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Eichae l 0 . Adams 

Maste r of Arts 

Youngsto~n 3t ate University , 1 980 

I n t he l a t e r 1 830 s and early 1840s J riti sh politica l 

li::e wa s und ,sr go i ng the firs t sta c e:c in t he drama of 2. strug-

gl9 f or u~ivers~l ~.,:, suI _,_ e r 2..g e . A politically orie n t ed ~ovemen t 

kn~w~ as C~3rtis~ had a risen and i t s i deol ogy w20 ba sed on 

t h_ t e~ets of modern mass partici p8 ti on democra cy . Sinc e 

t hen it h as been cited a s a revoluti onar y • 0v e~en t . An 

a tt e• pt to eva luAt e this judgment i s t h e f oc u s for t h is st~dy . 

C~a ~tism was not only un i qu e i ~ J r omo t ing t he i ~iti2l 

(though unsucc e ssful) mass movement for democrs tic c~E~ge i n 

Great Brit a in , it was al so t he first t o e ~ploy a truly Jopu

l ~r politic a l press . Breakt hr oughs in printing t echnology 

ar.r. r e l 2x a t ion of t l-i e ri e: i d press ce:'.""!s ors h i ·l of t :.e N8 polen i c 

period a l lowe d t h is era to i nauBura te a st~te o·: aff8 i rs i n 

which t ~re e f a ctors we r e t o govern and s ha~e politicRl a f 

f ai r s : pol i tician s , pub l ic op i n i on , and a n i n f orned pr es s 

t ~ help f orm t h i s public op i n i on . Th is is a p~ rticula rly 

rel eva nt ·as~ec t of Ch~rtism bec2use it was t h e f irst pol iti c

al mov enent i n Erita in t o e ~p loy t he press i n t he popul ~r 



c ause . They produce d a l a sting record of t h eir t hou ght 

whereas previously m2.ss p olitical move ae n ts were trc'l.l~.sient 

affairs leaving onl y sca ttered rennants of t h ei r ideology 

whic:h ,-,as often shrouded in legend and hyp erbole . With the 

Charti s t move ment all t h is changed and an h istor i a n can ob

jectively analyze its i de ology fro m a pers pective of events 

j udged worthy of c omment by t h e editors of t h eir r ad icRl 

pre ss. 

What follows is an explication of t he attc c hm en t of 

t he se so-c ~lled revoluti onar y figure e t o doctrin es more 

easily associ a ted wi t h r eact i onary socia l f i gures and the 

ultra - Tory fact ion . An attempt will be ma ~e t a outlin e t h e 

n a t ure o~ t h is connect i on and t c a nalyze wha t it mean t for 

democracy i n Great Brita i n i n t h is period of soci al u )heaval . 



'::here are t1.-10 di ver:_:/H:.t:. ''::.e 1-1s of Ch a rt ism to :Je seen 

in the historiogr aphy of t he mov~me n t. One points to s ~b -

sec;_11en t :)Oli ti c al deve l opments in t h e :Ori t 5.sh c L:l t t re and 

vent of ~as~ p artici pation in the cov e rni~g pr oc~ss . ?he 

other imp l ie s thatgiven the t. irne ._, r)d !)13.ce it 1,ws a re g r ess 

ion from the bener c. l thr ust of develor)I'!E:' nts , t~iat i.s , a re -

a ct i on base d on d2r1.s.c o 6 ·J ery :J. rd ccf u s cst.ion ".n the nrune of 

reform . Al tho 11Gh I b..ave come to & [.:,O ree i 2t e the merits of 

bot½ ~osit Lo~s , I belie~a the revol ut~onary sspPct las tte 

~oweve r, the l atte r st&nce i s c~r tainly 

a de fen sible o~e &n~ scme o f the e7idense tha t s J 9~ o r ts t ~ is 

t heory serves as the focus o f this st~dy. 

-: ~s. t no l itical l e2de r s a r8 c ;:-·e&t '. .lres 1.,1hose hc:.tits c.re dicta-

t 2c_ by t he emerc;ing c u l t :c. r al and so c i et l tr ends . 

a,,, 
·" 

explanet~on of h 0w even t ~8 ~o r e advanced r ndi cals in the 

Ch.a::.->-':i::t c 2.J.11:_J c ou ld utte r shor1worn a :-id tri te conserv2tive 

do;-:nas d iarn et :-- ical l y o ~rosc d to the p~of'3 ssec1. 0 o::i. l s of Cl:_s.r -

l.., 
v l. 3,:~o On l y t he rarest of inc~.~:~~c..ual s pos::es~ e s ~•:.e ac1Jmen to 

l ook GA~rnn d t he here a ::; d !;OH t o d '_scove r· t-!~icl:. .:'o r~ s ':l '•!ill 

o-:: it is s ,1f:' i cient 



t u ap9 l y t h is l oGi C to t~e Ch F...rtists. 

3ot :, :-:a~c 3eer in his A Eis torv o f :3riti sh So ci alism 

an d E . P . Thoms on in The Ilakin r; of the En;; li s h :.Jor1.-c Ln g Cl ass 

contend t ha t Chartism was not a p ro gressive f o r ce ; Beer 0 oing 

so f p_ r as t r) l a8e l it react i. on a r y . In ~er using t h e a u:. to 8 iog 

raphy of a Chartist offic i al , W. E . Adams ' Memoirs of a Social 

Atom , o ne is 6 i ven f urther e,_, ide n ce of t h e unre ;;e nerate nature 

of the Chartist expe~ie n ce f rom th e reform pe r s ;)ec t ive . Eere 

we lenrn t hat .Ada~ns , a nd others loyal to t he Char t ist 0r i nci 9l "; , 

be c &rne politi c a l mode r at e s on l y a decade aft e r the e clipse of 

the Chartist movor:1e nt. Also found here, as vJell as in n LITTer

o u.s other sou rc es , is test i r:1ony a 11 1.ldin6 t o the s ~i on s orship 

of Chartis t s by a rch-~or ies . The compatibilit y of u l t r a - Tory 

a r.d Chs.rtist ideolo gy is another phenomen on s u6 :;est ive o f the 

ne.t:.i.re of t heir po l .;_ tics that c ounte rs the s or.,e what inadequate 

inte::'.' ore t a tions of t h e rno•;ement whi c r. only sees its pro g ress

i ve tendenc::.es. On 1.,10nders uh o. t l:: re adth of 1:nders tanding 

pr ompte d Leni n to ina Jgur ate a stron g Sovi et i nterest in t h is 

t o pi c whic h con t ends th .. , t Char t i... s r,i wo.s a r rot o - Eols he vik I'lo ve

me n t . Accordin s t o a Ch&rtist work , An ..'.\_nt h olo .c::r of Charti s t 

Lit e r a t u r e, edited by Io V. Kovalev , Lenin c a lled Chartism "the 

fir st br oad and 9olitic&ll y o r ga nized o r c let a rian r ev oL.: t i on 

ary ::1ov eme n t of t he r.1ass es 1t. !11..: ch of wh :: t w ::.11 c e c ited in 

tte fo ll owin i thesis will contr ~dict t ~ is conc l u s i on . 

,lithout do ub t t'r.e Ct. artist ;1o s it i_on a s pol i t i c a l out 

l a~s g ives th e ir d octr ~ne a s pe cial power to reflect and il 

lu.i.-:-iinate the h istory o f t h e nse; pe c iJ.l iar q , .. drks ar; d c~rn r i shed 

rna.·d m. s 6 i 19 a f 1J. lle r exposi t -Lon 1-. ~ the n o.t-t 1 re ol.' t h e '.:)e r i od. 



All t oo o f t e n h i s to r i ans 2. 1'8 int e re s t e d. i n t h ese '·' out l aw s 11 

o n l y f o r t h ei r alle ; e d cr i ni es a gain s t the s oc i a l o r der a nd 

t ~e r ev0 l u t i on a r y n at u r e of t he i r vision of s ocie t y . To t ak e 

t hi s a ~titu de one mu s t remain bl i n d t o the man y other as ~e cts 

of l e a din g Char tists wh 0s e p ol i tic a l ph i loso phy will be ana -

l y zed in t his s t udy . !-~an ~r a u t ho r s h a v e d one 2-n adm irable jo b 

of o u t l i ninc t ~e c ene s i s o f t he r~,d i c a l t h o ught s p awned by 

t h is p o l ~t : c a l mo v eme n t. My i nte n t i s t o r e v e a l t he b t r d ens 

of an undemoc r a tic pa s t Hhi c J-_ th e in d iv i dual Ch art i s t l eader 

c o u l d no t help b ·'.t c a rry with hi:n and--as is t he way wi t h 

pol i tic a l l eaders --was will in g t o e x press. I i n t end to ill

u s t r a t e t ho s e opini ons th&t :_ av e lon g be e n ne g lected and 

wh i c h a re e asily : d e nt i f i a b le as some th::.ns othe r t han pro

gressi ve . 

The bu l k o f t h e Chartis t o p i ni on s t ~a t will be d i s-

cu.s s e d i-s- dr o.i:-m f rom t h ei r we e k l :· jou r n a ls of 11ew s aJ1d party 

i de o lo gy . A r igorou s s upre s s i on o f the radic a l press by the 

g ov ernmen t i n r es pons e t o t h e uphe aval s of the ? re n ch Re vol

ut ion a nd !'Jap ole n ic war per i o d was p art ially relax ed in 1834. 

T~i s fa c ili t ate ~ t he growt h o f a po pu l a r pre ss whi c h would 

de a l wit~ u n orthodox p ol i t i c &l v iews precisel y at a time wh en 

t he r ad i c al mo v ement wa s e n ter i n g t h e Chart i st 9hase. Three 

j ou r n a l s re pr e s entin£ di s t i n c t i n d i vidual politic a l t h e o riz

at i o ns within Chart i sm e_re c:. •.--: alt with t ere. They are The 

Chart i s t c ·rcu l a r o f Gl a s g ow, Mc Doua ll's Chart i s t and Rep ub-

l ie an .... o 1rn al of .As hton - u nder-Lyme and 1✓: s nc b e s t e r, a n d The 

T ..._ h ,. or l.,, ern St a r o f Leeds a n d Lo nd on. All we re st amp e d b r oad-

s he e ts wh i c h were, s u pp osedl y , no t t o carry n ews items. The y 



we r e un der c onst ant scru tin y o f g ove rnment c en sor s th ough 

none o f t he e dito rs wa s p r o s e c uted f or the r aper ' s content. 

I f one we r e a tt enptin s t o expl i c a t e prope rly t h e 

t heme s of Charti s t ph ilo so phy an e xaminat ion of ma j o r work s 

on t h e s ub j e c t wo u l d be mo re f r uitfu l. Ne ws papers s u c h a s 

t h es e were f o rced t o op erate under twin dem a nds: 1. t h at 

they be p opu l ar, and 2. t h e y rne et a weekly de adli ne. These 

r e a l i t ies proh i b i t a well t h ou ght ou t critic a l res ponse to 

t h ei r c on t e nt as on e wou ld be a ble to res ~ond t o a more d e 

t ai l ed c on s i dere d t ext. Much pre f erab le for a s tuden t o f 

po l i t i c a l ph iloso ph y wou ld be a more me a s u red e nd c a lc ul ated 

exp r es si on of th ou g h t to be f ound i n a Ch artist ma gn um op us. 

Unf ortun a t ely s u ch a prod uct o f th,e mov emen t do e s not exi s t 

and t he rese arc her h ns to be con ~en t with t he s e efforts while 

r e co gniz i n g t h e limi tat i on s inhere n t in t he genre. However, 

t hese ,,!e e ~l i es are be tter su it e d t o the task I a ssumed h e re 

t h an s ome wou l d s upp ose a n d I feel tha t s ome fa ir de g ree of 

accur a c y in interpr et a t i o n of t h e i r polit i c a l p h i losophy and 

t he i mpac t t he y believed it would have on t h eir c u lture i s 

possible b y employ ing these sources. 

I .V. Kovale v, a modern Sovi et schol a r, made a co gent 

ap peal fo r a ft: ller s tudy of' Ch a r t i st literature in his An 

An t h ology of Chart i st Litera t u r e. He con t e n ds t ha t the fu ll 
I 

fl avor of t he s ub c u l ture ha s remained ob sc ured and tha t in 

t he s e jo1..:rnals all the componen ts of their literature are 

av ailab l e , whe t her one seek s edi t o r i al writ i n gs, alle gory , or 

poet r y . The North ern Star, 3 ible of t h e :rr.. overnen t, has re

ce ive d a cool r e cepti on by t he cr i t i cs, y et all t he major 



pol .:. t i cal t h inkers were Gi '.' en s oace in it . A u t ilitar i an 

p r od'c.~ ction , it cont ains m8.n:r h i g:1l y s · gnifi cant comme nts . 

3 l as gow ' s Chartist Ci rcu l ar i s one o f the most poli t i c a lly 

re g re ssive of all s uch jour nals and reveal s many of t h e pol

iti c al ant ec edents of Chartism. Th ere f ore, it is q cit e u se

fu l in po rtraying many of t h ~ unpro gress ive as pects simil ar 

t o t hos e in The Portr..e r n Star and in JkDouall' s Chartist and 

Re pu blicEJl Jo u r r al, which is the f oc u s o f this work . The 

Ch artist and Repub lican Journ al was a much l e ss popular pa~er 

t h a n t he other two wh ich paired t h e talents of two of Chart

ism 's p remie r writers. Cu r i o usly , i t is v e r y ambi guo u s about 

po l i tic a l phil osophy as the editors we re quite ecle c t ic pro

moting con t r ad i ctory doctrines. F rom t h ese three papers all 

of the b as ic philos o phical tenets of Chartism are e a s i l y 

graspe d. 

Wha t fol lows , then , is a b rie f expos i ti on o f some of 

t hat which i s e sse ntial to any val i d comprehension of the 

Chart is t experience, d i sregarding the pro gress ive asp ect. I 

ho pe t o make it u n derstood th a t what will be p resented here 

cannot, in my vi e\.J , be exp lained away as c o nservatism which 

is t r ansmuted into r a d i c Ellism by t heir j uxtaposit i on wi th ob

viously revolu tionary sentiment. I con t end that this element 

has a life of i ts own , and an i nfl uence of its own , dis t inct 

from t hat in the Journals di s c ussed here. These papers stood 

for a p ro g r e ss toHard political demo cra c y and a mo re just dis

tri b u tion of the wealth o f so cie t y a mon 6 all the classes. 

These 1il l t:e th e tradit iona l ir~ cgalit a r ian compon e nts of the 

Var ious edito r s ' "!')hi l os ophies which were imparted to the 



reader te c a~se eve n the erstw~ i l e r ad~ c &l c c ·: l d ~ ot e s ca pe 

t ~e ir import . 



CHAPTER I 

Introd:J. c tion 

The Reform Sill of 1832, designe d to preempt r adical 

p rote .:.. t , i~,rovoked €~re 2ter turmoi l wh ich climaxed in 1 83 9-

_842 , the critical period of the Ch artist Revolt. As with 

mo st compr omises, t his Act satisfied neither o f t he extreme 

e l emen ts abo u t the issu e of democr ~tizing the government. 

Being more frustr e ted by the reform's limits, the radic a l 

democrats beg an agitating as soon as the Reform Bill's intent 

was k n o1-m. 1 Originally the Reform camp had been composed of 

elements of t he middle r a nks and the working class a gainst 

t he entre nched r e a ct ionary landed elite in a struggle for 

c on t rol of the reins of power. What emerged af t er a turn ll

tuous period was the willingness of the elite to co-opt 

elements of the middle powers in order to broaden their b a se 

of powe r. This was not meant to be--tho ugh often taken as-

an att emp t to cre ate a democr ac y in Britain. 2 Those wh o were 

still alienated from the governing process rallied to the old 

r adi c al slog ans. They dev i sed a program of re f orm highlight

ed by Universal Suffrage, known as Chartism. It flour i she d 

1 

fr om t h e l ate l .'.J JOs through the e arly 1 850s .3 ' 

-an -
1David C. Moore, 11 The Other Face of Reform, 11 Vi ctor

Studies , Vol. 5 ( Indian a Universit y Press), 26. 

2 John Fos te r, Class S t r uggle and the Industrial Revol-
Btion (Lo ndon: Weidenfield and Ni cholson, 1974), p. 21. 

York: 
3 Juliu s West, A History of the Chartist Movement (New 

A. M. Kelle y , 1974), PP o Is'-20. 



The tense atmos phere whi c h prevai led prior t o 1832 

prompted many pol itic ian s (who wou l d later re gr et it) t o em

p l oy t he most ex t ravagant lan guage. The ir hyper bolic s peech 

was aiming for a F renc h - style re volu t i on t o libera t e the 

masses . Once br ough t into the r u lin 6 circle these same fig 

u res were mos t adamant aga: nst dil u tin g t h e i r pr ivi leges by 

furt h er bro adening of the fr anc hi se. 4 Their apost a s y was 

not s u fficien t to s tif le the l e ss fortunate. The n ew r u lin g 

co alit ion g oaded the radicals furth er b y s ponsoring s u ch un

popular acts as a New Poor Law and a r igorous Coercion Bill 

for I r e land, b o th in 1834. Initially the mass e s looked t o 

2 

t he r adi cals f o r le a dershi p . Then, in 1837, a joint commit

te e of Parliame n tar ian s and worke r a c tivists un ited t o pro

du c e the People ' s Charter whi c h feat ~red Six Points c onsidered 

t o !:le sine qu a non bef ore a lasting pe G.ce betwe en the cl a sses 

would eme r ge .5 Soo n , h owever , the new union fo undered a s the 

he ad of the Par l icJTient 8..rians for the Ch arter, Daniel O' Connell, 

switche d his al l egianc e to the Whi g Part y in the cru c ial 

!.,itchfie l d Hou se comr:i ac t . Othe r radic a l Parli amenta r i ans 

follo we d ·O' Connell's l e ad and t h e y would be come as arde n t l y 

a n~i - Chart is t as onc e t h e y had be en su~portive. 6 

. 4~1.1 s.l ter Arnstein, "The Myth of t h e Triumphant Vi c tor-
;an Vi ddle Cl ass , 11 Histor ian (Phi Alpha Thet a InternG.t i dnal 
.1.i.ono r So c ie t y ) 3 7 : 217 o 

5 
1 

J . L . and Bar bara Bammond , The AGe of t h e Ch2rt i s t s 
232-51±, (New -York : A. rr . Ke lle :,· , 1%7), p . 26-rr.-

6 
( R. G. Gammage, His to r y of the Ch?.rti s t l wvernent, 
l. e w York : A. Jvi: . Kelley , l 9b9J, p .~ 



A second s ource of ant i - g ove rnmental sent iment wa s a 

f action o f the Tory Party . The tw o pr incipals of thi s agi

tation were a Rev . Joseph R. S teven s and Richar d Oastler, who 

was kn oHn as t he "King of t he f a c t o r y c h ildren" be c 2.t:se he 

s ~onsor ed u n popu l a r leg i slation to protect them . Not at a ll 

enar.iored by demo crat ic prece p t s t h is group were mor a list s and 

idealists , se lf-profes s ed c hampions o f a bloody revoultion . 

Their di s satisfacti on was not with the es t ab l ished fo rms but 

wi t h the 1,-m:r t h e dominant l-Ihi g Party emp l oyed the existing 

system.7 Genuinely d emocr atic fi gures who domin ated the 

working class politics c ame to as socia t e themse l ve s with the 

Tory revolutionaries. I n spicing their protest with these 

dogmas as a wa y of l egitimizing it , the loi-rnr clas s es fai led 

t o c omprehend tha t u s i n g s u ch st and a rds c o u l d be a s much a 

def icit as an asset. At t he same time tha t i t made t h eir 

protest a gainst s o c i2. l co nditio ns more tel l i n g it al lowed 

t he reform rress a 6e to lose its democrati c vigor . An eme r g 

i n g consensus for a r apid democr a tizat ion bec ame diluted wi th 

tradition alist and loyal ist c on cerns ste;:r;rri ing from the Tory 

ideolo gy. 

