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~ d i t o r ' s  Note 

"Some P o l i t i c a l  I s s u e s  in Nineteenth-Century B r i t a i n .  P a r t  Two: The 
Rights  of C o l l e c t i v e  Assoc ia t ion  and Assembly; Par l iamentary  Reform; Indus- 
t r ia l .  Conf l ic t"  i s  t h e  t h i r d  i n  a  s e r i e s  of B r i e f i n g  Papers  f o r  t h e  Great 
B r i t a i n  Study.* The Great  B r i t a i n  Study i s  a c l o s e  examination of "conten- 
t i o u s  ga ther ings"  i n  England, Wales, and Scot land from 1828 through 1834. 
The b r i e f i n g  pape r s  summarize t h e  c u r r e n t  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y ,  a v a i l a b l e  source 
m a t e r i a l s  and b ib l iography f o r  ques t ions  which a r e  important  t o  t h e  under- 
s t and ing  of c o n f l i c t  i n  Great  B r i t a i n  dur ing  t h o s e  p i v o t a l  years .  We have 
designed them t o  inform t h e  e d i t o r s ,  coders  and a n a l y s t s  of our  da t a .  We 
hope they  w i l l  be  u s e f u l  t o  o t h e r  s c h o l a r s  a s  we l l .  I n  h i s  f i r s t  two b r i e f -  
i ng  papers ,  Michael Pearlman ( a  graduate  s tuden t  i n  modern European h i s t o r y  
a t  t h e  Un ive r s i t y  of Michigan) provided a gene ra l  survey  of t h e  period un- 
d e r  s tudy ,  t hen  d i scussed  fou r  s a l i e n t  i s s u e s :  t h e  r i g h t s  of workers t o  
o r g a n i z e  on behalf  of t h e i r  own i n t e r e s t s ,  t h e  a g r a r i a n  c o n f l i c t s  of 1830, 
p a r i s h  government, and Cathol ic  Emancipation. I n  t h i s  paper ,  t h r e e  more 
i s s u e s  r e c e i v e  t h e  same t rea tment :  t h e  r i g h t s  of a s s o c i a t i o n  and assembly 
i n  Great  B r i t a i n ,  1825-1835; par l iamentary reform, 1828-1832; and indus- 
t r i a l  c o n f l i c t ,  1828-1834. The f i r s t  of t h e  t h r e e  was an  important p a r t  
of t h e  framework of con ten t ion  and r e p r e s s i o n  d u r i n g  our  per iod.  The l a t -  
t e r  two were important  occas ions  f o r  con ten t ious  ga the r ings .  We w i l l  wel- 
come c o r r e c t i o n s  and a d d i t i o n s .  

Char les  T i l l y  

*The e a r l i e r  B r i e f i n g  Papers  a r e  "Great B r i t a i n ,  1828-1834: Histor iography 
and Se lec t ed  Bibliography" (Working Paper #159, Center  f o r  Research on 
S o c i a l  Organiza t ion ,  Un ive r s i t y  of Michigan, J u l y  1977) and "Some P o l i t i c a l  
I s s u e s  i n  Nineteenth-Century B r i t a i n .  P a r t  One: The Government and Workers' 
Assoc ia t ions ,  The Rural  Rebel l ions  of 1830, P a r i s h  Government, Cathol ic  
Emancipation" (CRSO Working Paper 160, J u l y  1977).  Other r e l e v a n t  papers  
concerning t h e  Great B r i t a i n  Study a r e  Charles  T i l l y  and R.A. Schweitzer,  
"Content ious Gatherings i n  Great B r i t a i n ,  1828-1834: P rov i s iona l  P l ans  
f o r  Enumeration and Coding" (CRSO Working Paper 8150; r ev i sed  ve r s ion  #163, 
September 1977) and Char les  T i l l y ,  "Reper to i res  of Contention i n  America 
and B r i t a i n ,  1750-1830" (CRSO Working Paper 151, February 1977). The Na- 
t i o n a l  Sc ience  Foundation i s  t h e  major source  of f i n a n c i a l  support  f o r  t h i s  
r e sea rch .  



The Rights of Collective Association and Assembly in Great Britain, 1825-1835 

Many historians consider that the acceptance by governmental author- 

ities of the right to collective association and assembly was a key element 

in Great Britain's transition to parliamentary democracy. Eugene Black's 

work on British extraparliamentary political association typifies this 

approach, emphasizing the role such organizations played in molding pub- 

lic opinion and pressuring the aristocratic cliques which had previously 

dominated British political life. But governments and elites, even those 

of 18th and 19th century Britain, can never afford to be totally agnostic 

on the question of association among its subjects. While certain types 

of associations and collective gatherings by certain actors might be 

grudgingly allowed by the government (or in certain cases even facilitated), 

other large classes of actions would be clearly prohibited and repressed. 

This paper is an attempt to delineate what types of collective associa- 

tion (and by what actors) were allowed in early nineteenth-century Britain, 

to examine how the boundary between legal and illegal actions changed 

over time, and to analyze various theories about how and why such changes 

occurred. 

Since Britain is often considered the home of political freedom, it 

may be strange to discover that the freedom of association has no statutory 

basis, and is in fact a custom of common law that has frequently been 

abridged by Parliamentary legislation. As Dicey points out in his Law of 

the Constitution (p..271), "there is no special law allowing A, B, and C 

to meet together either in the open air or elsewhere for a lawful purpose"; 

rather it is-true that A, 'By and C may meet only so far as their actions, 

or plans for action, are not considered illegal by the government. His- 

torically, British authorities have been concerned about and .legislated 



a g a i n s t  t h r e e  major c l a s s e s  of g a t h e r i n g s ,  which w e  w i l l  cons ider  i n  

t u rn :  r i o t s ,  s e d i t i o u s  meetings, and combinations of workmen involved 

i n  the ' same t r ade .  F i r s t  t h e  l e g a l  a s p e c t s  o f ' t h e  ques t ion  w i l l  be  d i s -  

cussed,  and then  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  a p p l i c a t i o n  of government po l i cy  w i l l  be  

examined. 

I n  B r i t i s h  law, r i o t  w a s  o r i g i n a l l y  a common law misdemeanor, def ined 

as t h e  assembly of t h i r t y  o r  more persons  assembled t o  perform unlawful 

a c t s  encompassing v io l ence  and performed wi th  t h e  i n t e n t i o n  of t e r r i f y i n g  

t h e  populace. By t h e  e a r l y  e igh teen th  cen tu ry ,  m a g i s t r a t e s  had s t r e t c h e d  

t h e  common law t o  inc lude  a l l  assembl ies  which seemingly threa tened  by- 

s t a n d e r s ,  even i f  no v io l ence  had been performed o r  no open t h r e a t s  had 

been made. The R io t  Act of 1714 (I Geo. 1, s . 2 ,  c .5)  c o d i f i e d  these  

p rov i s ions  by d e f i n i n g  r i o t  a s  twelve o r  more persons 'unlawful ly,  r i o t - .  . 
- - ' \  

ous ly ,  o r  tumultuously assembled t o  t h e  d i s tu rbance  of t h e  pub l i c  peace. 

- Under t h e  a c t ,  l o c a l  mag i s t r a t e s  w e r e  t o  read  t h e  p rov i s ions  of t he  law 

t o  t h e  assembled crowd, and t h e  f a i l u r e  t o  d i s p e r s e  w i t h i n  one hour a f t e r  

such a proclamation was dec lared  a fe lony .  Thus l e t h a l  f o r c e  could be 

used t o  d i s p e r s e  t h e  r i o t e r s  (which had no t  been t r u e  when r i o t  i t s e l f  

was a misdemeanor). Of course,  t h i s  vague d e f i n i t i o n  of r i o t  r e l i e d  

.' g r e a t l y  on t h e  d i s c r e t i o n  of t h e  l o c a l  mag i s t r a t e s ;  we w i l l  examine t h e i r  .. . -. 
- 7 

use  of t h i s  power l a t e r*  - - .s - - .  
< - ' ,  

[.--J 
-1 1- i -, -- 

I -.--- 1 



Besides t h e  l a w  of  r i o t ,  meant t o  manage t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  of l a r g e  

crowds i n  pub l i c  p l a c e s ,  t h e  B r i t i s h  government a l s o  at tempted t o  con t ro l  

t h e  more peacefu l  forms of a s s o c i a t i o n  which i t  considered major t h r e a t s  

t o  i t s  dominance. A s  Frank Munger p o i n t s  ou t  i n  h i s  unpublished Ph.D. 

d i s s e r t a t i o n  (1977), t h e  r i g h t  t o  assemble, t o  d i s c u s s  p o l i t i c a l  events  

p u b l i c l y , . t o  p e t i t i o n  and t o  be f r e e  from a r b i t r a r y  a r r e s t  o r  search  e x i s t -  

ed mainly through t h e  f a i l u r e  o r  l a c k  of i n t e r e s t  of t h e  government i n  ex- 

e r t i n g  c o n t r o l  over  t h e s e  a c t i v i t i e s .  Through t h e  e igh teen th  century ,  

t h e s e  r i g h t s  were l i m i t e d  by t h e  law of t r e a s o n ,  which, s i n c e  t h e  t ime of 

Edward 111, had been def ined  a s  t h e  at tempted a s s a s s i n a t i o n  o r  levying of 

w a r  a g a i n s t  t h e  king. An a t tempt  by t h e  government t o  extend t h i s  i n t e r -  

p r e t a t i o n  of t r ea son  (for:..example, a t  t h e  t r i a l  of George.Gordon i n  1781) 

was gene ra l ly  r e s i s t e d  by j u r i e s ,  and t h e  teason  s t a t u t e  u l t i m a t e l y  be- 

came a  dead l e t t e r .  

The 1770s and 1780s saw t h e  es tab l i shment  of t h e  extraparliamen- 

t a r y  a s s o c i a t i o n  a s  a  normal f e a t u r e  of p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  i n  B r i t a i n .  The 

Wi lkes i t e  a n d  W y v i l l i t e  movements f o r  Par l iamentary  reform were t h e  f i r s t  

t o  adopt t h i s  s t y l e  of p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t y ,  which soon spread t o  o t h e r  

mainly middle c l a s s  i n t e r e s t  groups: s o c i e t i e s  f o r  t h e  a b o l i t i o n  of 

s l ave ry ,  s o c i e t i e s  f o r  r e l i g i o u s  t o l e r a t i o n ,  -- e t  a l .  Although t h e  gov- 

ernment seemed t o  l a c k  
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the statutory power to supress these associations, it did have the means 

to control their extension. Under a 1662 law against ~umultuous petition- 

ing, all petitions of more than twenty persons required the approval of 

the local J.P. But these organizations came to be tacitly accepted by 

the government, and few attempts were made by local authorities to invoke 

this statute. 

But the government was much more alarmed at the upsurge of political 

agitation among the artisanal classes during the 1790's. The activities 

of the radical democrats in France found echoes in the writings of Thomas 

Paine and the organization of the London Corresponding Society, a predom- 

inantly working class association dedicated to universal manhood suffrage. 

It was here that the government would draw the line. The acquittal of 

members of the L.C.S. at their trial for treason made it obvious that new 

repressive legislation was necessary, and Parliament quickly responded. 

In 1794, the writ of habeus corpus was suspended, and in 1795, the Two 

Acts were passed (36 Geo. 111, c.7 and c.8), extending the definition of 

treason and sedition, and requiring the permission of two magistrates for 

all meetings of more than fifty people. The next wave of working class 

political agitation, in 1816-1819, was met by similar measures controlling 

the right of political assembly; the Six Acts of 1819 included a Seditious 

Meetings Act similar in content to that of 1795. 

The British government, though, was never successful in.its attempt 

to permanently control political association through statute law. Sections 

of the middle class were aware that such legislation could be used to sup- 

press -.their own, political mobilization, and therefore supported the 

repression in return for the proviso that such measures would be limited 

to a specified period of time (five years in the case of the Six'Acts of 



1819). Thus during the period 1825-1835, there were few specific statutes 

by which the government could restrict the right of peaceful political 

assembly: ::theIncitement to Mutiny Act of 1797, which forbade agitation 

among the armed forces, the Unlawful Drilling act of 1820,. which outlawed 

armed processions, and one provision of the Seditious Meeting Act of 17.95 

which remained in force and made unlawful any assembly within one mile 

of Parliament while it was in session. TheTumultuous Petitioning Act had 

essentially fallen into disuse after its invocation against the Blanketeers 

in 1817. 

The British authorities were also involved in regulating a third 

major variety of association, that between workers in the same trade or 

profession. Prior to the eighteenth century, all trade-combinations 

which could be considered in restraint of trade were illegal under common 

law. With the breakdown of guild organizations and the creation of work- 

ers' associations in the skilled trades, Parliament added a series of 

statutory prohibitions in the eighteenth century, which culminated in 

the Combination Acts of 1799 and 1800. This legislation clearly outlawed 

any organizations of either workmen or employers which aimed at regulating 

wages, hours, or the conditions of work in any trade, but was used exclu- 

sively against che trade unions. In 1824, Parliament ,repealed this Act, 

but the next year reconstituted controls over the activities of the 

unions; at this point, it was legal for workers to organize such associa- 

tions for the purpose of regulating wages,and hours, but were prohibited 

from effectively confronting their employers while on strike. Meanwhile, 

the government had legalized the friendly societies, .but forbidden them 

to engage in any activities other than mutual aid and insurance. (For a 

more comprehensive look at this question, see Michael Pearlman, "The Gov- 

ernment and Workers' Associations, 1828-1833," GBS Briefing Paper #2.) 



