reading such as the high cost of books, low wages, and the inadequate education provision for 
the labouring classes. Gender also played a part since many boys in the eighteenth century 
were much more privileged and had an advantage over girls who were disrespected if they 
were intelligent and appeared ‘not feminine’. Although if you were a working-class citizen you 
would likely have no education regardless of gender. These issues all suggest that Lackington 
was over-optimistic in his assumption that everyone could read at this time. He might have 
suggested this in order to sell more books rather than as a comment on the state of literacy in 
England at this time. 
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Tom 
“All Ranks and Degrees now READ” - To what extent do you think this statement was true 
at the end of the eighteenth century?  
 
This essay will explore the statement, “All Ranks and Degree now READ” at the end of the 
eighteenth century. Was it true or not and to what extent? It will consider the economic, 
social, and political reasons why this statement is probably an exaggeration and consider 
who would have not wanted certain groups and ranks of society being educated.  
 
We will examine James Lackington’s quote from his book, Memoirs.1 The eighteenth-
century population of adults and children in England and Wales was 8.8 million and of this, 
1,097,099 children attended some form of schooling2. However, at these schools some 
children would have not necessarily learn to read and write, especially the girls. 
 
 
In the eighteenth century, most people lived in economic conditions that made it difficult to 
learn to read, therefore this activity was mainly for the rich.  There were numerous reasons 
for this including living conditions and financial expenses such as wages and the cost of 
books. Poor people lived in circumstances that made it difficult for them to access print.  
 
One of the reasons that people struggled to access the printed word was owing to low 
wages. Eighteenth century workers rarely earnt more than 10.5 shillings a week and many 
earnt much less. As William St Clair said, “…journeymen, tradesmen, farm workers, factory 
workers, domestic servants and the rest of the employed population… only a few might 
earn more than 10 shillings a week”3. According to The Economist, a book suggesting ways 
middle class families could make a little go a bit further4, an average family of 7 (husband, 
wife, four children and servant) would spend 2 pounds, 8 shillings and 5 ¾ pennies on 
weekly essentials. However, a poorer person would not have this much to spend. They 
probably would not have had enough money to buy essentials let alone luxuries like books. 
 
Printed texts, in the Georgian and Victorian era, were very expensive. Public libraries did not 
exist then, although, circulating libraries did. These were privately run for profit by rich 
people. To borrow from these libraries, you payed one guinea annually, a joining fee and 
possibly fines and charges. Like buying books, the poor could not afford this.5This shows 

 
1 Lackington, Memoirs (1794), pp.420-21 
2 Jeremy Gregory & John Stevenson, The Longman Companion to Britain in the Eighteenth Century 1688-1820 
(London and New York: Longman, 2000), pp. 289 and 294. 
3 William St Clair, The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period (Cambridge: CUP, 2007) pp. 194-196. 
4The Economist: Shewing in a Variety of Estimates from Fourscore Pounds to upwards of 800 l how comfortably 
and Genteely a Family May Live with Frugality for a Little Money (London: for the author, 1774), p. 4. 
5 Information from: blog, Pride and Prejudice (The University of British Columbia), www.blogs.ubc.ca [accessed 
19 June 2020] 
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how most of society could not get hold of books easily because of the expenses.  James 
Lackington’s book catalogue for 1792 shows that the popular novel by Henry Fielding, Tom 
Jones, or, A History of a Foundling, cost 6 shillings and 6 pence, probably more than a 
week’s wages. This demonstrates that owning a book in the eighteenth century held your 
social status high as a wealthy person. 
 
Reading needs space and no distraction. If you were a poor person back in the 1700s, 
chances are your house would have been quite small with only one fireplace. In the winter, 
most of your family probably would be by the fire so sitting there to read would be 
distracting. Your only other option was to sit elsewhere, peaceful but cold. Jane Austin 
describes in her book Mansfield Park, “By sitting together upstairs, they avoided a great deal 
of the disturbance of the house … They sat without a fire.”6This shows that as a poorer 
worker you would often go cold in your house if you wanted peace and quiet. If you worked 
as a servant or in manual labour, your working hours would have undoubtedly been long 
and tiring, from dawn till dusk. Not sitting at your fireplace would have meant you needed 
another source of light. 
 