Ch artism, in itself , was a departure f r om pa st prac

tice for a n art i san class who we re, f rom t he 1 820s through 

the mid -18 J Os, engrossed with Robert O~en's Tr ade Union and 

3 

its c oope rat f ve c oncept s . Chartism ~ad cistinct goals: Uni 

versal Suffr age, a..'1nual p arli arne n t s , eq1"a l e l ector al d. is t ric t s, 

an 7-i' . Rosenblatt , The Chartist E ovement in Its Social 
'r,-

3
~conomic As pe ct s , (Lo n d on : F rank Cass a r.dco:-;-1967) , . . . 



'9a:1ment o f mer.ibers (in Par liament I s Hou se of Commons) no 

property qualifications for Mer.ibers of Parli ament, a nd the 

secret ballo t . Owen, who was a paternalistic mi ll owner , 

de alt in millennial prospects wh ile t h e r.iasses had matured 

and were looking toward s pecific soals .8 The disenfranchised 

were not unanimous ::.n the nature of t heir dissent, bu t i n i

tially all joL1cd in to support the Charter. So::-ie w.10 wished 

it to be only a non -violent agitat i on irnre labeled "Horal 

Force''• Their c ounte r parts , who be lie ved that any nrotest 

would lead to an inevitable armed str1.1 gs le, promoted army 

dri lling arid obstreperous behavior . This 1,,1 as the 11 Phys ical 

Force" c&mp . Other noticeable radical factions associated 

with Chartism were collectivists, anti -c olle ctivists, toeto -
q 

talers, deferentials, and non -deferentia l s . · 

The c urious thing ab • Ll t the Chartists was t ha t they 

presaged that form of dar.iocracy which n r itain wo u l d come t o 

have , as if they 1ere re a lists rather than social visionar-

ies. Any prescience notwithstanding , tl1is movement fai led 

in its day , though it d i d help s~ta.pe a de ::-iocratic way of life. 

The disparity between positions t aken by elements in the move 

ment ·was partly to blame for its fail ure. But pe r hap s even 

more to bl am e was the ar,1a lg a1r1ation of Chartism with reaction 

aries blindly opposed t o any mode r nizatio n of s o c iety. 30th 

f act ors served to blunt this i nitiat i ve. Many Chartists , 

8J . T. 1,J'ard , Chartism, (London: B. T . Brats f ord Ltd., 
1973) , pp . 75-85. 

9 
Gammage, T.{i s torv, p . 196 o 

4 



5 

ofte n l abe le d as p r oto-democrats, a~e mo r e e asily di sting J i sh 

ed by t h e s l og ans and sentime~ts of their prote s t as tr adit i on 

al ist s en amored of oligarc h ial noti ons . ~h e inte r nal fr : c ti on 

bet ween t he individual radical 1 s own int e re s t, and his loyal ty 

to the l arge s o ciet y whose norms we re inegalit a r ian , Hould 

determine t h e nat a re of his Sll ~port f or a more e ga litarian 

society.lO Be yond their inabi lit y t o ·free t hemse l v e s from 

the mold of caste, the Chartist le aders f urt her diffus ed the 

mo vemen t I s inrn act by permitting petty persona l fe uds to 

fes ter. 11 

Sinca the polit i cs of t he a ge were ext r emely polar~ 

ized , t he demo crat i c content of Ch artism has l ed t o its de 

pic tion as t he con scious ex-pression of t h e p roletar iat to free 

i tse l f . The ir plight wa s relieved by p i ec emeal r e form s sch 

as the regulation of Wome n ' s and Ch~ldren's Labor (1 842) and 

t ~e a boli t ion of d u t i es on earn ( 1 846) du e in 0 a r t to the 

pressure the y emplo yea. 12 Ye t, as it sto od , t he Charter w&s 

not an engine fo r t he re dre ssing of social ~r ongs since t here 

was no i mpli c it provision f or t he redistrib ution of wealth. 

Sociali st ic &n d communist i c schernes wer e extant and Chartist 

lOR. s. Ne a le, Cl ass and Cl ess Cons c i ousne s s in Ea rly 
Hi ne t e e n t h Centu "" y EnGland", Vict o r i an St ;"dies ( Indiana 
Universit y ? re ss ) 12:12. 

llHest, Hi s tory , p . 1 7.5. 

12G. Kitson-Clark, 11 ~unger and Po li tics in 1 3L~2 11 , 

I o ur n al of Modern Eisto r y ("Ch ic ago : University of Chicago 
?ress), p . 360. 



le aders, by and l a r g e disowned them. T~on closer analysis 

of the Ch 2.rter 1 s provisions it wou ld seem to fB vor t he am

bitions of the broad cross section of the middle cl a sses more 

than any other. 1 3 Undeniably the Cha rter would have altered 

the conditions of life for all for the better; but it would 

n ot be corre c t to view it, as the establishment did, as a 

sufficient innovation to enthrone the masses. Not aware of 

the s u btle nuance s of the argument, the populace gave enough 

s u pport t o make Chart ism the "greatest popular movement since 

the da ys of the Commonwealth 11
•

14 The olig archy ref u sed to 

make arry distinctions as to whose int erests this change would 

serve, knowing well enough that their monopoly was threatened. 

The j udiciary, throu ghout the 19th cent 11ry the bastion ·of the 

landed aristocracy, was employed with vigor to cru sh the 

ag it at ion. 15 Though the Ship of State was never in grave 

peril it was blown about a bit by the fliict uating breezes and 

slowly drifting toward the modern political arrangement, with 

many a tack into and a e;ainst the prevailing wind. 

6· 

The Industrial Revolu tion unleashed many developments 

in Victorian s ociety which were very powerf u l but not s uffic

ient t o destroy the aristocratic ide al of a landed gentry class 

13Neale, "Class and Class Consciousnes • .;.:-,,-.", p. 14. 

l4Rosenblatt, Chartist Movement, p. 21. 

15Richard 1:!. Davis, "Deference and Aristocrac y in the 
Time of the Great Reform Act", A.--nerican Hi storical Review, 
(New Haven: Yale University Press) 81:636. 



r u ling society. At most , i ndu s t rial wealth 0ained a second

ary role in t he governing a lliance of these tw o cl a sses. 16 

The f irst half of tl:e 1 9t h century s aw t h e comp l ete triumph 

of industrialization in the economic s phere. To cite an in

st ance: cotton mills c onsumad three times as much cotton in 

1 850 as they had i n 1790. Crucial to a compre hens ion of the 

oolitics of t h e a g e was the fact tha t t here was no corre

s pon din g increase in profits. Although p rofi ts did esc a la t e 

by one -third, t h is was not due to an increase in pr o du ct i vity ; 

inste ad a 50~ dro p in wages thro ughout the period pr ovided the 

margin of gain. 17 Because t h e rise of ind u stry had created 

l ar ge urb an manufactu r ing d i stric t s peopled b y the poor, these 

pe op l e a ct ing in concert as a political mob were exerting a 

ne w i nfluence on the elite. By t h e 183Os t h e masses were be 

ginning to jeopardize the hegemony of t he old elite wh ich had 

won l a r ge victories in the Napole onic era, s u ch as outlawing 

of Tr ade Un i ons and imr osit io n of other c onstrai nts. The 
18 

rulin g o rthodox y wa s Ada...Y!l Smith's doctr i ne of l a issez fa ire. 

For the gre at mass of the popul at ion t h is meant a g radual 

de gradation of their condit i on. As outcast s t he y wo u ld seek 

a politic a l v ~ice, one wh ic h wou l d spe ak lovi n g l y of the p ast 

but woul d also serve as a cla~ion c all of a ne w democrati c 

1 6Arnstein , " The Vy t h ", p . 215. 

1 7Foster, Class Strugg l e , p . 35. 

7 

v· . 18
Trygve Tl:ol.f's o:1 , Wo r king ~~as~ ~adic~lism in i'-l id-

t)lc~o r i an Sng l and , (New '{orlc: Columo:u::. :_, n1vers1t~f Pre s s, 1 977 ), 
. • 0. 



f u ture. 

Had British society been able to employ the masses 

gainfully and fairly many problems would not have arisen; 

indeed, when it did, the great majority were visibly content 

with their lot. Instead the notorious boom-bust cycle of 

capitalism, which Karl Marx outlined in his critique, oper

ated with a devast ating effect on those who lived in filth, 

squ alor, and hun ger. 1 9 Major dep~essions crone with very 

fri ghtenin g regularity in the e arly 19t~ century: in 1826, 

'31, 1 36, 1 38, '39, and 1 41. Each one brought a ~ajor 

catastrophe for the people who should be more widely acclaimed 

for the restraint they exercised. Even at the beig ht of the 

industrial disturbances of 18)_-1-2 worker mobs would occupy 

factories and whole towns without any vandalism or theft 

. 20 occuring. Their misery, along with their sobriety and 

respect for property a nd other traditional institut i ons, 

were the st uff wr2ich motiva-ced the thoughts and actions of 

Chartist a g itators. 

As the century developed the British working class 

was depicted as more and more a burden on the rest of society. 

Poor Law reform was necessary in 1834 because the wealth of 

the nation could not support large num bers of cyclically un

emplo yAd workers. The new Act attempted to reduce the 

19 Hammond, Age of the Chartists, p. 269. 

20 
W. H. Crook, The General Strike: Labor's Tragic 

!!,_eapon, (Chapel Hill: University of North Car olina, 1935), 
PP. q:-10. 
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sta..."'1dard of li£'e for many and, more than any sing l e fs.cto r, 

was responsible f or the Groundswe ll of ~rotest that !oll ow 

ed.21 Clas s antagonisms were spawned by these econ omic c on

ditions which were a l armin6 to ooth the r i ch and the poor. 

In t h e une ven advance, soc iety was treated t o the visions 

of future marvels and t he s pe ctacle of gr os s dislocation . At 

the bnse of the upheaval in so ciety economic considerations 

we re perhaps more important t o Chartists than were abstract 

t h eories of democrac y . This is e asily n o ted in the tenta 

tive and c ontradictory s tatemen ts abo ut democr a c y in Chartist 

prose . 

The Legacy of :?ainc 's Ri c hts oi' Man , printed in 1797, 

was s uc h that many r adic a ls identified with hi s demands for 

a repub lican s ociety.22 Undoubtedly the~ l earned to look 

upon their po tential political opport unity as le a din g to 

9 

the : r economic sa l vat i on . The allure of democrati c ~r i nciples 

provided a r a llying po i nt a gain s t the e x~anding depredations 

of t he olig archy . The arist o cra c y , in t ur n , intent on main 

taining thei r own l eve ls of wealth at t h e ex ~e nse o f the 

masses, le a r n ed t o b lame s o c ia l unrest not on their own pec u 

lat:ons or the genuine unconscionable misery of the poor 

but on the boge y o f dem ocra c y which was depicted a s soaked 

in t he blood of all that was fair and decen t in revolu tionary 

France. Each side chose to confus e i tself about the t r u e 

.£l ass , 

21Hammond, A5e of t he Chartist s , p . 70. 

22 
:S . P . Thompson , The i'-Iakin;; of the English 1ilorkin 7, 

( fow ,_ro r k ·. R<::ndom P 1 ° ' l ) 102 ~ _,ous e, ,-b.+ , p . • 



intent i ons o f the o the r, o bs c urin g t h e re a l nat u r e of democ

r a c y in Chart ism. Throu;;hou t the :)eriod in q uest ~on de mocracy 

was an unsavory term and e·,en i ts adv ocate s were on ly half

h e ar t ed. 

Old ways a.re c hanged only by t h e pass a g e of time and 

t hro ugh the 1 860s, 1 870s, and 1 8 00s the Vi ctor ian establish

ment 's ethos maintained a s t rict alle gian ce t,o the British 

tradition of de fe rence. More i mport an t by far, family ties 

and soci&l r2nk we re of greate r concern t ~an a n indi v::.d1~al I s 

ac ~ ievement s or wealth in dete r mi ning wh a wou l d wield power 

i n t he state. Th e ove rv!helm i n g aristocratic c onsens us had 

been that the events of 1832 had doomed them; in act JJ. a lity 

their being s uperseded b-:/ ind iv idu als of the lo wer ranks was 

an event f a r in -;:;he f u t ure. 2 3 In · t he socie t .y of the e arly 

10 

1 9t h centu r y the triumph o f the middl e cl2ss was an illusory 

one; despi te all the blus t ering no t i ons o f t he inherent supe

riority of c e rtai n fami l ies remained sacrosanct. A very pop

ul ar expression of some of these t h emes c ame in the 1860s from 

the pe n of Walter Bagehot. Hi s position was that all c ivi lized 

life emanated f rom t he soc ial mo res developed by the Br i t ish 

socie ty. Defe rence t o one's s u periors, founded on te rror, i g 

nor an ce and awe was ab soln t e l y vital; such de mo c r a tic precepts 

as open discll ss ion an d n ati onal disc o urse He re dangero us, 24 

Slind obedience was crac ial if one accepted Wa lter Hagehot's 

23 \rnstein, 11 The !viy t h ", p. 222. 

ican 
24

Da vid Spring, nwa l ter Ba6 e h o t and Deference n, Amer-
June History ?..e view (Boston, Mass., .Americ an Histor y So c iety) , 

, 1976 , ~- 526~ 



thinking, and since he was a c •Mpetent st udent of society , 

h i s ide ~s r ef le c t t ~e realit y of Br i tis h s o cietJ . Bagehot 

saw t he a g e as an a pprenticesh ip of the middl e cl ass in the 

art of goverr.ing . 25 Often unnoticed is h ow g r e atl y t h e d.is

course of t he rad i c a l speeches rese::.~b led h is d eni g ration and 

contemp t for demo crat i c ideals. 

11 

No t s ur prisingl y then , the ~pper and midd le cl a sses, 

with blind a lle gianc e to the theories of Jeremy Bent ham, 

produ ced the cr i s is o f t h e l BJOs. 3is disciples, t h e Util

it ari an s, seekin b t 11e " gre atest 1.:;ood for t h e gre ate st number", 

pro du ced t h e :?oar Law P.rnendment Act. It was based on the 

co nclu sion th a t contraception , confinemen t a n d c oe rci on we~e 

t he 9r ope r an d humane methods with wl:.:..ch t o deal with the 

bu r g eonin g pauper class. With an e ye on the [;o als o f thrift 

and efficiency, and armed with r-I althus's g r i m predict -Lon that 

population would inevitably outstr i p food s u9p l y , s u c h u l tra

conservati sm was a revolut i onary de parture. 26 Master had not 

alwa 7s looke d on servant as a subspecies of un irnprovable 

wretc h es. Once the ties that bound them to gethe r had been re

ciproc al; indeed, the Old Poor Law, tre 43rd of Elizabeth, was 

an exp licit statement of t he r i ghts of t he ;:)Oor to b e treated 

kindly and pate r nally b~ th e nobi lity . This had once been 

viewed as the u n deniable r i€;h t of Eng lis hr.lan . Paradoxically, 

25 ~pring , " Bagehot and Deference", p . 5JO. 

. 
2 6

Dorothy Thompson, The Early Charti sts , (Columbia: 
niversit y o ~ Sou th Carolina P ress , 1971) , p . 46. 



the masses were more prepared to struggle for the old bonds 

than for new ideals. That the privileged were willing to 

abandon the old norms of paternal responsibilities became the 

source of grievance in the ensuing class struggle. 27 

Generally the greatest attention has been g iven to the 

challenge democracy presented t o the customary mode of exis

tence in Britain. Since the alienat i on of the poor from the 

established orders can be traced to discontent over the econ

omy, as well as to the political sta te of affairs, more 

emphasis ought to be placed on economic trends. Chiefly , this 

was the a g e of the complete triumph of the Protest ant ethic 

in British mores. The defence, by the new oligarchy, of the 

individual en trepene ur 's liberties over those of the 1 aboring 

class remains as the hallmark of that victory.
28 

More than 

any assault from below, the abandonment of paternalism (sanc

tioned by deference) shattered the fragile peace of society. 

Chartists and radicals played astutely upon the disloyalty of 

the nobilit -;r and toyed witb ideas of de..."'11ocracy. 

The new attitude of the r uling class did not set well 

with either conservatives or radic a ls. The ravages of the 

laboring classes b y these developments were unbearable to 

conservatives as well. As noted, they initiated the campaign 

of violence ag ainst the depredations of the wealthy industrial 

27 
Gammage, History, p. 33. 

28 
Tholfson, Working Class Radicalism, p. 190. 
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class . In doing so they we re a ble to i nfl uence the democra

tic as p i r atio n s of t h e masses with c on serva tive shi bb ole ths . 

These a g e n ts of t h e c onservative as sa ·1l t se e r:i ingl y becaine 

Chartists. :_owever, the res ponse of t h e elite was to down

p lay t he c onse rvative element of Chartisrn by insin u at~ng that 

their crit icism was not based on traditional moralit y but on 

the "red herrin f; " of d e mocracy. Naturally t :-:i.eir ploy wa s to 

disc~edit all Ch~rtists by ignoring the size a ble conservative 

group in the Chartist prote~t. As the establishment of that 

era hoped to deal ~ ith the threat by o bfusc ation , s o the y 

have set the tone for hi s to rical di s c u 3sion of tbese even ts 

in a misleadinf; fashion. 

The social setting detailed he re produ ced a social 

phenomenon peculiar t o the pe riod. A large ex pansion of the 

middle classes had occu rred in the fifty years before 1800 , 

and afte r 1 800 these g roups partici pated in the pop u lat i on ex

plosion. Their c hildre n g rew up in an uncertain economic a 6e 

and, bred t o the ambitions o? upw ard mo bility , they discover

ed they we r e no longer even a ble to h old their own. Partially 

educated and given the skills tote ma nagers and the like, 

they still Here not simil s.r to the aristocracy wh o t-•Jere cer

tain their talents were exc lusivel y t~e • ossess ion of title 

and rank. This second s enerat ion middle cl ass was not the 

Produc t of a ri g id mold and they f ully s~ e c u l at ed &bout pol

itical ideo log ies a r:d cacne to be cit i zens a~art i' ::i o:rn 1.-Jhat had 

29
Rosenblatt , The Ch.2.rtist l1Iovern e-r.t, r, . 187. 
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be en the no rm . This s o c ia l strata, antagoni st ic t o those 

both a~o v e and below t t e i r own social rank , bec ame the ma j or 

a art i.. ci p ants in radi c alism, eo pe cially the Ch artist str~g gle 

a g ainst the 1pper cla s ses . Af t e r t~eir sense of se l f - worth 

was re i nforced l:: y t:1ei..r s 1• cce ss in l ife (follo win ; the econ 

omic upward trend in the middle of the centur y ) t h ey would 

be come adheren ts of the statu s q uo. In t he i r heyday as spon 

sors of the d emocr a tic revo l u tion their d isdain for we a l th and 

p e ac e was no more con s ; icio us tha~ their contempt for the poor 

h ' h f lt t h • 7] d. t ' f' 7 JO w, om ~ ey e o u e espec i a _ _ y is as ~eLu _. Lac k ing co n -

fidence i n the demo cratic b i as , this gro up was ne ver as who l e 

heartedly es ~o u sed to the i r c a 1:se as t heir enemies th ought . 

Yet , as spokesmen f o r r adi c a l c a ;.:ses t hei r beliefs predomi nat ed . 

On e individ ual , cited as a membe l"' of t h i s " uneas y 

class", ,:ohn Stu art Mill, dec r i ed the h arras sment o f t oe poor 

who were under c onstant a ttac k . Yet h e too was ag aLns t giv-

ing l ab orers a vo te. Scorn and con t empt were the acce pted 

manner of de aling 1-1ith r adic a l t h e o r i es a nd runbi tions .31 

Against thi s onslaugh t a tru e wor~rnrs_' p2.r t y had li t t l e c hanc e 

of s ~rvival. Indeed , once the masses we-e f u lly and finally 

diss uaded from the Charte r's r r inci ~l es , t he y thems e l ves o p ted 

to def i ne the wo r king class ~n a ~igh ly strat ifi ed fashion . 32 

] ~ e a le, 1Cl 2.ss and Cl as s Con scio u sn e ss ", p . 150 

31-, TT " t l ~R ua:,:m at;e , c-i l S Ory, p . ~ U o 

<2 
J Prest on Slosse n , The De c line of t h e Chart ist Mo ve -

(London : F rank Cass and Co ., Ltd:l",p. 155. 



