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Recent Findings of Research in Economic & social History 

 
The interaction of economic and social change with political reform is as relevant today as it was a century and a half 
ago. In this survey of Chartism Dr. Edward Royle reviews the differing perspectives in which the Chartists have been 
seen; elucidates the results of current research on the importance of the political dimension relative to earlier 
economic interpretations; and shows the importance of studying followers as well as leaders. 

Chartism 
 

The nature of Chartism has been the subject of controversy since the 
earliest days of the Charter. When J. R. Stephens told a vast audience 
on Kersal Moor, Manchester, in 1838 that `This question of Universal 
Suffrage was a knife and fork question' he came close to denying that 
Chartism was primarily a political movement at all. By contrast 
William Lovett and the members of the London Working Men's 
Association who drafted the Charter in 1837 were staunch believers in 
democracy and the inalienable natural rights of man. Both views 
embodied strong ideological perspectives; Stephens was a tory; Lovett 
a radical. Whilst recognising the truth in both positions, the majority of 
historians until recently have inclined towards the Stephens 
interpretation that the Chartist movement was based upon the social 
and economic grievances of the people. The more political 
interpretation was given new vigour with the publication of Edward 
Thompson's, Making of the English Working Class in 1963, since 
when attention has turned to the `political culture' of the Chartist 
experience. This has entailed a reconsideration of the causes of early 
Chartist growth, the organisational activities of the 1840s, the role of 
Feargus O'Connor and the significance of his Land Plan, the nature of 
rank-and-file support (including that of women), and the reasons for 
Chartist failure. 
 

The Traditional Interpretation 
A close connection between economic circumstances and the varying 
fortunes of Chartism has long been recognised. The mass movement 
flourished in the `Hungry Forties' depression of 1837-42 and briefly 
revived in the depression of 1847-48. Local studies - notably A. 
Briggs's edited collection Chartist Studies (1959) - have confirmed the 
appeal of Chartism in areas of dying industry such as Wiltshire, and 
among declining trades such as handloom weaving. Such a view goes 
beyond crude economic determinism, though. As Disraeli said in the 
parliamentary debate on the Charter in 1839, `where there were 
economic causes for national movements they led to tumult but seldom 
to organis ation'. Quite clearly Chartism was organised. In Disraeli's 
opinion the real cause of Chartism was the conduct of Whig 

governments after 1830 and the philosophy of their utilitarian allies. In 
this he was at one with Thomas Carlyle and, indeed, J. R. Stephens. 
Legislation such as the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 had 
deprived the people of their `civil rights'. In this form the tory -social 
explanation for Chartism has become orthodoxy for a wide spectrum 
of historians in the twentieth century. As G. D. H. Cole observed in 
1941, `Hunger and hatred -these were the forces that made Chartism a 
mass movement of the British working class'. 

Alongside this economic and social view of the mass movement 
developed an account of the political leadership which was scarcely 
flattering. The main source for this view is the collection of papers put 
together by Francis Place, whose career spanned radicalism from the 
London Corresponding Society in the 1790s to the London Working 
Men's Association and beyond. Place saw Chartism not as a mass 
movement at all, but as a political pressure group working to persuade 
the electors and to educate the non-electors in the need for democracy. 
He. resented the way in which a movement which he had nurtured in 
its earliest days had been perverted from its rational and peaceful 
course by a mass of irrational and violent anti-Poor Law protesters led 
by Feargus O'Connor. This view, embodied in the Place Papers in the 
British Library, was confirmed by other evidence readily available to 
historians, notably the earliest History of the Chartist movement by R. 
G. Gammage (1854), whose hero, Bronterre O'Brien, had quarrelled 
with O'Connor in 1841; and the autobiography of William Lovett, 
which naturally enhanced his own reputation at the expense of that of 
the man with whom he most profoundly disagreed. 

The resulting synthesis of these views was an interpretation of 
Chartism as a mass social and economic movement of local grievances 
with a political programme furnished by respectable artisan radicals, 
thwarted by the wild ambitions of an unscrupulous demagogue. The 
reasons for the failure of Chartism were thus not hard to find. They lay 
partly in an improvement in economic conditions which undermined 
the mass movement as early as 1842, and partly in bad leadership, 
weak organisation and the irresponsible tactic of violent language. And 
the most culpable leader was O'Connor. 



