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A GREAT DEAL of historical scholarship in the last ten years has been
applied to 19th-century labour history. The works of writers like Asa
Briggs, John Saville, E. P. Thompson, Roydon Harrison and E. J.
Hobsbawm have questioned many earlier assumptions about the growth
of the English working class and its political and industrial organisations.
Was there a working class, and if so, was it revolutionary, and if so, how
were its revolutionary aspirations frustrated? These are the questions
which Martin Small asks in the essay to which this issue of ANARCHY is
devoted.
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Derevolutionisation
MARTIN SMALL

1. Introduction

1. The problem may be stated in the form of two distinct but
closely related questions. The first is, whether there was a working
class in 19th century England. The second is, whether, if such a class
did exist, it was revolutionary. The two questions may be restated as
one: did those who earned their living by the work of their hands, in
what they experienced and what they felt, find more to bring them
together than to divide them from each other; and, if so, was what
united them and gave them an interest distinct from the interest of the
rest of society—was this common bond an experience and a feeling of
the need for and the urge to accomplish a social revolution?

2. In The Making of the English Working Class Edward Thompson
writes, “When every caution has been made, the outstanding fact of
the period between 1790 and 1830 is the formation of ‘the working
class’”>’ The argument of his book—which he illustrates with a
wealth of detail gleaned from Home Office papers and local histo-
rical records—is that a sense of class identity and distinctness took
shape in the minds and hearts of the English working people during
this period, and that this sense was a revolutionary sense. In The
Skilled Labourer the Hammonds attempted to deny the revolutionary
significance of such phenomena as the Luddism of the Midlands in
1811-12, the Pentridge Rising of June, 1817, and the Parliamentary
Reform Movement between 1817 and 1820; and tended to argue that
all manifestations of revolutionary feeling were at least either exagger-
ated or partially concocted by government spies. “What is most notice-
able in the Hammonds’ handling of the sources,” writes Thompson,
“‘is a marked disposition to commence their research with the assumption
that any bona fide insurrectionary schemes on the part of working men
were either highly improbable or, alternatively, wrong, and undeserving
of sympathy, and therefore to be attributed to a lunatic, irresponsible
fringe.” But, argues Thompson, things being what they were—*‘the
people were subjected simultaneously to an intensification of two in-
tolerable forms of relationship: those of economic exploitation and of
political oppression—it might appear more surprising if men had not
plotted revolutionary uprisings than if they had.” And if his book
served no other purpose, it would deserve gratitude for the way in
which it restores to the perhaps crude would-be revolutionaries of this
time that human dignity, that appropriateness to their times, that sheer
comprehensibility, of which a condescending and unrevolutionary histo-
riography has so often sought to deprive them.?
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3. Thompson’s argument of the naturalness of the revolutionary
class consciousness is strengthened by a preliminary analysis in which
he demonstrates that it was a more radical reapplication of an old
tradition, the tradition of “the free-born Englishman”. “Even Old
Corruption extolled British liberties; not national honour, or power, but
freedom was the coinage of patrician, demagogue and radical alike. . . .
And, within this enveloping haze of patriotic self-congratulation, there
were other less distinct notions which Old Corruption felt bound to
flatter and yet which were to prove dangerous to it in the long run.”
It was a more radical application of notions which were—or could at
least be argued to be—implicit in this tradition and it was inspired by
the new sense of what was possible which the French and American
revolutions had helped to bring to a head; and of this new sense Thomas
Paine was the interpreter. In The Rights of Man—and particularly in
the outline of a social welfare policy contained in Part Two (published
in 1792)—Paine revealed the class identity of the free-born Englishman:
the assertion of his rights meant the assertions of the rights of men
who were oppressed and denied the privilege of full citizenship as a
class, and to protest against this oppression was to protest, not against
injustice in some generalised form, but against the identifiable and
concrete interest of a small, privileged class. Paine discovered within
the movement for political recognition its latent social and economic
meaning, the demand for a radical change in the structure of society.
“What he gave to English people,” writes Thompson, “was a new
rhetoric of radical egalitarianism, which touched the deepest responses
of the ‘free-born Englishman’ and which penetrated the sub-political
attitudes of the working people.”