I!1 t h is s ~rnthesis the tentat ive g r oping t oward t h e l iberal

izat i on of attitudes was f o rwarded by spokesmen who were 

unab le to assert t heir positi on without rec o urse to the 

traditional re actionary norms of behavioro 

Although consis tent l y defeated on every proposal in 

the l BJOs, the worker interest was still no t so i mpotent as 

to be unable to carry on t h e strugg le for basic reform. One 

article of reform which, if gained , wou ld have facilitated 

other more s weeping measures was the red uction of the Stamp 

Duty on political literat ~e from 4d t o ld, which was ad

vanc ed in 1836 . Th is would have allowed the working mass es 

15 

to s up port a press whose role wou ld be to agitate f n r reforms.33 

The Chartists were a b le t o develop t h is literary protest so 

full y that theirs became a model for all s ub seq_u.ent jo urnal-

ism of this kind and they were the ones wh o initiall y realiz-

ed the pote ntial of t his format for pr omotin g t t e emancipation 

of the working class.34 

The audience for this litera ture was the 66% of the 

working cl ass who were functionally literate des p i te the for

midable obstacles that faced a person of this rank who wanted 

to le arn to re a d and write.35 As is usuall y the case in such 

_ . 33Patricia Hollis, The Pauper P ress, (London: Oxford 
lTn1versi t y Press, 1970), pp:-731~-85. 

34D . . r avid Jones, Chartism and the Chartists, , New York: 
St . Mart i n ' s Pre s s, 1975), PP o 97-100:-

35 
. R. K. Hebb, "Working Class Readers in Earl J Victor-
ian Er.gland" English Histor ical Review (Englis~ His torical 
Associat ion ): 65:335. 
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situations, the number o f those sophisticated enough to be 

able to present the political ambit i ons of this cl ass, hav-

ing themselves experienced that class's existence, comprised 

a select few. Understandably, those who did write for the 

workers f ound tha t the v ahicle fo r their i mprovement had not 

only raised t h em above the level of t heir class but had in

culcated valu es alien to their role as the workers' champions •. 36 

The ethos of the age held t hat education arid c ult ure were 

exclusivel y the possession of the elite. In this manner 

an a dditional burden was placed on those, such a s the Cha r

tists, who were attempting t o ra i se t h e political standards 

of the working class to the leve l of the gen eral society. 

To understand how difficult t hi s would be i n light of these 

cu ltural trends is the principal objecti ve of the study of 

Chartist literature. 

As could be expected, reformers clothed t heir r e 

s ponse i n the jarg on of democrac y j uxtaposed with the con

serva t i ve maxims more characteristic of t heir ag e. Some 

writers, followin g the example o f William Cobbett, assumed 

that t heir mess ag e would appeal to a larger a ud i ence than 

the working class. Feargus O'Connor was one re presentative 

of those who tempered their democratic sta t ement wi th l arge 

doses o f reactionary patriotism and social concerns. 37 Others 

36 
Neale, "Class a:'.l d Class Consciou sness", p. 15 

37
Max Beer, A History of Br i tish Socialism, (London: 

George Allen and Unwin, Ltd., 1940), pp. 148-152. 



were s o alienate d frcPJ t he g eneral c u l t Jre that th e y were able 

t '.) adva."1 ce 1 l t r a -democrati c p ro posals unenc umbered with the 

sentiments of the d.omin2nt cult u re. On occ asio n the un f e tter

ed s p ~r it of British demo cr a c y toyed with the notion tha t even 

the children be given a vote s o as t o have the o tcome at the 

poll s be as n e a r an ex press i on of the whole soc iety 's wi s hes 

17 

as po ssi~le.3 8 One key to underst and.i n; why r a dical o pini on 

assumed t h is r.inkeu p i s to remember tha t the hostile j udic iary 

used every coercive means t o restrai n this press, even after 

r estraints were supposedl y relaxed in 1 8 36 -37. Us u ally no d is

tinct ion was raade as t o the degree of an author's loya lt y , it 

being enou;h to c o ndemn him that h e aime d an appe a l at the 

masses in the narne of t heir po litic a l freed oms. T~e or thodox 

viewpoint held that , by natu re, the r adical press was a dis 

r upt ive e l emen t w~i c h im perile d the st ate.39 No apparent c a re 

was taken to disc rimin ate as mu c h a s i t wo1J.ld have vindi cated 

t heir position t o do so, as to which or g a ns of t he Pauper ? ress 

were inimical to t he ir ol igarch ic a l s ystem ' s stability . 

r.fa r k Ho ·vell in his book , Th e Ch artist Hovement, states : 

" By 1 838 the Radie a l p rograrri was reco gnized as n o lon ger an 

end i n its elf but as a me c. ns to an end~-th~ social and economie 

re generati on of society."40 The writer of t h is stat ement, 

38Gorgon , 23 Hay 1818 , p. lo 

39Hollis, Paupe r Pre s s, p9. 2 9 -31. 

40:,rark Ho ve ll, The Ch 2..rtis t Movement, (Mane bes ter: 
Ma.'lch.es te r ' Tniversity Pre;s, 1950), -p . vii. 



writing in the early 19th c ent ury, was seneralizing a b ou t the 

p r e s s and ins of a r a s it may b e pres ume d to ~" av e served an y 

positive f :mcti on, this is it. This a ut ho r's view failed to 

take into account the many strands of traditionalism perpet 

u ated in the r adi cal ;'.) rogram. One o 1ght not to as sume that 

this me 3nt t hat a ll conservetlve philo so p hy in t h e ~r es s was 

anamolous ; cle ar l y it was not. ?aradox i cally, man y a1t hors 

branded as ochlocrats were main l y , or at le a s t in g ood part , 

basic conservatives. This phenomenon ca n be established by 

exarnining Chs.rtist news p a pers of the 1 13 3 9 -1842 period , the 

t irne o .f gre a test danger f or the establishment w•, e n it uas mos t 

thre atened by ~opu lar revolt a'Jd, t he ref ore , acted most ruth

l essly in def e nce of a s ocial con t r act made on its own t erms. 

Three j ournals of great interest were : Th ~ Northern 

Star and Leeds General Advertiser , pu blished in Leeds; Gl as 

gow, Scotland's Chartist Circ u lar; and McDo uall's Chart i s t and 

Repu bl ican Journal of Asht o n -under -Lyme and Manc he s ter , Eng 

land. The question as to why t hese we re sign i ficant wi ll be 

answered by way of critical analysis of t h e extent of t h eir 

ant i - demo c ratic opinion. The purs u it of t b is thou~ht will 

der.1onstrat e the inc omple te nature of :Sritish democr acy as ex

hibite d in the Chartist movement . Many of t h e determina t .:.ons 

to be made wi ll highlight tte ambiguo u s n a tu re of the Whig 

domina t e d est nblish.J11ent de piction of Chart~st ideolo~y as 

alie n a nd as a t hreat to Britis h t radi tions . Not on l y did 

the Chartists as itat e for a tr~l y democr atic c Ll ture t hey 

also, i n t u rn, b uttressed the ar is t ocratic idealo 

18 



Also to be borne in mind is the fact that these di

gressions, as significant as they are, were not s uf fic i ent 

by themselves to deflect the will of the masses from its 

desire for a democratic social order. The legacy i mparted 

to the coming generations who were able to construct that 

new order included an uncertain, hesitant, groping manner, 

all of which is mirrored in the Chartist experience. 
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CHAPTER II 

Scotland's Chartist Circular 

Thirty-four and a half million tons of cotton were 

co n sQmed by the Scottish textile mills in 1834, twice the 

arnount that h ad been processed in 1814. Virt ually the entire 

textile industry, Scotland's largest manufacturing concern, 

was concentrated within a twenty-five mile radius of Glasgow.41 

Life in Gl a sgow was fully g eared to the factory regime by the 
42 

mid 18JOs. ,. This meant all the ills of early industrial Brit-

ain were present: endemic overcrowding due to the population 

boom coupled with an influx of Irish 1 abor. As early as 1810 

tr ade unions had sponsored a long and bitter strike. That 

ye 2.r management tr iumphed and the all male Handloom Fe avers 

Union was crushed. One of the largest o f the outlawed Trade 

Combinations, it was deemed responsible for violent tactics 

(incl uding assassination and acid-throwing ) by a Parliamentary 

report of 1825 on Combinations~J Glas gow, a typical e arly 

Vict orian industrial urban complex, displayed the potential

ities and mounting miseries of the late 1 830s and early 1840s. 

Its working class was known as belligerent and independent. 

Yet, d u.e t o the vagaries of that a ge and th i s setting, the 

41 
J. A. Clapham, An Economic His to ry of Mode l1 n 3ri tain, 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1930T, pp. 51-520 

42 
Hard, Chartism, p. 46. 
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r adical organs of Scotland served t o h i n der t he eme r gence of 

a truly d.e.riocratic culture. 

21 

Many parallels ca n be drawn betwe e n Gl a s g ow a nd Birm

ingham or Manchester, thou gh by themselves t h e y do no t tell the 

whole story. Scottish opinions about class i ss ues were re gress

i ve by English and Welsh standards. To indic a te the . nature of 

t ha t society, the absence o f a felt need for a nat i onal s ystem 

of poor relie f is one revealing trait. Charity was the res

pon s i bility of t h e parish board of elders mu ch more th a n it 

was to the South and "great obloquy was placed on being a 

pauper". 4L~ The ref ore, though the standard of l i fe i n Scotland 

was lower than i n Engla nd or Wales, there was a g reat d e al less 

concern g iven to closing the gap between the rich and the poor. 

Bear i ng this in mind, it is worthw hile t o gauge the ideology 

of the organized reform g roups, s u c h as Scottish Chartism, for 

wha t t he y reve a l about emerging democra tic co nsensu s i n Great 

Britai n. 

The climate i n Gl a sgow a nd vicinity was polarized after 

a long uns u ccessful strike in 1834 which, comb i ned with a deep 
' ) 5 

recession, plunged the lower ranks into a dismal state1 Due 

to the advan ce of technology the handl ·:J om weavin g craft, the 

mainst ay of Scotland's i nde pendent working class, was doomed 

to extinc t i on. Steam driven factories s uperseded the small 

( ¼Alex ander Wilson, The Chartist Movement in Scotland , 
Manchester: Universit y of Manc hester Press, 1970), PPo 9-11. 

45 
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e-nireprene ur..' is • cottag e looms in the we a vin g process. As wo uld 

be pr e dict able, t h e long drawn out process of the weavers' de

mise exacerba t ed existing social tensions wqe rever textiles 

46 
were an important part of the local economy. Due to their 

strong conservative traditions Scotti s h workers clung stub -

bornly to old quasi-feudal loyalties wi thout benefit from a 

rec i procal loyalty of the oligarchy. 

William Thomson, at one time Secretary of the Scottish 

National Association for the Protection of Handloom Weavers, 
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and a Glasgow radical, became a nat i o nal Chartist personality. 

With Ro bert Owen and others he helpe d develop t h e coopera tive 

movement, even cosponsoring wit h Owen t he fi rst National Co

operative Convention held i n Manchester i n 1831. Prior to that, 

in 1824, Thomson wrot e An Inq u iry into the Principles of the 

Distribut i on of Wealth Most Conducive to Human Ha pp i ness, a 

book whic h provided t he i Dtellectual ins piration for t h e fledg l-

• 
ing coopera tive movementl-+-,7 The utopian Thomson was a rare 

fi gure wh o, when he came to s u pport Chartism, d id not abandon 

Owenism but tried to incorporate the one into the o t her. The 

Charter, a blueprint for the restructuring of society, rejected 

millenn i alism and looked to political act i on to re pl ace the 

longing f or a mor al re gulation. Thomson was elected d i rector 

of the Universal Suffrag e Committee of Scotland in 1837, 

46 
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~hich indicated the popularity of his view point. Indeed, 

that body chose him to edit their political jo urnal, The 

Chartist Circul ar, wh ich first appeared September 14, 18 39.48 

Apparently o f ficial Scottish Ch art i sm was c omfort a ble with 
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hi s bent for paternalism and ec onomic r athe r t han political 

goals, though s u ch ideals were be c om i ng ou tmoded in other areas 

of Great Britain. 

At tr-:e outset the paper did q uite well and t h e peak 

circulation of 22,500 was reached e arly . Since, like all rad

ical pres~ it was d i str i buted through a n etwork of a lehouses, 

co ff ee shops, union halls, and discu ss ion clubs, it has been 

estimate d t h at ~ ore than a million read (or had read t o t h em) 

its opinions each week. At t h is peak of its popularity it was 

on e o f t h e large st s u ch organs in Great· nrit a i n.49 Then, in 

1839 , F eargus O' Connor began to attack Sco t tish Chartism for 

its allegedly reactionary thought. Feargu s found Thomson and 

his cohorts es pecially inimical, denouncing them as the "Saints 

of Gl as gow''• As O'Connor was at the height of hi s popularity 

at this point, h is criticism was t elling . Soon the circu lation 

of The Chartist Ci rcul ar plu nged dramat ically , never to recover, 

though it lingered until the J u ly 6 , 1 842, edition, which was 

t he 145th .
5O 

As a clu e to the nature o f The Circ u l ar's content, 

48The Chartist Ci rcu l a r, 14 Sep tember 1 83 9 , p . 1. 

4 9Royden Harrison, Gillian Woodven, Robert ,.De u ncan, eds., 
~. War wick Gu i de to Labor Periodic a ls l 79 \J-197O, (Atlantic 
-~gnlands , N. J.: Humani ties Press Inc., 1977}, p . 73 • 
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O'Connor, in The Northern Star, declared this organ t o be the 

most re act i onary aspect of the depressingl y c on servative Glas

gow scene. 51 Given O'Connor's tremenduous ego it might be 

charged that perhaps the success of a rival paper was en ough 
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t o instigate his tirade, but he may have been accurately label

ing the nature of the Circular's prose. This latter conclusion 

is borne out by a review of the content of that paper. 

How did Chartism differ in Glasgow from the Southern 

version? One Circula r plea: "Pe ace, Law, a nd Order inst e 2.d 

of the insane war to the knife of Oastler and Stephens 11 52 is 

a concise expression of the principal divergence. Oastler and 

Ste phens were prime favorites of Feargus O'Connor. A deep 

attac hment to patient suffering and an attitude of resicnation 

to a gradual amelioration of their lot were emotions bitterly 

denounced by O'Connor's Chartism. This should not be taken as 

an indication that conditions were in any sense better for the 

working cl ass. All the petty trappings of class conflict were 

visible and the Document--a device used to break unions--was 

emplo yed with great frequenc y to hamper t h e prog ress of the 

lower cl asses. Unlike those in the rest o f the Kingdom, Scottish 

laborers were docile enough to suffer such indignities and did 

not offer the counter-t hreat of revolt. Nonetheless, a _ 

sophist i cated--albeit quiescent--radic a lism did emerge. Glasgow 

51Gammage, Chartist, PPo 84-86. 

52Wilson, Chartism in Scotland, p. 27. 
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Chartists attached the Six Poi nts to the head of the list of 

re fo rms. These included free trade, direct taxation, reduction 

of defense spending , and a national system of education. Those 

who favored leg ol forms of agitation and had reverence for the 

e s tablished order f a •rored this br an d of Chart i sm. The loy alty 

of the mas ses was a paradox as averag e weekly wage s were forced 

down from 25 shilling s a week in 1834 to 18 shilling s a week in 

1 837 due to the power of the bourgeoise. 53 In such a plight it 

would have seemed the working classes needed protection by 

governmen t regu lation to restrain business rathe~ . than Free 

Tr ade which would benefit the mi ddle class at the expense of 

the workin g class. 

Scottish nationalism also contributed t o the pas sive 

attitudes of reformers. It Has a hallmark of the n a tional 

chara cter and Glasgow became t he center of the s o ciety. All 

this wa s reflected in The Chartist Circ u l ar's dissemination of 

of reac tionary concepts reg a roin g democracy and the existence 

of aristocratic g overnment. Destined to be an anachronism by 

1839, T'.1.e Chartist Circular program of reform was a curious 

Qastiche of British political philosophy combining the aspir

ations of t he middle ranks with a call for order and sec urity 

of property as well as halfhearted demands for an immediate 

democ rat i cization of society.54 

53Rosenblatt, Chartist Movement, pp. 60-65. 

54chartist Circula r, 15 August 1 840, p. 3. 



Rather than 6aining grcund the devotion of the labor

ing mass to Thomson's strain of Ouenisrn bore little fruit. 

Faced with the realit y of the workho uses, the popular mood was 

for direct action not millennial cant. Revol u tionary ideas 

were popular; the more violent, the more popular.55 In the 
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face of this, for whatever reasons, The Circu lar promoted 

their Owenism under the guise of Chartism. The vast majority 

of moderate and left win g . Chartists tended to view the attain

ment of Universal Suffrage as a prelu de to a w'mlesale reorder

ing of the Cons ti t u.tion. 56 The Glasg ow functionaries imagined 

it to be only t h e firs t step toward the lon g awaited mo ral re

generati on.57 The Circular attit~des failed to mirror the 

frustr a t i ons and bi ttern e ss which an imated Ch art i sm elsewhere. 

As a policy t ~eirsreflected t h e s u bservience t o the s ta t us quo 

which benefited only those who had some me asure of ·wealth, 

offering little s uccor to the masses. This ;:i attern of thought 

reflects more cle arly than in an:{ of the other papers the abil

ity of reformers in the age to cling to middle class dogmas 

while mout :1ing phrases of ega li tari2.nism. It provides the most 

extreme instance of t he often overlooked regressive tendencies 

of Chartism. 

55
navid Jones, Chartism and the Chartists, (New York: 
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A preeminent distinctio n here is that the Scottish 

organ attempted to make it clear that its editors believed 
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that their agitation was permissible and co mp lied with the l aw . 

Greater space and frequency was given to establishinG the con

stitutional precedents for the Six Points than in recording how 

the upper classes were willing to use any extra-lega l means t o 

prevent even t he most modest reforms from comi ng about . Elab 

ora te ref erences were made to works such as the Saxon I nstitut es, 

Magna Carta, and Tacitus' De Ho re GeF.nanium, and to those of 

Locke, Blackstone and Coke; and such phr ases as "ancient prac

t i ces" were u se d to signify the legality of the Ch a rter's claims. 

Altho ugh basi c liberties were said to f low from the Charter's 

provisions the del usion was maintained that this wo ul d make 

the Charter appealing to the aristocracy.5 8 In reality , no 

matter how the a ~thor phr ased the Charter t o corres pond to 

his sense of aristocratic propriety, thSs e proposals would 

never gain favor with Parliament since that body was the ex

pression of a class interest. At its very core the nat~ re of 

this prose was frau dulent, perniitting rambling dissertations 

about the g lories of edu cat i on, etc., which offered nothing 

concre te to the lower classes but instead a further buttress-

ing of the sham legalisms used to oppress the poor. 

I n constant dread of being bran ded criminal b ecause of 

the:r acti ons the editors c atered to uppe r clas s sensibilities. 

58The Chartist Circu l a r, 20 Novem ber 1 ,139, p . 1. 



They went so far as to clothe the demands of the Six Points in 

the humbug of British paternalism.59 In that era the defer

ential caste of the Briti sh character was overwhelmin g ; there

fore, appealing to such motivations condit ioned the readership 

to await action on their beh alf from the appropriate British 

institutions. Often rei terating the mindless c h auvin ism of 

the aristo cracy The Circular pointed to only o ne prop8r chan

n e l, that being reform from above. Whatever might be presumed 

t o have been the wisdom of this policy it c on t rad~cted the 

e ssen t ial as pects of the Charter . 

The Circular argu ed t h at to grant t t e right to vote 

t o every man wo u l d ha ve the effect o f makin6 "the soldier 

pat r i otic, lawgiver wise, judge just, mono.rch virtuo us, and 

people submissive 11
•
60 This bold asserti on was accompanied by 

the u sual Circu lar references to a ncient st a t u tes and prac

tice s which were th ought to ho lster the argument. In a sim

ilar vein, a few editions later, it was argued. t hat t he exten

sion of the f ranchis e would usher in the r eig:i of virt ueo 
61 

To square the heartfelt desire of a s pokesman for a 

"virt uo l s monarch11 with t:1e republican ca use is a difficult 

task. Even more difficult to c omprehend is the hope f or a 

59The Chartist Circ u l a r, 28 Se pt embe r 1839, p. 2. 
60 
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npeople s u bmiss ive 11 as one mi g ht expe ct a t r rn democrat to 

call for a npeople wi s e an d aware II or 11 inde pendent and free". 

