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Abstract.

This thesis offers a thematic and broadly chronological examination of a

currently neglected section of the Chartist movement. Though moral force
Chartism was once contrasted favourably with the O’Connorite mainstream, in
the later twentieth century a renewed interest in class led historians to reverse
this judgement, dismissing moral force as increasingly irrelevant in a movement
defined by its physical force and class-conscious mainstream. This thesis
reassesses the origins, nature and influence of moral force Chartism, and in so
doing rejects both a return to the past historical elevation of moral force over
physical force and the more recent relegation of moral force to the margins of
Chartist history. Instead moral force will be represented as influential not only
in the making of Chartism but also for its continuing contribution to the Chartist
mainstream throughout the 1840s. The differences between moral force and
physical force Chartism will be shown as strategic rather than ideological, and
personal rather than rooted in class. Far from moral force Chartists being mere
props for moderate, middle-class liberal individualism, they are shown

continuing in the commitment, shared by many Chartists, to democratic reform
as the only sure pathway to radical social change. The recent revival of Feargus
O’Connor’s reputation and the corresponding belittling of moral force Chartism
suggest that historians have latterly given too much credence to O’Connor’s own

physical force rhetoric, with its insistence that supporters of moral force should
be excluded from the ranks of ‘genuine’ Chartism. This thesis draws on the
recent emphasis on language and its implications for the concept of class to re-
examine critically O’Connor’s rhetorical attack on the moral force Chartists, and

argues for the recognition of moral force as a significant part of the broader

Chartist movement.
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Chapter L.

Chartism, Politics and History.

Friednch Engels, in his Condition of the Working Class in England (1845),
believed that from the hatred of the bourgeoisie exhibited in the Chartist

movement would develop a working class movement committed to

|

Communism.” Though he later recognised his youthful over-enthusiasm in his

1892 Preface to the same work, Engels never retreated from his claims that
Chartism was ‘of an essentially social nature, a class movement’.? This has
remained an attractive argumentative thread for some socialist historians to the
end of the twentieth-century.” Though it will be argued in this thesis that class
rightly remains an important analytical concept in the study of Chartism, Engels’

simple determinism has been seriously questioned and found wanting by most

subsequent historians.

Central to the historical assessment of different sections of Chartists has been
their perceived relationship to working-class consciousness. Engels considered
that, though Chartism was proletarian, its ‘Socialism is very little developed’,
and that ‘Chartists are theoretically ... backward’ compared to Owenite-socialism
which, though more ‘far-seeing’, was ‘bourgeois’.* Engels argued that what was
required to advance the cause of Communism in England was the ‘union of

Socialism with Chartism’, the meeting of a proletarian but only vaguely socially

" Engels, The Condition of the Working Class in England (London, 1987 edition), pp.
34-46.

* Engels, Condition of the Working Class, p. 241.

3.

John Charlton, The Chartists: The First National Worker's Movement (London,

1997); Paul Foot, The Vote: How it Was Won and How it Was Undermined (London,
2005), pp. 89-124,

* Engels, Condition of the Working Class, p. 242, 244.



conscious political movement with a more theoretically advanced but ‘tame and
peaceable’ Owenite-socialist agitation.” This thesis seeks to re-evaluate the
place of moral force Chartism within the broader Chartist movement and will
argue that i1t was in fact the kind of hybrid social Chartism desired by Engels -
even 1if the moral force approach was not quite what he had envisaged. Moral
force Chartists will be defined as those Chartists who wished to achieve radical
political reform by a gradualist strategy of diffusion of radical principles and
qualified co-operation with more moderate, middle-class and parliamentary
radicals but whose politics were closely bound up with the co-operative-socialist
and Republican social reform programme of its prominent members. It was far
from Marxist Communist in nature but was a variety of British social democracy
which drew on its own experiences and interpretations of radical reform

agitation and the doctrines of co-operative-socialism and Republicanism.