A s  w e  have seen,  nea r ly  a l l  governmental power t o  r e s t r i c t  t h e  r i g h t s  

of c o l l e c t i v e  a s s o c i a t i o n  and a c t i o n  were he ld  on t h e  l o c a l  l e v e l  by the  

J u s t i c e  of t h e  Peace. A t  t imes of p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n t e n s e  mob i l i za t ion ,  

Par l iament  might add new s t a t u t o r y  powers f o r  r e p r e s s i o n  (e .g . ,  1795-1799 

and 1816-1819), o r  t h e  Home O f f i c e  might t a k e  an  increased  i n t e r e s t  i n  

t h e  suppress ion  of d i s tu rbances  by t h e  l o c a l  a u t h o r i t i e s  (e.g.  t h e  Swing 

r e b e l l i o n ) ,  bu t  i n  main, t h e  J . P . ' s  were l e f t  t o  t h e i r  own devices .  The 

v a r i e t y  of a c t i v i t i e s  t h a t  could p o t e n t i a l l y  be  c o n t r o l l e d  by t h e  magis- 

t r a t e s  were wide-ranging; bes ides  t h e  t h r e e  types  of a s s o c i a t i o n s  we have 

d iscussed ,  t h e  J . P . ' s  were a l s o  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  l i c e n s i n g  alehouses and 

d i s s e n t e r s '  congrega t ions ,  and approving t h e  r u l e s  of f r i e n d l y  s o c i e t i e s .  

Moreover, t h e  j u s t i c e s  were i n  charge  of t h e  l o c a l  r e p r e s s i v e  appara tus .  

The p a r i s h  cons t ab le s ,  t h e  major s t a n d i n g  arm of t h e  po l i c ing  f o r c e s  i n  

most l o c a l i t i e s ,  were under t h e  d i r e c t  o r d e r s  of t h e  J .P . ' s ,  wh i l e  i n  more 

extreme s i t u a t i o n s ,  t h e  county m i l i t i a  and t h e  r e g u l a r  army could be c a l l e d  

o u t  and placed under t h e i r  c o n t r o l .  

I n  such a  s i t u a t i o n ,  t h e  determining inpu t  i n  t h e  d e c i s i o n  t o  r e p r e s s  

c e r t a i n  forms of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  w a s  what Munger c a l l s  t h e  " s i t u a t i o n  

sense" of t h e  J .P . ' s .  Various f a c t o r s  might i n f luence  t h i s  dec i s ion .  

F i r s t  of a l l ,  t h e  very  a b i l i t y  t o  r e p r e s s  c e r t a i n  a c t i o n s  might be c a l l e d  

i n t o  ques t ion .  Of t h e  5,000 j u s t i c e s  i n  B r i t a i n ,  only a  smal l  p o r t i o n  

were a t  any one t ime s e r i o u s l y  engaged i n  t h e  maintenance of pub l i c  o rde r ,  

and many of them were i n  remote r u r a l  a r e a s ,  f a r  from t h e  scene of any 

major mob i l i za t ions .  The f o r c e s  of o rde r  a t  t h e i r  d i sposa l  va r i ed ;  i n  

some p a r i s h e s  and incorpora ted  boroughs, e f f e c t i v e  r e p r e s s i v e  appara tuses  

had been formed i n  response t o  u rban iza t ion  and i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n ,  whi le  

i n  o t h e r s ,  i n e f f e c t u a l  amateurs h e l d  t h e  p o s i t i o n  of cons tab le  and impeded 



any r e p r e s s i v e  a c t i v i t y .  Another determinant  w a s  t h e  s t r e n g t h  of middle 

c l a s s  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  r ep re s s ion .  The f a i l u r e  of j u r i e s  t o  convic t  i n  

c e r t a i n  s i t u a t i o n s ,  t h e  oppos i t i on  t o  p o l i c e  s p i e s ,  o r  t h e  very  ex i s t ence  

of middle c l a s s  p o l i t i c a l  mob i l i za t ion  o f t e n  made it d i f f i c u l t  f o r  t h e  

J . P . ' s  t o  u t i l i z e  a l l  t h e  r e p r e s s i v e  t o o l s  i n  t h e i r r e p e r t o i r e .  Munger's 

work p o i n t s  t o  a  lowered r a t e  of r e p r e s s i o n  of a l l  forms of p o l i t i c a l  

a c t i v i t y ,  inc luding  pu re ly  working c l a s s  a g i t a t i o n ,  dur ing  pe r iods  when 

t h e  middle c l a s s e s  were p re s s ing  t h e i r  own claims,  a s  in  1829-1832. 

Beyond t h e s e  g e n e r a l  obse rva t ions ,  l i t t l e  hard d a t a  has  a c t u a l l y  

been c o l l e c t e d  on t h e  r e a c t i o n  of J .P . ' s  t o  va r ious  forms of c o l l e c t i v e  

a c t i o n .  Munger's work on Lancashire  seems t o  be t h e  only  body of  quan- 

t i f i e d  m a t e r i a l ;  l a ck ing  comparable d a t a  f o r  o t h e r  coun t i e s ,  we a r e  forced  

t o  t ake  t h e  probably u n j u s t i f i e d  s t e p  of cons ider ing  h i s  conclus ions  

r e l e v a n t  f o r  t h e  r e s t  of B r i t a i n ,  a t  least where i t  seems t o  f i t  i n  wi th  

more anecdo ta l  m a t e r i a l .  O f  course ,  w e  should a l s o  count on a  c e r t a i n  

a r e a - b y - a r e a v a r i a b i l i t y  t h a t  has  y e t  t o  b e  measured. 

S t a r t i n g  wi th  c l e a r l y  n o n - p o l i t i c a l  mob i l i za t ions ,  J . P . ' s  were gen- 

e r a l l y  no t  a v e r s e  t o  t h e  massing of l a r g e  numbers of people f o r  amusement 

o r  en ter ta inment ,  p rovid ing  such ga the r ings  were c l e a r l y  p a r t  of t h e  

e s t a b l i s h e d  s o c i a l  o r d e r  and r e f l e c t e d  " respec tab le"  mass behavior .  

Annual f e a s t  days,  t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n  of t h e  k i n g ' s  b i r t h d a y ,  t h e  l o c a l  

r aces ,  e t c . ,  were obvious'ly l e g a l  ga the r ings .  On t h e  o t h e r  hand, more 

pu re ly  working c l a s s  forms of en ter ta inment ,  such a s  vagrant  a c t i n g  t roups ,  

bear -ba i t ing ,  o r  p a r t i c u l a r l y  rowdy l o c a l  f a i r s  were o f t e n  suppressed by 

t h e  J .P . ,  e s p e c i a l l y  by those  who were a l s o  min i s t e r s .  Mass ga the r ings  

of any s o r t  on t h e  sabbath  were s i m i l a r l y  frowned upon. 

Le t  u s  now proceed t o  more c l e a r l y  t h rea t en ing  forms of mass a c t i o n .  

The food r i o t ,  a t y p i c a l  form of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  i n  eighteenth-century 



B r i t a i n ,  became more marginal i n  t h e  course  of t h e  1 9 t h  century,  and 

faced a  g r e a t e r  tendency toward repre.ssion. Magis t ra tes  had tended t o  

t r e a t  t h e  r i o t e r s  a s  v ic t ims of circumstance, poor members of t h e  com- 

munity deserving l e n i e n t  j u s t i c e  i n  r e t u r n  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  and s o c i a l  

deference. Thus J.P. 's o f t e n  intervened i n  18 th  c e n t u r . ~  food r i o t s  t o  

ensure t h e  s e l l i n g  of g ra in  .a t  a  " jus t"  p r i ce ;  t h i s ,  they f e l t  was the  

expedient way t o  maintain publ ic  order  during times of economic d i s t r e s s .  

Ult imately,  t h e  b a t t l e  f o r  con t ro l  of g r a i n  was won by t h e  merchants, t h e  

towns and t h e  n a t i o n a l  a u t h o r i t i e s ,  and t h e  J.P. 's were forced t o  f a l l  i n  

l i n e .  S t i f f e r  p e n a l t i e s  faced t h e  food r i o t e r s ,  and soon, t h i s  form of 

popular mobi l iza t ion  faded out .  By our period,  t h e  food r i o t  was essen- 

t i a l l y  1 i m i t e d . t o  small ,  r u r a l  regions  such a s  Cornwall. 

The a t t i t u d e  of magis ta tes  toward- t r ade  unions and l abor  d is turbances  

underwent a  s i m i l a r  hardening, . bu t  such repress ion  d id  not  h a l t  t h e  growth 

of t h i s  more "modern" form of mobi l iza t ion .  J.P.  's had always been l e s s  

t o l e r a n t  toward l abor  a g i t a t i o n  than t h e  food r i o t ,  but  a s  manufacturing 

i n t e r e s t s  became a  more es tabl i shed p a r t  of t h e  p o l i t i c a l  e l i t e ,  g rea te r  

e f f o r t s  were made t o  con t ro l  the  workers1 assoc ia t ions .  Yet, even during 

t h e  period of t h e  Combination Acts (1799-1824), mag i s t r a t e s  t a c i t l y  accepted 

c e r t a i n  t r a d e  union a c t i v i t i e s .  Purely economic c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n s  r a r e l y  

faced high l e v e l s  of repress ion ,  except during per iods  of exceptional  

mobi l iza t ion  which seemed p a r t i c u l a r l y  threa tening t o  e l i t e  i n t e r e s t s .  ' 

I n  f a c t ,  a  new form of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n ,  t h e  labor  demonstration, was 

developed i n  response t o  t h e  borders of repress ion  genera l ly  enforced by 

the  J .P . ' s .  P icket ing ,  t h r e a t s  of v io lence ,  o r  any at tempt t o  shut  down 

a  manufactory were usual ly  met by s t rong  governmental a c t i o n ,  while 

peaceful ,  small-scale marches wi th  banners were considered acceptable  a s  



long  a s  no a t t empt  was made t o  r e c r u i t  new s t r i k e r s  o r  t o  march from town 

t o  town. Such d i s t i n c t i o n s  between l e g i t i m a t e  and i l l e g i t i m a t e  behavior 

cont inued i n t o  t h e  per iod  a f t e r  1825, when t h e  t r a d e  unions themselves 

became l e g a l ,  b u t  a broad range of union a c t i v i t i e s  remained proscr ibed.  

The r e a c t i o n  of l o c a l  a u t h o r i t i e s  t o  peacefu l  p o l i t i c a l  a g i t a t i o n  

( i .  e. p o l i t i c a l  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  m a s s  meet ings,  e t c .  ) a l s o  evolved dur ing  

t h e  l a t e  1 8 t h  and e a r l y  1 9 t h  c e n t u r i e s ,  bu t  i n  a  n o t  q u i t e  analogous 

d i r e c t i o n .  W e  have a l r e a d y  seen a c l e a r  c l a s s  p r e j u d i c e  i n  t h e  r ep re s s ion  

of p o l i t i c a l  a s s o c i a t i o n .  A s  Munger p o i n t s  o u t ,  " t h e  apperance of new 

working c l a s s  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t o r s ,  t h e i r  appearance i t s e l f  timed t o  p o l i t i c a l  

cha l l enges  t o  t h e  r u l i n g  o r d e r s  a t  home and abroad,  t r i g g e r e d  r e d e f i n i t i o n  

by a u t h o r i t i e s  of t h e  t h r e a t  posed by p r o t e s t . "  Th i s  r e d e f i n i t i o n ,  dur ing  

t h e  Revolut ionary and Napoleonic Wars and a f t e r ,  l e d  t o  increased  r e p r e s s i v e  

l e g i s l a t i o n  on t h e  n a t i o n a l  l e v e l  (1795-1799, 1817-1819) and t o  increased  

r e p r e s s i v e  a c t i o n  by t h e  J .P . ' s ,  a g a i n s t  t h e  L.C.S., t h e  United English- 

men, t h e  Spenceans, and o t h e r  predominantly working c l a s s  a g i t a t i o n s .  The 

g e n e r a l  a t t i t u d e  of mag i s t a t e s  dur ing  t h i s  pe r iod ,  faced  wi th  mass pol i -  

t i c a l  a c t i v i t y ,  was "Repress f i r s t ,  a s k  ques t ions  later." Cer t a in  J .P . ' s ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h o s e  i n  t h e  new i n d u s t r i a l  towns, took  t h e i r  work more 

s e r i o u s l y ,  e n l i s t i n g  s p i e s ,  r a i d i n g  p r i v a t e  meet ings and c a l l i n g  t h e  

m i l i t i a  a g a i n s t  p o l i t i c a l  demonstrat ions (e.g.  P e t e r l o o ) .  But t h e  expira-  

t i o n  of t h e  S i x  Acts  i n  1824 ended t h e  l e g a l  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  p r i o r  

sup res s ion  of p o l i t i c a l  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  w h i l e  t h e  inc reas ing  p o l i t i c a l  

mob i l i za t ion  of t h e  middle c l a s s e s  served t o  moderate t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  of 

t h e  J . P . ' s  i n  t h i s  a rena .  Thus dur ing  t h e  key per iod  of 1829-1832, when 

t h e  a g i t a t i o n  over  Cathol ic  Emancipation, p a r i s h  o rgan iza t ion  and P a r l i a -  

mentary reform reached i ts  peak, t h e  r i g h t  t o  peace fu l  assembly and 



a s s o c i a t i o n  had been e s s e n t i a l l y  conceded by t h e  government and l o c a l  

a u t h o r i t i e s .  Many jea lous  j u s t i c e s  continued t o  oversee t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  

of t h e  l o c a l  r a d i c a l  and working c l a s s  organiza t ions ,  but were powerless 

t o  prevent mobil izat ion except under unusual circumstances (such a s  

openly r i o t o u s  gather ings) .  Once t h e  a l l i a n c e  between middle c l a s s  and 

working c l a s s  reformers ended wi th  t h e  passing of t h e  Reform Act of 1832, 

t h e  a g i t a t o r s  f o r  f u r t h e r  reform again faced t h e  t h r e a t  of repress ion;  

t h e  meeting of t h e  National Union of t h e  Working Classes i n  May 1833 

which was dispersed by t h e  London p o l i c e  and ended i n  r i o t  was thus  a  

precursor of government a t t i t u d e s  toward t h e  C h a r t i s t s .  