Little wonder there was such a wi de d i verg e nce of op inion 

between t hi s g roup and O'Connor's h istr ionics as the latter 

calle d fo r t h e people to arm in order t o boldly res h ape the 

future. Once ag a i n, it is evi dent The Cir c u l a r serves as the 

c lassic case o f tradition-or i ented Chartism devoted t o social 

democracy b as ed on the deference network. 
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Other forms of unabashedly c onservat ive doctrine, ant i 

t hetical t o the revolut i onary democr a tic element i n Chartism, 

abound in The Chartist Circu l ar. Thomas AtH God, a rfory and 

t he founder of the Birmin0ham Political Union, b uilt a c areer 

by a dvocating the ex c l usive use of specie in f)U blic e xchange • . In 

Reform Bill day s Atwo od was c ons i dere d by :5'ran c is Place to have 

been the most popc lar p ol iti c i an in the king dom. Eis notoriety 

culminate d i n hi s elect i on to Parliament where his alle g iance 

to c urrency re form wa s so extreme tha t it was considered an ec

centricity.62 Oddly, while no serious Chartist leader accepted 

these v iews on c urrenc y , The Circ u l 8. r p romo ted them . Atw ood's 

pos i t i on was re presentat ive of a s mall minorit y of the Tory 

Party a nd , al t ·,,oug h h is stance mi ght have forwarded the c a use 

of the working class, it was most beneficial t o weal th based 

on equity in land, th a t is, the landed gentry. Beyond advanc

ing the no tion that all s hou l d r e ceive a decent l ive lihood t he 

- 62Asa Bri gg~ ,"Thom as At wood and t h e Eco :-iomic Ba ck
ground of the Bi r mingham Poli tic al Un ion", Camb r idg e Historic
!,! _lourn a l, 9 (Cambridge: Camb r idge University P r e ss, 19480, 
PP• 191-192 •. 



editorial position of The Circular was that the lower orders 

should accept their b asic i nferiorit y as human beings. The 

nature of u ltra-Toryism promoted by sone articles in t his jo ur

nal was bound to promo te the dependenc y of the low er orders on 

the p a ternal i stic benevo,le:nc,-e.; of an elite gro up whose ide a ls 

were deemed i rreproachable by this journal. As this is an 

habi t ual mode of res ponse in The Circular it registe rs as their 

compliance with the presuppositions of the inegalit arian dom

inant culture. This would mean Ch artism witho u t the levelling 
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or era sure of cl ass distinctions, a renderin g of the movement 

which denies the obviously revolutionary i ntent of its pro g ram. 63 

To put it in another f ashion: The Circular attempted to make 

democ r atic fervor subservient to the neo-feudal social contract 

con t ained in the Reform 3ill. 

One alle gory in t his journal, entitled "Albert" or "The · 

Spir i t of Freedom", expressed many of its fundamental attitudes. 

The fact th at, in the alle g ory, Albert founds a re pub lic by 

leading a revolt against his monarchy is onl y part o f the story, 

one of a sequence of events th a t belies the a uthor's re a l in

tent. Further details reveal the a mbiguous nat ure of Chartist 

philosophy . 64 

Albert of Alhasen is a son of the aristocracy of t he 

mythic a l kingdom of Buetraria. He worships the i dea ls for 

Which his illustrious fo r ef a thers, who were g re at warriors, 

had died. Albert's father, on his deathbed, gives Al bert his 

63The Chartist Circular, 21 Septemb e r 1 840 , p.2. 
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sword and tells hi..m he might have to use it, n o t against a 

forei 6n power bu t against the enemy within the kingdom. Not 

so s ubt le a ll u s ions make it e asy for the re ade r to grasp the 

fact that the f ab le of Buetraria is a met a phor describing 

Britain's c urrent condition. Once her mon arch and n obles had 

been her '.)r i de bec ause t he y loved libe r t y and justice above 

all. The allego r y continues that alone, Al bert enters his 

:manhood and is perplexe d bec ause he finds that, just as in 

his f nt her's dire prediction, the state is in decay , c orr upted 

by a proud v ain aristocracy, a de gener a te elite; precisely all 

that t hei r _patrirnony sho u ld have prevented them from be comin g . 

Albert, and a c ompatriot, a de a r f riend, Nob le Fitz

allen, are bot h products of the finest edu c a tional s y stem in 

the worldi proud jewel possessed by a corru pted aristocracy. 

In manner and bearing these young stalwarts are dep icted as 

anything but common. I n all ways the y s urpass all others.65 

Therefore when Albert is the unanimous choice of the people to 

lead their re public much of t h e force of t heir democr a tic mo

tiv ation is lost. One feels that Albert, the ri ghtful king, 

has be en crowned, not that a rep ublic has been instituted. 

These c a ·1.tious reformers in Buetraria are n ot pre pared to make 

a le ader of a common person. Alien to th~ir conce pt ualiza

tions is the belief that society c onta ins a multitude of 

individu als with the competence to govern.66 

65The Chartist Circu lar, 12 Sep t ~mber 1840, p. 2. 
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The whole fable is simplistic; the po pul a r cause tri

umphs wi th1)ut a struggle over the p redat or y materialistic 

r u ling class. A mindless present a tion is made of a romance 

bet ween Albert and a capt i ve of t h e Kin g , a maiden named Bar

bara. She h a s been kidnapped to r revent her inherit 3nce of 

t h e est a te of h er noble father. As one wo uld expect in a tale 

of this t y pe her tremenduous beauty and nobility of character 

h ad made her a rallyi ng r, oint for the people's cause. When 

the y marry the people are given an unimpeachable royal couple. 

The author obviously revered the c~rrent social arran gements 
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so much th at he made every effort in t h is c L. rious story to 

maintain the continuity of tradition after the d emocr a tic rev

olu tion. Of course, this in no way inspired the re 3der's 

egalitarian passions. He knew, as did every honest British 

arist ocrat of th a t period, th a t only one of that select body, 

educ a.ted in their prescribed manner, · would make a fit le a der.67 

Morality tales like this one were popular i n that age, 

es pecially among the working classes which Ch artism claimed to 

represent in their struggle for legal equality. This one is an 

excellent 9rimer in conservative principles. An example of the 

correct posture of a worker toward his s upe riors is sketched 

here. Laborers instantl:,r recognize Albert as their le ader and 

are pre p ared t o defer to him. 68 What were h is personal attri

butes? He exceeded all others in de g ree of perfection, 

67The Chartist Cir6ular; 14 September 1840, p. 2. 

68 
Ibid., 3 October 1840, pp. 2-J. 



possessing all the e :.:i, rmark s of g lorious nobility. Where other 

workers had succ umbed to venality he ret a~ned a Christi~n con 

science, a positive distinc ti on. The respect the people had 

for h is station was be nign because, in the recent past, this 

caste had been magnificent~ Only the latest monarch, not the 

institution of monarchy, was discredited. As it stands this 

was only a democr3tic idealization on The Circular's part. 

More typical were the propositions that there was no need for 

a democratic revolution to de pose the mona rch. Still, the 

incongr uity of man J notions about societ::,r tha t were linked to

gether in this story about the Spirit of F reedom was not 

a pparent t o the editorial board. 

0 'What is a Whig?--a political s huff ler without 
honor, integrity, or patriotism. Dissurnulation, . 
selfishness, and baseness are his prime moving 
purposes. In private life he is a s tate ly des
pot and surly tyrant; c unnin g and hypocr~9y are 
too frequently famili a r to his mind ••• 
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It was decided in an e a rl y i ssue that the nation's 

malady , which caused all t h e disc cmtent, orig i n ate d with Whig 

government. This was logical, the Whi g s had been in power over 

seven years, and it was a t yp ical Chartist refrain. An objec

tive analyst ·. of the political parties of that period believed 

not a ''shado,aJ of a shade" of re al distinction in P?licy existed 

between the Tory and 1tTh i g factions. The Circ ular was prepared 

to go further b y a deification of the Tory Squ ire. App arently 

able to delude themselves about the realit y of party politics 

and t he de inocratizat ion of s o ciety , the editors of this journal 

tended t o de cieve the readership as well. By discovering an 

68 
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affinit y between the democratic ideal and Tor y reactionary 

idealism, the ideology of The Circular co u ld not bre ak away 

from the do mi nan t cu 1 ture to produce a set · of -logmas that 

would facilitate the erection of a democr atic c ounterc u ltureo 

How far this po.per departed from the mainstream of 

Chartism wa s evidenced by the preference which Gl a s g ow book

de elers gave to a Northern Star fr a nchise over tha t of The 

Circular. O'Connor forbade the s a le of his paper alon gside 

The Circ ular because he feared it would promote Scottish un

Chartistl:;..ke deliberations. ?O The Circ u l ar was an unpop t .. lar 

production bec aus e i t was so obvio usly react i onary; yet it 

serve s to show how Chartism could be viewed . 
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The Circular 's presentation documents the ine 9titude of 

the editor i al board to print what t ~e masses wanted to h e nr. 

This was an age whe!1 the British were f a sc i na t ed H ~th ,lemocra

tic reforms and the drea.."71 of what kind of society the y might 

produ ce. The Scottish c haracter , w~ch cl un g t o the rugged i n

divid 1alism of Presbyterianism, dictated that Scottish Char

tis t s dis avot-1 a callee ti ve response by revolt . The Chartist 

Circular was anxious to preserve t h e 3ystem as it was . Their 

attent i on to legalism was ou t of step with those revo l ~ti o n 

ar:es who were willing t o scrap past precedents in nrder boldly 

to revise the f u t u re. Inste ad, this digest maintained alleg 

iances t o doctrines of Moral Force, s u bmiss i on, and c ons t itu

t~or.alism t h e ~rinciples the most reactionary eleme n ts of the 

aristocra cy wanted the people to he 2. r. T~is lJ r o pag and a by the 

70
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leading Scottish Chartist journal illuminates the paradox of 

this "foreign 11 brand of radicalism. Cries from The ~rorthern 

Star that this was a sham radic ru. paper emanatin g fr om a con

servative political force are, t h erefore, not solely The Star's 

usual hyperbole. The editors of The Star were accurately con

cluding that the aristocratic principle in ~articular, and 

elitism in general, were defended as much as the y were q ues

tioned in The Chartist Circu lar. This is not meant to imply that 

The Star exhibited the virtues The Circular lacked. The pos-

ition of The Star and The Circular as rival org ans, and the 

policies of their res pective editors as leaders of conte nding 

f act -L ons within the Chartist movement, cannot be disc ounted as 

motivating factors in their editorial content. 

No democrat wh o believed in the collective wisdom of 

the masses could be comfort able with The Circular. In Thomson's 

perfect society the people chose in an intelli gent fashion to 

follow a master figure who wo uld govern. Obviously this vision 

of a leader resembles a king more than i t does an elected 

official--such as a presidento The democratic tradition main

tains that the chief official is not above, but of, the people, 

and is no way like a god as Albert is depicted in The Circular. 

This paper's solution to the spiritua l and political disloca

tion of the age is couched in fantasies about the g lory of the 

aristocr a cy and the eminence of t he royalty in bygone days. 

Even their preference for Robert Owen's philosophy is a retro

gression. Owen was known to be a conservative on many social 

issues and treated the laborer s in h is model communities 
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paternally. 71 Discu ssion of the Charter's Six Points and the 

democratic implic a tions of its achievement are o bscured by re

lating them to the sag acious st a t utes of this or that monarch's 

reign. Indeed, this paper was adamant in assurin g the reader, 

a s in no other Chartist journal, that a monarch was wholly com

patible with Br i tish de mocra cy; this is ample indic a tion of 

what cautious piecemeal reformers it was composed. As in some 

other Chartist political journals the conservatism of The 

Circ ular is a more engrossing feature than its liberalism. 

Should it be said the y were democr a ts ri onetheless, it must be 

added "or· a s:ort:11
;, fo,r t h e y did not believe the common man was 

fit to r u le. The Circ ular's assumption of an innate inferior

ity of the great mass of men to a few select individuals g i ves 

one an approxima t ion of how completely t h is period was oriented 

toward the ide a lizations of the upper classes. The rigid mold 

of c ustom was a constraint this body could n o t shake off. 

Since the dominant c ulture inculcated every order with 

a reverence for the elite I s react i onary opinions, it was im

probab le that Chartists could avoid fallin g into the error of 

repeating the mistakes made under the influence of s u ch t hough ts. 

Some few exceptional characters almost completely purged their 

Poli tic al thought processes of these principles, and became 

genuine democrats. The overwhelming maj orit y we re only par

tially ef f ective on this score, mixing t heir democr s tic 

E 7~P. Hollis, Class and Conflict in Nineteenth Century 

P
ngland 1 015-1850, (London: Rutledge and Keegan Paul, 1973), 
• X..'<vi. 



propaganda with rather incon gr1.: ous conserva tive maxims and 

generalizations. The Chartist Journal of Glas gow , Scotland, 

was a rare specimen d ue to the f act tha t it s dive;r ~~nces fr_qm 

the norms of the Establishment were rel atively small for a 

radical political digest of its stripe. It is an excellent 

example of the persuas~veness of the aristocratic appeal in 

parts of Britain (such as Scotland) where the political 

culture was still essentially react i onary. 

37 
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CHAPTER III 

McDouall's Republic an Journal a nd Tr a de s Advo c ate 

A handsome yo un 6 Chartist a g it a tor, 25 year old Peter 

McDouali was se n tenced, in August, 1839, to t we lve month s in 

jai l at Ches t er Castle.1-2 The child of co nfort ab l y situ ated 

mi ddle cl ass Scottish paren t s, he had a l u crative medi cal 

pr actice be f ore he was arrested. J efore his p remat ure d e ath 

i n 1854 while he wa s on the run, a po l i t i c a l re fus e e in Aus

tr a l i a, this y o un g man pou red h::_ s g r eat t 2.lents into pr omoting 

Chartism. In both 1839 a nd 1842 he gain ed n o toriety a s En g 

land's most d an gerous r a dical in the g ove rnment's o pinion. 73 

The Attorney Genera l o f Eng land, Chest er Hill, prose

cutor : a.t t h e 1839 trial o f !'-'I cDouall, acc u sed him of "filling 

hi s own r ockets at the expense o f t h e poor 11 .74 McDo u all b h ose 

t o defend himself --a tactic a dop ted by many l eadi n g Chart i sts, 

:r;;.o s t nota bl y " Bronte r re" 0 1 Brien. McDou all, who wa s on e of 

t h e mo vement's le ading o r a t o rs, w~s e s peci all J e l o q ue nt &t 

his tri al; many were tremend J o usly mov ed t y hi s presAn t a t i ons. 

His only mot i vation , h e explain e d , wa s the ur ~ent n e ed f or a 

rel ie..:' of t h e poor. Being a doctor t o the wor k ing c l a s s e s in 

t he manuf a ctu r i n g d istric t of nai~s bo t tor.i., he was we ll a cquain t e d 

72
Thompson, Earlv Cha rtis ts , p . 41. 

73
Gamrn a ge, Chartist, ;, . 228 . 

741 , ·ct ~-, p. 158 . 
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•with the d e g r aded p hysiques of the masses. By descri bing 

several pathetic cases he aroused t h e pit y and sympathy of all 

present in the thron ged co urtroom. Att orne y Gener a l Hi ll, , in 

his S' lmrnation, referr ed t o the defendant 's gifted address e s as 

ample evidence of how extremely dangerous he was t o society. 

All the more reason, said the prosec uto r, to return a g u ilty 

verdict, thereby pr even ti ng McDouall from be ing rele ased. 

Hill's wishes we re co mplied with when tw o g uilty verdicts 

were handed down. To the original charg e of unlawf ul assem

bly had been added a second of conspiracy tha.t st e:rrirned from 

McDouall's conduct at t he tria1.75 

Confined to a felon I s cell, ·t he Scotchman re cei ved 

t he harshest le gal treatment permissible. The jail at Chester 

Castle wa s one of t h e worst in the kingdom. Those inc arcera

te d t here found an exc es sively damp condition gravely compou n c:e d 

by the strain on one's health brought o n by the customary 

me age r diet and other harsh conditions. 76 From his cell he 

wrote melancholy verses in a romantic vein : 

An t hus they a re l yin s , in lone dung e on s d y ing , 
The seven friends of freedom, the tried and the true. 
By slow famine wasted, life I s . bright v is i o n blas7,d, 
'Tis s ummer I s prime shaded by win t er' s da:r;-k r..ue. 

He emerged from prison wi th h is ~excessively i mp u lsiv~~ n ature 

75Gammag e, Chartist, p. 159 . 

76rbid., p. 187. 

77Ibid., p. 189. 



supposedly under better control. He had s worn to k e ep the 

pe a ce for five years after his jail term, but in t wo years he 

was preparing to f lee to France. Not only had ~e broken the 

pe :\ce but, in 1845, he was considered the mo st extreme Char

tist by the government. 

In a short c areer as a radical pol itician , Mc Douall 

had earned the re pu t a tion a s the personificatio n of the l ef t 

of Chartism by 1 842, the year of the g re a test disc onten t. 
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Many as pects of his person a l philosophy, amon g them his in

flexible defense o f the cap i t a l isti c eth i6, ~elie t hi s r ather 

f acile charac t erization. Undou btedly the le gend s u rrounding 

11 .cDouall' s acti vi ties distorted his r e a l posit i ons. Actually 

he wa s the kind of Ch artis t who accepted the traditional class

or iented s o ciety alons wit h its i mplied s ubordination of the 

working cl a ss interest.7 8 

Life as a polit i cal exile be g an after his co nduct dur

in g the great unrest o f 184 2. An address u r g ing the masses to 

arm and prepa re for a s cr uggle with the es tablish:-aent was is s ued 

in the name of the Ch a rtist National Assembly: ''Cowardice, 

tre achery, womanly fe ar, would c as t ou r c a use back for half a 

centu r y . 11 79 Lines like this startled t h e r eactionary regime 

in the midst of a cr isis. It was not s u re it c ou ld s urvive. 

Major riots had broken out in tha t year in Preston, throughout 

78
Rosenblatt, Chartist Movement, pp. 113-1190 

79 
Gammage, Chartist, p. 228. 



La ncas hire and t h e Po tte r y districts. Distur b anc es had o c cur-

r ed in all the manufacturin g distri cts. It was the y e a r of the 

Pl ug Plot, a n ide a which is cons i dered a revol1. ... tionar:; act even 

in the 20t r •. centu r y . I ndeed, t he Ch artist Exe c u ti ve Cornmi ttee 

is s ued a call for a revolu ti on f u ll of t h e us u al l uri d denun

c ia t ions and a n especially strident order for mass insurrec

t ion. Imrr,.ediately thereo.fter t h e authorities made t h e author 

of that p i e ce the mo st hunted man in the kir; gdom. McDouall, 

who was not en the Exe cu tive Cor:'ll'nittee, was the . man resp onsi b le 

for wh At became the n o t orious Executive Order. 80 In great 

haste be made his way t o France. Those l eft be h ind and known 

to be his c lose conso rts were the victLns of magisterial 

harr as sment. 

In t he s hort period followin g h is release from prison 

~d prior t o hi s defection under duress, McDouall edited a 

Ch ar tist wee k l y . The first twenty-two i s s ues, be g inning on 

A'.) r i l 3, 1841, were titled McDou a ll' s Chartist a nd Republican 

Journal. A different ma sth e ad , McDouall 1 s Ch artist Journal 

~ Trades Advoc ate , ap peare d on the fin a l five issues. 81 

Neither the fo1,;:1a t nor t he editorial policy was altered when 

t he title c h anged. The paper was published a nd rele a sed sim

ultane ously in As h ton-under-Lyme and in Manchester. The form-
-

er town w~s the editor's b ase, an d it had the reputation of 

80 
Ga~ma~ e, Chartist, p. 230. 

81 
Harrison, Woolven, Duncan, Warwick Gu ide, p. JOO. 
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be ing t he most r adical town in t h e kingdom. 82 Abel Haywood, 

a veteran democr a tic b ookdealer and prin t er, produced t h e ~aper 

in Ha11 che ster. By the re putation of the author and the loca

t i on of t he journal, one cou ld h ave expected this to iJ e a left

wing org an. Since only t wenty-seve n issues a ppeare d it appar

e n tly could not at t r a ct a readers h ip. This was often t he case 

wit h ext!'emi st organs; a more ::iO derate appeal a:imed at the 

mi ddl e clas s audience was usually reqll ired to g ain a large 

re aders h i p. 83 An organ with appeal solely to the working class 

co uld not survive the hard times wh en laborers could not s p are 

t he minimal cost of subscripti ons. 
84 

This paper gave every 

i nd i c a tio n th e t it was ultra-radical. 