 

Re-interpretations - Origins 
Disraeli also argued, `Political rights had so much of an abstract 
character, their consequences acted so slightly on the multitude, that he 
did not believe they could ever be the origin of any great popular 
movement'. Historians were inclined to agree with him until Edward 
Thompson argued that the ideas of the Jacobin-Radicals had penetrated 
down the social scale and had been absorbed into the nascent 
working-class consciousness of early industrial England: The exclusion 
of the working classes from the reformed franchise in 1832 completed 
their `making' as a separate class, conscious of itself. Henceforward, a 
political working class movement was possible; Chartism was born, not 
in 1838 but in 1832. The key to Thompson's interpretation lies in his 
belief in the indivisible nature of human experience. Economic and 
political attitudes are inseparable, so the admittedly important 
economic dimension cannot be understood apart from the political. The 
contention of the radicals was that the economic grievances of the 
people had political causes and therefore needed political solutions. 
This had been argued by William Cobbett and other radical journalists 
after 1815, and the process of politicisation was reinforced by the 
widespread debate, encouraged by middle-class propagandists, during 
the reform crisis of 1832. 

Radicalism had been the traditional language of the excluded since 
the eighteenth century, but with the passage of the Reform Act in 1832 
the lines of exclusion were redrawn, no longer between `Old 
Corruption' and the `People' but between the propertied and the 
unpropertied. Radicalism therefore became in effect the language of an 
excluded class. Hence legislation carried subsequently by the reformed 
parliament in the 1830s, contrary to the interests of the excluded, was 
termed `class legislation' by the radicals. In particular it seemed that the 
newly -enfranchised middle classes were now able to influence 
legislation to advance their own interests. The logical conclusion was 
that only an enfranchised working class would be likely to legislate in 
its best interests - repealing the Poor Law Amendment Act, passing a 
Ten Hours Act, and securing a genuine repeal of the Corn Laws which 
would reduce prices without reducing wages. Until such a democratic 
parliament were elected, trade unionists would continue to be 
transported (Tolpuddle labourers in 1834, and Glasgow cotton spinners 
in 1837), and civil liberties would be denied as they had been to the 
Irish in 1833. In this way the social, economic and political grievances 
of the 1830s were subsumed within a broadly -based national movement 
to establish a democratic franchise [Thompson (6)]. 
 

Leadership and Organisation 
 
The central place afforded to the London Working Men's Association 
and the Birmingham Political Union in the early history of Chartism is 
now being questioned. Instead, the London Working Men's Association 
is criticised for restricting the growth of Chartism in London by a 
policy of exclusiveness which was damaging to the development of a 
mass strategy in the capital. Far from having usurped the leadership of 
the nascent movement, O'Connor is seen to have played a major role in 
creating it through his lecture tours in 1835, his Great Northern Union 
of 1838, and the leading part he played in making the Northern Star 
newspaper the voice of Chartism across the country [Epstein (3)]. 

O'Connor's technique was that of the 'Platform' which Henry Hunt 
had earlier perfected [Belchem in (4)]. That is, Chartism was organised 
through mass meetings, the function of which was to inform, to 
demonstrate and to intimidate. The Petition was more of a middle-class 
idea, successfully used in the anti-slavery campaign and it was adopted 
with some initial misgivings by many Chartists. Another traditional 
device was the convention or anti-parliament, hallowed by its usage in 

1689 and by the Americans in their struggle for independence. These 
three aspects of radical organisation were brought together in Chartism, 
with the mass meetings of 1838 and 1839 being called to elect 
delegates to the Convention and then to rally support for the Petition. 
The failure  of this activity to produce the required effect, though, led to 
important developments - in renewed Chartist organisation which have 
until recently been neglected. 

The foundation of the National Charter Association in July 1840 is 
seen as the turning point [Jones (1)]. This gave Chartism a leadership at 
both national and local levels in which working men played a more 
prominent part than in the early years of the movement, and which 
sustained Chartism for the next  decade. Studies of Chartist `localities' 
have drawn attention to the ways in which continuity was maintained 
between the peak years of mass petitioning. The local Chartist hall 
offered its members the opportunity to order their 'own leisure hours in 

accordance with the principles of the Charter, through educational and 
religious activities and democratic participation by the whole family. 
And where there was no hall, there was often a reading group, meeting 
on Sundays to share in a communal copy of the Northern Star [Epstein, 
and Yeo in (4)]. 