Reviewing t h e  quest ion of government a t t i t u d e s  towards p o l i t i c a l  

a s soc ia t ion  and assembly, w e  f ind  t h a t  t h e  B r i t i s h  a u t h o r i t i e s  were 

n e i t h e r  b l ind ly  repress ive ,  a s  t h e  Hammond-Webb school of labor  h i s t o r i o -  

graphy would have i t ,  nor were they s i t u a t e d  calmly above t h e  f r a y ,  

at tempting t o  mediate between s o c i a l  f o r c e s  i n  a  d i f f i c u l t  t r a n s i t i o n a l  

period,  a s  F.O. Darvall  and o the r  h i s t o r i a n s  claim. The p o l i t i c a l  

p o l i t y  was i n  t h e  process of expanding, to .  include, new, independent. middle 

c l a s s  fo rces ,  and t h e  government was no t  ave r se  t o  t h e i r - s e l f - o r g a n i z a t i o n .  

But working c l a s s  a c t i v i t y  was t o  be contained wi th in  forms which d i s -  

played respec t  f o r  t h e  p a t e r n a l i s t i c  a u t h o r i t y  of t h e  s t a t e  and t h e  s o c i a l  

e l i t e s .  Outside of these  boundaries, t h e  government would r a r e l y  h e s i t a t e  

t o  suppress t h e  "r ights" o f  assembly and ' a s soc ia t ion .  



Chronology 

1662 Act f o r  t h e  Suppression of Tumultuous P e t i t i o n i n g  r e q u i r e s  approval  
of J.P. f o r  a l l  p e t i t i o n s  s igned by more than  20 persons .  

1714 Rio t  Act e s t a b l i s h e s  procedure f o r  suppress ion  of pub l i c  gatherings.  

1794 Habeus Corpus suspended i n  response  t o  "Jacobin" a g i t a t i o n ;  members 
of London Corresponding Soc ie ty  a c q u i t t e d  of t r e a s o n  charge. 

1795 Two Acts  g i v e  J . P . ' s  power t o  suppress  a l l  s e d i t i o u s  meetings f o r  
f o u r  years .  

1799 S e d i t i o u s  S o c i e t i e s  Act out laws t h e  L.C.S., t h e  United Englishmen 
and o t h e r  f ede ra t ed  s o c i e t i e s ;  -Combination Act out laws t r a d e  unions. 

1812 To le ra t ion  Act r e q u i r e s  r e g i s t r a t i o n  of Dissent ing  congregat ions 
w i t h  J.P. 

1816 Habeus Corpus aga in  suspended, i n  response  t o  Spencean reform 
movement, New S e d i t i o u s  Meetings B i l l  r e s t r i c t s  r i g h t  of assembly. 

1819 S i x  Acts  renews Suppression of  r i g h t  t o  a s s o c i a t i o n  and assembly 
f o r  a c t i v i t y " ;  i n .  f o r c e  u n t i l  1824. 

1824 Combination Acts  repea led  t r a d e  unions l e g a l i z e d .  . 

1825 New law passed c o n t r o l l i n g  a c t i v i t i e s  of t r a d e  unions. 
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PARLIAMENTARY REFORM, 1828-1832 

"Upon t h e  ma t t e r  of r e g u l a t i n g  t h e  s u f f r a g e  depends t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o r  
s a l v a t i o n  .of s t a t e s .  " ~ o n t e s ~ u i e u  

"England is  gone p e r f e c t l y  mad." M r s .  Arbuthnot,  i n  her  j ou rna l ,  
A p r i l ,  1831. 

The movement f o r  par l iamentary  reform i n  Great  B r i t a i n  was, from i ts  

s t a r t ,  a  mult i -s ided a f f a i r .  Various i n t e r e s t s  found d i f f e r e n t ,  and o f t e n  

opposing, reasons  f o r  t h e i r  o b j e c t i o n  t o  t h e  outmoded method .of representa-  

t i o n  i n  t h e  House of Commons. Whig a r i s t o c r a t s  and o t h e r  par l iamentar ians  

h i s t o r i c a l l y  supported some type  of reform a s - a  method of a t t a c k i n g  Tory 

m i n i s t e r i a l  domination by des t roy ing  i t s  par l iamentary  base i n  t h e  " r o t t e n  

+ _  
bo.roughs,'.' The middle c l a s s e s  i n  t h e  expanding commercial and i n d u s t r i a l  

towns l i k e  Leeds, Birmingham and Manchester saw reform a s  a  t o o l  f o r  over- 

t u rn ing  t h e  exc lus ive  hold of t h e  landowriing i n t e r e s t s  over n a t i o n a l  

po l icy .  The working c l a s s e s ,  where they  were p o l i t i c a l l y  a roused ,  hoped 

t h a t  t h e  in t roduc t ion  of u n i v e r s a l  manhood s u f f r a g e ,  t h e  s e c r e t  b a l l o t  

and annual  par l iaments  would somehow a i d  them i n  t h e i r  s o c i a l  and economic 

s t r u g g l e s .  The h i s t o r y  of t h e  reform movement, t h i s  "amalgam of d i s c o n t e n t s ,  

p o l i c i e s ,  mot iva t ions ,  a c t i v i t i e s  and p e r s o n a l i t i e s  of f l uceua t ing  chron- 

o l o g i c a l  and r eg iona l  i n t e n s i t y , "  ( a s  Derek F rase r  has  c a l l e d  i t )  is  t h e  

s t o r y  of- a l l i a n c e s  and m i s a l l i a n c e s  among t h e s e  contenders  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  

power, some of whom were succes s fu l ,  i n  1832, i n  fo rc ing  t h e i r  way i n t o  

t h e  n a t i o n a l  p o l i t y .  

The system of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  i n  t h e  House of Commons t h a t  so  many 

were so  eager  t o  change can be  examined i n  t a b u l a r  form i n  Appendix A .  

t o  t h i s  paper ( s e e  Brock, 1973 f o r  a  more extended d i s c u s s i o n ) ;  but  

perhaps a  b r i e f  overview is  i n  o rde r .  The Commons was composed of 



r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of two types  of e l e c t o r a t e s .  County members (188 ou t  

of 658 s e a t s )  were s e l e c t e d  by a uniform f r a n c h i s e  of a l l  f r eeho lde r s  

r a t e d  over  40 s h i l l i n g s .  While, by t h e  1 9 t h  century ,  t h e  county e lec-  

t o r a t e s  were r a t h e r  l a r g e ,  they were dominated by landlord  i n t e r e s t s  

(except  f o r  t h e  c o u n t i e s  w i th  1 a r g e . u r b a n  c e n t e r s ,  s u c h . a s  Middlesex, 

Yorkshire  and Lancashi re ) .  The v a s t  ma jo r i t y  of s e a t s  were held by 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of boroughs, i . e .  t h o s e  l o c a l i t i e s  which he ld  t h e  h i s t o r i c  

r i g h t  t o  membership i n  Parliament, .  The boroughs v a r i e s  widely i n  s i z e  

and vo t ing  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s ;  according t o  Brock, on ly  f o r t y - t h r e e  of  202 

boroughs had over a thousand e l e c t o r s  i n  1830, w h i l e , w e l l  over  a hundred 

had l e s s  than f i v e  hundred ( inc lud ing  f i f t y - s i x  w i th  l e s s  than  f i f t y ) .  

Those wi th  l a r g e  e l e c t o t a t e s  were u s u a l l y  "scot  and l o t "  boroughs (where 

a l l  taxpayers  could vo te )  o r  po twal lopers  ( i n  which a l l  t hose  who kept  

t h e i r  own household were en f r anch i sed ) ,  and t h e r e f o r e  even more "democratic" 

than  t h e  county s e a t s .  But most borough members were e l e c t e d  by small  

groups p r iv i l eged  wi th  t h e  f r a n c h i s e  because of t h e i r  membership i n  a 

l o c a l  "closed corpora t ion" ,  t h e i r  ownership of a "burgage", i. e.  a p i ece  

of l and  wi th  a t t ached  vo t ing  r i g h t s ,  o r  t h e i r  s t a t u s  a s  "freemen", a r i g h t  

granted according t o  l o c a l  custom. These smal l ,  e a s i l y  manipulated 

" r o t t e n  boroughs" were t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  t a r g e t  of most reformers .  

But t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of borough s e a t s  remained t h e  most b l a t a n t  

anomaly of t h e  system i n  i n d u s t r i a l i z i n g  B r i t a i n .  Over f o r t y  per  cen t  

of t h e  Commons .was e l e c t e d  i n  t h e  t e n  coun t i e s  south  of t h e  Thames; f o r  

example, Cornwall, w i th  a popula t ion  of 300,000 s e n t  forty-two members t o  

Par l iament ,  whi le  Lancashire ,  w i t h  1,300,000, 'sent  on ly  four teen .  Of 

course,  t h i s  was because t h e  growing i n d u s t r i a l  and commercial towns l i k e  

Manchest e r  , Birminghaq Leeds and Shef f i e l d  were unrepresented.  London 



i t s e l f  was t e r r i b l y  underrepresented i n  p ropor t ion  t o  i t s  populat ion.  

I t  was i n  f a c t  i n  London t h a t  t h e  modern movement f o r  par l iamentary 

reform began. The demagogic a g i t a t i o n  of  John Wilkes gave a  r a l l y i n g  c r y  

t o  d iscontented  elements of t h e  London lower middle c l a s s e s  - shopkeepers, 

a r t i s a n s ,  p e t t y  .tradesmen; "Wilkes and Liberty!'. Demands f o r  a  wider 

f r a n c h i s e ,  t h e  a b o l i t i o n  of t h e  r o t t e n  boroughs, and more f r equen t  p a r l i a -  

mentary e l e c t i o n s  (under t h e  Sep tenn ia l  Act of 1715, par l iaments  w e r e  t o  

be c a l l e d  every seven yea r s )  were an e s s e n t i a l  p a r t  of t h i s  movement, which 

reached i t s  h e i g h t  dur ing  t h e  yea r s  1763-1774. Even t h e  Rockingham Whigs 

toyed wi th  t h e  idea  of reform a s  an a n t i - m i n i s t e r i a l  t o o l .  But t h e  

movement had no r e a l  base  o u t s i d e  of London, and even t h e r e  i t  was depen- 

dent  on t h e  mercurialtemp-erament of a c a r e e r i s t  p o l i t i c i a n .  The p a t r i o t i c  

f eve r  brought on by t h e  American War served  t o  f i n i s h  o f f  t h e  Wi lkes i t e  

a g i t a t i o n  a s  a  v i a b l e  f o r c e  i n  B r i t i s h  p o l i t i c s  ( s e e  ~ u d 6 ,  1962).  

The d e f e a t  i n  America and an  a t t e n d a n t  i n c r e a s e  i n  t a x a t i o n  c a l l e d  

f o r t h  a new wave of "reformism", t h i s  t ime among t h e  more r e s p e c t a b l e  

c l a s s e s ,  dur ing  t h e  e a r l y  1780s:. For t h e  f i r s t  t ime, re formers  organized 

ex t ra -par l iamentary  a s s o c i a t i o n s  t o  coo rd ina t e  p u b l i c  op in ion  and p re s su re  

t h e  M. P . s .. . Rev. Chr is topher  Wyvill  spearheaded t h i s  movement ( t h e  

Yorkshire  Assoc ia t ion)  of no r the rn  count ry  gentlemen opposed t o  George 

111's economic p o l i c i e s ,  wh i l e  a  more r a d i c a l  group, t h e  Soc ie ty  f o r  

C o n s t i t u t i o n a l  Informat ion ,  was formed i n  London by t h e  Old W i l k s i t e s  

Cartwright ,  Jebb and Townsend. But a t  t h e  he igh t  of t h e  a g i t a t i o n ,  

Wyvill and h i s  a l l i e s  were unable t o  mob i l i ze  enough support  i n  t h e  

Commons. A motion i n  favor  of moderate reform introduced by P i t t  - i n  

1785 was de fea t ed  248-174, and t h e  r e s u l t a n t  demora l iza t ion  k i l l e d  t h e  

Yorkshire  Assoc ia t ion  ( s e e  C h r i s t i e ,  1962).  