Coll aborating with McDouall in this vent ure was James 

O' Brien, who was a "Chartist and somet h ing more 11
•
85 Earlier, 

in t h e s ummer of 1 83 9 , this duo had shared the platform on a 

nat i onwide spe aking tour. Their speeches were the "best ex

c i t eme nt" for a r ural police force according to the Manchester 

T . 86 i mes. One would expect their joint publication to be an 

ex tremist's dige s t. 

Toronto 

82 
Jones, Chartism a nd Chartists, p. 78. 

83
rbid., p. 101. 

84Hollis, Pauper Press, p. 110. 

85Jones, Cna rtism and Chartists, p . 97. 
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An essayi st in his youth, James O' Br i en had been judged 

outstandin g and c;ive n a medal b"y Sir ·walter Scott. He was the 

son of a. low er mi ddle class wine merchant whose family had 

stru g g led to maintain its res pectab i lity. O I Brien became dis

enchari t ed with King s Inn a s a y oung adult, and since he found 

leg a l c i rcle s corrup ted h e turned to radic a l pursuits. As an 

expert on t he Frenc h Revolution he wrote a cele brated history, 

Babeouf 1 s Cons oiracv for Equality, pub lished in 1836. His syrn

p athie s made him we 11 known as the n Champion of Robes p ierre 11 • 

He hnd brousht hi s edu c a tion to a dedicated service as ed itor 
; 

/ 

of t h e r adic a l papers: The Poor I-Ian I s Gu ardian, The Nort hern 

St ar, and his own org an, The Southern Star, before joining 

McDouall. 

A member of the Phy3ical F orce camp, O'Brien advocated 

violent revol utionar y policies in his earl y Chartist c a reer. 

His arrest in Februar y , 1840, removed hfr1 from the editor's 

chai r at The So u thern Star permanently. At that time he was 

acqu itted du e t o a s pirite d intellig ent self defense. Shortly 

after, h e was jailed on a s ir(j ilar char g e sterrun:.ng from his ex

treme pr on ouncements. Often he o f f e red "to try any means from 

mar bles t o mansl a ughter to c a rry the Ch e.rter". 87 Like McDouall, 

t~e Irishman ,,ias celebrated for h is exce s sive zeal in pursuit 

of the popular c a u s e. He came to renounce the Physic al Force 

conc ept after his release from eig hteen months of impr i sonment 

8
7Plummer, Bronterre, p. 115. 



0' 3rien als o i ndicat ed in many wa ys that hi s t houghts 

mirror e d the se ns: bil i t i e s of t he domi n ant cu lture. Th e in

s ti t u t ion of p~iva t e p rope rty was sacrosanct t o his e ye s. A 

ha llm ar k of h i s i deolo gy was a rigid rejection of socialism 

whi ch inclu ded an e ndors ement of c a 9i t a l i stic motiv&tions 

balan c ed wi t h Christian mor a l ~recepts. His thoughts on 

t hese t h emes we r e no t, f or this era , r adic al; b u t , somehow, 

his pre sent &t:i. on o f t hem brande d him as a criminal. Unlike 

some Chart i sts, wh o wer e collectivis t s, O'Brien was a b a sic 

ec onomi c c onserva t i ve who co u ld not tolerate socialistic 

scherne s . 88 
I nste a d h e exalted the competitive n a t u res of t he 

pre domin ant Pr o t es t a nt ethic so dear to t h e r uling classes. 89 

Th ough he wi s hed, as d i d McDouall, to soften the more bru tal 

fe at ures of the s ystem, be cou ld not countenance a rejection 

of t he s y s tem a s un e t hi c a l. He chose t o dress his com plaint s 

in r het or i c a bo ut a Ch r i st ian d i ety , exactly as McDou all did. 

In this manner both af f i rme d t he i r f ai t h i n, a nd loyalt y to, 

3r itish t r adit ional i sm. 
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McDou al l had c ome to t he f irst Chartist Conv ention i n 

1839 as a re present a t i v e of Ashton-under Lyme's radical pop

u l a c e . The commu n ity 's loc a l f a vorite .was t h e Re v . J.R. Steve ns, 

the f i rs t or a tor t o be a rres t ed i n 1839. At Ste ~ en s 1 s . t~i~l 

88 
Pl ummer, Bron t erre, p . 201. 

89 . 
I bid., p. 204. 



t h e def end '.:n t testified t h 3. t he lo 2, thed a ll de::-:-io crs.ti c :-:, ro

po s a ls. 90 He 1Jt tered t t.e most ::'.'an t .s.sti c osths a nd c a lls f or 
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ret r ibu t -L on soaked in bloo 0 , comb::.ne6 ,,r.i._ t~ nume rou s r c; f e rence s 

to Old Te st ament t y r mt s an d t ~1e ir fa ll. Th ough he wa s con

victed and c;ive n a ye3.r i n p rison he re r.:ia in e d at roc k bottom 

a '!}o r y :' "'._md. ,.-,r:rnnt ~l is t. This en t ire peri od s aw 2.n as~au l t on 

the fo rc e 2 that carri ed the Reform Bill f rom both the pol

iti c a l l e ft and t h e politic a l ri ght. Archc ons e rv s t i ve Tories 

had al vJB?S assume d tha t no amount of j uggling with the f r an 

chi2e wo u l d alte r t he one pre s sing ~eed--to relieve t h e bur

d e ns of the poor. 9 1 Stevens represented t hi s interes t whic h , 

t hough it had n o enthusiasm for democr acy, made l a r g e contri

buti on s to Chart i sm. It would be unwis e to p resume tha t be-

e ause HcDouall I s intellect appe s. le d t o t hese political g roups 

he v1as u ndemo cr a t i c. To go t o the othe r extreme ( as the '.•.1h i g s 

cho E: ~ to do) and p rop os e t h a t McDouall I s w2. s the mos t demo-

cratic o~~po r i n g i gnores that con t ent of h is rhet o r i c which 

appeale d to tb far r ight. Rathe r, i t seems best to assume, 

due to t h e many conse rvative element s in h is t hought, t hat 

½cDouall r epres e nted t he e ssence o f Chartism wt i c h was neither 

left no r r ight b· ... 1t a mel&.ng e of popular social protest. 

In the very fi rs t i s s ues of The Cha rtist Journal its 

90Dale A. Johnson:, " Be tween Ev angelism and a Social 
-zospel: The Case of Jose oh Rayne r Stevens'", Church History 42 , 
(Americ8n Soc ie t y of Church History, 1973), p. 242. 

91Kitson-Cl ark, "Hun ge r and Po litics", p. 360. 



con s e rvat i sm is latent . On t he front page of the i n~ugural 

issue 1cDou all asks what the Reform Bill has accomplished. 

L ike ~ ell : n g t on , he was outrag ed by the political p rominenc e 

whi ch t h e mi d d l e cl a ss claimed they had gained . Thei r vic

to ry i~ the stru6gle wi th t he g lorio u s old order co u ld only 

111e a n t h ~.t l a bor , 11 the s upporters and defenders of all" , wo u l d 

s uffer :,:'11rthe r de g r a d a t i on. He i mp lies t hat II p l a c e hunting 

rr,as.;ot -li!::e aristocrats II have rel inquished their position to 

even rn o re d e s p ised b ourge a ise . A further delineat i on of hi s 

p osition in s u cc es sive issues indic ate s that his objections 

are aimed at onl y a fract i on of t:1e aristocr a cy who were 

r eco gnize d n ot on l y for the ir breedin g or st at i on in l ife but 

by t he ~r avarci o~ s ncture whic h made them unfit, even incap-

. 92 
a ble, o f r u l ing . 

Though the Chartists dabbled in demo cra tic c once p ts, 

on l y a n ext remist editor of a Ch art i st paper would have d a re d 

t o e :r.:p l oy the term "Republi c an " in the tit le of a political 

di gest . Of o b viou s interest then, g iven M: cDouall's ch oice of 

masthead, is the serialization started in the origina l issue: 

"What is Republicanism?". As i t turned out many of the state

ments that c o u ld be r e l ated t o the t h e n c u rren t politic a l sit

uat ion are ambigu ou s on the s ub jects o f dem ocra c y and deference. 

O~e ass umes , after cl.o se, study of this man I s eXl)ressions and 

beliefs, t h a t McDouall, like t h e average Ch artist, is at best 

92~IcDoue.ll ' s Chartist and Re ;:; ub lic an Journal, (here
referre r:':. t o as l'-'I CRJ) , 3 Apr il 1840 , p . 1. 
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a hal f - heart e d re ~ub lican. 

He a dvan ce d a p r o'.) o si t i on that man k in d I s nat ural state 

wo~ld be one where every indi v idu a l had en ough t o satisfy him

self . In a..'l un s p ecifi e d pe r i o d of tbe 9 ast life had gone 

a l ong in this fas hion . :-Ie ass erted tha t governnen t in those 

da y s v.'as ~- n tl-ie hands of me n renowned as t h e !i1ost honest. 

Accordingly , popular as sent was g i ve n f 2lly to a naturally 

excl:rnive elite . Only a rare fev possessed the trernenduous 

inte lligence ar,d virtue ne c e ssary t o e n ter th i s narr ow circle. 

He explained that these r u l es no longer applied since a long 

pe r i o d of decay in the pub lic spirit had permi tted r uf fians 

and hoodl ums t o monopolize politics . In his first tH o article s 

on Re!)u b l icani s m no men t i on i s made of a rep ublic . 1-.1hat is 

inescap a ble is the ~nfe rence here tha t if people were wis e 

the y would reve r ent l y submit t o being g overned by an ad.rni r

alJle an d excl usive eli t e. 

In the third article he argued that there were three 

b asic t y !)es of c overnment : Repub lic, Monarchy , and Despot

ism. Monarchical g overnment is q u ite t o lerable if the mon

arch r e ce i v e s the p opu l ar support associ ated with republic

ianisrn . A de 3pot wou l d be u nbe a rable. As for t;h e wil l of t h e 

mas s , i t s h oul d ah-1a:,.s be "Let '.J S find v i rt ue and rn will bon-

01., it , ote y it , and p rotec t " t- 1193 1 ., . Fo llowing the pattern of 

tho ught outlin ed here, if a monarch were bound t o the maj or

ity of his s u bjects Hith ties of mut ual affect i on and trust , 

93v cF~,T,. 17 Ap r i l 1840 , p. 18. 



t here cou l d be n o j ust cause for complaint. Unden iab ly the 

a u t ho r a s s o c i ated h i mself, as a political figure, with all he 

had discovered best in his analys i s of government. Since he 

purported h imself to be a fit judge of these matters one can 

only ass ume that he identified his own character with the 

natural elite r ather th~ . with the masses. A preference for 

republicanism would not only imply an assault on deference by 

an y fair i nterpret s tion of the dialogue presented here. Sim

ilarly, British aristocratic opinion assumed that the upper 

c l a sses were syn onomous with the elite of virtue and intelli

gence. 94 Unable to associate t he governing principle with the 

will of t he mass, McDouall did very little in the earl y pages 

of h is discussion to buttress the cause of popular democracy. 

Obviously his principal conce pts are ine g alitarian. 

From t h at point on the major feature of The Chartist 

and Rep ublican J ou rnal details the glories of the ancient re

public of Rome. An apotheos i s of the Gracchi Brothers becomes 

the focu s of man y issues. Cons i dered excellent statesmen be

cause they champ ioned the cause of the Plebes and slaves, 

"the y are t h e most intelligent demagogues of ancient t i n es:11
• 

95 

Considering that Chartist leaders proudly labelled themselves 

demag ogues t h is ref e renc e seems vain. The choice of patri

cian s to be the popular champions seems a pecu liar one for a 

Person whose sympathies allegedly were with the common man. 

94J. G. A. Pocock, nThe Classical Theory of Deferencen, 
~eri can Historical Review, 81, (American Historical Associa
tion, 1976), p. 517. 

95 •1CRJ, 19 June 1840, p. 97. 



The lessons he felt shou ld be t aken from these fea

t ures by the early Victorians included many examples of how 

t h e pe op le ou ght to respon d to cu rre~t politic e l development. 

What s houl d count f or them were the progra-rns devi s ed by re

forrners for the general 1-:e lf are. Always s u ch reforms should 

come from a bov e . The Roman Republic, - the _greatest_model for 

reformers, had be en agrarian. The reform pro posal there was 

th s t ever y free man was to b e given an equal share of the 

est 2tes of t h o - ._, de ~ener a te aristocrats which were seized by 

the Gr ac chi in the ~ame of the people. The implications of 

such a pro oosal agreed with the mo ri bund philoso~hy of the 

Ch artis t Land Scheme. It assume d that r u ral life was the 

cr adle o f v irtue 8Dd civilized manners. 96 
McDouall was 
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thoro ughl y commit ted to this s t r ain o~ popular agrarian ideal

iz at~ons associ a ted w-" th the current period o f British ri r:-ht 

win g politics. His proposals for the salvation of t he prole

t ur i a t reiter a ted a tr editionally conservat ive rnyth. 

Many Chartists were men of the new age, proposing the 

f u t ure of abund ance f o r all classes held out by the advance 

of t h 1 ~ ec.no ogy. Already the urban dweller presumed hi::nself to 

be more of a sophistic a ted character t h an h is country bump

kin c oun t erp art. He would resent returning to a life of 

d.ep~_nden c y which would be the best he could hope for were he 

to farm a mini sc u le plot. 97 Many British radicals accepted, 

9611cRJ , 26 June, 1840, p. 107. 

97 
Jones, Chartism and Ch8rtists, pp . 128-137. 



as Karl II a r x d i e. , th nt the indust r iEl citi e s co uld provide an 

inte ll e ct 11 al atmosphere benefic i £.l to even the exploited lab 

ore r w::iose thoughts were broadened by t h e 1J. r ban experi ence. 

The y wo u ld have been relieved to h ave escared "t :-::e i diocy of 

rural life 11
•

98 Chartism f oundered in the mid-1840s because 
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it a b 2,naone d political ' f;oal s in f avor of jus t such an ill

con c eived Land Plan Scheme. Highly iMpractical, due to a 

s ho rt age of a rable acreage, the Scheme was based on a pre

sumptiJn t ha t the simple laboring man would inev i tably be 

e nsnared i n the immoral climate of the c ity . Harking back _ 

t o t he values of a bygone era, these ag rarians reinforced a 

nosta l gia for a fallacy based on fe ,J. dal mo res. The d ynamics 

of this mytho logy were negati ve for the adva..Dce of democracy. 

These were exceptionally un desirab le conside rations for the 

corr.rn on man ' s caus e . They dictated t hat t r. e Chartist hierarc hy 

s up port the landed aristocracy's posit i on on t h e Corn Laws. 

In re a l ity , the victory o f the Man ches t er School over the 

aristo cr oc y on this issue was a triumph for t h e working class 

as well. 

McDouall found many sol·Ll tions to difficulties in 

Roman pr a c t ices , all of them with a conservative c ast . Slaves 

had be en grateful and submissive d ue to the instit u t ion of 

Publ i c g r an ar i es, a g ift of the aristocr a cy. McDouall believed 

the Rora a n r u lers we re more humane, actually more Ch ristian, 

thM t heir Brit i sh counterp arts. Never onc e is the re ader of 

98 
( Karl Marx, Economv , Class, and Social Revoluti on., 
London : Michael Joseph , 1971), p. 2b]. 



these tre a t i ses instructed t hat t h e poor had a ri ght to their 

g r a i n ; h e was only told t ha t in a well ordered st a te the 

we al t hy wo uld a s su..rne their o bli g2 .. tion selflessly. I t is not 

i n dic s.ted t h at the p resence of an aristocracy was an o bnox

ious fe a t ure, ~ather it was a blessing. Re publican i sm be

comes the acc_eptsnce of the benevolent rule by t h e elite. 

That t be se c onsiderat i ons conld be seen as contradictory to 

51 

t h e democratic ethos is not a pperent to the a u t ho r, McDouali.
99 

In a later iss ue a p iece signed by Peter Murray Mc

Douall can only be seen a s enhancing the allure o f monarchial 

pr i nc iple ~. He decl ared tha t through the reign of Elizabeth 

t h e ::- e is noth i n g with whic h a democratic reformer can find 

f ault i n the British s y stem. All segments of soci e t y were in 

perfec t harmony then a s t he aris t ocrac y wa s content to exer

cise its paterna l i stic responsibility thereby benefitin g the 

lower class e s as well as themselves. The controvers y over the 

New Poor La ~ sho uld n o t be f org otten when one reads t his piece. 

3y inc u lc a t i~ z the masses with a revere~ce for t h e a nc i ent 

cust oms of de ference, McDou all once ag ain does a disservice to 

the d emocra t i c c ause. It a ppe ars he was more c oncerned with 

an a rnelior 2.t i on of the class stru g gle than with a triumph of 

t he mas ses in t he political s phere. 100 

Paternalis t ic c oncern f or t h e wor k ing class animates 

rn uch of T·-~cDouall' s radic a lism in The Jo ur n al. He des paire:i 

99 
YCRJ, 19 June 1841, p. 100 . 

100 
Ibid., 3 July 1841, p. 107. 



t h&t, in a most unchivalrous age, women and c hildren have 

been sacrificed on the altar of materialism. A traditional -
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ist triec.. anc true, he demanded that the y be pr o tected from 

the r avages of an t.mscri..tpulous amoral fact :. on. Clec.rly women, 

like chi ldren, are charges, the maintainence of thei r we l fare 
I 

the du t y of society.lOl Unlike othe r Chartists he did not see 

in women t he prerequisites nf citizenship; again this is an 

indic a tion of his mo re basic c onservative ru1thorit arianism. 

Simi l arly , t he worker is depicted as c subspecies requiring 

protect i on, to o lacking in underst andin g of the po l iti cs of 

t h e time to fend for hi~self. McDouall dep lored th et hand-

loom i-rn ave rs, who were 11 a race of usef ul and pat r iotic men", 

were being r u inect .
102 

As t he conse rvative Times of London would, he dis 

cussed t he ~o r ke r as if s uch people wer e a distinctly infer

ior cas te . 103 By advancing these allusions The Chnrtist 

Journal reinforc ed a ri g idly stratified vision of the social 

order . With their a uthor t ruly be lieving i n these tenets, 

the occasional r adi c e. l statements in this artic le are insig

nific ant . More convincing to the reader 1vas the basic con

servative bent of the editor. 

Respe c ting traditionalism and all tha t i t i mplie d in 

101MCRJ, 7 August 1841, p . 146 . 

102Times, 1 ,S Ma y 1839, p. 4. 

l031'- CRJ , 17 July 1841, P• 120. 



t he :3r i t ish s i t u ation , the f r ustrated loya l ist in _1cDouall 

vJen t t o g re a t lengths prop ou nding the const it t;.tion al preced

ents fo r h ~s opin io n s. This is t ypical Chartist wooden rad

icalism. All six p oints of the Char ter Here associ at ed by 

him with t he legend of Saxon democr ac y exting uished by the 

arriv al of the Norman bandi tti. No t capable of advancing the 

democratic s ynthe s i s, he mired it in a n achronistic deli be~a

tio ns ·whi c h c ould be taken as a paean to the ancient deference 

netwo rk. 1:e argued that Fniversal Suff rage, Annual Parlia

ment3 and the Secret Uallot were all esteemed because the y 

\-J e re a part of an i rreplaceable leg acy. This viewpoint was 

one encumbered with r11 an y thing s a genuine radical would not 

vJish to have 7enerated, but it was nll well and good to Hc

Do uall. Therefore the re ader is just ified in ir1agining that 

feud cll isr;1 and de ;Y1ocra c y are natur a lly related. The de ifica

tion of long de ad monarchs by rever i ng their le gal isms was a 

doub l e -ed g ed sword. HcDouall and William IV held opposing 

views on t he ballot but each p~rsonally believed he was loyal 

to the Br itis h national char acter and Britain's ancient prac

tices and c ustoms.1o4 This is further proof that McDouall's 

radic o.l thought processes did not set him apart from other 

non-liberal t hinkers. 

