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Summary

The Self-Presentation Strategy of Anna Letitia Barbauld in Her
Political Pamphlets of the 1790s

Chihiro Umegaki

Anna Letitia Barbauld (1743-1825), best known as a poet and author of
children’s literature, published three overtly political pamphlets in the early
1790s: An Address to the Opposers of the Repeal of the Corporation and Test Acts
(1790), Civic Sermons to the People (1792), and Sins of Government, Sins of the
Nation (1793). It may not be surprising that they were either anonymous or
pseudonymous, given that most women writers of this period were
influenced by gendered codes of decorum which prohibited women from
publicly articulating their political ideas. However, this article argues that a
fear of breaking the codes was not the primary reason Barbauld concealed
her identity in these pamphlets. Of course, she may have been aware that
her gender could detract from the persuasiveness of her arguments. But in
fact, she did not seem to mind if the public recognized her as the author,
particularly in An Address to the Opposers (by “A Dissenter”) and Sins of
Government (by “A Volunteer”), whose advertisements listed other
publications by “Mrs. Barbauld”. Rather, this article suggests that Barbauld
intentionally used pseudonyms to create a sense of enigma and engage
readers in a process of deciphering the implications of the names. By
exploring her long-standing fascination with the elusiveness of meaning, it
argues that Barbauld’s political pamphlets were intended to function as
effective pedagogical tools, enabling readers to exercise their minds to the

fullest extent as if they were solving a riddle.
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