It will be argued that for the first half of the twentieth century moral force
Chartism was elevated by radical-liberal and Fabian-socialist historians to a
favoured status due to their gradualist approach. At the same time Marxist
historians tended to search for the presence of working-class consciousness in
advanced sections of the Chartist movement, following Engels in arguing for a
model of ‘true’ socialist consciousness - a model into which moral force Chartist
moderation did not easily fit. From the 1960s, a neo-Marxist approach
developed that argued for a broader definition of class consciousness. But
despite expanded terms of reference for locating class in working-class
radicalism, moral force Chartists were - with their methods of educationalism
and cross-class radicalism - pushed to the margins of Chartist history as ‘middle
class’ and not constituent of the ‘genuine’ working-class nature of the
movement, Since the 1980s, the ‘linguistic turn’ and post-modern challenges to
class have emphasised the continuity of radical rather than class language before,
across and after Chartism but have not accounted for the radical social reform

programme that existed behind moderate radical political language.

> Engels, Condition of the Working Class, p. 242, 244.



The central contention of this thesis is that historians - liberal, Fabian-socialist,
Marxist, neo-Marxist and post-modern - have noted (and elevated or rejected) the

moderate means but not the radical social ends of moral force Chartists. This
thesis will show that moral force Chartists were firmly social Chartists but not of
a kind that believed in the efficacy of class politics, class rhetoric or the politics

of intimidation of the mass platform. But first it will begin with a more detailed

examination of Chartism’s long historiography.

Politics and Chartist historiography.

The first published history of the Chartist movement, that of R. G. Gammage in
1854, argued that the political method of Chartism was a positive attempt by the

labouring population to palliate social ills. More typically, Thomas Carlyle’s
Chartism of 1839 took a different view, that Chartism was the inarticulate cry of

dumb creatures poorly treated by their masters. Carlyle’s view was shared in

large part by contemporary novelists, such as Dickens, Eliot, Gaskell, Kingsley
and Disraeli. This view of Chartism as an essentially non-ideological struggle
responding to popular distress continued as the dominant attitude of the
establishment towards Chartism during the Chartist period and into the later-
nineteenth century. According to this view, order could be restored by paternal

social responsibility and economic growth - a situation apparently achieved in

the mid-Victorian period.

Chartism has been a long and fruitful source of historical contention.
Controversy has existed among both activists and historians since the mid-
nineteenth century as to its place in British history. These debates have to a large
degree reflected varying perceptions of Chartism according to changing social
and political contexts. By the late nineteenth century three broad interpretations
had emerged concerning Chartism. The Carlyleian-Tory view of Chartism saw it

as a response to a failure of paternal social responsibility - Chartism was

10



responding to the failure of elites rather than rooted in the positive political
action of the people. An alternative Whig model agreed that distress was the

cause of Chartism but presented the movement as a premature political

development, demanding of the British constitution more than could be
conceded at that time. A ‘labour’, model also emerged in which Chartism was

seen as an early manifestation of independent labour politics. All of these

approaches, though, saw in Chartism their own reflection.

Chartism was, in fact, concerned with the practical achievement of democracy
rather than the narrower concerns of later party politics. Chartism sought to
promote radical political principles over the politics of expediency. Chartism
did not leave a simple legacy for later political parties to inherit, though its
ideologists and members fed into later political parties. Rather, as a large
movement for one broad radical reform - the establishment of political
democracy along the lines proposed in the document, the People’s Charter - its
legacy was complex and involved multiple competing social identities and
political loyalties. Chartists worked, often at great personal cost, to achieve
democracy and the social benefits that they thought it would bestow. Many
Chartists were both radical politicians and socialists - in the broad sense of being
critics of competition - who had consciously prioritised political reform in the
expectation of radical social reform resulting from a democratic legislature.
Chartism was never subsumed by mid-Victorian Liberalism or a submerged
current that was re-born as Labour and socialist politics. Chartism was its own
movement and elements of its fierce working-class radical independence
persisted beyond its existence as a movement. References to Chartism continued
in the radical press throughout the period from 1850 to the 1880s and a radical
liberal view of Chartism as an independent movement of principle against

expediency survived into the 1880s.° The radical liberal view of Chartism, as a

movement of political principle struggling for liberty against expediency and

®  Antony Taylor, ‘Commemoration, Memorialisation and Political Memory in post-

Chartist Radicalism: The 1885 Halifax Chartist Reunion in Context’, in The Chartist
Legacy (Woodbridge, 1999), pp.255-85.

11



‘aristocratic’ politics, continued within Liberal politics but was never easily or

entirely co-opted into it.”