The contempt of the editor of The Cha rtist and nep

ublican Journal for British ro y alt y originated i n his estim

ation of t heir progress after the ~ei gn of George III. From 

that d at e he f elt monarchs had be gun to infr i nge on the 

10
4navis, "Deference and Aristocracy ", p. 539. 
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i n alienable l iberties of the s ubje c ts . They, not the wo rk-

ing cl ass, hod v i ol a t ed the deference contract. Believing 

his own loyaltie s t o the g lories o f t~e tradit i on &l order to 

be un impeach able, h e cited this ma nifest o. tion of the monar

chial S ?i rit a s infe r i or, though he did not c ondemn monarch

isn . All he ~eq ~irSd f rom t h e monarchy was a gua rant e e of 

humon r ights wb ich would be returned wi th the loy alty of 

gr Rtefu l s ub jects .105 This was precisel y the justificati on 

c onservati ve opinion offered for the existence of deference; 

t hat is , the lower orders would s ~bmit t o r u le by the elite 

who would respect them and wisely plan for the future welfare 

of both:-
06 

McDouall Is argument was in basic agreement with 

c onse rvative idealism. 

Richard Oastler, t he Tory radic al, believed that the 

no ble 3 r i t i sh character, heritag e of past greatness, was cor

rup ted by a new spirit in the age.107 He, like McDouall, saw 

hiring of unemployed workers as police s p ies as es pecially 

degr ading .108 Oastler, ardent admirer of Welling ton and of 

t he re sctionary McDouall, denigrated the p rogress of the a ge. 

Looking to the p ast for their ins pirati on these men all in

culcated their aud i ences with their convict i ons that it was 

105I1CRJ, 10 April 1841, p. 1. 

106Ibi~., 10 July 1841, p . 114. 

lO?Fleet Papers, 6 Feb . 1841, p. L4-l. 

108E CRJ, 24 Apr~l 1841, p. 17. 
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t h ere tha t answers c ou ld be fo u nd to t he Dr o blems confr onting 

t he p opu lace. 

A q uo t e in The Ch art i st J ou rnal exp lains how close ly 

ali gned McDou all believed conservat ism and Chartism were as 

p ol i tic a l forc e s. On e he ard, from T. Peronnet Thomp son, M. P., 

t hat lo y al ty should be "to t h e En g l a nd of old, never t h ese 

new-f an i;l ed l aws wh ich [m'5) fat her and gr a ndfather wou l d h ave 

declared t h e people of England wou ld never submit to 11 • l09 

McDouall took t h is to mean tha t Tory ism was infinitely prefer

a ble to Whi g ism. 

One short serial was entitled "Whig Bastille, the 

, 1lodel Pr i son Torture 11
• In this we are informed th at no true 

Tory would h ave devised the Workho use. The most outrageous 

fe a ture here was t he· attempt to sever the inmate from all 

soc i a 1 in t ercourse; that was t o treat him more bru tally than 

the lowliest felon.110 It was t y p i cal of the legislation 

p r oduce d b y the upstart mi d dle class. Several times McDouall 

det e rmined tho. t t b e rise of this g roup cou ld only mean the 

de g r ad at i on of the ma sses. The ~~ig p arty was un-English, a 

cris is of the moment in the nation al s p irit. Unlike any ra

tiona l Republican, he saw T ,ry philosophy as a safeguard of 

of t h e in t eres t of the masses. 

Mu ch of t h e s pace in his articles exuded a c o nf i dence 

in t he i nherent s upe riority of Toryism. His pers onal report 

l09McnJ, 24 J u ly, 1841, p . 133. 

llOibid., ;24 June, 181~1., P• 95. 



on his candida t ure for Parl iament i n the elec tion of 1841 

showed how overwhe lming t his cou ld be. McDouall f i nished a 

dist2.r1t f ifth and, bi tter in defe ,..., t, he ch arged t he Wh ig 

candidates with bri bery . Since i t wa s common practice f or 

candidate s of all parties to s u pply voters with a cash pay

ment to in s u re t he victory of the f a cti on, t h e justification 

fo r t hi s e ditor's outrag e is quest i onable.llO At one time 

when making a speec h in Birmin gh am McDo u all had turned back 

an ang r y rr. o b who we re armed with iron rai lings and intent on 

a c onf lict with t he constabulary.111 Even tho 'J s h h e ad7ised 

the people to arm ( as a l a st re sort) 112 he was a reluctant 

revol~ tionary as is proven in this article becau se at the end 

he dampene d revol u t i onary fervor furt her by blessing his Tory 

opponents as "sincere and hon or -able men" • 113 It is to be re

membered that such v i rtues were, for ~ cDo uall, the only vital 

qualities necessary for a le ader. An as ~ute reader will note 

that t hi s editor saw the a u thoritarian re a ct i onary strain of 

Tory politics to be compatible with hi s demo crat i c viewso 
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Again an d a g ain McDouall reinf orces the allegiance of 

Chartism to Tory notions of deferen ce. One short article pur

ports to r elate the c as u al dialo gu e typ i cal of the 1841 election 

llOMCRJ, 17 July 1841, p . 122. 

111Garnrnage , Chartist, p. 93. 

112ncRJ, 14 Au gust 1841, p. 159. 

llJ ibid., 17 July 1841, p . 121. 



s c ene . In t his art i cle Candidate Smi t h , a Wh i g , i s b it t e rly 

ren ounc e d at t h e hus ting s by t he crow d which wou ld put straw 

in his mou t h if t h e y c ou ld. Smith is made to say he be lieved 

the p oor c ould e x ist on "co arser food and lower wages 11
• The 

vfuig model i s shown as a " Prussian i ze d peasantry11 • Co nve rse

l y Squire ? a r t ridge , t he Tory , is de p icted as no men ace but 

a s a k i ndl y , t hough d ated, figure, a "Hampden r a d i cal". His 

g re a t c on c e rn i s for t he c hurch , he is t he t y pe of bi got who 

would n o t for g ive '-.Je llington for the Catholic Em ancipation of 

182 8. Rad i cal Holdfas t , a ma n of basic British common sense, 

emerg e s a s t he hero of' the p i ece. 114 Symp a t h ies t01.-1 ard the 

Est ablishment a Pe f or Partridge only. McDouall 1 s cherished 

be l i e f t hat go od r a d ic al i sm i s a kin t o t he To r y posit ion is 

not the produ ct of a consc i ou s demo cr a t i c re fo rme r. The 

at t emp t t o placat e a f a ction of the eli t e merges the c ampaign 

for a popu l a r fr 2,nchi se with a rena i ssance o±:' romantic t heo

ri e s c onc e r n i ng t he f0 u dal order. McDo u all a pparently co u ld 

not i de n t ify the legitimacy of t he Chart e r with a n exp r ession 

of the p opular view unless it wa s framed i n the Tory manner. 
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A res.der of this jon r n al, looki ng to form h is own 

opin i o ns after the v i s i on of the le ge ndar y ex tremist HcDouall, 

wou l d d is c ov e r himself to b e fund ame n tal co nservative on many 

iss ues . McDo u all's radic a l prop osals were half-hearted, with 

more pa s s ion t h a n d irection t o t hem. These prop osals c onstan t 

ly r einfor ced the cl ass s y s t em and de f erence network produ ced 

ll~1'1CRJ, 17 July 1 841, p. 124. 



the evol·tion o f British politics. Fo r him, wis e citizens 

wo u l d k now their o l ace and s ubmit t o the ir s upe r i ors. In the 

mo r as s of opinion f r om this angry youn g man there is more in 

the way of Co bl;ett -like react i on than the alternate r Hdi cal 

s ynthesis. 

Jam es O ' Brien, in his small weekly article, never con

sciou sly pai-•ade d his 'I'oryism a s his cohort did. " Bronterre I s" 

cri ticisms , h owever, we re r eserved for \fui e s alone. At t h is 

stage in his r adic a l career O' Br i en's concern was the nMoney 

Monster", and like many Chartists he believed the Tori e s were 

the party wi t h a consc i ence. This i de a was not all wrong 
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since the u l t r a -Tory fact ion , wh o were a g ainst a ll da~ ocratic 

r efor m, realized that ameliorating workin g cl ass distress was 

t he first priori t y f or any government. 115 O'Brien, like Thomas 

Carly le, fe lt th a t all old s ympa t hies that bound men of di ff er

ent clas ses to gether had been sacr i ficed t o the "Moloch of 

Material i sm". 116 Once again the compl ain t was not that mon

archism and def ere nce we1°e, by n a ture, f lawed but that, in the 

new a ge, they were be ing corr upted. The ch ief dist i nction in 

class rel a t i ons in t his current a ge, as compare d with previous 

ones, was in the e yes of an o bserver inde p endent of the move

ment, t hat cl ass r elat i ons were all v ertical, never horizontal, 

as before. 117 O ' Brien wanted to return t o past pract i ces 

ll5Davi s, nDeference and Ar i stocr a c y . 

116
ivrcRJ, 17 J u l y 1841, P • 127. 

11 . . , P. 53 7. 

1,1 7a . J. Holy oake ., Sixty Years of an Ag itator's Life, 2 
Vols • ., (London: J. Fisher and Unwin, 1867), Vol. I, p.733:° 
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which were antithetitical · .to -democracy •. 

O ' Brien quoted Alexander Pope as a su preme a ~thority 

on s ocial distinctions. Pope believed that self-indulgence 

could ruin a n aristocracy. 11 Bronterre" pos t u. lated that this 

had o cc urred in England. Unlike a republican, he did not 

dismiss the old a rrangement with contempt. Aristocratic ven

ality, not the i nstitution of class structure itself, produced 

bad administration. This lay at the roct of all unrest. 118 

Moreover, like an;r 6 oo d right wing Tory, he preached that the 

current decline was the p roduct of the political ascendancy of 

the middle class. The succes s of t h e "shopocracy" depended 

more on treachery and cunnin g than did that of any other class. 

On e recognizes that the author me a nt t o exalt the tradi tional 

de f erence relationships over the freedom of' such institutions 

as could be assumed to be the result of the advance of democ.:

racy . The old aristocr ac y 's paternal i sm wo uld be he a lthier 

for the poor than t h e r ugged individualism of the rising 

bourgeoise ethic. 

O' Brien was also dismayed by his own electoral loss to 

a Whig candidate at Nottingham in 1841. "Whia-gerv" as he 0 V , 

knew it, was ce!'tain to nundermine the ancient foundation of 

British Freedom 11 •
119 Here again Chartism becomes another form 

of nostalgia for the attitudes of the past g olden age of Brit

ain. All in the reading public of that era knew about the 

118 
MCRJ, 24 July 1841, p. 132. 

119 . 
Ibid., 31 July 1841, p. 142. 



feudal c aste system. 3y p ro posing t h e t t he o ppress 9d c l a sses 

l ook to the pas t deferentia l orde r i ns tea d of forward to a 

democrati c society they co uld cre a te, O' Br ie n ret arded prog

ress tow2.rd democratic ideals. What kind o f t h r>eat, if any , 

his wr it i n 6 s posed t o t he est ab lished orde r is not eas i ly 

g r a spe d. He was always one t d ent husi as ti c a lly embrace c ap 

it a l isti c dogmas, s u ch as t he pr L nacy of individual i ni ti a t

ive: over- - soli d arit y . He wou l d go so fa r as to state spon 

sorshi p of entrepreneurs. 1 20 Had he not b e en so bound to the 

di c tates of Chris tian c onscience O ' Brien would have had no 

quarrel with est ablishme nt attitudes. He relu ct antly c ame to 

t he con clusion tha t he had t o oppose the bru t a l treat ment of 

t h e poor which, f or him, was an unnecessary byproduct o f an 

· otherwise ad._1'1.irab le s o cial orde r. In this period h is views 

were not ardent l y democratic. 

Althou gh O ' Brien proposed t h e n ati onal iz ation of ar

able l and h e was being neither s oci a lis t ic n or excessively 

democratic . Soc i ali s~ , as it implies a leveling of class 

distincti ons , se eme d d espotic t o both O' Brien and to Feargus 

O'Connor, t h e latter the leading Irishman of the Chartist 

movemen t. Hhen the s t a t e took the accumu lated wealth o f one 

indiv i dua l 2-:1d c ave it to another it neg 2. ted t h e v e. lue of 

Pers onal initiative by gi vin g enc ou rageme n t t o i dleness and 

dis s ipation. 121 

120n cRJ, 26 June, 1841, p.102. 

P. 1 0 

l211Jort1e r n St a r, (:Sere [1fter NS ) , 2 8 Decem1J er, 1 839, 
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After being jailed O' Brien di s2vo\.J e d a ll his forme r 

revolu tion ary e pithets. · Ee developed an e normou s attachment 

to Will iam Co bbett 1 s phil o sophy .122 Counsell ing grad n alism, 

he turned h i s e arl y ant i-collectivist c onservatism into more 

and more unin spi red re Gc tionary ide a l ism. Shif t ing tow ar d 

tl:.e ri ght in his l a ter c are er " Bronterre" took h is fo llowing 

in an opp osi te direc t i on f rom tha t of th e emerg i n g mi d -Vic

torian pol itical moderation an d left l ibe r a lism. 123 

O'Brien and McDouall went i n separate directions 

fo llowing a brief five and a half months to gethe r. As the 

l ast gas p o f revolu tionary Chartis :r.1 expired in 1 848 the two 

we re -po l es a part. 11 Bronterre 11
, i n declin e , was a 11 beery 11 

a g itator slowly "slumping in t o the West". He had mad e h is 

pe ace with Victo r iai'J s oc i e ty and res t ed e a s y on small fees 

given him f or his lectur es . 12 4 Peter McDouall cont inued to 

rave ab ou t t h e go vernment but h is opinions were s o obnoxi ous 

to hi s fe llow Briton s that h e cou ld find n o safe q uarter in 

his h ome l and . Events of 1 8L~8 s urroundin g t~c pre sent o. t i on 

to Parliament of t h e l a st g reat Pe t ition had McDouall h over

ing in the backg round, attempting to f orm a revol. u t i on 3.r y 

Ulterior Committee. 

went to Aus tr a lia. 

A wanted man, ~1e f led the country and 

122Plurmne r, Bronterre, p . 248 . 

1231b·a __ l _ . • , p . 192. 

124 I bid., p . 254 . 

125 . 2~3 Gamrnat:;e , Chart i st, p . ~. 
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Ob v i o usly these .men were not t h e dire thre a t to the 

e stab l ish ed principles that government propaganda depicted 

t h em as bei n g . Bot h attempted to &.lign Ch artis rr: wi t h undemo

c ra t i c c onse rv ative idealizations. This allowe d them to 

acce pt t he Br i t ist Constitution as sacrosan ct. It needed 

onl y s licht rev:sion s in t hei r opin i on which, by i mplic a tion, 

were c ompatib l e with past prac tice. TheJ p resumed their 

62 

roles t o be defenders of t h e anac h r onistic social institutions. 

As patrio t defenders of the ~efe re n c e network the y counseled 

a wi ll ing s u bmission to an executive of the mas se s. This was 

not combi~ e d wit h a reject i o n of the monarchy or to heredit

ary aspects of the ar istocrat ic i d e2i . To t hem, the greatest 

grievanc e with thei r nati on was t he Wh:i.g Party ' s s uc cess and 

the n ew g overning c onse ns u s the .r.7hi g s crea-c ed which both de

fi ned the par ameters of politic al c o ndu c t o f both Whig and 

~ory adh e rents in thi s time , and was biased a gainst e galitar

ian i deal ists . Basically thei r c om plaint was deri ve d f rom 

their ant i - moc.ernism . Fundmnentn l con se rv nti ve s, t h e y , like 

~,le ll ing ton, fe ared a nation go verned by the bourgeoise. Yet 

t h e t r iu.rnph of the upper mi c: dle cl ass wa s a lso a succe s s for 

demo cr a c y in that it broadened the base of the government's 

Mandat e to r u l e . I t was an advance toward the e ga li tai-•ianism 

that g ood Ch2.rtists, as demo cr G.t s , wo u ld ap plau d. Not cham

pions of the prolet ari a t as other leaders such as Wi lliam 

Lovett and John Collins were, thes e t wo figures who domin-

ated The Chartist and Renub l i can Jo urnal irnre of ten essentially -- ----- -- _ __._, ____ ----
re ac tionaries. Neither O ' Brien nor McDo uall attemp t ed t o 



exp lode t he strat i f i ed vision of socie t y acc ep ted b y the 

doreinant gr oup b~ t onl y to reduce the brutalit y associated 

wit~ it . The Chart is t Jou rnal was not a cle ar expres sion of 

the emergin~ democrat i c or working cl a ss c ul t u re c f Victorian 

Britain. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Fe 9rgu s O 'Con nor and the Northern St a r 

:!:n 1 85 0 Lee ds was a. sm aller v e rsion of I1anc he s ter with 

all ~he prob l ems of fa c tory towns . I n 1 851 just over hal f the 

adu l t pop u l a t i on of 95,00 U were sec ond generation natives .126 

Here, in :-e gu l ar time s, t he adult male head of the fa.--n ily 

could e a r n en ou gl-1 t o r emain above the povert y le vel . Still, 

adv ancement be yond a very low o rder was out o f the question 

fo r t h e major:t y . 127 

In this environment workers g ave en thusias ti c support 

to a strong tr ade 1nion movement . The town s o f the North-

Le eds to a mu c h s r ea ter degree th an rno st--were in favor of 

v iolen t re v ol1~t i onary do ctr ine s . 1 28 Leeds went totally f or 

t he Charter as soon a s the ag it a t ion began. "Physical Force" 

tenets were e xpe c te d f rom the le ade rs, the more hyste rical an d 

r abid the delivery the better . 1 2 9 Life in this West Riding 

town he l d out a dre ar y p ros pe c t for t he majority , s o they 

were mo re pr one t o mi l i tan c y . 1 30 

126 c1aph arn , Economic Hi story, p . 537. 

127Ibid., p . 554. 

122, Thomas Mi lton Kemni tz, " Attitu des and Allegiances 
of t he Unski lle d IJor t h , 11 Alb ion, Vol. 10 (Ap p l a c h ian Sta t e 
Universi ty Department of History , 1978), p . 170. 

129we st , Charti st r-1 ovement , p . 105 . 

130var d , Chart ism , p . 85 . 
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In addition to their intense devot i on to the democra

tic c a use, Leeds r a dic a ls co u l d boas~ of possessing the l arg

est Chartist ne wspaper in the heyday of t ha t ag it a t ion, 1 839-

1842. The Northern Star and Leeds Ueneral Advertiser carried 

the word to ever)- corner of Eng land, Scotland and Wales. From 

1 83 8 to 1844 it cave this medium-sized f actory town an image 

appropriat e to the br 8.nd o f r adi cali.sm derived from its posi-

tion and past experience. 

In 1 8 3 6 a Protest r:.nt Irishman wb o had serve d since 

1 832 in the Hou se of Commons lost h2. s seat. Though he owned 

a n e st a te he had not been able t o meet the property require

men t o i' 60 0 pounds necessary for a member of Commons. This 

man , F'e ar 6 i_;_ s O'Conn or, who possessed t he talent and pol::.tical 

acwnen to r eplace Daniel O'Connell as the popular favorite of 

t h e Irish people, found himself out of politics and vexed. 1 3 1 

When he looke d around for a political journal i n wh i ch to 

bro adcast his views Leeds provided t h e vehicle, a proposed 

pape r to be l aunched by a small local r ad ical group. This 

project be came The 1': : rthern Star after O'Connor assumed con

trol of the organizat ional efforts. He owned the paper when 

public a t i on started and employed it, personally, in the Char

tist cause for fourteen years. It feat ured the Six Points as 

a r adi c a l prograr.1 that differed f rom O'Connor's pre-Chartist 

Vie1-1s by only one feat u re, that being the additional demand 

1 31n. Re ad and E. Glas g ow, Feargu s -J I Connor: Irishman 
~ Chartist , (London: Edw. Ar n old Ltd.-,-1961), p . 182. 
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ma de by Char t i sm for Ann lal Parliament s . 132 v eyo nd hi s r a d-

i c a l i deal i s m t he e nergy a~ d lit e r ary a bil i t y h e br ou ght to 

t hi s oaper ( in t he e yes of on e s ob er ana lyst) wo u l d h ave made 

it a s J cc e ss n o matter what p art y line h e wis h ed t o pr omo t e. 1 33 

Un like most other prominent Ch artist l e aders, Fe s r gus 

O'Connor had n o direct han d in formulatin g the Six Poin ts, 

tho u gh he h a d been associa t ed with radical circles all h is 

l i fe. His fat her, Arthur O'Connor, was a leader of the Uni t ed 

Iris hme n of 1798 . One 1ncle be came a ge neral in Napoleon's 

army a nd e v en t n ally ri arrie d one of Condorcet's daughters. An- . 

o t h er 1-rns a l ifelong arch-Tory who am assed an e s tate o f which 

Fe a r gu s inh erited a portion. Feargus, born in 1798, was a 

l e ader i n t ~--.ie i n fa..rn ou s White Boy outrages of 1 82 0 . Legend 

h a s i t th o t in thos e da ys h e and his bro t hers ro b bed the ma il 

coac hes on t h e h i ghways at ni ght t o save the famil y ho ldings 

fr om being seized f or de b t. 1 34 Born wit ~ these connections 

and nurtu r ed i n the l awles snes s o f Irish polit i cs he was, by 

nat ure, s uite d to r adic a l re f orr11 i dea s. 