The outbreak  of t h e  French Revolution of 1789 both i n t e n s i f i e d  t h e  

B r i t i s h  movement f o r  reform and k i l l e d  its p r a c t i c a l  chances f o r  success  

f o r  over  a  genera t ion .  The tremendous p o p u l a r i t y  of r a d i c a l  propaganda 

among t h e  popular c l a s s e s ,  a s  t y p i f i e d  by t h e  success  of P a i n e ' s  Rights  

of Man, served t o  p o l a r i z e  t h e  reform movement between r a d i c a l s  and 

moderates;  meanwhile, t h e  ma jo r i t y  of t h e  middle c l a s s  swung behind 

government r e p r e s s i o n  of t h e  London Corresponding Soc ie ty  and s i m i l a r  

working men's reform a s s o c i a t i o n s . .  During t h e  d a r k e s t  days of t h e  

an t i - J acob in  h y s t e r i a ,  t h e  only  vo ices  t o  be  heard i n  favor  of reform came 

from t h e  Fox i t e  Whigs, s a f e l y  ensconced i n  t h e i r  country homes, and f a r  

from t h e  r a d i c a l  reformers  who -had been j a i l e d  o r  d r iven  underground by t h e ,  

Two Acts  of 1795 ( s e e  Pearlman, "The R i g h t s , o f  C o l l e c t i v e  Assoc ia t ion  and 

Assembly'!. i n  t h i s  s e r i e s  of b r i e f i n g  papers ) .  The only  organized con- 

t i n u a t i o n  of. . t h e  popular  reform t r a d i t i o n  dur ing  t h e  Napoleonic Wars was 

i n  Westminster;where middle c l a s s  and lower middle c l a s s  r a d i c a l s  used 

par l iamentary  e l e c t i o n s  t o  organize  mass r e f o r m i s t  sent iment  ( s e e  Thompson, 

1963, Ch. 1, .5, .13). 

The end of t h e  war i n  1815 was met by a  tremendous upsurge i n  reform 

a c t i v i t y ,  l a s t i n g  through 1819. The c o l l a p s e  of war-induced p r o s p e r i t y  

c r e a t e d  economic and s o c i a l  d i scon ten t  i n  t h e  coun t rys ide ,  t h e  no r the rn  

i n d u s t r i a l  d i s t r i c t s  and t h e  met ropol i s ,  which r a d i c a l s  a t tempted t o  

channel a long  p o l i t i c a l  l i n e s .  Hampden c lubs ,  e s t a b l i s h e d  by t h e  West- 

mins te r  r a d i c a l s ,  spread through t h e  n o r t h ,  wh i l e  more i n s u r r e c t i o n a r y  

elements  a l s o  won a hear ing  among t h e  popular  c l a s s e s .  The p r o v i n c i a l  

merchants and manufacturers  were themselves coming to. r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h e i r  

i n t e r e s t s  had become c l e a r l y  d ivergent  from t h e  landed a r i s t o c r a c y ,  and 

needed independent r ep re sen ta t ion ;  t h e  Orders  i n  Council  of 1812, an  



i n c r e a s e  i n  t axa t ion ,  new d u t i e s  on raw c o t t o n  and wool, and t h e  Corn 

Laws of 1815 a l l  i r r i t a t e d  t h e  urban i n t e r e s t s  and pushed them toward 

t h e  reform movement. But t h e  scen t  of r e b e l l i o n  coming from t h e  Luddite  

r i s i n g s ,  t h e  Spa f i e l d  r i o t s  of 1816, t h e  Blanketeers  march and t h e  

Pen t r idge  "Revolution" l e d  t h e  middle c l a s s e s  t o  a l l y  aga in  wi th  t h e  

government a g a i n s t  t h e  popular r a d i c a l s .  The P e t e r l o o  massacre i n  1819 

cemented t h i s  a l l i a n c e ;  i n  response,  t h e  government passed t h e  S ix  Acts 

t o  prevent  mass meetings and s t i f l e  t h e  r a d i c a l  p re s s .  

By 1820, i t  seemed c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  b l a t a n t  d i v o r c e  between s o c i a l  

and economic r e a l i t i e s  and t h e  system of  par l iamentary  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  would 

u l t i m a t e l y  have t o  be  reso lved .  But how such a change would occur ,  and 

what form i t  would t ake ,  w a s  n o t  as obvious. Outs ide  of Par l iament ,  t h e  

va r ious  i n t e r e s t s  had found it d i f f i c u l t  t o  form a n  e f f e c t i v e  a l l i a n c e  

around a u n i f i e d  reform program. I n s i d e . P a r l i a m e n t ,  t h e  Tor i e s  were 

waging an e f f e c t i v e  rearguard  b a t t l e  i n  defense  of t h e  a r i s t o c r a t i c  

c o n s t i t u t i o n  and t h e  i n t e r e s t s  of t h e  landholding c l a s s e s .  The ma jo r i t y  

of t h e  Whigs were i n  favor  of some s o r t  of piecemeal reform, most l i k e l y  

through t h e  disenfranchisement  of t h e  worst  of t h e  r o t t e n  boroughs and t h e  

transfer.r; ingof t h e s e  s e a t s  t o  t h e  l a r g e s t  c i t i e s .  But t h e  balance of 

power i n  t h e  commons was a g a i n s t  them. For example, t h e  most succes s fu l  

mob i l i za t ion  of vo te s  i n  favor .  of reform s i n c e  t h e  t i m e  of P i t t  came i n  

Apr i l ,  1822; a b i l l  introduced by John Russe l l ,  c a l l i n g  f o r  t h e  disen-  

franchisement  of one hundred boroughs, was de fea t ed  269-164. The only  

small  v i c t o r y  f o r  t h e  reformers  w a s - t h e  t r a n s f e r ;  i n  1821; of t h e  s e a t s  

of Grampound, a Cornish borough, t o  t h e  county of Yorkshire .  

During most of t h e  1 8 2 0 ' ~ ~  t h e  Tory government l e d  by Canning and 

Liverpool  s u c c e s s f u l l y  defused t h e  reform ques t ion  by c h a r t i n g  a moderate 



course  on i s s u e s  of importance t o  t h e  middle c l a s s e s - f r e e  t r a d e ,  s t a b l e  

currency and p r i c e  suppor t s  f o r  a g r i c u l t u r e .  But t h e  dea ths  of both 

moderate Tory l e a d e r s  i n  1827 s h i f t e d  t h e  c e n t e r  of g r a v i t y  of t h e  r u l i n g  

p a r t y  t o  t h e  r i g h t ;  t h e  duke of Well ington,  a s taunch  opponent of reform, 

became Prime Min i s t e r  i n  1828. During t h a t  year ,  re£orm aga in  became a 

"hot" i s s u e  in '  Par l iament .  The Whigs in t roduced  a measure t o  t r a n s f  e r  

t h e  s e a t s  of two o t h e r  Cornish r o t t e n  boroughs, Penryn and Ret ford ,  t o  

t h e  c i t i e s  of Manchester and Birmingham. The m i n i s t r y  opposed t h e  p lan ,  

and Wellington used t h e  i s s u e  t o  f o r c e  t h e  l i b e r a l  Tor ies ,  l e d  by Huskisson, 

o u t  of h i s  cab ine t .  The boroughs were u l t i m a t e l y  d i sen f ranch i sed ,  bu t  

t h e  s e a t s  were no t  t r a n s f e r e d .  

It was, s t r a n g e l y  enough, t h e  Ca tho l i c  emancipation c r i s i s  of 1829 

which s e t  t h e  s t a g e  f o r  t h e  sharpening of  t h e  reform s t r u g g l e  dur ing  t h e  ' 

succeeding y e a r s  ( s e e  Pearlman, ."Catholic Emancipation, " GBS Working' Paper 

2 The succes s fu l  a g i t a t i o n  of O'Connell and t h e  Cathol ic  Assoc ia t ion  

showed t h a t  t h e  c u r r e n t  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  arrangements were not  s ac rosanc t ,  

and r a i s e d  hopes t h a t  a s i m i l a r  e f f o r t  could f o r c e  concessions on reform. 

Moreover, t h e  Cathol ic  i s s u e  had s p l i t  t h e  Tory ma jo r i t y  i n  t h e  Commons and 

a l i e n a t e d  t h e  "Ultra" elements i n  t h e  p a r t y  from t h e  min i s t ry .  These 

extreme ant i -Cathol ics ,  l e d  by Lord Winchilsea and S i r  Richard Vyvyan, 

adopted t h e  cause of reform, a t  l e a s t  t emporar i ly ,  hoping t h a t  a broadening 

of t h e  f r a n c h i s e  would b r ing  popular an t i -Ca tho l i c  sent iment  t o  bear  on 

Parl iament .  

With t h e  Tory p a r t y  t hus  shaken, and t h e  most u n l i k e l y  elements 

w i t h i n  i t  announcing f o r  reform, t h e  ex t ra -par l iamentary  re formers  came 

t o  r e a l i z e  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of t h e  new s i t u a t i o n .  I n  J u l y ,  1829, t h e  

London Radical  Reform Associa t ion  was founded (wi th  t h e  a i d  of O'Connell 



h imse l f ) ,  demanding u n i v e r s a l  s u f f r a g e ,  annual  Pa r l i amen t s  and t h e  s e c r e t  

b a l l o t ,  and c o l l e c t i n g  a  penny-a-month " r a d i c a l  r en t "  i n  d i r e c t  imi t a t ion  

of t h e  I r i s h .  December 1829 saw t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n  of t h e  Birmingham Po l i -  

t i c a l  Union (B.P.U.) by Thomas Attwood, a  banker and moderate reformer;  

i t s  goal  was " to  o b t a i n  by every j u s t  and l e g a l  means such a  reform i n  

t h e  Commons House of Parl iament  a s  may i n s u r e  a . r e a l  and e f f e c t u a l  repre- 

s e n t a t i o n  of t h e  lower and middle c l a s s e s  of t h e  people i n  t h a t  House." 

Th i s  latter-named union c rea t ed  a  tremendous stir i n  t h e  c i t i e s  and towns, 

r ep re sen t ing ,  a s  i t  did, .  an  a t tempt  t o  u n i t e  a l l  wings of  t h e  reform 

movement i n  t h i s  important  p r o v i n c i a l  c i t y .  We w i l l  examine t h i s  impor- 

t a n t  ques t ion ,  t h e  r e l a t i o n s  between t h e  moderate and t h e  r a d i c a l  reformers ,  

l a t e r  i n  t h e  paper.  

During t h e  f i r s t  h a l f  of 1830, a s e r i e s  of reform measures was:.. 

brought be fo re  Parl iament  by t h e  v a r i o u s  p a r t y  f a c t i o n s ,  each wi th  t h e i r '  

own p o l i t i c a l  axe  t o  g r ind ,  a l l  w i t h  l i t t l e  hope of success .  On 18  - - - 

February, t h e  Ultra-Tory Blandford in t roduced  a motion c a l l i n g  f o r  a  l a rge -  

s c a l e  r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  of s e a t s  and t h e  adoption of a s c o t  and l o t  f r a n c h i s e  . .  . 

i n  t h e  new boroughs; t h e  Whigs, though, r e fused  t o  suppor t  any reform 

p lan  devised by t h e i r  b i t t e r  enemies, and t h e  b i l l  was e a s i l y  defea ted .  

A scheme f o r  t h e  enfranchisement of -Manches te r ,  Birmingham and Leeds, 

brought forward by Russe l l  on behalf  of t h e  Whigs, made a  b e t t e r  show of 

i t ,  bu t  was voted down by 48. And on May 28, t h e  Par l iament  displayed 

i t s  a t t i t u d e  toward any t r u l y  r a d i c a l  reform, k i l l i n g  a  motion by 

O'Connell i n  favor  of  u n i v e r s a l  s u f f r a g e  by 306 votes .  

A s  t h e  year  progressed,  t h e  reform ques t ion  moved t o  c e n t e r  s t a g e  

i n  B r i t i s h  p o l i t i c a l  deba te .  The bad ha rves t  of 1829, combined with a  

c y c l i c a l  t r a d e  r eces s ion ,  added a n  element of economic d i scon ten t  t o  t h e  



equat ion ,  as, once again,  t h e  middle and working c l a s s e s  looked t o  pa r l i a -  

mentary reform as a pre lude  t o  t h e  adopt ion  of t h e i r  own f a v o r i t e  panaceas. 

The e l e c t i o n  of J u l y  and August, 1830 (brought  on by t h e  dea th  of George 

I V  and t h e  acces s ion  of t h e  somewhat more en l ightened  William IV) was 

fought  around t h e  reform i s s u e  i n  dozens of c o n s t i t u e n c i e s ,  wi th  most 

contemporaries  a s s e s s i n g  t h e  r e s u l t s  as a d e f e a t  f o r  t h e  min i s t ry .  Thus 

t h e  s i t u a t i o n  had a l r e a d y  i n t e n s i f i e d  when t h e  news reached B r i t a i n  of 

t h e  J u l y  Revolution i n  P a r i s .  The people had taken t o  t h e  s t r e e t s  aga ins t .  

an  oppres s ive  King and h i s  m i n i s t e r s ,  and won! Nei ther  t h e  government 

nor  t h e  re formers  could have had much d i f f i c u l t y  s ee ing  t h e  analogy. 