Indccd, the Northern Star is now regarded as probably the most 
important clement in the Chartist organisation. Far from being 
O'Connor's mouthpiece, it gave voice to the whole movement, reporting 
activities in obscure corners of the land, conveying the content of major 
speeches by national figures in a style intended for reading out loud and 
providing a public forum for the discussion of policy. Additionally, the 
Star was sufficiently profitable to fund the wider movement, enabling 
O'Connor to employ local 

 



 
reporters (often from among the unemployed or victimised) who could 
then in effect provide a semi-professional local leadership. 
Undoubtedly the paper did serve to keep O'Connor prominent in the 
movement, and ultimately his policies prevailed, but he tolerated 
considerable independence among his editors [Epstein (4)]. 

The new picture of O'Connor which emerges is a more sympathetic 
one than that presented by most of his contemporaries. Through his 
oratory and his place on the National Charter Association executive, 
and as proprietor of the Northern Star, he provided the Chartists with 
the leadership which the rank and file wanted, whatever the rival 
leaders may have thought. He was a demagogue in the true sense of the 
word - he spoke for the people and remained popular because he 
articulated the aspirations of the inarticulate. Nowhere was this more 
true than with the Land Plan. 

The Land Plan 
The Land Plan has usually been seen as conclusive evidence of 
O'Connor's inconsistent and misguided policies. This was the issue on 
which he quarrelled with several other leaders who felt either that the 
plan was not socialist enough or that it detracted from the radical 
political message that no social change could be effected without the 
Charter. Fellow Chartists who had been castigated for supporting the 
`New Moves'- i.e. Church, Temperance or Education Chartism now 
witnessed the biggest diversionary move of all. The Land Plan seemed 
to be turning English workers into Irish peasants; this was the work of 
Feargus O'Connor, more Irishman than Chartist. 

It is true that O'Connor was influenced by his uncle Arthur 
O'Connor's pamphlet, The State of Ireland, which he republished in 
1843, but his ideas on the land also had roots in British radical 

thinking. Thomas Spence's exposition of the Biblical teaching on 
Jubilee' (Leviticus 25, v. 10), when the land would be returned to its 
rightful owner, had become an integral part of radical ideology. The 
land was central to nineteenth century radicals - readers of Cobbett, 
Owenites, O'Brienites, members of countless emigration societies and, 
later, the followers of Henry George. Fo r O'Connor to make an issue of 
the land within Chartism was nothing unusual. The appeal of the Land 
Company to thousands of labourers in town and country is therefore 
not surprising. What the land offered was independence from 
capitalists and middlemen; it  gave direct access to employment and the 
means of subsistence; it restored control over life and the environment. 
Resettlement on the land also reduced the urban labour market and so 
benefited people everywhere. And at a time when the intransigence of 
parliament was undermining the effectiveness of other forms of 
Chartist organisation, the Land Company held the mass membership 
together. O'Connor's financial mismanagement might therefore seem 
all the more culpable, were it not for the primitive state of the law on 
joint-stock holding, friendly societies and co-operatives which 
inhibited working class organisations until the reforms of the 1850s 
[Yeo in (4)]. 
 

Rank and File 
O'Connor apart, the emphasis in recent scholarship has been more upon 
the led than the leaders among Chartism or, at least, upon the lesser 
leaders for that is all the evidence permits. What Chartism meant to 
them, and indeed who they were, has become central to the quest for a 
full understanding of the movement in all its diversity. Historians have 
concluded that most Chartists were ordinary people -that is they were 
by occupation, age and marital status typical of the communities in 
which they lived [Godfrey (2)]. This evidence also supports the 
contention that ordinary Chartists were capable of serious political 
thought: destitute weavers who were self-educated, widely -read, and 
yearned for rights as well as bread. And although there were more men 
than women, the part played by women was not insignificant, 
particularly in the early years o f the movement. Women were organised 
in their own radical societies and often provided their own speakers; 
they attended demonstrations and were to the forefront in riots such as 
occured in the summer of 1842. Paradoxically, as Chartist organisation 
became more sophisticated their role was diminished to that of 
auxiliaries [Thompson (6)]. 
 