Th e inte llectu al b 2s i s for his convictions was g iven 

t o h i m by Sir F rG.nc i s Burdett. .Burde tt, an associate of 

Fe a r gus's father, too k ch a r g e o f t h e l a d's formal edu cation in 

En g land a s a fav or tD his fr i end. A famo us Tory and reformer, 

co-f ounde r o f the Nat i o nal Pol i t i cal Union in 1831, Burdett 

132G. , D. H. Cole, Briti s h "\,fo rking Class Politics, 
(Lon don: Ru tledge and Kee ga n Paul Ltd., 19b4), p. 19. 

133Re a d and Glas go w, O'Conn or, p. 12. 

1341:ve st, Ch art ist, p . 85. 



greatly i nfluenced 0 1 Connor 1 s attit udes. 135 Ey nat~re emo

tional arid i r:p u. lsi ve, 0 1 Connor was unsuited t o be a great sys

tematizer or political t heorist. From his days as a pupil 

through his captaincy of the Charter movement he proved h im

self a most e cc en t r ic figure. His adult politicGl t riumphs 

were due t o his charis~a and knack for interpreting the pop

ul a r mood . Thro ughout his life he was a r obu st figure known 

to deli ght e~cessively in food, dr i nk, and the company of 

l adies , especially actresses. This made him a favorite and 

also typic al o f a class of politicians in that 136 era.- Trag-

ically , ~ear gus 1 s second stint in the :Sou se of Commons, from 

1847 to 1852, was c u t short by i llness. A slow descent into 

ins anit y c mne upon him in his later ve ,srs, as had been h is 

father 1 s fa t e. A s pokesman fo r unpop 1lar pro posals, Feargus 

be caJne an eas y pre y for the ridicule of ri i s political enemies. 

0~ the fl oor of the Ho u se, in 1852, he rave d until he was 

ejected. ::-1:is de ath tw o years later caJne too late. After a 

decade and more as the manimo i.;, s ch oic e of the Chartist rank 

and file, he Has dropped f rom the execu tive commi ttee uncer

monio usly in 1851. One year prior to that he relinq'uished 

cont rol o-:: The Northe rn Star, based · in London and qui t e un

popular, to Ernest Jones because of declining health. 137 

1J5Re~d and Glas c ow, 0 1 Co nnor, p. 14. 
lJ6Ibid., p. 19. 

137Adams, Social Atom, p. 157. 
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In t h e g lory years The Northern Star sold upward of 

50,000 co pies weekly. The paper was twice a s larg e as any 

other Chartist journal in the days o f 1 8 3 9-1842 when the move

men t att a ine d its pe ak popularity. Eagerly awaitin g e a ch is s ue 

was an audience of ove r a million people. 138 All the leading 

r adi c al t h e o r i sts were gi ven spa ce i n print as long as t heir 

v iews d i d not openly con t radict the owner's. By bringing his 

digegt to s upp ort the Charter he made it the official organ 

of t he movement, t u rnin g a. handsome profit on his investment. 

Many of the founders of Chart ism we re dis g r untled at 

Fear gus s success and his domin a tion of the mov eme nt. William 

Lovet t s cornfull y l a belled 1-:. im t h e great "I am" o f 3 ri tish 

poli tics. Actually O' Co nnor believed himself to be a mi ssion

ary f or the u ltimate popular allia:::ice betwe en the long -oppress

ed Irish pei; s ants and t h e .Britis h workers. Whatever the 

progressive r a d i c a l commu n i t y had wis h ed to the contrary , this 

Irishman bec ame t he be loved le ad e r o f t h e people, the symbol 

of Chartism. 1 39 

Linked to gether in the literature of this movement are 

the n ames of O 'Connor and t h e Reverend _Jose ph Stevens. The 

latter became a demag ogue after the Methodist community excom

unicated him d u e to his pol i t i cal dissent. 14° On a speaking 

l3BAdams, Social A~om, p. 162. 

1 391ou is Jame s, Fie tion for the Working Han, (London: 
Ox.ford Univ e rs i t y Press, 1963 ) ,p. -r;-

1 4 0 Rosen b latt, Chartist, p . 108 . 
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tour in t h e late fall and early winter of 1838-1839 he c arried 

Tory agit a t i on against the New Poor Law to unheard of extremes. 

A typic a l passag e b y Stevens, the kind th a t drew lavish praise 

in The Northern Star, gives a clue to the nature of this self

confessed reactionary's appeal: "And then it would be law for 

every man to have his flintlock, his cutlass, his sword, his 

pair of pistols or his pike, and for every woman her pair of 

scissors, and for every child to have its paper o f pins and 

box of needles, and let the g ood men with a tore~ in one hand 

and a dagger in the other put to death any and al 1 who attemp

ted to sever man from wife. 11141 As he uttered such passages 

audiences would work themselves into a frenzy, s h outing them

selves hoarse. :Much of t he ex-minister's cant vias shrouded in 

Old Testament allusions and theology. Feargus we n t beyond 

heaping pr a ise on Stevens in The Northern Star, he joined him 

on many podiums and chimed in. A sample of the oratory that 

made O'Connor "The Physical Force Chartist" came when, on a 

platform in Bi rmingham, he "counseled them a g ainst all rioting , 

all civ i l war", but then he would say, in the he aring of the 

House of Commons, that "rather than see the Constitution vio

late c~ he would himself le ad the people to death or glory. 11142 

Reports of other speeches lik e this one were staples of The 

Northern Star in 1839. 

141
Johnson, " 3etween E_van gelism and Social Gospel", 

P. 231. 

142Ibid., p. 235. 
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When Stevens and O I Conno!' ma de a joint a ppe aran ce t h e y 

we r e de l i vered by a c o Pch a n d :'o ur, a t tire d in t on h at and 

t a i ls; t h at i s wi t h t h e f lou r i s h e n d st yle o f va i n ari s to

crat 3. Natu r a lly bo tb we re 2,"non g t h e first to b e a rrested 

wh e n t h e Wh i gs broke t h e back of the prote st moveme nt in 

18 3 9 -1 840. Remov a l of t h e le aders h ip o f t s. lent h ad t he e:' f ect 

of sma shin s th e ~ i ta tion.143 Bec a use Stevens r e c a n t e d and 

d isavowe d any democ!' a tic beliefs h e g ot o ne y e ar of i mprison

me n t in a comfort ab l e '\,m 11-fu rn i s h ed ce 11.144 0 1 Connor Wo.S 

was tre a , e d mu ch wor 2e becru1se he remained unw i llin g to es-

p ause t he do gmas of t he olig archy. 

L i ke t he years h e s pent as the Irish mem ber o f Par

l i ar1e n t, this per io d o f O 'Connor's l i fe was turbulent. Often 

hi s c ontr i bu t i ons to Ch artism were dep rec a ted. The only f ull 

hi story of the mo vement written concurre ntly with its h appen

i ng was d one by one of i ts o f fic i als, R. G. Gar:mi a ge, and his 

ac count inaugura t e d t he d ispar &gi n g anti-O'Connor trend of 

his t o r i o;; r a phy . Hi s, and s u b seq,rn nt, cr i t i c i s ms we re b a sed 

on Fe a r gu s 1 s p r o pensit y to i nflame t h e rabble with calls for 

violent uprisings and his biting satire allried at public offic

ials. Since tha t time this disparagement has been attributed 

to O I Connor I s "ill-regu l a ted brain" and all this has been 

claime d to be rtthe r u in of Chartismn .145 Not one t o cave in 

143Kenmitz, 11 The Char tist Convention", p. 152. 

1 L+-4nosenbla tt, Cha rtist Mo vement, p . 127. 

145Gammage, Ch artist, p. xxix. 
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to pressure, O 'Connor clung t o his sty le of democr acy . He did, 

however, bo \11 to +;he Vi ctorian re spec t abi li t y t hat made Gamm a ge 

crit i cize Phy sic a l P oree and claimed tha t he had always beli e 

vej in Mora l F orce.146 Nevertheless, h e h eld on t o h is i r

reverent manne r o f addressing his s uper i ors which assu red him 

of mu c h s upport. This flipflop was ch ar a cterist i c of O 'Connor 

in t h&t h e s e es h im, wh en u nder press;ure, abandonin g his ex

tremi s m f or c onservative mannerisms. 

Torre n t ial r a in drench e d ~ onmouthshire on the e a rly 

. f y 4 mornin g o _:o v. , , 1 8 3 9 . In the p r edawn h ou rs of that day, 

John P rost, a local ma i;istrate, led a Chartist revolt 1.Jeliev

ins that--as F e a r gus had promised--it wo •Qd be the fir st skir-

mish o f a n ation a l uprising . Others collaborat ed in this view, 

s ayine:; t bs.t a plot had been formed by a ca!) al whic h included 

O'Conn or. Quite pecu.li F..t r was O'Connor's l a ter abrupt depar

t u r e for Irel a nd, less than a week bef ore events unfolded in 

Wale s . In 1848 w"!-len t he we 11 known symbol of react i on, the 

79 y e a r old Lord Well i n g t on, pre p ared a de f ens e o f London 

a gainst Chartist p e ti tioners O'Connor was proclaiming that he 

wo u ld l e &d a g !'e a t riot to the Ho u se of Commons with the 

Petit ion ; bu t at the l 5s t moment he dispersed the mo b, having 

no stomac h for revolut i on. Physical Force, a s a strategy, 

proved b an1c r 1t~ t time and a 6 ain sin c e O 1 Connor, the leader of 

Chart ism , was n o t by nature prep a red to ta ke ch a r g e of an army 

146 i.• 

Wes t, Cha r~ist, p. 97. 



of worke rs. 147 By promoting a polic ~- of avoiding a revolu

tion whenever e vents offered the op portunit y he mad e a 

r ea listi c c onserv ative's decision. The only man e q u ipped 

with the person al magnetism and sympath y fo r the ma ss e s that 

wou l d h ave en ab led h i m to lead the earl y Vi ctorians to revolt, 

he c ho se not to do so. The rationale of his act ions in this 

pe rio d under exami na tion (1839-1840), a period of great class 

strife, wa s quite con servative; therefore, the prose u sed in 

The Horthern Star i.;ias also acceptable to the government 

ce:1s ors. 148 

All shades of opinions appeared in The Northern Star: 
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Tory reformers, Owenites, and avowed revolutionaries were all 

give n s pace; anyone or anything that was c onnected with the 

mov ement and th e t ple ased Feargus. A claim has been made that 

O'Conn or opport unistically exploited the passions of revolu

-':--liionaries like Georg e J u l i an Harne y . Surely Fe 2.r gt, s 's personal 

doctrines were not easily a ssociated with such comments. In 

1848 , looking b a ck at the early days of Chartism he would 

proudly proclaim, "I have never been a republican 11
•

149 Though 

he entertained and presented all types of opinions, and gave 

conflicting st a tements about his own l oyalties, he was not so 

comp l icGt e d a figure as t o pre clude a ready a pprai sal of his 

bi as. Re putedly a mindless militant, and as t h e ch ief of a 

147 Kemnitz, "The Chartist Conventi on", p. 170. 

148 Gammage, Chartist, p. 4l6. 

149 No rthern Star (hereafter NS), 28 December 1839, 



teemin g mass of lab or, he reveals himself in his own pr0se t o 

hav e a cons ervative te nden c y incorpo~ ated in h is pol lti c a l 

ide a s . 5is jo1r nal, by seeming to s oons or a r evo l u tion while 

c ont r ad icting the log ic of t hat position , circ umvented the 

~r owth of a viab l e re vo l ution a r y part y . He and The Northern 

Star bec@l'l e a tool of reactionary elements who wished to de

l ay t h e advent of a democr a tic social order. 

" The Cult of the Leader" is one of the elements of 

totalit ar i anism most op posed to the democratic t radition . 

Exalting a l eader , especially if c arried to the extent of an 

apotheosis , r uns c ounter to e g al itariar. i nclin ations. In 
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The No r thern Star some disturbing references were printed re

garding t h e divine attr ibutes of Fear gus O'Co nnor . The adjec

t ive "s upe rn at ural'' was used in an editorial to des crib e the 

owner's efforts at cam oaigning for the rele a se of J ohn Frost 

and his c o -c onspirators . 150 This mGnne r of hagio l atry i s a 

direct iY:di c at i on t hat the paper indu l ged i n fantasy , i__.gnored 

t he da nger of "The Cult o f t he Le ade r " an d, t her e by , undemo

Cr bti c al l y prompted a mytho lo gy of O'Connor. 

Responding to the adu l ation of the masses who yearned 

for po l i t i c ol l iberties , C 1 Co nnor r adiate d paterna l ~ene vol

enc e . He remarked "never a man of my or de r h as de 1ro ted h i m

self as I hav '= done to the workin 6 cl c.ss 11 .l5 l Thei r "chosen 

15ONS, JO November 1839, p . 6. 

1 c1 , d :;; 1-1. .a:::i s , Memoi rs, p . 207. 



re pre s e::::it a tive" wor ked for ther11 "at great sacrif i ce to him

self 11.152 As he expressed it , t h e Ha r k i n g masses wto 0 ave 

him s up port were 11my c 11i ldren". Rather than prep arin g t h e 

people t o discern the qualities th at made a man f it t be a 
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democr Qt i c le ader, O'Connor promoted himself in t his vain 

man ner. ~Ie went to g re a t leng ths to in doctr inate his adher

e nts with notions of his person a l g r a nde ur, r ather t ~an with 

the gre a tness of the princi ples to whic h t h e y , as demo cr qt s , 

sho uld be d ed i c a ted. As his fa ther had , O 'Connor cl aimed to 

be the des cendan t of t he las t King of Ireland, Roderic O 'Con

nor . Undoubted l y his b l usterin g s added t o his m~rn tique. 

5 ri t Gin 1 s l aborer's, de spi sed and revi le d by t he i_r own aris

tocr acy, must h a ve res ponded to O'Connor's clai ~ s from the 

we ll of t heir own grievances. They were ba c kin g a man they 

fe l t to be the ri ghtful nonarc h of an op pressed ? eo ple and 

were , in turn, willing t o die fo r him (or so he said ) in a 

struggle to insu re justice f or the l i ttle man .153 So e namored 

was O ' Conno r o f thi s fantas y that 11e of t en s igned h is articles 

"Fear gu s Rex".154 

After t he f a shion of a t y r im t, he ·1s ed hi s popu l arity 

with the crcwd t o d i scredit ot her sin cerely democratic r ad

ic al s be c aus e hP- saw them as potenti a l ri vals. A mas t e r of 

152NS, 6 J u l y 1 839, p. 7. 

15Jwe st, Ch artist, p . 97. 

154Will iarn Lo ve tt , Life an d Str1..1.(.'.;g l es of 1.-!i ll i a-rn 
!:,9vett , (London : G. Be ll and Sons , 1 9 2 0 /, p . 2 00. 
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d u plicity , he used The Northern Star as an instr1 1ment for per

sonal ag£ r andizement, in j ur i n g the ca use. As an i nstanc e : in 

the s p ring of 1839 he used his influence at the Ch arti s t Nat 

iona l Convent i on to s pon sor ext:-emel:r revol u t ionar y pro pos 

als.155 AlthouGh he ~rocla i med he had not intended t o create 

violence he pursued his s upport amo ng the f a ction that styled 

itself after Marat, St. J ust, and other French Jacobins. 

Feargus was despised by the moderate in t ellectual wing exem

plified by \'Ji ll iam Lovett and William Cobbett, the latter 

being the delegate from Bi rmingham and als o the son of the 

editor of t he Political Register. Cobbett's wing of the 

Chartist Na tion al Convention wanted to present a peti tion in 

the most legal rwnner possible.156 Therefore, O'Connor took 

the lead in hurling oaths and reciting dire imprec 3tions of 

what could happen to the government sho uld it refuse the 

People's Petition. A man who f eigns s upport for a position 

he knows to be unsound is unpri.ncipled. Beyond that, by en

couraging false hopes of a s uccessfu l revolt he e ndan c ered his 

constituency. Had more laborers followe d the exD.r.J.ple of "Jack" 

Frost, who led a local Chartist revolt s u ch as O'Connor seemed 

to imply would be worthwhile they , like Frost, would have re

ce ive d a sentence of execution.157 O'Connor did ~rave dis-

service to the democratic cause playing the role of h ead bully 

(_ ew 

__ l .55west, Chartist, p. 111. 

1 56Kemnitz, "Chartist Convention", p. 170. 

l57David ~ illi~1s, John Frost: A St udy in Ch a~tism, 
Yor~c Augustus M. Kelly, 1969), p.-286. -



boy and providing an offe nsive caricature ready made for the 

ol igarchy's propaganda . 
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Others 0f his actions streng t h en a negative appraisal 

of O'Connor as a democrat. Lo vett staye d with the Convention 

but, due to the fact tha t he openly att ~cked the 0 1 Connorite~' 

offic ial line, he bec ame the object of a camp2i gn of vill ifi 

cation wholly unwarranted by the nature o f his o r iginal cri~i

cisms. Articles in The Northern St ar cr1 ldel y depicted him as 

as an enemy of the people, a police spy , etc. 1 58 Ob viou sly 

the pattern of tho ught s ket c hed here is di an etric ally opp osed 

to t he free, o r en and honest deb :::t e d e mocrs.c :· i s s 1 .. ppo sed t o 

foster. O'Connor's antics about r e vol u tion helped to d e stroy 

t h e Chartist movement by leadin g it into a de nd end . 159 The 

anti -Corn Law League, and later associations fo r an extension 

of the franchise, restricte d themse l ves to Mor2..l Force tac

tics and s ucceeded in their aims. Seeking to advance h imself 

at the expense of other democrat s , c onc e itedly posin g as roy

alty, O'Co nno r and his we apon, The Northern Star, are easier 

to see as re a ction ar y elements t han are the Lovett sc~ool. 

James " Bron t erre" 0 ' Brien was at one ti rne o ne of 

O'Connor's favorite s . He gave to " Bronte rre" t he apellation 

of 1tthe Schoolr:ias t er of Chartism" d u e t o O ' .3rien ' s intellectu al 

achievements .160 But , in 1841 , O'Br ien resi gned h is position 

1581,ovett, Life ar.d Strugg l e s, p. 316. 

1 59Preston Slossen , The Decline of the Chartist Mo ve
~ent , (Lo ndon: Prank Cass and Co ., Ltd.-,-1967), p . 1520 

l 6 0p 1 u::nner, Bron t erre , ~ . 85. 



as editor of The Horthern Star bec au s e h e c ould no lo nge r tol

erate what he considered u n p r incipled s 1pport of Tory cand i d

ates advocated by O' Connorites. "Bronterre" obje c te d on 

democratic Grounds stating thc=: t if a Whig were a true patron 

of t h e political ri ghts of t h e majority h e would receive sup

port from t hem, and t hat these sup9orters W0 \1 ld not t l en g ive 

blind loyalty to a Tory candidate who could be a h ide bound 

reactionary. 161 AgairJ The northern Star was used as a mouth

piece of denunciQtion, this time of O' Brien. A simil a r dis

pute, in 1842, drove h or.1e the wedge be t i;.-1een t l". e two. As 

befo re, t he "schoolrnas ter" was t he vindicator of democracy by 

propos i ng Chartist support for the Complete Suf frage Un ion of 

Jose ph Sturge. St ur ge's Union was a middle class body of 

pe o ple who favored political liberties for all, 1:J ut stopped 

short of advocating all the Charter's Six Po ints though in 

s pirit the y were equ ally dernocratic. 162 At first O'Connor 

vacillated about supporting Sturge but, wh en h e caxe out ag

ainst the alliance, he excoriated all wr.o disagreed. 0' Connor 

was very u ndemo cr atic in his electoral alliances, choosing 

Tor i es ove r the Complete Suff:> a ;;e Union, and using his paper 

both to bols t er the images of reactionar i es and calumniate 

democr ats. 