Likewise, Chartism did not decline to be reborn in the socialist ‘revival’ of the
late-nineteenth century. In the early 1880s when Henry Hyndman met Marx in
London, his thoughts were not to form a new movement but to revive Chartism.®

But socialists drew only selectively from the popular memory of Chartism. From
the emergence of a modern labour and socialist movement in the late nineteenth

century, Marxists and the left of the labour movement tended to admire the

proto-socialism of ‘Chartists and something more’ such as James ‘Bronterre’
O’Brien, George Julian Hamney and Ernest Jones. Socialists and Communists
adopted positions that elevated this section of the movement. For example, T. A.
Rothstein, a communist, argued in 1929 that Harney and the Fraternal Democrats

had developed a clearer understanding of class than later ‘opportunist’ labour

leaders.” Lefi-liberals and Fabian-socialists, on the other hand, tended to elevate
the moral force section of the movement that reflected their own gradualist
approach to politics. The first authors of scholarly accounts of Chartism, Mark
Hovell (a liberal) and Julius West (a member of the Fabian society) favoured the
moral force side of the movement.!® Their views of the movement were in part
also influenced by the fact that the autobiography of the prominent moral force
Chartist, William Lovett, was a key source and by West’s discovery of the Place

Papers in the British Library, a source that was heavily skewed towards a moral

7.

Robert G. Hall, ‘Creating a People’s History: Political Identity and History in
Chartism, 1832-1848°, in The Chartist Legacy, pp. 232-54.

Henry Myers Hyndman, The Record of an Adventurous Life (London, Macmillan,
1911), p. 273. See also: Jon Lawrence, ‘Popular Radicalism and the Socialist Revival in
Bntain’, Journal of British Studies, 31 (1992), 163-86; Mark Bevir, ‘The Social

Democratic Federation, 1880-85°, International Review of Social History, 37 (1992),
207-29.

> T. A. Rothstein, From Chartism to Labourism (London, 1929), pp. 35-65, 124-47.

"% Mark Hovell The Chartist Movement (Manchester, 1918, reprinted, Manchester,

1970), pp. 52-77, 220-29; Julius West, A History of the Chartist Movement (London,
1920, reprinted, New York , 1968), pp. 74-100, 186-226.
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force perspective.!!

By the early twentieth century a dominant liberal-labour view was established

that saw Chartism as a political movement rooted in economic distress and social
dislocation. Liberals such as the Hammonds broadly concurred with Fabian
socialist historians such as G. D. H. Cole in viewing Chartism as a sensible and
moderate political response aiming at social and economic amelioration."
Moderate leaders, such as William Lovett, were in their accounts regarded as
examples of correct leadership in contrast to more militant physical force

Chartists, a situation encouraged by continued reliance on the Francis Place
papers and Lovett’s autobiography. This orthodoxy continued until the 1960s,
through historians such as G. D. H. Cole and J. T. Ward, and accorded with a

view of Chartism as a precursor of moderate lib-lab politics.” Local studies in

Briggs’s Chartist Studies (1959) started to suggest that the Chartist movement
was more complex than the orthodox view allowed although the essays still

prioritised social and economic conditions.

The revolution in modern social and labour history began in the 1960s. The
scope of the historical debate around Chartism expanded, drawing upon new and
influential social histories, such as E. P, Thompson’s Making of the English
Working Class (1963), which looked beyond formal labour organisation to the
wider culture of the working class from which class politics emerged. Modern
Chartist historiography emerged from the influence of E. P. Thompson on labour

and social history, emphasising the ability of leaders such as Feargus O’Connor

' West, A History of the Chartist Movement, p. xi.

' Barbara Hammond, William Lovett, 1800-1877 (Fabian Society pamphlet, 1922;
reprinted. in Michael Katanka (ed.), Radicals, Reformers and Socialists, London, 1973,
pp.100-126); J. L. Hammond and Barbara Hammond, The Age of the Chartists, 1832-

1854. A Study of Discontent (London, 1930); G.D.H. Cole, Chartist Portraits (London,
1941).

13.

G. D. H. Cole, Chartist Portraits, Donald Read and Eric Glasgow, Feargus

O'Connor; Irishman and Chartist (London, 1961); J. T. Ward, Chartism (London,
1973).
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to draw on a class-conscious culture to build the Chartist movement. Rather than
being rooted in local economic conditions, Chartism was seen to have arisen

from a long working-class radical tradition and culture. A more subtle

modification of Marxist class became the basis for a new orthodoxy.