The new Par l iament  was scheduled t o  convene i n  e a r l y  November, artd 

t h e  flow of even t s  seemed t o  be  moving a g a i n s t  Wellington. Sec t ions  of 

h i s  own p a r t y  w e r e  i n  r e v o l t  a g a i n s t  t h e  min i s t ry ;  t h e  Whigs were readying 

t h e i r  reform schemes; and, c o i n c i d e n t a l l y ,  t h e  Swing r e b e l l i o n  w a s  gaining 

momentum i n  t h e  Southeas te rn  r u r a l  d i s t r i c t s .  Many obse rve r s  expected 

t h e  Duke t o  announce h i s  own moderate reform plan  t o  head o f f  h i s  oppo- 

n e n t s  and save  t h e  government's p o s i t i o n .  But on November 2, he dec lared  

i n  Par l iament  t h a t  t h e  m i n i s t r y  cons idered  " t h a t  t h e  l e g i s l a t u r e  and t h e  

system of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  possesses  t h e  f u l l  and e n t i r e  confidence of t h e  

na t ion , ' '  and t h a t  he intended t o  oppose a l l  reform measures introduced 

i n t o  t h e  House. This  t a c t l e s s  d i s p l a y  of h o s t i l i t y  s ea l ed  w e l l i n g t o n l s  

f a t e .  I n  London, crowds took t o  t h e  s t r e e t  on t h e  n i g h t  of 8-9 November 

t o  express  t h e i r  d i s p l e a s u r e ,  and forced  t h e  c a n c e l l a t i o n  of a  r o y a l  

v i s i t  t o  t h e  c i t y  f o r ' f e a r  of s e r i o u s  r i o t i n g .  On November 15 ,  t h e  

government was de fea t ed  on an amendment t o  t h e  C i v i l  L i s t  (by 233-204), 

and t h e  Duke was forced  t o  r e s ign .  The next  day, Lord Grey was summoned 

by t h e  King t o  form a  c o a l i t i o n  m i n i s t r y ,  dominated by t h e  Whigs and 



inc luding  t h e  l i b e r a l .  Tor ies .  

The Whig p a r t y ,  which now acceded t o  power f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t ime i n  

t h e  1 9 t h  century ,  was n o t  i t s e l f  u n i t e d  around a p a r t i c u l a r  reform 

program. A u s e f u l  d i s t i n c t i o n  t o  be  drawn i s  t h a t  between t h e  "advanced" 

Whigs around John Russe l l  and "Radical  Jack" Durham; who..were i d e o l o g i c a l l y  

committed t o  a comprehensive reform b i l l  t h a t  would r e d r e s s  t h e  ba lance  

of p o l i t i c a l  power i n  favor  of t h e  middle c l a s s e s ,  and t h e  more moderate 

Whigs, such a s  Lord Holland and Grey h imse l f ,  who saw reform a s  a tac-  

t i c a l l y  expedient  measure necessary  f o r  t h e  maintenance of c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  

s t a b i l i t y .  Between t h e  two groups s tood  men such a s  Althorp and Brougham, 

t h e  Whig l e a d e r s  i n  t h e  Commons. But t h e  events  of t h e  p a s t  two yea r s ,  

t h e  Ca tho l i c  emancipation movement, t h e  French Revolution, t h e  growth 

of t h e  p o l i t i c a l  unions such a s  t h e  B.P.U., l e d  t h e  moderate l e a d e r s h i p  

t o  suppor t  a reform scheme more thoroughgoing than they  themselves had 

a n t i c i p a t e d .  Inac t ion ,  o r  i n s u f f i c i e n t  a c t i o n ,  might l e a d ,  a s  Grey 

claimed, t o  "republicanism and t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n s t i -  

t u t  ions" : 

Thus t h e  new government adopted reform a s  i t s  f i r s t  t a s k  (along w i t h  

suppress ing  t h e  Swing r e v o l t ) .  A Committee of Four, inc luding  Russe l l ,  

Durham, S i r  James Graham and Viscount Duncannon, was appointed by Grey 

t o  d r a f t  a p lan  "of such a scope and d e s c r i p t i o n  a s  t o  s a t i s f y  a l l  

reasonable  demands, and remove, a t  once -and fo reve r ,  a l l  r a t i o n a l  ground 

f o r  complaint from t h e  minds of t h e  i n t e l l i g e n t  and independent po r t ion  

of t h e  community." The committee's recommendations were i roned o u t  

dur ing  December, amended by t h e  c a b i n e t  i n  January,  1831, and submitted 

t o  t h e  King f o r  h i s  approval  a t  t h e  end of  t h e  month. 

On 1 March, 1831, t h e  government 's reform plan  was revea led  t o  an 



expec tan t  Parl iament .  A l a rge - sca l e  r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  of seats was t h e  

b a s i s  of t h e  p lan ,  a long  w i t h  t h e  c r e a t i o n  of uniform f r a n c h i s e  requi re -  

ments. Sixty-one of  t h e  s m a l l e s t  boroughs (Schedule A) were t o  l o s e  

both of t h e i r  s e a t s ,  and for ty-seven more boroughs (Schedule B) were t o  

l o s e  one s e a t .  The enfranchisement p rov i s ions  were t o  g i v e  two s e a t s  

t o  e leven  c i t i e s ,  and one  seat t o  e leven  o t h e r s ;  i n  a d d i t i o n ,  twenty-six 

Engl i sh  coun t i e s  were now t o  e l e c t  fou r  members i n s t ead  of two; Yorkshire  

was t o  r e c e i v e  s i x  members; and a d d i t i o n a l  county s e a t s  were t o  be e s t a -  

b l i shed  i n  Wales, Scot land and I r e l a n d  ( s e e  Appendix B) .  I n  a l l ,  t h e  

Commons r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  w a s  t o  be  reduced by sixty-two members. A s  t o  t h e  

f r a n c h i s e ,  a l l  of t e n  householders  were t o  v o t e  i n  t h e  boroughs, whi le  

t h e  f o r t y  s h i l l i n g  f r eeho ld  was t o  remain t h e  b a s i s  of t h e  f r a n c h i s e  i n  

t h e  count ies .  The s e c r e t  b a l l o t  was n o t  included i n  t h e  c a b i n e t ' s  b i l l ,  

nor  was t h e  a b o l i t i o n  of  t h e  Sep tenn ia l  a c t .  

Even so ,  t h e  Commons was s t r u c k  by t h e  boldness  of t h e  proposed 

reform. Few had expected t h e  magnitude of t h e  disenfranchisement;  some 

Whigs even expressed t h e i r  dismay. But i n  t h e  c i t i e s  and towns, t h e  su rA  

p r i s e  was a popular one. Middle-class pub l i c  opinion had looked favorably  

upon t h e  formation of t h e  Whig m i n i s t r y ,  and t h e  hope of qu ick  a c t i o n  

spurred t h e  formation of  pro-reform a s s o c i a t i o n s  throughout t h e  country. 

By November, 1830, t h e  B.P.U. had e n r o l l e d  9,000 members, and t h e  Northern 

P o l i t i c a l  Union had been founded by Attwood's b ro the r  Char les ,  i n  Newcastle. 

Pub l i c  meetings of t e n ' s  o f  thousands were he ld ;  hundreds of p e t i t i o n s  

f looded Parl iament .  Most of  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  unions,  dominated by middle 

c l a s s  ideologues even when most of t h e i r  members might be  p e t t y  t rades-  

men, a r t i s a n s  and workers,  were immediately enamoured wi th  t h e  b i l l .  

For i n s t ance ,  a meeting of t h e  B.P.U. on 7 blarch, a t t ended  by 15,000 



people,  expressed i t s  g r a t i t u d e  t o  t h e  King and h i s  m i n i s t e r s  and p e t i -  

t ioned i n  f avo r  of t h e  measure. 

. I n  London, though, t h e  r a d i c a l  working c l a s s  elements  were l e s s  

exc i t ed  about a  b i l l  which enf rachised  t h e  middle c l a s s  and l e f t  t h e  

m a j o r i t y  of t h e  popula t ion  o u t  i n  t h e  co ld .  Upon t h e  unve i l i ng  of t h e  

government p lan ,  t h e  r a d i c a l s  Lovet t ,  Hetherington,  and Cleave formed 

t h e  Nat iona l  Union of  t h e  Working C las ses ,  t o  o rgan ize  suppor t  f o r  t h e  

c l a s s i c  P a i n i t e  demands: u n i v e r s a l  s u f f r a g e ,  annual  par l iaments  and 

t h e  b a l l o t .  The N.U.W.C. s e t  up twelve meeting houses throughout t h e  

London a r e a  and he ld  r e g u l a r  mass ga the r ing  a t  t h e  Rotunda on B l a c k f r i a r s  

road. It is unc lea r  how success fu l  t h e  r a d i c a l s  w e r e  i n  o rgan iz ing  

working c l a s s  opin ion  a g a i n s t  t h e  Whigs; most workers,  even t h e  most 

c lass-conscious ones,  probably saw t h e  b i l l  a s  a  s t e p ,  however smal l ,  

towards democracy and t h e r e f o r e  supported it. But t h i s  s p l i t  i n  t h e  

ranks  of t h e  re formers  c e r t a i n l y  had a major i n f l u e n c e  on t h e  geography 

of a g i t a t i o n .  I n  indus;rial towns l i k e  Manchester and Leeds, t h e  po l i -  
, 

t i c a l  unions were unable  t o  u n i t e  t h e  manufacturers  and t h e i r  workers 

i n t o  a  v i a b l e  p o l i t i c a l  fo rce .  Thus t h e  vanguard r o l e  i n  t h e  reform 

s t r u g g l e  w a s  l e f t  t o  towns l i k e  Birmingham, where a r t i s a n a l  product ion 

was s t i l l  predominant and t h e  c l a s s  l i n e s  were n o t  a s  c l e a r l y  drawn ( s e e  

Briggs,  1952).  

With t h e  count ry  c l e a r l y  behind t h e  m i n i s t r y ,  t h e  r e c a l c i t r a n t  Whigs 

f e l l  i n t o  l i n e ,  and t h e  Commons prepared f o r  a vo te .  On.23 March, a  

dramat ic  d i v i s i o n  came on t h e  second reading  of  t h e  b i l l ;  t h e  House passed 

t h e  measure by one v o t e ,  303-301. But on 20 A p r i l ,  i n  t h e  committee s t a g e , -  

t h e  government w a s  de fea t ed  on a  Tory amendment which moved t h a t  t h e  

number of MPs f o r  England and Wales no t  be  reduced. Rather than  l e t  t h e  



b i l l  be  g u t t e d  p i e c e  by p iece ,  Grey decided t o  a s k  t h e  King f o r  a  

d i s s o l u t i o n  of Par l iament  and new e l e c t i o n s .  It was p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  

s o r t  of appea l  t o  t h e  n a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  Tor i e s ,  and even t h e  King, feared .  

But Grey persuaded him t h a t  such a move was neces sa ry ,  given t h e  s t a t e  

of t h e  count ry ,  and promised t h a t  t h e  new b i l l  t o  b e  introduced would 

be no more r a d i c a l '  than  t h e  l a s t .  The d i s s o l u t i o n  came on 23 Apr i l  

and t h e  e l e c t i o n s  t h e  next  week. The s o l e  i s s u e ,  it seems, was reform; 

mass meet ings were he ld  t o  o rgan ize  p u b l i c  op in ion ,  and i n  some a r e a s  t h e  

' -\ e l e c t i o n s  were accompanied by r i o t s : -  i n  Wigan, Boston, Banbury, Rye and 

Horsham, accord ing  t o  ~ u d 6  (1969). 

The r e s u l t s  of t h e  e l e c t i o n  were a foregone conclus ion ,  but  t h e  

magnitude of t h e  Whig v i c t o r y  w a s  unexpected. The Tory p a r t y  was routed ,  

winning on ly  s i x  of t h e  English county s e a t s ,  and r e t a i n i n g  i t s  s t r e n g t h  

only  i n  t h e  r o t t e n  boroughs which were t o  be  abo l i shed  under t h e  a c t .  

A s  Molesworth wro te  (1865), "Never, perhaps,  had any e l e c t i o n  worked so 

complete a  t ransformation."  The second b i l l ,  in t roduced  v i r t u a l l y  

unchanged on 24 June  1831, passed i t s  second reading  on 7 J u l y ,  367-231, 

and w a s  adopted by t h e  Commons on 22 September, 345-236. The only  minor 

v i c t o r y  f o r  t h e  oppos i t i on  was t h e  adopt ion  of t h e  Chandos c l ause ,  which, 

by en f r anch i s ing  g, f i f t y  l ea seho lde r s ,  would r e i n f o r c e  t h e  l and lo rd  

i n t e r e s t s  i n  t h e  count ies .  

But t h e  major ques t ion  f ac ing  t h e  government and t h e  p o l i t i c a l  

unions through t h e  summer of 1831 was, "What w i l l  t h e  Lords do?" The 

Ul t ra -Tor ies  over  t h e  preceding months had dropped t h e i r  advocacy of 

reform, and a  u n i t e d  Tory pa r ty  c l e a r l y  dominated t h e  upper house. These 

Tory pee r s  considered themselves t h e  las t  ou tpos t  of t h e  revered cons t i t u -  

t i o n ,  and c a p i t u l a t i o n  on t h i s  i s s u e  could only  be a pre lude  t o  new and 



more r a d i c a l  reforms. Thus, on 8 October,  two weeks a f t e r  i t s  i n t r o -  

duc t ion ,  t h e  Lords de fea t ed  t h e  b i l l  on i t s  second reading ,  199-158. 