Poorer workers would have likely had only one fireplace. If they wanted to read in private – 
with no distraction, they would have had to go somewhere else. However, due to most poor 
workers’ late working hours, they would have to have another light source. These would be 
wax candles, tallow candles or rush lights. The problem with wax candles was, although they 
worked the best, they were expensive (money the poor could not waste). This meant the 
poor used tallow candles or rush lights. An extract from Simon Eliot’s ‘Never Mind the Value, 
What about the Price?’ states, “All three produced a low light output and, being animal-
based, were greasy and smelly. All three, but particularly the tallow candle, also produced a 
lot of smoke…”7. This shows that the choice of cheap lighting was limited and poor. 
Whichever you picked produced smoke which was damaging to your health. As well as the 
smoke, you would have had to put up with the smell and the grease ultimately distracting 
you from your book. 
 
Economic conditions meant reading was very difficult for the poor in multiple ways. 
Expenses, wages, lighting, and privacy made it almost impossible for poorer readers to enjoy 
books as we do today. Evidence from books, autobiographies and newspaper have shown 
that the living and working conditions of poorer workers were sometimes so extreme, the 
only free time they got was between dusk and dawn which was when they would have 
slept. 
 
 

 
6 Jane Austin, Mansfield Park (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), pp. 357-362. 
7 Simon Eliot, ‘“Never mind the Value, What about the Price?”; Or, “How Much Did Marmion Cost St John 
Rivers?”’, Nineteenth Century Literature, 56 (2001), pp. 160-197 (p.170) 



 
In addition to economic challenges there were also social and religious reasons why not 
everyone could read by the end of the eighteenth century. People might have experienced 
social difficulties with regard to reading. One issue was gender inequality.  
 
Women in the eighteenth century were discouraged from reading. They were told that they 
should not read anything that was not about religion and how to lead your life to please 
God.  John Gregory said, in advice to his daughters, “Avoid all books and all conversation, 
that tends to shake your faith on those great points of religion which should serve to 
regulate your conduct…”.8 Many women were not expected to learn anything or understand 
anything, just follow religion and God. They were also told that they would not be married 
or loved by a husband if he knew they could read. Another part of John Gregory’s advice 
was this. “If you happen to have any learning, keep it a profound secret, especially from the 
men, who generally look with a jealous and malignant eye on a woman of great parts, and a 
cultivated understanding.”9 This further shows how men did not need or want women who 
were clever and understood facts. This is an example of how women could not easily learn 
to read due to the prevailing social and religious norms back then. 
 
However, women might have been encouraged to read the Bible and other religious texts. 
Learning to read in the 1700s also had a lot of religious implications. Children would have 
had religious motivations to read because they went to Sunday school10. Their Sunday 
school teacher might have persisted with their learning and therefore motivating them to 
learn. Hannah More, author and campaigner said, “It is something gained to rescue children 
from idling away their Sabbath in the fields or the streets. … It is something for them to be 
taught to read; it is much indeed to be taught to read the Bible…”11. This shows how Sunday 
School teachers, or leaders, actually cared about poorer readers learning because they saw 
it could help to build their faith.  
 
Whilst girls were mostly discouraged from reading, boys in the eighteenth century were 
encouraged to read. The son of Lord Chesterfield was told that life was very contemptible 
and tiresome for a man who had little education and literacy skills. He said, “Let me, 
therefore, most earnestly recommend to you, to hoard up, while you can a great stock of 
knowledge. [p. 195] … the knowledge of books and sciences; which if you do not, by 
attention and application …you will be ignorant of them all the rest of your life … a life of 

 
8 John Gregory, A Father’s Legacy to his Daughters (London: 1761), pp. 13-14. 
9 John Gregory, A Father’s Legacy to his Daughters (London: 1761), pp. 31-32. 
10 Pamela L. Kester, ‘The Sunday School Movement’, 
www.encyclopedia.com/history/applied-and-social-sciences-magazines/sunday-school-
movement#:~:text=By%201800%2C%20200%2C000%20children%20were,risen%20to%201%2C250%2C000%2
0by%201830. [25th June 2020], 3rd paragraph, 4 lines down, 4th word in. (Starting with “By”). 
 