As with O 1 Connell' s United Irisb..men, 0 'Connor Chartism 

had bands of thugs wh o enforced the le ader's wishes at oub lic 

16l'D 
;. l ummer, Bronterre, p. 159. 

1 62 
Slossen, Decline, p p . 72-77. 
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meetings. 163 With relish t.mbe c ·.:;min 0 a de P1ocrati c leader,, h.e 

' 
recounte d in The Star the br awls his boys had with O I Connell-

i tes. 0 1 Connor ar gued that of all the d emocrat i c radicals , 

0 1 Connell was an a po state, known as a Judas becau se he aban

doned t he Charter he had framed in orde r thn t he ! .i t;ht re

ceive rdhig patronage. In 184 2 the enemy became another 

Irishrnan, 11 Bronterre 11 0 ' Brien, but t r.. is time a man who was a 

tried and tru e Chartist. An infamous group, known as the 

"Shake s~e a ree,n Bri g ade 11 of Leicester, entirely ci evoted to 
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0 1 Connor I s whims, contin u ally interrupted, h ari as sed and fin

ally fo rc e d O ' 3rien from t he podium when he Has on a speaking 

tou r 8ec ru se h e h.2. d dared to con t radict the official line the 

3 ri gade re a d eve r ~r Saturda y morning in The Northern Star.164 

The very antithesis of democratic leaders h ip, t his action 

s h owed (as Gammage noted) t r..a t the l ure of The S tar 's program 

wa s a combinat i on of ign o r ance a nd f anaticism. 165 Poli tical 

actions s uch as t hese are not uncommon in the 20th century, 

long after the advent of a de rno crati c c n 1 ture in many nations. 

But they were then, and remain now, undem ocratic methods. The 

display by ''Fe nr gu s Rex'' of the s e tact i cs i ndicates how re-

ac tionary he was. 

163Philip A. 1·T. Collins, 11 T. Cooper, Byron and Poets 
of the Poor 11 , Nottingham Byron Le cture, (Nottingham: Un iver
sity of Nottin ghmn , 1969), p. 12 

16lt 
7'lummer, Bronterre, p . 1 75. 

l65Lovett, Life and Strugg le, p. 256 G. 
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Gene ral of t t.e "Shakesperian {i::.~ Brigade't was one 

Thomas Cooper, w:-10 was c onverted an d beca0me a Dapt::.st rn .~n ister 

at the ag e of 50. He was a young man in the 1840s. In the 

1860s he proved to be a brilliant lite rary f i gu re and his 

a u to bio 6 raphy was rec omr.ie~ded ty the editor of The Times as a 

primer in prose style.166 Cooper b e gan his p ub l i c life as the 

he ad of an O' Connori te band known for its ::iellig ere nce and in

tolerance. His excesses were the product o f the emotional anti

democratic p o pulism of The Northern Star. This p olitical 

journal pandered to this eleme n t of society and p ose d a genu

ine threa t to civil liberties.167 The St a r Has u nique among 

Chartist p a pers in that it published har sh criticisms of broth

ers in the cau s e . Since it was both a st e r::.le an d a n anti

i ntellectu al critique, one can judge t h e ne g ative i n fl 119n ce it 

h ad by exarnini!1g the force o f it s an tilibert2.rian sentiment. 

Since O'Connor was so critic a l about the errors of his 

c omrade s , ~is unq ualif ied endorsement of Tory r 2dicals is 

shocking. Not once does 'I'he Nort hern St a r pre face its com.'11en

dations of Tory activities with an adinonition t h at Chartists 

ought to take exception t o that party's antipathy to self r u le 

by the artisarn clas s. Inste e d, unst i nting adulati on is recom

mended. James Raynor Stevens was lionized in t his paper; his 

ar r est and convict i o n were expanded u pon at great length in 

~ Star. He was the people' s own, no rriention of his apostasy 

1 6 7 Ns, 23 Febr 11 a r y 1 839 , p . 7. 



from the democratic ca use was ever included. 168 Indicative of 

this approach was a printed testimonial to Richard Oastler. 

"King Oastler" was also the people's friend. Oastler was an

other Tory reformer who harbored arch-conservative views. 169 

In designating these individuals a s praiseworthy The Northern 

Star associated popular democracy with react i onary idealism. 

Evidently O'Connor cou ld not conceive how detri~ental to a 

democratization of society this could be; or, if he did, that 

is more conclusive evidence of his incapacit y for democratic 

leadership. Thi s shou ld ma ke one skeptical about l abelling 

his digest democratic propaganda. 

A case mi ght be made on this score tha t O'Connor, as 

a policymaker for The Northern Star, gave adequ a te expression 

of the level of democratization a ch ieved by Britain in t h is 

period. Because the paper printed only what it obviously 

thought the population wanted to reac1., a review of its c ontents 

can make one think of t h is organ as a sounding board by which 

one can discover what things were i dentified b y the masses 

wi th their c ause. By such reasoning it i s possible to assert 

that the populace saw Tory c onserv 2c tives as s :rrnpat hetic to 

t heir plight. Yet this journal undertook to revise ideas of 

society and g overnment, and it mus t be held responsible for 

its failure t o s hape opinions. If one chooses to carry on the 

t hin king of The Northern St ar really identified with the cause 

of the mass es, the editori a l con t e n t o f the paper will offer 

16BNS, 29 June 1839, p. 8. 

169Thomson, Early Chartists, pp. 43-44• 
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contrad i ctory sentiments, mo re inclined t o a c on serva tive 

~oint of view , a nd not nearly tho se one Ho11 l d expect from a 

democratic o r g an . Edward Th ompson , a man who o::::vious l 7 did 

not pr ide ~ims e lf a s an intellectual , o f fe red a sincere c~i

t ique in a letter t o The J'.To!"t hern Star, st ct; .in t_; thnt he des 

pis e d "t:1.e 3i ble bur ning F'renc h r adical s tt. An a ·Jt h or e 2- tSer 

to defend the En c li sh Consti tu ti on, his tho uGh ts e xude lo y 

alty to and c onfidence in the past arran gements. Radic a lism 

in Engl an d '.vas n ot a matter o:' r::ho repre sented wh om so much 
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as a question of nbreo.d, beef , and ale" . That he w&.s to b e 

taken seriously is ines capable since his l ette r was promi nent

ly d i splayed.l70 As was the fashion in t his ki~d of prose, 

the w1 r kin c class was alway s depicted as most loyal subjects. 

A tyr,,i cal claim that a. Chartist "was a ct1rn ted by strong f eel

in6 s of loyalt y and attachment t o ·.lEi~ most ::;racio 1J.s sover

eign as an y worlanan or i_;entlern an 1117l indicated the unde rly ing 

meaning of s u ch !)rose. The inferenc e drawn b 7 a reader might 

be that republican and rela ted doctrines were ~indo w- dressing , 

a wa7 of o bfus c ating the l egi timate demands of' the lower 

cl ass e s for oaternal b enevolence f rom their s uperiors . Hhy 

t hi s organ wou l d c hoose to direc t Chartism , inherently a pro

gram of political action , in t h is 1-1a:, it i 3 difficult to 

c orr:p re hend. 

An edi tor i_a l n rin t e d in 1841, entitled "The F irst 

l70NS, 21 Novem ber 1 840 , p . 7. 
171 rbid., 2 January 1 841, p . 2. 



Princip l es of Go ve rnmen tn, gave G. rno re com plete picture of 

what The ?Tortr.er-n Star tho L:g ht of c urrent political demand 3 • 

The ano nyr.iou s author sag aciously assumed "in the present a ge 

and the present cha r a cter and opinion of the nation , the 
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only means of avoiding a re pub lic ••• i3 gi v ing e very Briton 

his r i ghts as a human being" . In its c ontext th is quote 

implies th .s.t "~t wou l d be in the best i n te res t of all to avoid 

a re9ublican government . 1 72 Hhy s hould the editor of a demo 

crati c a lly oriented br oadshe et fervent l y w: s h to avo i d a 

re public in Gritain in 1 841? Given t h e hosti l e rejec ~t on o f 

even sr:ial l schemes of s o c i a l r e f o~ms by a ri anta 6onistic oli-

6 archy, perhaps only a re pub lican revo l u tion c ou le. l-:.ave 

br ought any demo crac y in Britain . A cl~e as t o the sign:f 

icance of t h is attitu de is g i ven in an e arlier i s s u e . TJniver -

sal Suffrage was always t h e p lank accorded r e ve rentia l awe by 

Chartists . Their dog.na decreed that once that was ac h ieved 

all 0t:1er needf u l reforms wo 11l c: fol l ow in due c o rse . 173 Con

cerning the paper ' s s uppor t of t b is doctrine it ias remarked: 

"O urs is a joint all may dine fror,1 , the Prince, the Peasant , 

and the Pee r, and if they have an appetite for j ustice and good 

di ge stion the y may make a h earty and pr o fitab l e meal. 11 A 

realist wh o was m-1are of the social cl imate of that period 

wo u ld have se e n this as a fo lly , and h ave noted there was 

172Ns, 23 Januar y 1 841 , p . 4. - ' 

173:Bammond , Age of Chartists , pp . 267- 2690 

l 74r-1s , 19 Se o tem::rnr 1 840 , P . 4. 
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small c hance o f it coming about. 

~hat O'Connor dabbled in an eccentr ic brand of re

action is irrefutable. A consis tent monarchist , he held that 

principle as a ;, r ominent par t of h is c reed . A s pee ch he made 

in Glasgow in :Marc h , 1 840 , was reported in ~'he Torthern Star 

w':1ich ir. turn exp anded on Fear gus' s r a tionale: "Aye, ma jesty, 

for I am for the mo n a rchy , and a heredi t ary one . (Loud 

cheers) 'I'he on e c urbs am bition, prevents re v olu t :5.on and 

keeps the Gro sse r po,-iers in s ub j e ct ::.on." l75 Emplo yi ng a min

imal amo unt o f cri tical analysis one 1·:ill r ea ch the c rrnc l usion 

that this s p eake r was neithe r an ardent d e 1;1ocrat nor a ve ry 

9ersuasive pro_onen ~ of ega l itarian ~r incip l es . 

The bo dy of the o pini on ex!') osed in Th e -Torthe r n Star 

in 1839-1842 is all that ':1as been extensive l :r exmnine d here. 

T:1e events of 1842 saw O'Conn o r rej ect an alliance with the 

middle cl ass who wan~ed a demo cratic ag i t at i on. It wa s more 

Whig treachery i n his eye s • 1 76 mragic ally , he im~Jeded the 

advanc e of democracy b:r s9lin t er inG the reform body on a c las s 

issue . He t:1en t 1' rned a ,-iay fr crr, a po l iti cal agi tation to mire 

Ch artism in h is reactionary Land Plan schemes t nder which a 

pr iva te corporation (to be own e f by O 'Co nnor) would follow a 

polic y of minif und ia and wou l d oe r m:t wor ker s to buy a s mall 

plot o f land on an ins tallment p lan . Fail u r e of: this scheme 

had the effec t o f dis creditinh t he ent i re Chartist moveme nt . 

175Ns, 21 Marc~, 1 840 , p . 3. 

176English Chart ist Circ u l a r, 8 Ap r ~l 1842, p . 46 . 



Even in the early year~ O' Connor g ave ~ints abo ut h is thought 

pr oces ses on t 'r'.:is sc o!'e . 11 All save t he l and is ar tif i ci a l 

••• The Englishman's sentry box has be en abandoned , h is 

r ightful protec tion f rom, and title to, t he s oi l ~a s bien 

sto le n from him , a nd i n the Poor LaH Union ••• he recognizes 

a poor s ubst itute tor his c ast le. 111 77 The on l :r wa J to re

vie H t hes e remarks i s to call them trad it.:..onal. Er.ib edded in 

t he Tory -:,syche was t he c oncept that t he t:> r ea tness of t he 

English nation was maint a ine<l b:r t he stewar dship of the 

soil. 1 7S O'C onnor's emp l oyment of tl:i s c ant deno t ed his 

react i onary n at ure. 

Readers, no mat ter how dis cr i~in a ting the 7 mi ght have 

been, coul d not have filtered o u t the innate con serv atism in 

The Northern S~ar's message. To give O 'Connor his due , his 

appeal was intended to , a..'ld did, to uch the he a rt strings o f 

the masse s. :ie knew, · and. co ul d micmic , t he po pu. l 3r mood 

very closely . If one choos es t o belie ve that O'Co nno r's dem

ocracy is mo re in line with mode rn totali tar ianism than Vic

torian react i on, a closer inspe c tion of t½e democr a tization 

of a society is req_u i red. Modern day part i e s habit uall y ue

gu ile t1"l e pu blic about a c andidate's ':. r ue abili t ies j 'J.st 2:'S 

The Nort hern Star did for Fe ar 6us . Though O'Conno r emp loyed 

177English Charti st Clrcula r , 8 April 1842, p . ~6 . 

178Robe rt Robson , ed ., 
Victo rian Br itain , ( New -York: 
pp. 268-270. 
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uneth i c&l practices t o maint a in h i s power, no menti o n i s made 

of his ever wantin g t o S '.J S pe n d or do a wa y wi th t he d emocr a tic 

proc e ss of selecting leaders comrry (rn to t he bo die.s with which 

he was associated . Of course, many we r e env i o 1.1. s of his com

mon touch. More of a pat erna l re s c tton a r y t han a t otalitar

ian , h e was a n e xp r es s i on of h is a p;e. D:le t o h i s uniq ue 

attribute s h e f it the peo ~l e's bill as a le a der for t heir 

democrat i c cru sade , one w~o exhibi t ed the ol d c ult ure ' s rr.ark 

of distinction. He s u ited th e teno r o f t he t ime and h is 

pas s ions can be said t o f u nct i on as a b a r omete r in d i cating 

the acceptabilit y of democratic i deas . 

These concerns in n o wa J detr a c t f r om t h e c o n serva

tive heritage h e wish ed t o p res e rve thr ough ou t h i s c are e r as 

a radical journal i st . Destined to te th e s u bject o~ an on 

go ing and bitt e r d _'._ s pu te abou t his c harac ter as a le ader , h e 

undoubtedl ~~ symbolize d demo crat i c le a ders hip i n an a ge i n 

clined aGainst such i nnovations . A t a ll, well - buil t , hand

sorr.e , redhe aded man wi t h a very prono u nce d no ble profile, h e 

was an enigrna, and du e to hi s ~r e tracted ment a l de c line while 

in the limelight, a t r agic f ig1:re. Though projec te d in a 

c onc 8ited , pat ernalistic, and inegal i t ar ian manner , his con

ce rn :'or t h e s u fferin g s of t h e poor is irre f ut a ble . Eq ually 

undeniab le is his i nhere n t ben t. A landed aris t o crat , h e 

f ounded his a ppeal on nostalg ia f o r the p a st order . As is 

us u a l in s u ch c ases he found more in the p a s t t h an it real l y 

had to offer. How greatly h e va l ued tot a litarianism with 

re gard to the deference network is inescapa ble. Never, in 
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this period, did the p aper promote sophisticated re 9ublican 

doctrines or other t hnn lame democratic ones . One stands on 

safe ground in propos i ng that The Northern Star d i d as much 

to detract r rom the luster of tru ly democrat i c doc t r ine s as 

it helped to p roject them. 
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C~{APTER V 

SurrJ11ary 

The Chartist politic al program has !,een shown in this 

expositi on to have been an amalgam of several strands of the 

popu l ar disc ontent. A peculiar juxtaposition of conservative 

an~ l iber~l doctrines, it sought to acclaim the good sense of 

the for.mer without compromisin g altogether the ideals associ

ated with the l atter . By maintaining a tenu ous support for 

constitutional methods it inaugurated the transition that cre

ated a Labour Party with an evol utionary approach to social 

reforn1. This has been cited as an indicat i on of a peculi ar 

relu ct an ce of British society to shatter traditions, and is 

carried to such an extent it remains deferential. Ou tlined 

i n this study are e arly indic a tions th a t the masses wou ld 

res ~ond as we ll t o appeals based on traditional stereotypes 

about class relations as they would to democratic revolu t i on

ary ones. In the examp les pre s ented h e re two of them adopted 

a paternalistic a pproac h toward the masses not easily dis

tinguishable from Tory idealizations. In the case of The 

Chartist Circ ular it was Owenite in tone, while that of The 

Northern Star was more aldn to Cob be tt I s doctrines; both were 

very paternalistic and often l ab elled reactionary. McDouall's 

Chartist and Repub l i can Journal was not so clearl y a product 

of this ideology but, as noted, tended to foster related in

e gal itarian notions. What remains after some study is a pol-· 

itical phenomenon that display ed attitude s which can be con

strued as fo rtifying Mar xi st-Leninis t -like doctr i nes as well 





p olitic a l r e form s that c o untered orttodox assCTnptions and, 

when opposed, attempted to align itse l f with t r ad~ t i onalism. 

Be cau se events followed this pattern a truer conce ption of 

this er a is possible. Even more, it i s safe to assume that 

the conserv Ative i de a ls th at Chartists would not a bandon in 

the i r crusade for democracy and s ocial just i ce were doctrines 

so vital t o the essence of t h e c u l tu re th at the :r c ou ld not be 

extinguished. They may also be taken as expressi ons of the 

broa d 6'Uide lines of t h e c onsens u s t :::a t emerg ed in Bri tain 

followin 6 t he cl a s h between the ar istocrati c an d the democra

tic ideal. The individ u al Chartist becomes the agent of this 

c ultural transformation a s he rep resents the li beral c h all

en ge . Therefore, an a ttemp t to appreciate the co mplexity of 

hi s politi c a l thought is of great importance. 

These j ou r nals, then, reflect t he g enes i s of a r ad 

i c a l d emocrati c c u l t u re allowed fo r the fir st time in Britain 

to l ege.lly publish and d i s seminate the vi ews of the i r counter

cu lture. Highly re levant to gny dis cu ss i on of t his reform 

party is its ability to draw upon the sympathies of the mass

es, who had heretofore loo ke d to To r y paternalism a s a buffer 

a ga inst the t r ans gr es s i on s of an industr ia l s ociety founded 

on ext reme doct r ines of laissez -fai re c apitalism. To be suc

cessful , Chartists ~ad t o acknowledg e t h e l egi timacy of the 

Tory re act i onary ' s c on cern even though it countered the demo

crati c thrust of t hei r ideology. In the end, the many comm

ents of the a g itator s we re ech oe s of stereotypes fostered by 

the oligopol y , s o 9erv e s ive was the no tion tha t the poor 
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ne eded t o be s aved and provided fo r rather t h a n be g iven the 

opportu nity t o s ave arrl p r o vide f or themselves. This attitude 

of t h ou ght d i cteted that Fe ar g us O'Connor and others ape the 

more s of t h e st at 1s be aring elite even to the poi nt 0f a dapt

in g (whil e n ot f un damentally a lter i n g ) traditional political 

i d eology t o s 1 it t be c i rcumsta nces. As this a lone 9 rovided 

t h e '.' u b l i c s u pport n ec e ssary t o pr olong the s t r uggle it per

force bec ame t :1e r adic e. l t one associated with Ch artism. There 

exi st s now t h e need t o ind i c a te clearly the st c te of the Brit

ish political c ultu re of t h e mid-nineteentr- centu r y from the 

perspective of t:1e working masses. Given t h e non-revol u tion

ary intent of mu ch of t h e j o urnali s m d i sc ussed here, there is 

some ques tion as t b the acc u r a c y of labelling this movement 

as revol uti on ary ; bu t i n attempting to classify the ideology 

of t h ese a ut h ors one's percep ti on of events is enhanced. 
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