The r e a c t i o n  t o  t h e  ~ o r d s '  d e c i s i o n  w a s  s w i f t ,  widespread, and i n  

some p l aces  v i o l e n t .  Newspapers appeared w i t h  b lack  borders;  mass meetings 

were he ld  t o  denounce t h e  a c t i o n .  I n  London, F ranc i s  P l a c e  took t h e  

occas ion  t o  announce t h e  c r e a t i o n  of t h e  Nat iona l  P o l i t i c a l  Union, while ,  

i n  Birmingham, Attwood and o t h e r  l e a d e r s  of  t h e  B.P.U. d iscussed  p lans  t o  

o r g a n i z e  t h e  Union on a  semimi l i ta ry  f o o t i n g  ( c r e a t i o n  of d i s c i p l i n e d  

s e c t i o n s ,  d r i l l i n g ,  e t c . ) .  Others  were n o t  con ten t  wi th  d i scuss ion .  On 

1 0  October,  t h e  home-:.of t hd  Duke of Newcastle a t  Nottingham was burned by 

a crowd wandering from a reform meet ing.  The next  day, a  s i l k  m i l l  and a 

p r i v a t e  e s t a t e  were a t t acked .  I n  Derby, t h e  c i t y  j a i l  w a s  a t t acked  and 

p r i s o n e r s  r e l e a s e d ;  upon marching t o ' t h e  county p r i s o n ,  t h e  r i o t e r s  were 

s h o t  a t  and s e v e r a l  were wounded o r  k i l l e d .  ' *  A t  London, t h e  Duke of 

Wel l ing ton ' s  house was stormed. I n c i d e n t s  were r e p o r t e d . o v e r  t h e  next  

week a t  L e i c e s t e r ,  a t  T iver ton  and Yeovil  i n ' s o m e r s e t ,  and a t  Blanford 

and Sherborne i n  Dorset.  By f a r  the. b i g g e s t  outbr.eak- .came a t  B r i s t o l  

on 29 October. The crowd he ld '  t h e  street f o r  t h r e e  days ,  and d i d  a s  

much damage a s  t h e  1780 Gordon r i o t e r s  i n  London, according t o  ~ u d &  

(1969). A dozen r i o t e r s  were k i l l e d ,  n e a r l y  100 were wounded, and 180 

were committed t o  pr i son .  

The r e a c t i o n  of t h e  Whig government t o  t h e  October events  conc re t e ly  

d isp layed  t h e i r  ambivalent a t t i t u d e  toward t h e  extra-parl iamentary a g i t a -  

t i o n .  Grey and h i s  c a b i n e t  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  organized pub l i c  op in ion  would 

be  necessary  t o  c a r r y  t h e  reform through t h e  ~ o k d s ,  bu t  they f ea red  t h e  

r evo lu t iona ry  s t i r r i n g s  t h a t  were f e l t  du r ing  t h e  month. The King himself 

demanded a c t i o n  a g a i n s t  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  un ions ,  bu t  Grey, r e a l i z i n g  t h e  



dangers  of t h i s  pa th ,  was content  t o  i s s u e  a  proclamation a g a i n s t  t h e  

o rgan iza t ion  of t h e  unions  along pa ra -mi l i t a ry  l i n e s ,  as Attwood had 

been th rea t en ing .  The government d i d  t a k e  t h e  occas ion ,  though, t o  

t i g h t e n  i t s . s u r v e i l l a n c e  of t h e  r a d i c a l  unions,  and t o  suppress  a  

planned demonstrat ion of t h e  N.U.W.C. scheduled f o r  7 November. The 

seve re  sen tences  r ece ived  by t h e  October r i o t e r s  f i t  n i c e l y  i n t o  t h e  

government's scheme f o r  c o n t r o l l i n g  a g i t a t i o n ;  n i n e  of t h e  Nottingham 

r i o t e r s  were sentenced t o  dea th ,  w h i l e . i n  B r i s t o l  fou r  were hanged, 

th i r ty-seven  w e r e  j a i l e d ,  and f i f t y - f o u r  were t r anspor t ed  t o  Aus t r a l i a .  

Grey, i n t e n t  upon passing t h e  reform, s u c c e s s f u l l y  persuaded t h e  

King t o  prorogue Par l iament  and thereby  a l low t h e  Whigs another  oppor- 

t u n i t y .  Two o p t i o n s  were open t o  t h e  government: an  a t tempt  could be 

made t o  appeal  t o  wavering moderate T o r i e s  l i k e  Lords Wharnc l i f fe  and 

Harrowby wi th  a  watered-down b i l l ,  o r  t h e  King could be asked t o  c r e a t e  

new pee r s  and s t a c k  t h e  Lords w i t h  re formers .  Both pa ths  were t r i e d .  A 

new b i l l  w a s  in t roduced  on 12 December 1831, r e p r i e v i n g  some of t h e  

d i sen f ranch i sed  boroughs-  and inco rpora t ing  t h e  Chandos c l a u s e  i n t o  i t s  

p rov i s ions .  Slowly working i t s  way through t h e  Commons, t h e  b i l l  f i n a l l y  

passed i t s  t h i r d  reading  on 22 March .1832.  Meanwhile, t h e  King, i n  January., 

had h in t ed  a t  h i s  w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  appoin t  new Lords, bu t  Grey, a g a i n s t  t h e  

adv ice  of t h e  Whig l e f t  wing, decided t o  hold t h i s  card i n  r e se rve .  

I n  t h e  count ry ,  t h e  tremendous upsurge i n  membership and a c t i v i t y  

by t h e  p o l i t i c a l  un ions  had begun t o  wane, a s  impat ience and demora l iza t ion  

s e t  i n .  I n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  more working c l a s s  suppor t e r s  seemed t o  be d i s -  

a f f e c t e d  by . t h e  maneuvering of t h e  Whigs. On 2 1  March, f o r  i n s t ance ,  t h e  

Nat iona l  Union of t h e  Working C las ses  was a b l e  t o  mobi l ize  100,000 sup- 

p o r t e r s  f o r  a  march p r o t e s t i n g  t h e  Na t iona l  F a s t  Day (which w a s  c a l l e d  



by t h e  government a s  a  s u p p l i c a t i o n  a g a i n s t  t h e  cho le ra  epidemic);  The 

N.U.W.C. r e c h r i s t e n e d  it Nat iona l  Farce  Day. But t h e  events  of May, 

1832, were t o  r e e x c i t e  and r e u n i f y  most of  t h e  reformers .  

The t h i r d  reform b i l l ,  in t roduced  i n t o  t h e  House of Lords on 26 March 

1832, came up f o r  i ts  second reading  on 14  Apr i l .  With t h e  support  of 

t h e  Tory waverers ,  it narrowly passed,  184-175. But i t s  u l t i m a t e  success  

was n o t  assured .  Even t h e  waverers were i n t e n t  upon r e v i s i n g  t h e  b i l l ,  

i f  on ly  t o  a s s e r t  t h e  power of  t h e  upper house. Thus, i n  t h e  committee 

s t a g e ,  t h e  P e e r s  de fea t ed  t h e  government (on 7 May) on a  procedural  

motion t h a t  th rea tened  t o  a l low them t o  gut  t h e  b i l l .  Again, t h e  Whig 

l e a d e r s h i p  decided t o  push f o r  " t h e  b i l l ,  t h e  whole b i l l ,  and nothing but  

t h e  b i l l " ,  a s  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  unions were demanding. On 9 May, Grey asked 

t h e  King t o  f u l f i l l  h i s  pledge t o  c r e a t e  f i f t y  t o  s i x t y  pro-reform peers .  

W i l l i a m  u l t i m a t e l y  r e c o i l e d  a t  t h e  idea ,  and t h e  cab ine t  handed i n  i t s  

r e s  igna t ion.  

The "May days" of 1832 were t h e  r e s u l t  of t h e s e  maneuvers. While 

t h e  Duke of  Well ington at tempted t o  form a m i n i s t r y ,  t h e  p o l i t i c a l '  unions 

mobil ized a n  impress ive  d i s p l a y  of pub l i c  op in ion ,  g o i n g '  so  f a r  a s  t o  

t h r e a t e n  r e v o l t  a g a i n s t  a  Tory government. During t h e  f i r s t  week of 

t h e  month, hundreds of thousands had ga thered  i n  London, Birmingham and 

o t h e r  c i t i e s  t o  pledge t h e i r  suppor t  t o  t h e  b i l l ,  come what may. The 

a c t i o n  of t h e  Lords was t h e  l a s t  s t raw: t a l k  of ba r r i cades  and p ikes  - . -  

spread through t h e  count ry ;  p e t i t i o n s  f looded Parl iament;  t axpayers  s t r i k e s  

were organized.  The most famous a g i t a t i o n a l  scheme was t h a t  of Franc is  

Place:  " to  s t o p  t h e  Duke, go f o r  gold",  i. e.  a  run on t h e  banks. 

But P l a c e ' s  p l ans  never l e f t  t h e  drawing board. Wellington found 

i t  imposs ib le  t o  o rgan ize  a  c a b i n e t  under t h e  circumstances,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  



s i n c e  most l ead ing  Tor i e s  re fused  t o  suppor t  a moderate reform t h a t  t h e  

Duke himself r e a l i z e d  would be neces sa ry  t o  de fuse  t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  On 

1 8  May, Grey was r e c a l l e d  by t h e  King, t h i s  t i m e  wi th  a  c l e a r  promise t o  

c r e a t e  t h e  new pee r s  i f  and when necessary .  With t h i s  k n i f e  a t  t h e i r  

back, t h e  Lords c a p i t u l a t e d .  The b i l l  was r e in t roduced ,  and passed 

i t s  t h i r d  reading  on 4 June,  by 106-22 (wi th  over  100 a b s t e n t i o n s ) .  On 

7 June 1832, t h e  Great Reform Act r ece ived  t h e  r o y a l  a s s e n t  and became 

l a w .  

Why was t h e r e  no r e v o l u t i o n  i n  Great  Br i ta in 'be tween 1830 and 1832? 

The h i s to r iog raphy  of t h e  reform movement c e n t e r s  around t h i s  ques t ion ,  

e i t h e r  d i r e c t l y  o r  i n d i r e c t l y .  Most writers have agreed t h a t ,  a t  l e a s t  

s u p e r f i c i a l l y ,  many c h a c t e r i s t i c s  of  a  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  s i t u a t i o n  were 

p re sen t  dur ing  t h e s e  yea r s ;  economic d i s t r e s s ,  h igh  l e v e l s  of p o l i t i c a l  

mob i l i za t ion ,  sharp  d i v i s i o n s  among t h e  r u l i n g  e l i t e .  The c l a s s i c  Whig 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  defended by contemporaries  such a s  Macaulay o r  l a t e r  by 

i n t e r p r e t e r s  l i k e  B u t l e r  and Trevelyan,  c la ims  t h a t  t h e  p e c u l i a r l y  B r i t i s h  

genius  f o r  moderation, a long w i t h  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  commitment of t h e  Whig 

l e a d e r s h i p  combined t o  c o n t r o l  t h e  ex t r emis t  e lements  and mobi l ize  pub l i c  

op in ion  a g a i n s t  t h e  Tory r e a c t i o n a r i e s .  This  a n a l y s i s ,  be s ides  being s e l f -  

s e rv ing ,  is  somewhat obfusca t ing .  The Whig p a r t y  had never been whole- 

h e a r t e d l y  behind reform on t h e  grand s c a l e  u n t i l  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  n e c e s s i t i e s  

of t h e  per iod  forced  i t  upon them. But t h e r e  does seem t o  be  more than 

a  b i t  o f  t r u t h  t o  be found i n  focus ing  on the .  r o l e  of  t h e  Whigs as a  key 

t o  t h e  "peaceful" evo lu t ion  of events .  

Another t a c k  is taken by h i s t o r i a n s  who c la im t h a t  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  

never  heated up q u i t e  enough f o r  a  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  s o l u t i o n  t o  have been 

v i a b l e .  Joseph Hamburger (1963, 1965) h a s  claimed t h a t  t h e  t h r e a t  of 



r e v o l u t i o n  was concious ly  manipulated by P l a c e  and Attwood i n  o rde r  t o  

f o r c e  t h e  Whigs i n t o  concessions;  a l l  t h e  t a l k  of m i l i t a r y  o rgan iza t ion ,  

of p ikes  and b a r r i c a d e s ,  was no more than  r a d i c a l  subter fuge .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  

t h e  Marxist  George ~ u d 6  (1969) has  en t e red  t h e  f r a y ,  agree ing  t h a t  no 

t r u l y  r evo lu t iona ry  s i t u a t i o n  e x i s t e d  a t  t h i s  rime i n  B r i t a i n .  But Rudz 

p o i n t s  t o '  t h e  l a c k  of t h e  necessary  p o l i t i c a l  w i l l  among t h e  middle c l a s s e s ,  

n o t  t o  t h e i r  exaggera t ion  of  it. Demanding t h e  v o t e - f o r  t h e i r  own c l a s s ,  

t h e  moderate p o l i t c a l  unions were unwi l l i ng  t o  p r e s s  t h e i r  own demands t o  

t h e  po in t  of  summoning t h e  "lower orders"  t o  t h e  ba r r i cades ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

because t h e  B r i t i s h  workers had a l r e a d y  begun t o  form t h e i r  own p o l i t i c a l  

and i n d u s t r i a l  o rgan iza t ions .  Thus, i f  push had come t o  shove, t h e  middle 

c l a s s  would have accepted a  moderate b i l l ,  r a t h e r  than  p o l i t i c a l  i n s t a -  

b i l i t y .  But Rudg f a i l s  t o  t a k e  i n t o  account  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which t h e  

popular c l a s s e s  had a l r eady  been mobil ized i n  1830-31 t o  f o r c e  even t h e  

minor concession of  Grey 's  reform b i l l .  And once such a  mob i l i za t ion  has  

occurred ,  i t  is  o f t e n  d i f f i c u l t  t o  c o n t a i n  i t s  p o l i t i c a l  consequences 

w i t h i n  t h e  bounds intended by a middle c l a s s  l eade r sh ip .  For i n s t ance ,  

i n  1830 o r  1848 i n  France, i t  was t h e  p re s su re  of t h e  masses i n  t h e  s t r e e t s  

of  P a r i s  which fo rced ,  i n  t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e ,  t h e  abd ica t ion  of Char les  X, 

and i n  t h e  second, t h e  d e c l a r a t i o n  of t h e  r epub l i c .  Such a . s i t u a t i o n  

poss ib ly  could have a r i s e n  i n  B r i t a i n  i n  1831 o r  1832, had t h e  government 

backed down i n  t h e  s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t  t h e  Lords,  o r  had Wellington succeeded 

i n  forming an a n t i - b i l l  m in i s t ry .  Again we r e t u r n  t o  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  a s t u t e -  

n e s s  of t h e  Whigs, d r a f t i n g  a  reform b i l l  comprehensive enough f o r  t h e  

ma jo r i t y  of t h e  re formers  and w i l l i n g  t o  c a r r y  i t  through t o  t h e  end 

a g a i n s t  t h e  oppos i t i on  of  t h e  ma jo r i t y  of  t h e  a r i s t o c r a c y .  Here l a y  t h e  

t r u e  genius  of t h e  Eng l i sh  r u l i n g  e l i t e .  
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CHRONOLOGY 

January - Duke of Well ington becomes Prime Min i s t e r .  