11 Hannah More, Cheap Repository: The Sunday School (London: 1795). 
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ignorance is not only a very contemptible, but a very tiresome one.[p. 241]”12. This 
illustrates how for a man to get anywhere in life he was expected to be educated and 
literate, but a woman must not have been. Society only ever expected great work and 
sophisticated ideas from the men, the women where just there to do the housework and 
provide the children. Society did not allow women to be educated and therefore preventing 
them from learning to read. 
 
Women were stopped from learning to read because men did not want their prospective 
wives reading. They were only allowed to read the Bible for religious guidance on how to 
lead their life. It would have been unlikely that most, if not all, women could read by the 
end of the eighteenth century.  
 
 
 
 
This essay argues the difficulties certain types of people had, learning to read and who 
prevented them from trying. How did working-class people overcome political barriers to 
learning to read? France had just experienced revolution. Was Britain going to follow the 
French to a parliamentary reform? 
 
Many politicians were worried about teaching the poorer children to read because if they 
cannot read, they are less likely to rise up against them, less likely to copy France in their 
rebellion. To the politicians they were better being ignorant to the world around rather than 
not. As Edmund Burke put it, “learning will be cast into the mire and trodden down under 
the hooves of the swinish multitude.”13 The use of the word “hooves” shows how Burke 
thinks of the poor as pigs, unworthy of any proper social status and even un-human like. 
This shows how desperate politicians and the government were, not to have a rebellion like 
France had. In the eighteenth century, there was still a strong link between politics and 
religion that debated whether the poor should read or not.  
 
As well as this, the working class struggled to learn to read because many rich politicians did 
not want them to access new ideas. This meant the poor would be less likely to rise up 
against laws they did not like as they probably would not be able to understand them. 
Davies Giddy, a member of parliament, said, “it would teach them to despise their lot in life, 
instead of making them good servants in agriculture and other laborious employment.14” 
This shows how rich men wanted to make sure that poorer people could not read so they 
could get away with passing laws and such without the poor starting an uprising. The word 

 
12 Lord Chesterfield, Letters Written by the Late Right Honourable Philip Dormer Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield 
to his son (London, 1776) Volume 1 
13 Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolutions in France (1790). 
14 Davies Giddy, Citied in Roy Porter, English Society in the 18th Century (London: Penguin, 1990), p. 165. 



“laborious” demonstrates that the rich used the poor as servants doing hard labour, like 
farming. If these poor could read, they might disagree with certain laws or decisions made 
by the rich – and therefore potentially rebel. This would have been one of many reasons 
why the rich did not want the poor to start reading. 
 
This section has shown how lower class people, in the eighteenth century, were stopped 
from learning to read due to the selfish wants of the male rich and powerful; the poor could 
not read so the rich could make the laws. The working class were a main group of people 
who would have struggled to learn to read back then. 
 
 
In conclusion, we have learnt that people in the eighteenth century struggled from multiple 
economic, social, and political difficulties when it came to learning to read. The poorer 
economy had bad living conditions and low wages as well as political obstacles that 
prevented their education. Reading was and is a crucial way to understanding and having an 
input in society around you. Overall, I consider James Lackington’s statement, “All Ranks and 
Degrees now READ”, to be incorrect because of all the hardships that lower class people, 
women and children had in learning to read. This can be linked to nowadays, with the 
current lockdown, some families will find it hard to continue education because of lack of 
resources, distracting environments, and poor conditions. 
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