Influential historians such as Dorothy Thompson argued that the background to
Chartism was the interaction of working-class radical politics with the social and
cultural dislocation experienced by the working classes during the Industnal
Revolution. This produced, she argued, an articulate working class hungry for
political and economic independence, particularly in the industrialised north and
north west of England.* This was a renewed Marxist position that emphasised
the agency rather than the victim status of working people engaged in class
struggle. In this vein, David Jones produced the influential Chartism and the

Chartists (1975) and Dorothy Thompson provided one of the best general works
on the movement, The Chartists (1984), which, along with James Epstein’s Lion

of Freedom (1982), stressed O’Connor’s vital contribution to the Chartist
movement. This new emphasis on politics as an expression of class
consciousness also led to John Saville’s 1848 (1987), which identified the extent
to which vigorous action by the British state was directed against the Chartist
movement. The recovery of autobiographies of more minor Chartist figures, by
David Vincent amongst others, has fed from and into this new orthodoxy,
revealing a movement very different to that presented by Lovett and Place, in
which O’Connor and class conscious radical culture were central.”® Earlier

histories of Chartism, which relied upon the autobiography of Lovett and the

Place papers were therefore rejected by neo-Marxist historians as an inaccurate

' Dorothy Thompson, The Early Chartists (London, 1971); Dorothy Thompson, The
Chartists: Popular Politics in the Industrial Revolution (London, 1984); D. J. V. Jones,

Chartism and the Chartists (London, 1975). See also: Neville Kirk, ‘Setting the
Standard: Dorothy Thompson, the Discipline of History and the Study of Chartism’, in

Ashton, Fyson, Roberts (eds.), The Duty of Discontent: Essays for Dorothy Thompson
(London, 1995), pp. 1-32.

" David Vincent, Testaments of Radicalism, Memoirs of Working Class Politicians
(London, 1977).
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caricature of the Chartist movement. Newer histories, influenced by Dorothy

Thompson in particular, have recovered a different perspective from the pages of
O’Connor’s Northern Star and newly-available memoirs. In this new picture,

Chartism appears as ‘O’Connorite radicalism’ and fits more easily with a view of

Chartism as a movement derived from the response of the working classes to

industrialisation.

From the early 1980s, however, a challenge has emerged to this new histonical
orthodoxy. The nuanced appreciation of the importance of class at the heart of
the historical understanding of Chartism that developed from the 1960s has been

confronted by the ‘linguistic turn’. This post-modemn challenge based on the
idea of the relative autonomy of language was most controversially put forward
by Gareth Stedman Jones.!® In his 1982 article, ‘The Language of Chartism’,
Stedman Jones argued that the outmoded radical language utilised by Chartists

located the causes of social and economic distress in the political sphere and
thereby restrained the development of a true revolutionary class analysis.!
Stedman Jones’s argument has been influential despite being vociferously
opposed by other historians who have countered Stedman Jones by arguing that,
while constitutional representation was the demand of Chartism, the context of
the mass platform replete with class-conscious symbolism made it a

revolutionary movement to be understood in terms of class.'®* The controversy

' Gareth Stedman Jones, ‘The Language of Chartism’, in J. Epstein and D. Thompson
(eds.), The Chartist Experience: Studies in Working Class Radicalism and Culture,
1830-60 (London, 1982), pp. 3-58. A longer version was published in Stedman Jones,

Languages of Class: Studies in English Working Class History, 1832-1982 (Cambridge,
1983).

' That is, a Leninist model of ‘true’ class consciousness, assumed by G. Stedman Jones
who then denies its existence in Chartism.

' Paul A. Pickering, ‘Class Without Words: Symbolic Communication in the Chartist
Movement’, Past and Present, 112 (1986), 144-62; James Epstein, ‘Understanding the
Cap of Liberty: Symbolic Practice and Social Conflict in Early-Nineteenth-Century
England’ 1n J. Epstein, Radical Expression: Political Language, Ritual and Symbol in
England, 1790-1850 (Oxford, 1994), pp. 70-99; James Epstein, ‘Radical Dining,

Toasting and Symbolic Expression in Early Nineteenth Century Lancashire: Rituals of
Solidarity’ in Radical Expression, pp. 145-65.
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aroused by Stedman Jones has, however, contributed to a renewed awareness of

the relationship between language, politics and class - an awareness that this

thesis seeks to build upon. We are not all post-modernists now, though, since

class remains central to a revised Chartist history that looks to language and
politics as much as to the social and economic.”” The ‘new political history’ has,
in the works of Epstein, Pickering and Finn, embraced the centrality of class
within a diverse radical political culture.” Determinist Marxist interpretations of
Chartism as part of the inexorable rise of proletarian consciousness through
economic struggle are, like the simple progressive labour view, no longer
seriously considered?® The works of Marxist revisionists such as Edward
Thompson, Dorothy Thompson and John Saville have, however, ensured that
class remains an important category for the understanding of Chartism.