May - Huskisson and l i b e r a l  Tor i e s  r e s i g n  from c a b i n e t  over  d isenf ran-  
chisement of Retford and Penryn. 

1829 

A p r i l  - Catho l i c  Emancipation B i l l  becomes law. 

J u l y  - Radical  Reform Associa t ion  founded. i n  -London. 

December - Attwood o rgan izes  t h e  Birmingham P o l i t i c a l  Union. 

February - Ultra-Tory and Whig reform p lans  de fea t ed  i n  Commons. 

26 June - Death of George I V .  

29 J u l y  - 1 September - General e l e c t i o n s .  

2 November - Wellington d e c l a r e s  a g a i n s t  reform. 

1 5  November - Government de fea t ed  over  t h e  C i v i l  L i s t ,  233-204. 

16  November - Wellington r e s i g n s ,  Grey summoned t o  form m i n i s t r y .  

1831 

14 January - Committee of fou r  f i n i s h e s  d r a f t i n g  reform p lan .  

30 January - Committee's p lan  presented  t o  c a b i n e t .  

1 March - Russe l l  o u t l i n e s  Reform B i l l  t o  Commons. 

Mid-March - Nat iona l  Union of t h e  Working Classes  founded. 

23 March - Reform B i l l  passes  second reading  i n  Commons, 302-301. 

20 Apr i l  - Government de fea t ed  on Gascoyne amendment t o  b i l l ,  299-291. 

23 A p r i l  - Par l iament  d i s so lved .  

28 Apr i l  - 1 June  - General e l e c t i o n s .  

24 June - Reform B i l l  r e in t roduced  i n t o  Commons. 

7 J u l y  - B i l l  passes  second reading  i n  Commons, 367-231. 



22 September - B i l l  passes  f i n a l  d i v i s i o n  i n  Commons, 345-236; brought 
be fo re  Lords 

8 October - Second reading  d i v i s i o n  i n  Lords; Government defea ted  199-158 

8-10 October - R i o t s  a t  Derby and Nottingham 

Mid-October - Franc i s  P l a c e  founds Na t iona l  P o l C t i c a l  Union i n  London 

29-31 October - Riot  a t  B r i s t o l  

22 November - Proclamation a g a i n s t  o r g a n i z a t i o n  of P o l i t i c a l  unions along 
m i l i t a r y  l i n e s  

12  December - New Reform B i l l  in t roduced  i n t o  Commons 

1 8  December - B i l l  passes  second- r ead ing  d i v i s i o n ,  324-162 

1832 

1 5  January - W i l l i a m  "agrees" t o  c r e a t i o n  of pro-reform pee r s  

22 March - Third Reading, Commons; B i l l  p a s ses  355-239 

26 March - B i l l  brought t o  Lords 

14  A p r i l  - B i l l  passes  second reading  i n  Lords,  184-175 

7 May - Government d e f e a t e d ' i n  Lords on procedura l  motion, 151-116 

9 May - .King r e f u s e s  t o  c r e a t e  new pee r s ;  Cabinet r e s i g n s  

1 0  May - Commons passes  motion suppor t ing  outgoing m i n i s t r y ,  288-208 

1 5  May - Wellington adv i se s  King t o  r e c a l l  Grey and Whigs 

1 8  May - Grey r e c a l l e d  wi th  f u l l  a u t h o r i t y  t o  c r e a t e  pee r s  

4  June  - B i l l  pa s ses  t h i r d  reading  i n  Lords,  106-23 

7 June - Gr.eat. Reform.'.Bill becomes .law 

17 J u l y  - S c o t t i s h  Reform B i l l  becomes law 

7 August - I r i s h  Reform B i l l  becomes l a w  
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I n d u s t r i a l  C o n f l i c t ,  1828-1834' 

The n a t u r e  of t r a d e  unionism i n  Great  B r i t a i n  dur ing  t h e  f i r s t  ha l f  

of t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  cen tu ry  r e f l e c t e d  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n a l  s t a t e  of B r i t i s h  

manufacturing dur ing  t h i s  f i r s t  s t a g e  of  t h e  I n d u s t r i a l  Revolution. The 

f a c t o r y  system, which most of u s  a s s o c i a t e  w i th  modern i n d u s t r i a l  capi-  

t a l i sm,  had taken hold by 1830 only  i n  t h e  t e x t i l e  i ndus t ry ,  and even 

he re  mainly i n  t h e  sp inning  of  c o t t o n  and wool t h read ;  f o r  i n s t ance ,  i n  

1830, handlooms s t i l l  outnumbered power looms by f i v e  t o  two. The typ i -  

c a l  B r i t i s h  worker was s t i l l  an  a r t i s a n ,  working i n  a  r e l a t i v e l y  small  shop 

and dreaming on one day becoming- a  mas ter .  Biut ' t he  tremendous- expansion 

of product ion i n  n e a r l y  a l l  branches of  manufacturing dur ing  t h i s ~ p e r i o d  

d id  s e r v e  t o  t ransform t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between c a p t i a l  and l abo r  t h a t  

had e x i s t e d  dur ing  t h e  p r e - i n d u s t r i a l  e r a .  The c r e a t i o n  of a  n a t i o n a l  

and i n t e r n a t i o n a l  market and t h e  r e s u l t i n g  i n c r e a s e  i n  competi t ion,  t h e  

expansion of t h e  put t ing-out  i n d u s t r i e s ,  t h e  growth of t h e  "dishonorable" 

workshops, t h e  i n f l u x  of u n s k i l l e d  workers - a l l  t h e s e  developments de- 

s t a b i l i z e d  t h e  p o s i t i o n  of t h e  urban a r t i s a n s  and forced them t o  become 

more aggres s ive  i n  defense  of t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  r i g h t s  and l i v i n g  s tandards .  

Thus, t h e  i n d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t s  of t h e s e  yea r s  represented  two d i f -  

f e r e n t  s t r a i n s  of working-class a c t i v i t y ;  de fens ive  s t r u g g l e s  by t h e s e  . 

11 super ior"  a r t i s a n s  who were f i n d i n g  themselves i n c r e a s i n g l y  threa tened  

by t h e  expansion of c a p t i a l i s t  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s ,  and o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  

e f f o r t s  bygroups such a s  t h e  c o t t o n  s p i n n e r s  and c o a l  miners ,  aimed 

toward c r e a t i n g  t h e i r  own a s s o c i a t i o n s  i n  t h e  mass product ion i n d u s t r i e s .  

But w e  should avoid making too  g r e a t  a po in t  of t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n .  The 

c o t t o n  unions were themselves t h e  work of t h e  a d u l t ,  male c o t t o n  sp inne r s ,  

who held an e l i t e  p o s i t i o n  i n  t h e  f a c t o r y ,  and t h e i r  major s t r u g g l e s  were 



fought  over  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  of new techniques  which threa tened  t o  reduce 

t h e  wages and erode  t h e  advantages of  s k i l l e d  l a b o r ,  The u n s k i l l e d ,  non- 

e l i t e  workers i n  t h e  f a c t o r i e s ,  t h e  a r t i s a n a l  t r a d e s  and t h e  outworking 

i n d u s t r i e s  could s c a r c e l y  hope t o  improve t h e i r  s i t u a t i o n  i n  t h e  f a c e  of 

t h e  gene ra l  underemployment which preva i led  dur ing  most of t h e  period.  

Trade union a c t i v i t y  could be t h e  r ecour se  of on ly  a  minor i ty  of B r i t i s h  

workers. 

The unions themselves were o f t e n  t h e  outgrowth of a  f r i e n d l y  s o c i e t y  

o r  o t h e r  such mutual a i d  a s s o c i a t i o n s .  Based on a l o c a l  grouping of workers 

i n  t h e  same t r a d e ,  such s o c i e t i e s  might a t tempt  a t  some po in t  t o  e s t a b l i s h  

app ren t i ce sh ip  s t anda rds  and/or  l i s ts  of minimum payment f o r  c e r t a i n  t a sks?  

S t i l l ,  i n  1830, t h e s e  were t h e  main g o a l s  of most unions,  a l though many 

had developed a n  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  f a r  beyond t h a t  of t h e i r  

e a r l y  predecessors .  The Combination Act of 1825 ( s e e  Pearlman, "The 

Government and Workers' Assoc ia t ions ,"  CRSO Working Paper #160) had l e g a l -  

i zed  t h e  unions,  bu t  most a c t i v i t i e s  necessary  f o r  t h e i r  succes s fu l  a c t i -  

v i t y  remained s u b j e c t  t o  governmental r ep re s s ion .  Therefore ,  many unions 

r e t a i n e d  t h e  remnants of an underground e x i s t e n c e  - s e c r e t  o a t h s  and 

c o n s p i r a t o r i a l  under tak ings  such a s  a t t a c k s  on non-unionists  and non-union 

shops. The s t r i k e  i t s e l f  w a s  a  r a t h e r  dangerous weapon t h a t  o f t e n  back- 

f i r e d ,  and t h e  s t r o n g e s t  unions,  such a s  t h e  b u i l d i n g  t r a d e s  s o c i e t i e s  

and t h e  Glasgowco t ton  sp inne r s ,  r a r e l y  r e s o r t e d  t o  such  t a c t i c s .  Those 

i n d u s t r i a l  showdowns which d id  occur  were u s u a l l y  long and o f t e n  v i o l e n t ,  

w i th  t h e  odds s tacked  overwhelmingly a g a i n s t  t h e  workers.  The wholesale  

importaion of b l ack legs  (scabs i n  American par lance)  w a s  common, a s  was 

government i n t e r v e n t i o n  a g a i n s t  t h e  unions and t h e i r  l eade r sh ip .  

Probably t h e  most important development dur ing  t h e  period under-stu$y 

. . 



was a  t rend  'toward in te r -  and i n t r a - t r a d e  s o l i d a r i t y ,  culminat ing i n  t h e  

formation of gene ra l  and consol ida ted  unions.  . These organiza t ions .a t tempt-  

ei ) t o  overcome t h e  d i f f  i c u l i t i e s  f a c i n g  i s o l a t e d  groups of workers by. 

1 )  s o l i c i t i n g  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  f o r  t h e  f  i n a n c f a l  suppor t  of s t r i k e r s ;  and' 

2) a t t empt ing  t o  coo rd ina t e  t h e  i n d u s t r i a l  a c t i o n s  of va r ious  towns and 

t r a d e s .  A s  we w i l l  s ee ,  t h e  ambitiously-named Nat iona l  Associat ion f o r  

t h e  P r o t e c t i o n  of Labour and t h e  Grand Nat iona l  Consolidated Trades Union 

turned  o u t  t o  be merely ephemeral fo re runne r s  of t h e  modern n a t i o n a l  unions . . 

and Trade Union Congress, doomed t o  e x t i n c t i o n  because of governmental 

r e p r e s s i o n ,  a  l a c k  of c l e a r  aims and t h e  i n a b i l i t y  t o  c o n t r o l  i t s  con- 

s t i t u e n t  elements.  But such a t t empt s  were an  i n t e g r a l  p a r t  of t h e  t r a d e  

union upsurge which accompanied t h e  p o l i t i c a l  and s o c i a l  u n r e s t  of 1828- 

1834. 

The f i r s t  a t tempt  a t  such o r g a n i z a t i o n  is  connected wi th  t h e  a c t i v -  

i t i e s  o S A t h e  Lancashire  co t ton  s p i n n e r s  and t h e  name of  John Doherty. 
. ,- 

I n  1818, dur ing  t h e , - g r e a t  t e x t i l e  s t r i k e  of t h a t  yea r ,  t h e  Manchester 

sp inne r s  c r e a t e d  t h e  Ph i l an th rop ic  s o c i e t y  t o  s o l i c i t  economic support  

from o t h e r  Lancashire  workers. The a s s o c i a t i o n  co l lapsed  soon a f t e r ,  bu t  

t h e  t e x t i l e  workers maintained a  sha rp  s e n s e  of s o l i d a r i t y .  The c r e a t i o n  

of a  gene ra l  sp inne r s '  union aga in  became a  major i s s u e  i n  1829, i n  t h e  

cou r se  of a  s e r i e s  of s t r i k e s  brought on by recession-induced wage c u t s .  