4. The purpose of Thompson’s book is to demonstrate the existence
and the spread of a truly revolutionary and truly popular feeling in the
England of the period between the beginning of the French Revolution
and the passing of the first Reform Bill. The execution in 1803 of
Colonel Despard, a member of the London Corresponding Society and
of the Organisation of United Irishmen, on a charge of high treason;
the Luddite movement; the Pentridge Rising; the Parliamentary Reform
Movement which reached crisis point with the Peterloo massacre
(September, 1819) and the Cato Street Conspiracy (December, 1819-
April, 1820): all these were but the peaks of a vast underground turbu-
lence. “We have to imagine the solidarity of the community, the
extreme isolation of the authorities,” writes Thompson in his lengthy
analysis of Luddism. “In the summer of 1812 there were no fewer
than 12,000 troops in the disturbed counties, a greater force than
Wellington had under his command in the Peninsula. . . . Sheer in-
surrectionary fury has rarely been more widespread in English history”,
he writes of the period (the spring of 1812) when attacks upon machinery
began to give way to raids for arms: “The months of April to September
are months of frequent arms-raids, collections of money, and rumours
of oath-taking. Lead (for bullets) disappeared like snow on a warm
day; ‘pumps and water-spouts are constantly disappearing’ (Leeds
Mercury, June 6, 1812); even dyeing vats and guttering disappeared.’’®
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5. On the strength of the picture which he draws Thompson makes
some large claims. Jeremiah Brandreth and at least some of his asso-
ciates in 1817 were not the mere dupes of the government informer
“Oliver”, but ‘“‘professional revolutionaries. . . We may see the
Pentridge Rising as one of the first attempts in history to mount a
wholly proletarian insurrection, without any middle-class support.”
“England, in 1792, had been governed by consent and deference, supple-
mented by the gallows and the ‘Church-and-King’ mob. In 1816 the
English people were held down by force. Hence post-war Radicalism
was at times less a movement of an organised minority than the
response of the whole community. . . . The weeks before Peterloo saw
scores of small meetings and (week by week) ever more impressive
demonstrations in the regional centres: at Manchester and Stockport
in June, at Birmingham, Leeds and London in July. The policy of
open constitutionalism was proving more revolutionary in its impli-
cation than the policy of conspiracy and insurrection. Wooler and
Hunt had achieved, without any secret ‘correspondencies’ or system of
delegates, a position in which they could call out a national movement.
The election (at Birmingham in July) of Sir Charles Wolseley as
‘legislatory attorney’ to represent the unrepresented, pointed the way
to an even more dangerous development: a National Convention,
appointed by Radical suffrage, challenging Parliament. Confronted by
the swelling power, Old Corruption faced the alternatives of meeting
the reformers with repression or concession. But concession, in 1819,
would have meant concession to a largely working-class reform move-
ment; the middle-class reformers were not yet strong enough (as they
were in 1832) to offer a more moderate line of advance. ~This is why
Peterloo took place.”” He claims that there existed, at the time of
Peterloo, a revolutionary initiative which the leaders of the reform
movement failed to seize: ‘“‘the two months after Peterloo displayed
in its fullest extent the weakness of the national leadership.” And this
failure is interpreted in classic Marxist fashion as due to their recogni-
tion of their true class interest and the threat to it in the revolutionary
implications of the reform movement which became manifest in the
aftermath of Peterloo, in the preparations which were begun on both
sides and which were “‘preliminaries to civil war”. The revolutionary
“Cap of Liberty”, concludes Thompson, was “lost, somewhere on the
way between Peterloo and Cato Street.”’*

6. “I Ham going to inform you”, read a paper found in Chester-
field Market which Thompson discovered among the Home Office
papers, “that there is Six Thousand men coming to you in Apral and
then We Will go and Blow Parlement house up and Blow up all afour
hus/labring Peple Cant Stand it No longer/ dam all Such Roges as
England governes but Never mind Ned lud when general nody and is
harmey Comes We Will soon bring about the greate Revelution then
all these greate mens heads gose of.” And in 1831 a rioter left a note
behind in the cottage of a colliery viewer which he and some friends
had raided: “I was at yor hoose last neet, and meyd mysel very com-
fortable. Ye hey nee family, and yor just won man on the colliery,
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I see ye heve a greet lot of rooms, and big cellars, and plenty wine and
beer in them, which I got ma share on. Noo I naw some at wor colliery
that has three or fower lads and lasses, and they live in won room not
half as gude as yor cellar. I don’t pretend to naw very much, but I
naw there shudn’t be that much difference. The only place we can gan
to o the week ends is the yel hoose and hev a pint. I dinna pretend
to be a profit, but I naw this, and lots o0 ma marrows na’s te, that wer
not tret as we owt to be, and a great filosopher says, to get noledge is
to naw wer ignerent. But weve just begun to find that oot, and ye
maisters and owners may luk oot, for yor not gan to get se much o
yor own way, wer gan to hev some of wors now.” For all he describes
the Pentridge Rising as “one of the first attempts in history to mount
a wholly proletarian insurrection”, he warns that, “this is not to suggest
that in any circumstances in 1817 a working-class insurrection had any
hope of success.” ““They plotted with home-made grenades”, he writes
of the London ultra-radicals, “but were unable to erect, in the London
streets, a single defended barricade.”®