A synthesis has begun to take place whereby historians seeking to counter the
‘linguistic turn’ have developed and deepened their understanding of class in the
Chartist period. Historians of Chartism now recognise that whilst the social and

economic background of Chartism was central to its character, its form of

expression was important and possessed a degree of autonomy. Despite the fact
that historians have seen Gareth Stedman Jones’s linguistic critique of Chartism

as an attack on class, the dialogue between the linguistic and social approaches
has led to a recognition of this critical nexus in understanding Chartism.

Historical materialists no longer dismiss language as merely a reflection of

19.

Andy Croll, ‘The Impact of Postmodernism on Modern British social history’, in

Stefan Berger (ed.), Mitteilungsblatt des Instituts fur soziale Bewegungen, 27 (2002), pp.
137-52.

# James Epstein, Radical Expression; Paul A. Pickering, ‘Class Without Words’;

Margot Finn, After Chartism: Class and Nation in English Radical Politics, 1848-1874
(Cambridge, 1993).

** The last serious attempt to advance a Marxist-Leninist analysis was John Foster, Class
Struggle and the Industrial Revolution. Early Industrial Capitalism in Three English
Towns (London, 1974). John Charlton’s, The Chartists: The First National Worker's
Movement (1997), 1s a recent but unoriginal Marxist-Leninist survey of Chartism.
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soctal experience. Postmodernists such as Patrick Joyce and James Vernon have
made a forthright case for the place of non-class narratives in nineteenth-century
radicalism.* Yet post-modernists have been unable to incorporate the fluid and

contested nature of language, as well as linguistic continuities, into their

analyses - they do not take into account the role of language in negotiating and

changing social experiences.?

If some historians have taken the rejection of class too far, others, such as Noel
Thompson, have remained reluctant to give up their fixed theoretical concepts of
class-consciousness, arguing that in the Chartist period the working class was
not yet ‘made’ as it had no clear conception of the nature of its exploitation.
According to this logic it was the proto-socialists like Harney, Jones and O’Brien
in the early 1850s who advanced furthest in terms of class-consciousness and

offered an effective economic programme for the working class.®* This thesis
challenges analyses such as Noel Thompson’s and seeks to build upon recent

revision within Chartist history to examine the relationship between class and
politics rather than to search for the antecedents of ‘true’ socialism. In a

movement suffused with an awareness of social class but aiming at radical

political reform, it is in the nexus between class, politics and language that the

nature of Chartism may be sought. This thesis supports the view that the various

2 Patrick Joyce, Work, Society and Politics. The Culture of the Factory in later
Victorian England (London, 1982 edition); Patrick Joyce, Visions of the People.
Industrial England and the Question of Class, 1848-1914 (Cambridge, 1991); James

Vemon, Politics and the People. A Study in English Political Culture, c. 1815-1867
(Cambridge, 1993). '

® Dror Wahrman, ‘The new political history: a review essay’, Social History, 21
(1996), 343-54; Eileen Yeo, ‘Language and contestation: the case of “the people”, 1832
to the present’, in J. Belchem and N. Kirk (eds.), Languages of Labour (Aldershot,

1997), pp. 44-62; Dorothy Thompson, ‘The languages of Class’, Bulletin of the Society
Jor the Study of Labour History, 52 (1987), 54-57.

* Noel Thompson, The Market and its Critics: Socialist Political Economy in
Nineteenth Century Britain (London, 1988); Noel Thompson, The People’s Science:
The Popular Political Economy of Exploitation and Crisis, 1816-34 (Cambridge, 1984);

Noel Thompson, The Real Rights of Man: Political Economy for the Working Class,
1775-1850 (London, 1998).
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strands of Chartism were not simple social and economic responses but

considered strategies in an attempt to improve the condition of the people, the

labouring population in particular, through achieving political equality. It seeks

to extend this assessment to moral force Chartists who have, in the neo-Marxist
literature, been marginalised in the history of the movement. Most Chartists,
Including those from its moral force section, possessed a relatively open
expectation of the positive social results of political democracy. They were
neither trapped by a traditional radical analysis nor antecedents of later socialist

analyses but enjoyed an assured view of the positive social benefits of political

democracy.

