THOMAS SPENCE

Biography

· Born June 21st. 1750, on the Quayside, Newcastle upon Tyne

· Father a Netmaker from Aberdeen, mother from Orkney, 18 siblings

· Family belonged to the congregation of the radical Presbyterian preacher James Murray. Father and one brother later joined the (even!) more extreme Glassites

· "began his working life at his father's trade of netmaking at the age of ten after some schooling." Ashraf (1983. 12)

· worked as a schoolteacher in Newcastle

· held debating club in his schoolroom. Members included Thomas Bewick 

· founder member of Newcastle Philosophical Society 

· 1775 read his lecture to Philosophical Society and was expelled

· 1775 published Grand Repository of the English Language
· 1783-92 ‘lost years: no evidence of whereabouts or activity

· 1792 in London: publishes The Case of Thomas Spence, Bookseller (1792), which relates how he was imprisoned for selling Thomas Paine's Rights of Man. 

· 1793, opens "The Hive of Liberty", selling tokens as well as printed material.

· 1794 along with other members of the London Corresponding Society, arrested under the Suspension Act, imprisoned for seven months, charged with High Treason, and finally acquitted in December, 1794.

· 1801 charged with seditious libel after publication of The Restorer of Society to its Natural State, sentenced to a year's imprisonment and a fine of £20. 

· 1803 Account of this trial published as The Important Trial of Thomas Spence, first in his reformed spelling, later (1807) in conventional spelling
· 1801-1814, conducts the ‘free and easy’ meetings in London pubs. Debate, singing radical songs. Mentioned frequently in accounts of government spies.
· 1st September 1814, dies
· 1816 four members of the Society of Spencean Philanthropists tried for High Treason
· 1817 an Act was passed "for more effectively preventing seditious meetings and assemblies", which explicitly prohibited "all societies or clubs calling themselves Spencean or Spencean Philanthropists"

In what ways was he radical / marginal?

· Refer to biography! Working-class origins, dissenting family, radical activism

· ‘Spence’s Plan’ for nationalisation of land and equal distribution of wealth

· Ideas on spelling reform seen as part of this plan, allowing equal access to education for the poor.

When I first began to study, I found every art and science a perfect whole. Nothing was in anarchy but language and politics. But both of these I reduced to order, the one by a new alphabet, the other by a new Constitution. (The Important Trial of Thomas Spence 1803. 59)

As they could now learn as much in a Month, as formerly in a Year, the very poorest soon acquired such Notions of Justice, and Equity, and of the Rights of Mankind, as rendered unsupportable, every species of Oppression.

(A Supplement to the History of Robinson Crusoe 1782. 40.)

· Spelling reform itself a ‘radical’ idea in 1775 (see Beal 2002)

· Teaching the poor to read was viewed as dangerously radical by some (e.g. Hannah More)

· ‘Most agreeable’ pronunciation based not on that of the court, but of the ‘modified’ standard provided by local models, e.g. clergy.

· Dictionary contains without adverse comment local dialect words (e.g. canny in the Tyneside sense ‘tidy, neat, handsome, of good report’) and the ‘slang’ words condemned elsewhere as ‘barbarous’, e.g. mob, banter
In what ways was he conservative?

· Promotes ‘the most proper and agreeable pronunciation’ as a means for advancement of the poor.

Why should People be laughed at all their lives for betraying their vulgar education, when the Evil is so easily remedied. How ridiculous it is to hear People that can read saying Any Think - A Horange - Idear - Noar.

(The Giant Killer, or Anti-Landlord No. 1. August 6. 1814)

· Grammar which prefaces Grand Repository not original, but taken from Fisher.

Selected Bibliography

Spence’s works

  (1775). The Grand Repository of the English Language. 
Newcastle: T. Saint

  (1782a). A Supplement to the History of Robinson Crusoe. Newcastle: T. Saint

  (1782b). The Real Reading Made Easy. Newcastle: T. Saint

  (1792). The Case of Thomas Spence, Bookseller. London

  (1793). The Rights of Man. London

  (1793-5). One Pennyworth of Pigs' Meat or Lessons for the Swinish Multitude, 2nd ed. Vols I, II, III. London

  (1795a). The Meridian Sun of Liberty. London

  (1795b). The Coin Collector's Companion. London

  (1795c). The End of Oppression. London

  (1796). The Reign of Felicity. London

  (1797). The Rights of Infants. London

  (1798). The Constitution of a Perfect Commonwealth. London

  (1801). The Restorer of Society to its Natural State . London 

  (1803). Dh ' Imprtnt Tril v Tms Spns. London

  (1807). The Important Trial of Thomas Spence, 2nd edn. London

  (1814). The Giant Killer, or Anti - Landlord, Nos. 1, 2. London

About Spence

Abercrombie, D. (1948). 'Forgotten Phoneticians', Transactions of the Philological Society 1-34

Ashraf, P. M. (1983). The Life and Times of Thomas Spence. Newcastle: Frank Graham

Beal, J. C. (2002) ‘Out in Left Field: Spelling Reformers of the Eighteenth Century’, Transactions of the Philological Society 100. 1: 5-23.  

Beal, J. C. (2000) ‘A Radical Plan for Spelling Reform: Thomas Spence’s Grand Repository of the English Language (1775)’ in Henry Sweet Society Bulletin 1-15.

Beal, J. C. (1999) English Pronunciation in the Eighteenth Century: Thomas Spence's 'Grand Repository of the English Language’ Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Beal, J. C. (1996) ‘The Jocks and the Geordies: Modified Standards in Eighteenth-Century Pronouncing Dictionaries’ in Current Issues in Linguistic Theory 135 ed. D. Britton. Amsterdam: Benjamins, pp 363-382. 
Beal, J. C. (1994) ‘Thomas Spence’  in The Encyclopedia of Language and Linguistics eds. R.E. Asher & J. M. Y. Simpson. Oxford: Pergamon Press, p. 4319

Rudkin, O.(1922). Thomas Spence and his Connections. London: Augustus M. Kelley

Shields, A. F. (1974). 'Thomas Spence and the English Language', Transactions of the Philological Society 33-64