7. But, even while describing the Pentridge Rising as ‘‘one of
the first attempts in history to mount a wholly proletarian insurrection”,
Thompson cautions that “this is not to suggest that in any circum-
stances in 1817 a working-class insurrection had any hope of success.”
Elsewhere he writes of the London Spenceans: ‘“They plotted with
home-made grenades, but were unable to erect, in the London streets,
a single defended barricade.” The Making of the English Working
Class demonstrates the growth of a political consciousness at once revo-
lutionary and class orientated; and reading the words and studying the
deeds of such men as Robert Owen, William Thompson and their
followers, we find a vision of a new society manifesting itself in con-
crete practical activity and attracting the enthusiasm, the loyalty and
often the whole lives of working men.® But this does not amount to
the revolution. Or rather, this is the revolution only in so far as the
revolution can be contained and expressed in the life of an individual,
or of a sect: which of course it can. But the revolution seeks to extend
itself into the lives of all men, and into a social framework which will
be at once a witness and a sustenance to the individual life of revo-
lution. Every man endeavouring the revolution in his own life knows
that the revolution is universal; he knows that his own affirmation of
revolution is but an affirmation of a universal humanity which, while
it remains not totally recognized and acknowledged in the life of any
man, is incomplete in its reality in his own life; he knows that while
one man is in prison he is not free.

8. The social framework required for and by the individual revo-
lution—why and in what way required—the nature of the obstacles
to be overcome and of the way effectively to overcome these obstacles
—all this was far less clear to these would-be revolutionaries of the
early 19th century than was the simple idea of a revolution as necessary
and just. Peterloo, as Thompson points out, revealed the confusion
and disagreement among the reformers concerning what they wanted
and how they were to achieve it; and Donald Read’s detailed study of
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the massacre and its background and aftermath shows that the political
attitude which did best for itself out of the massacre—was best able to
use it to organise public opinion—was the attitude, not of the diehard
Tories nor of the uncompromising revolutionaries, but of the middle-
class reformers who simply wanted to make government cheaper and
more efficient. In his study of the 1831-32 Reform Bill crisis Joseph
Hamburger has suggestively if not quite conclusively argued that the
middle-class reformers used the device and threat of revolution merely
to give added plausibility and point to their argument for reform, and
that there was a large measure of scepticism concerning the threat of
revolution among not only the reformers but also among the members
of the Whig and Tory ruling class. And in an article which expressly
sets out to demolish Thompson’s thesis, R. N. Soffer has made it clear
that quite unrevolutionary or at least un-class-conscious forms of dis-
content continued to exist alongside the new forms.” The process which
gave birth to the great hope of revolution gave birth also to its twin,
the myth of the counter-revolution. The myth of the counter-revolution
is the myth of the impossibility and undesirability of the revolution:
the impossibility of the revolution achieving what it sets out to achieve,
and the undesirability of what it would achieve: it is the myth of the
revolution as, not that which must be achieved as the natural and only
worthy fruit of human freedom, but that which must above all other
things be avoided as the certain destruction and absolute denial of
freedom. In one sense the myth which counters the revolution is
simply the means of dispossessing the dispossessed of the last refuge
of their humanity, their consciousness of their condition; and derevolu-
tionarisation is the process whereby the promise of the revolution is
tricked, cheated, compromised and sold short. All this is true, if
melodramatic; but it is also true that the proposition, of the revolution
and of a complete satisfaction of human freedom, can also benefit from
the myth of the counter-revolution and from the process of derevolu-
tionarisation, by means of both of which men are educated by negation
in the reality, in the existence, of the revolution.

2. Interpretations and attitudes: Francis Place and Samuel Bamford

9. Among the first English working men of the 19th century to
experience the appeal and the obscurity of the revolution were the
weaver-poet of Middleton, Samuel Bamford (1788-1872) and Francis
Place (1771-1854), the radical tailor of Charing Cross. Both in their
different ways were politically active at the time of the Peterloo
Massacre, and both at different times interpreted its significance in the
political development of the country as a whole and of their own class
in particular. Writing of the Parliamentary Reform Movement, in the
month after Peterloo, Place wrote: “In spite of the demoralising in-
fluence of many of our laws, and the operation of the poor-laws, it has
impressed the morals and manners, and elevated the character of the
working-man. I speak from observation made on thousands of them,
and I hold up this fact as enough of itself to satisfy any man not wholly
ignorant of human nature as a very portentous circumstance. Look