This thesis will argue, in broad agreement with the neo-Marxist approach
associated with Edward Thompson, Dorothy Thompson, John Saville and others,
that the Chartist campaign for political democracy was concerned to achieve
radical social reform. However, the neo-Marxist approach has rejected moral
force Chartism as ‘middle class’, as bourgeois individualist in character. In
responding to Stedman Jones’s critique of Chartism neo-Marxist historians have
been keen to stress that class consciousness need not be revolutionary
consciousness. Yet there has been no subsequent re-evaluation of the
relationship of moderate, moral force Chartism to the Chartist mainstream. The
aim of this thesis is to correct a shortcoming in existing Chartist historiography
concerning moral force Chartism. It will challenge the rejection of moral force
Chartism by arguing that its proponents expected radical social and economic
reform to result from the campaign for political democracy and that their
emphasis on gradual, peaceful persuasion was strategic rather than any indicator
of class betrayal. It will be argued that, in fact, moral force Chartists possessed a
radical theoretical vision in advance of that of O’Connor and much of the

Chartist mainstream, with its crude association of manhood suffrage with the

‘knife and fork question’.

Drawing on the recent historical emphasis on language, O’Connor’s class

rhetoric will be critically examined.  O’Connor’s political attacks on his

18



opponents, particularly moral force Chartists, will be shown to have owed much
to rhetorical ability and little to any actual difference in class perspective.
O’Connor’s class rhetoric was often used to draw support away from radical
opponents by presenting them as agents of a politically corrupt middle class.

This will be demonstrated in chapters I to IV, which will cover the relationship
of several organisations and individuals with O’Connor - the London Working
Men’s Association (LWMA), the National Association, Henry Vincent, Thomas
Cooper and others - all of whom fell victim to O’Connor’s deployment of class

rhetoric 1n lieu of debate and co-operation. Chapter V deals specifically with

James ‘Bronterre’ O’Brien, a Chartist leader often considered as a proto-socialist
but who was attacked as a ‘middle class’ apostate by O’Connor, a far less radical
leader, for his support in 1842 of radical class collaboration. That aspects of
moral force Chartism continued within the National Charter Association will be

shown 1n chapter VI and chapter VII looks at the late Chartist movement by
which time O’Connor’s methods began to falter.

Chartism and class.

Class-consciousness featured among all groups contributing to the making of the
Chartist movement. Chartism not only had a strong political consciousness
rooted in traditional radical analysis but also possessed a sense of itself as a class
movement. Chartists believed that universal manhood suffrage was required to
ensure that working-class interests were recognised in the legislature. This
clearly could not be termed as ‘objective’ consciousness in the rigid Marxist
sense, meaning a class that theorises the social and economic basis of its
_exploitation and oppression. It is, however, possible to understand working-class
radicalism in terms of class-consciousness without it having reached this
theoretically constructed apogee. That a vigorous debate about the role of class
in Chartism has arisen is in part due to over-simplified definitions of class and

social movements, that seek evidence of a true ‘proletarian’ consciousness
emerging in the Chartist movement.
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Working-class Chartists did not consider their interests to be intrinsically

opposed to the social and economic relations imposed by the industrial

revolution even though their interests were perceived as different from those of
the industrial capitalists or of the aristocracy. Manhood suffrage, it was
believed, would bring social and economic reform that would benefit the
unrepresented labouring population. This social dimension of Chartism has been
argued to have been central to the politics of Chartism ‘and something more’,

whose leaders generally had committed groups of supporters within Chartism.

However, the bulk of the Chartist mainstream was built up around O’Connor
who was not a social Chartist in that his vision of the society to follow the
Charter was paternalist and pastoral rather than concerned with building British
social democracy. O’Connor sought to utilise class rhetoric to build a political
movement which would scare the political establishment into ceding manhood
suffrage. While moral force Chartists opposed O’Connor’s strategy, other social
Chartists supported him. Unlike these other social Chartists, moral force
Chartists expected far reaching social reform to result from political reform even

if it came about from alliance with middle-class radicals who pursued suffrage

reform for purely political reasons.