Ten thousand workers i n  Stockport  were i d l e d  from January t o  June by a .  

s p i n n e r s '  s t r i k e ,  a s  were thousands more i n  A p r i l  a t  Manchester. By 

J u l y ,  o t h e r  m i l l  owners who were n o t  a f f e c t e d  by t h e  walkout decided t o  

make a common f r o n t  w i th  t h e i r  c a p i t a l i s t  b r o t h e r s ,  and l o c k  ou t  non- 

s t r i k e r s  whose f i n a n c i a l  support  had b e e n . d e c i s i v e  i n  cont inuing  t h e  

a c t i o n .  By October, t h e  workers had been de fea t ed .  I n  t h e  a f t e rma th ,  



c a l l s  were made f o r  a  gene ra l  t r a d e  union of a l l  sp inne r s  i n  B r i t a i n - t o  

avoid such. c a t a s t r o p h i e s - i n - t h e  f u t u r e ,  Doherty, t h e  s e c r e t a r y  of t h e  

Manchester sp inne r s ,  organized a  conference  on t h e  I s l e  of Man i n  Decem- 

be r ,  1829, and t h e  Grand General Union of Spinners  of England, Scotland 

and I r e l a n d  was inaugurated.  

A s  w i t h  most o t h e r  t r a d e  union movements of t h e  pe r iod ,  t h e  surv iv ing  

documents a r e  too  few t o  a t tempt  a  r e a l  h i s t o r y  of t h e  Spinners  Union. 

We do know, however, t h a t  Doherty was s o  enamoured of t h e  idea  of t r a d e  

union u n i t y  t h a t  he at tempted t o  u n i t e  a l l  B r i t i s h  t r a d e  i n t o  a genera l  

union. Within s i x  months, he had won t h e  support  of a t  l e a s t  twenty 

o t h e r  Manchester t r a d e s  and founded t h e  Nat iona l  Assoc ia t ion  f o r  t h e  

P r o t e c t i o n  of Labour. The N.A.P.L. w a s  organized along t h e  same l i n e s  

as t h e  Spinners  Union, wi th  s t r o n g  c e n t r a l  c o n t r o l  of f i nances  and, a t  

l e a s t  t h e o r e t i c a l l y ,  of decision-making i n  regard  t o  s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y .  

Each member was t o  c o n t r i b u t e  a  penny a week t o  a  s o l i d a r i t y  fund, which 

was only  t o  be dispensed i n  suppor t  of de fens ive  s t r i k e s ,  i . e .  those  

r e s i s t i n g  a t t empt s  t o  reduce wages. 

Doherty and h i s  suppor t e r s  hoped t h a t  such an o rgan iza t ion  could 

c o n t r o l  t h e  o f t e n  opposed l o c a l  and s e c t i o n a l  i n t e r e s t s  of t h e  va r ious  

t r a d e  unions,  and c r e a t e  a  d i s c i p l i n e d ,  u n i t e d  movement. Unfortunately,  

t h i s  was no t  t o  be  t h e  case.  The N.A.P.L. remained a  mainly Lancashire  

phenomenon, (al though it d id  l i n k  up w i t h  some of t h e  Midlands t e x t i l e  

workers and a i d  i n  t h e  c r e a t i o n  of a  union i n  t h e  S t a f f o r d s h i r e  p o t t e r i e s ) ;  

bu t  even t h e r e  i t s  successes  were sho r t - l i ved .  During 1930, t h e  co t ton  

s p i n n e r s  began . a  s e r i e s  of "ro t a t  ingl '  s t r i k e s  i n  Manchester , h i t t i n g  two 

o r  t h r e e  f a c t o r i e s  a t  a  t ime and a i d i n g  t h e  s t r i k e r s  w i t h . l e v i e s  on t h e  

.men s t i l l  a t  work. This  t a c t i c  worked b r i l l i a n t l y  and s lowly forced 



t h e  millowners t o  r e s t o r e  t h e  wage c u t s  of a  year  e a r l i e r .  But i n  

December, 1830, the  mas ters  h i t  back. F i f t y  two f i r m s  i n  Ashton-under- 

Lyme, S t a l y b r i d g e  and Dunkinfield decided t o  en fo rce  a  gene ra l  reduct ion  

i n  wages. The s p i n n e r s '  hand was fo rced ,  and i n  r e a c t i o n  t h e  union 

c a l l e d  f o r  a gene ra l  s t r i k e  of a l l  c o t t o n  sp inne r s  i n  B r i t a i n  earn ing  

less than  what they  considered t o  be a  decent  wage. The I r i s h  and Scot- 

t i s h  s o c i e t i e s  r e fused  t o  support  t h e  movement, and- even i n  Lancashire ,  

t h e  Workers of  P re s ton ,  Lancas te r ,  S tockpor t  and Bolton f a i l e d  t o  t u r n  

ou t .  The s t r i k e  was a v i o l e n t  a f f a i r ,  w i th  over a  thousand a d d i t i o n a l  

t roops  c a l l e d  t o  t h e  a r ea .  But by March 1831, running s h o r t  of funds 

and unsupported by o t h e r  a r e a s ,  t h e  s t r i k e r s  were forced  back t o  work. 

The d e f e a t  of t h e  s t r i k e  e f f e c t i v e l y  k i l l e d  t h e  Grand General Union 

of Spinners  and thereby  t h e  N.A.P.L. Doherty took h i s  u n i t y  campaign t o  

London, bu t  t h e  t r a d e  union movement i n  Lancashire  remained quiescent  f o r  

t h e  r e s t  of t h e  per iod .  The Assoc ia t ion ,  though, had served a s  an 

example f o r  o t h e r  workers,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  Yorkshi re  woolen and worsted 

i n d u s t r i e s .  A b i t t e r  s t r i k e  a t  G o t t ' s  woolen m i l l  i n  Leeds (from February- 

October 1831) l e d  t o  t h e  formation of t h e  Leeds Trade Union, a  group 

which soon organized over  20,000 workers . .  I n  t h e  f i r s t  months of 1832, 

t h e  union l e d  a  quick  and e f f e c t i v e  s t r i k e  a t  t h r e e  Leeds m i l l s ;  t h e  

r e s u l t i n g  i n c r e a s e  i n  s t r e n g t h  and p r e s t i g e  helped i n  t h e  expansion of 

t h e  Leeds movement i n t o  o t h e r  p a r t s  of Yorkshire ,  and even i n t o  nor thern  

Lancashire ,  where a  woolcombers' s t r i k e  a t  Dolphinholme i n  November 1832 

w a s  supported by t h e  Leeds men. 

The nex t  yea r ,  1833, saw a gene ra l  upsurge i n  t r a d e  union a c t i v i t y  

throughout B r i t a i n  i n  response  t o  an  economic upturn  i n  most t r ades .  I n  

t h e  f o r e f r o n t  of t h e  movement was t h e  Opera t ive  Bu i lde r s '  Union (O.B.U. ) , 



an  a s s o c i a t i o n  of 40,000 c o n s t r u c t  ion  workers i n  London, Efanchester and 

Birmingham. The b u i l d e r s  dur ing  t h i s  y e a r ,  s u c c e s s f u l l y  turned back an 

a t tempt  t o  c r e a t e  a  gene ra l  c o n t r a c t i n g  system which would have eroded 

union s t anda rds  and taken work from sympathet ic  small  masters .  The Not- 

tingham - h o s i e r s ,  a s  we l l  a s  t h e  p o t t e r y  workers of Worcester,  won a s e r i e s  

of economic demands merely by t h r e a t e n i n g  gene ra l  s t r i k e s  i n  t h e i r  re- 

spec t ive t r ades .  And i n  J u l y  1833, t h e  Leeds t e x t i l e  workers were back 

i n  a c t i o n ,  p re sen t ing  t o  t h e i r  employers a  l i s t  of wages supposedly de- 

manded by t h e  myster ious t e r r o r i s t  "John Powlet t"  ( reminiscent ,  of course ,  

of Captain Swing, t h e  Daughters of Rebecca and o t h e r  anonymous p lebe ian  

a c t i v i s t s ) .  

Toward t h e  summer of 1833, i t  w a s  becoming i n c r e a s i n g l y  apparent  t o  

employers t h a t  a  un i t ed  r i p o s t e  was necessary  a g a i n s t  t h e  unions. Factory 

owners i n  v a r i o u s  l o c a l i t i e s ,  i nc lud ing  Leeds, Ha l i f ax  and Huddersf ield,  

drew up "bonds", i. e. , agreements n o t  t o  h i r e  union members and t o  f o r c e  

t h e i r  employees t o  renounce union a c t i v i t y .  - Bui ld ing  c o n t r a c t o r s  i n  Man- 

c h e s t e r  discharged .union workers i n  J u l y  1833, a s  d i d  t h e i r  Birmingham 

c o u n t e r p a r t s  i n  August. The t e x t i l e  t r a d e s  of L e i c e s t e r  and Derby became 

t h e  scene  of s i m i l a r  con f ron ta t ions  i n  November.; whi le ,  by t h e  end of t h e  

yea r ,  union glovemakers i n  Worcester and Yeovi1,and .cabinetmakers,  masons 

and c a r p e n t e r s  i n  Glasgow faced c a p i t a l i s t  coun te ra t t acks .  

A s  i n  1829-30, a  step-up i n  t h e  tempo of i n d u s t r i a l  s t r u g g l e  brought 

forward p l a n s  f o r  t r a d e  union s o l i d a r i t y  and u n i t y .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  t h i s  

movement now became a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  spread of Utopian:. s o c i a l i s t  ideas ;  

i n  p a r t i c u l a r  t hose  of Robert Owen. Owen had r e tu rned  from America i n  1832 

a f t e r  t h e  f a i l u r e  of h i s  communities i n  t h e  Midwest, and soom became in-  

t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  B r i t i s h  t r a d e  union movement a s  a  p o t e n t i a l  p ro t agon i s t  i n  



t h e  c r e a t i o n  of h i s  " ~ e w  Moral World". Many union m i l i t a n t s ,  over t h e  

y e a r s ,  had a s s i m i l a t e d  Owenite propaganda, and now looked t o  t h e  man him- 

s e l f  f o r  advice  and l eade r sh ip .  The r e s u l t  of t h e i r  coopera t ion  was t h e  

formation of t h e  Grand Nat iona l  Moral Union i n  October 1833 and t h e  Grand 

Na t iona l  Consolidated Trades Union i n  February 1834. 

The s t o r y  of  t h i s  l a t t e r  o r g a n i z a t i o n  i s  probably one of t h e  most 

misunderstood episodes i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of  t h e  B r i t i s h  t r a d e  union movement. 

The Webbs, i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  a r e  r e spons ib l e ;  they  c l e a r l y  overemphasized t h e  

r o l e  of Owen himself i n  t h e  movement, overes t imated  t h e  membership of t h e  

o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  and ove r s t a t ed  i ts c e n t r a l i t y  i n  t h e  a g i t a t i o n  of 1833-34. 

But a more r e c e n t  s tudy by W.H. O l ive r  has  c l a r i f i e d  t h e  record .  The G.N.  

C.T.U. was c e r t a i n l y  inf luenced  by Owenite i d e a s ,  even t o  t h e  po in t  of a id-  

i n g  unemployed and s t r i k i n g  worke r s . t o  set up producers and consumers coop- 

e r a t i v e s ,  but  i t s  main r o l e ,  l i k e  ehe N.A.P.L. be fo re  i t ,  w a s  a s  a coordin- 

a t i n g  body f o r  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of s t r i k e  suppor t  funds. Perhaps i ts  in-  

f l uence .was  widespread, bu t  'its main base  was i n  London, among t h e  a r t i s a n a l  

workers ( e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  t a i l o r s ) ,  and i t s  pa id  membership never exceeded 

20,000. 

Perhaps, i f  t h e  G.N.C.T.U. had been a s  powerful and a s  well-organized 

as t h e  Webbs claimed, i t  would have been more succes s fu l  i n  r e s i s t i n g  t h e  

employers' onslaught .  But by e a r l y  1834, i t  was obvious t h a t  t h e  unions 

were outgunned. I n  March and A p r i l ,  t e x t i l e  workers i n  L e i c e s t e r  and Derby 

were r e t u r n i n g  t o  work and renouncing t h e i r  union membership. The Leeds 

mil lowners  s u c c e s s f u l l y  enforced t h e  "bond" i n  May, and t h e  London t a i l o r s  

were de fea t ed  i n  t h e i r  a t t empt s  t o  en fo rce  a minimum wage. The G.N.C.T.U. 

d i d  h e l p  mobi l ize  hundreds of thousands of  workers i n  defense  of t h e  "Tol- 

puddle Martyrs", six Dorchester l a b o r e r s  who had been imprisoned f o r  a t tempt-  



i ng  t o  o rgan ize  a union,  bu t  t h e  government re fused  t o  back down. Thus, by 

t h e  summer of 1834 t h e  B r i t i s h  t r a d e  union movement had become demoralized 

by d e f e a t  a f t e r  d e f e a t .  Soon a f t e rwards  t h e  G.N.C.T.U. co l l apsed .  

Obviously, t h i s  s h o r t  review of  t h e  most s i g n i f i c a n t  i n d u s t r i a l  

s t r u g g l e s  of t h e  per iod  cannot do j u s t i c e  t o  a  h i s t o r i c a l  record  which i s  

i t s e l f  r a t h e r  ske tchy  a t  most po in t s .  Hopefully,  . t he  Great B r i t a i n  Study 

w i l l  p o i n t  t o  some new g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  and new a r e a s  of f r u i t f u l  research .  

I n  t h e  meantime, though, what should b e  borne i n  mind is t h e  e s s e n t i a l l y  

l o c a l  and s e c t i o n a l  n a t u r e  of t h e  movement, i t s  weakness vis-2-vis c a p i t a l ,  

but  a l s o  i t s  tremendous t e n a c i t y  over  t h e  long run.  
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