Democratic aims gave Chartism a social character that made it threatening to the
existing ruling classes in the late 1830s and 1840s. The pervasive idea and
language of class - of a separate ‘working class’ interest and ‘middle class’
betrayal - made Chartism the most threatening popular movement to the
industrial social order yet seen in British history. In the late 1830s the demands
of the Charter - re-writing the electoral process and holding the political
executive to account - held out the anticipation of social revolution to follow.?

Middle-class condescension towards Chartism was replaced with hostility from

the time that O’Connor adopted the Charter and forged a populist mass

® Miles Taylor, ‘The Six Points: Chartism and the Reform of Parliament’, in O.

Ashton, R. Fyson, S. Roberts (eds.), The Chartist Legacy, pp. 1-23.
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movement around it.** The shift towards the mass platform and physical force
rhetoric, implemented by O’Connor but associated with the radical Toryism of J.
R. Stephens and Richard Oastler, altered the perception of the Charter from an
attempt to secure support for radical principles to that of an aggressive and
threatening class movement. The moral force Chartist argument that social and
economic concerns were to be left to be dealt with after the implementation of
the Charter was undermined by physical force, however ambiguous the threat
was. Such a shift was also in the interests of the government and an
establishment that was united in its opposition to further expansion of the
franchise at that time. Politicians such as Disraeli and publications such as the
Annual Register (1839) sought to promote a picture of Chartism as a dangerous
class movement. Such an association, fixed in the public mind, served to make

problematic a meaningful cross-class radical alliance.

Letters to the Chartist press urged publication on matters relating to the conflict
between °‘capital’ and ‘labour’. Rejection of this approach did not mean

rejection of its importance. Rather, James ‘Bronterre’ O’Brien, replying in the

Operative in November 1838, asked:

... what 1s the good of discussing what we have no power of interfering
with? Of what possible use to broach theories which are incapable of
being reduced to practice under the present condition of society? ... I
should of necessity alarm and offend many parties which are zealously

co-operating with us for universal suffrage. ... until the question of
universal suffrage is settled, we cannot with advantage enter deeply into
that of labour and capital.?’

O’Brien, then, was prepared in late 1838 to adopt a strategy of avoiding social

*: Dorothy Thompson, ‘Early Chartism’, p. 8.

" Quoted in Max Beer, A History of British Socialism (London, 1929 edition), Vol. 2,
p. 44.
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questions in order to achieve the greatest possible radical unity around

democratic reform. Such a position built upon the conviction that

It is the GOVERNMENT which makes the law. The LAW determines

the property - and on the STATE OF PROPERTY depend ... WELL-
BEING and happiness ... If the government be wrongly constituted it
[law] will be bad ... if the law be bad, the distribution of property will be

bad; that is to say, unjust towards individuals or classes, in respect of
their fair claims on society ...**

All who favoured democratic reform could, therefore, be co-operated with
because their support would ultimately lead to a redistribution of property by a
more socially representative government. O’Connor, though, stood opposed to
co-operation with moderate middle-class radicals. Instead, he urged a repeat of
the mass mobilisation of the working classes to secure for themselves the rights
that the middle classes had seized by physical force threats in 1832. As the
dominant Chartist leader by early 1838, O’Connor’s popularity carried a strategy
of physical force and it is O’Connor’s leadership and strategy that are now

regarded by most historians as the authentic features of early Chartism.

However, in the next chapter of this thesis I shall argue that physical force was

not the only or even the most obvious path open to Chartism. The originators of

the People’s Charter, the LWMA, the membership of which was largely of
Owenite-radicals, sought for reasons of political pragmatism and ideology to

pursue principled political reform with radicals of all classes.”” Although

- Bronterre's National Reformer, in Government, Law, Property, Religion, and
Morals, no. 1, 7 January 1837, pp. 1-2.

®  The prevailing view of class was expressed by Robert Owen who saw it as an
unnatural, irrational and self-interested perversion of man’s naturally rational and
benevolent state, as opposed to the - to us - more familiar view of class as a natural result
of social and economic conflict deriving from inequality of access to the means of

production associated with Marx, Engels, twentieth century Marxism and sociology. See
Rothstein, From Chartism to Labourism, p. 53.
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formally independent of the radical middle class, the LWMA sought sympathy
and assistance from radical MPs and allowed the membership of honorary non-
working class radicals (including, ironically, O’Connor).”® The faith of the

LWMA 1n reason as the driving force of social progress was central to its
politics. This faith was partly linked to the Owenite proclivities of many of the
prominent LWMA members, such as Henry Hetherington, James Watson and
William Lovett.’! By creating an educated and well-organised working class it
was hoped to persuade Parliament by force of opinion to further extend the
suffrage to working men through demonstrating their rational and constitutional
outlook and thereby their suitability for political representation. Part of the
political strategy of the LWMA was self and collective improvement, ‘useful

knowledge’ being sought to probe the source of ‘social evils’ - political parity

was the first step to social remedies.*

Issues other than suffrage reform, such as the newspaper Stamp Duty, the new

Poor Law and defence of trade unionism had all been agitated against the
reformed parliament. But it was Chartism that galvanised radicals in a single
effort for the People’s Charter; offering as it did something for every radical

cause, the possibility of eventual success through a united assault on political

exclusion. Formulated by the LWMA in 1837 and published in May 1838, the
Charter laid down the ‘Six Points’ which were to become the characteristic
demands of the movement: universal suffrage for males over twenty-one years of

age, equal electoral districts, no property qualifications for MPs, payment of

* Address and Rules of the Working Men's Association, for Benefiting, Politically,

Socially, and Morally, the Useful Classes (London, 1836), in Gregory Claeys (ed.), The
Chartist Movement, 1838-1850, Vol. 1 (London, 2001), pp. 41-49.

31.

John Belchem, Industrialisation and the Working Class: the English Experience,
1750-1900 (Aldershot, 1990), p. 93 sees the London artisans as little interested in
politics until the mid-1830s. Gregory Claeys, The Chartist Movement, Vol. 1, pp. xxi-

xxii also points out the influence of co-operative ideas within Chartism, as did R. K. P.
Pankhurst, William Thompson (1775-1833): Britain's Pioneer Socialist, Feminist, and
Co-operator (London, 1954), p. 208.

** Address and Rules, p. 44.
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MPs, annual parliaments, and voting by secret ballot. The ability of the Charter
to unite working class radicals was demonstrated at meetings in Glasgow in May

1838 and at Birmingham in August 1838, where it was adopted along with the
National Petition. The LWMA set about trying to organise support for its

Charter across the country, sending ‘missionaries’ to publicise it and campaign
for it. The development of the movement occurred with extraordinary rapidity,
with the LWMA joining forces with the Birmingham Political Union (BPU) in
mid 1837 (and in so doing adopting the idea of a National Petition and

Convention that had begun in the BPU). Over one hundred and fifty new or pre-
existing WMAs or Radical associations had adopted the Charter by 1838.%

Moral force Chartism and physical force.

The largely middle class BPU had been a powerful force in the Reform Bill
agitation of 1831 to 1832. In 1837 the BPU revived, under the influence of the

currency reformer Thomas Attwood, and came out in support of manhood
suffrage. This was a crucial step in the formation of a national radical movement

for suffrage extension. Tactics developed by the BPU of a National Petition and

Convention to advance suffrage reform were adopted by the growing Chartist
movement.** But, touring widely, O’Connor drew on existing anti-Poor Law and

factory reform agitations and established his position of leadership through the
Northern Star, which, carrying reports on and advice to the working-class radical
movement, became the spearhead of Chartist journalism and achieved a wide
circulation (thirty-nine thousand sales a week at its peak in 1839). The model of
political moderation and class-alliance adopted and emphasised by the LWMA

was rejected by O’Connor and the majority of the Chartist movement. A tension

* Thompson, The Chartists, pp. 341-68.

** Carlos Flick, The Birmingham Political Union and the Movement for Reform in

Britain, 1830-1839 (Folkestone, 1978), pp. 110-74; David J. Moss, Thomas Attwood.
The Biography of a Radical (London, 1990), pp. 262-87.
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therefore existed between the mass movement that developed under O’Connor’s

leadership and the origins of the Charter as a document based on the moderate

radicalism of the LWMA and the strategy of radical class-alliance.

The LWMA favoured independent working-class radical organisation to try to
draw out middle-class support for radical principles in order to create a moral

pressure for steps towards political equality. O’Co<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>