The Failure of Chartism 
 

The Chartists had won their mass support by convincing those with 
social and economic discontents of their need for the radical panacea. 
The repeated failure of the political strategy undoubtedly did much to 
discredit those who argued that only by first winning political reform 
could they fulfil their other hopes. Moreover, the Chartist message was 
shown by events to be not only ineffective but untrue. Reforms did 
begin to come from that parliament of which it was claimed no good 
could come. The `class legislation' of the 1830s was replaced in the 
1840s by more neutral reforms [Stedman Jones in (4)]. O'Connor 
reconciled himself to Richard Cobden of the Anti-Corn Law League in 
1844, and in 1846 the Northern Star hailed Peel's conversion to Corn 
Law repeal and support for agricultural improvements, as a vindication 
of the Land Scheme, and as a statesmanlike measure. The Ten Hours 
Act was secured in 1847, following the earlier Mines Act of 1842. 
Even the hated Poor Law Commission was dismantled in 1847 and, 
though the Act itself remained, it was not at this time implemented 
with the rigour which had been feared in the late 1830s. The apparent 
success of the Anti-Corn Law 

 



 
League was pointing the way forward for single -issue campaigns 
which might bring relief even without the Charter. Political reform was 
being demoted from the first essential reform to just one desired reform 
among many. 

One problem with this view is that of timing. As a long-term 
explanation of the gradual erosion of support for Chartism it is 
persuasive, but mass support in the country at large began to fall away 
from 1839, and collapsed in many places after 1842, leaving only a 
rump of dedicated radicals in their Chartist localities. A more credible 
short -term explanation of failure remains disillusionment and 
exhaustion after such great promises and high hopes, together with the 
upswing in the economy from the summer of 1842. 

Recent work on London has also challenged the idea that Chartism 
was declining everywhere after 1842 [Goodway (5)]. The view that 
trade unionists stayed aloof from Chartism can no longer be sustained 
at the local and personal level. In London, Chartism was growing 
between 1839 and 1842, and remained strong in the trade societies of 
the metropolis until 1848 when the capital was the greatest centre of 
Chartist support. However, Dorothy Thompson has argued that 
Chartism could not have survived in the great cities of the later 
nineteenth century  where working class communities could be isolated, 
divided and controlled by police, schoolmasters and clergy. As a 
movement Chartism belonged to the smaller communities of provincial 
Britain, where working people shared the experiences of 
neighbourliness and neighbourhood. As social contexts changed, so 
different forms of working-class organisation emerged to replace the 
old -style mass politics of the platform. Struggles became centred on the 
place of work, trade unions offering defences for new skills as  the old 
trades died out [Thompson (6)]. 

Changing perceptions of the state and shifting social and economic 
contexts help one understand why Chartism did not revive for a fourth 
time in the 1850s, but not why it did revive in 1848. This latter may at 
least in part be accounted for by the often underestimated strength of 
Chartist support, leadership and local organisation after 1842. Long-
term failure therefore cannot be explained simply in terms of Chartist 
weakness, and so historians have turned their attention to the 
corresponding strengths of the state. Unlike regimes on the Continent, 
that in Britain was securely based on a relatively broad property 
franchise and upheld by the consensus of the political nation. This was 
the intended result of the 1832 Reform Act which isolated the radicals. 
Moreover, the forces sustaining law and order were small but effective. 
London was well-policed by 1839, and constables could be despatched 
to the provinces by train when necessary - for example, to Birmingham 
during the Bull Ring riots. The army was professional, well-trained and 
competently led. Attempts to subvert the loyalty of the troops met with 
little success. Informers kept ministers aware of the more dangerous 
plans of revolutionary conspirators. When it needed to the government 
could strike swiftly at its opponents - picking off leaders with mass 
arrests in 1839, 1842 and 1848, then letting most of them go when 
tension had eased but convicting key figures to short periods in prison. 

The strength of the government was most apparent in 1848. The 
myth of the `fiasco' of 10 April is no longer accepted. What that day 
entailed was not folly and cowardice by Chartists, but an enormous 
propaganda victory for the government in a situation which it did much 
to create in order to sustain its image both at home and abroad. Far 
from the Chartists being discredited and disillusioned, they rallied and 
caused further problems in June, July and August which the 
government dealt with severely and in a less flamboyant manner. 
 

One argument, often rehearsed, is that failure was inevitable; the 
Chartists lacked unity in action, sufficient economic and political 
power to force a peaceful change, and the will to use force. Though 
this is probably true, it is unhistorical not to look for possible 
alternative outcomes. The language of physical force was frequently 
used, but historians have usually dismissed this as a tactic of bluff, or 
the raving of an isolated and untypical few. Recent works on the 
Newport Rising have caused this line to be rethought, for we now 
know that the South Wales rising of November 1839 was a genuine 
attempt at revolution, widely supported in the Valleys and carefully 
planned over many months [Wilks (7); Jones (8)]. Its failure was the 

outcome of bad weather, poor tactics and ill-luck - but it was a closerun 
thing. Other conspiracies in Yorkshire were less well organised, but 
could have been more threatening had the authorities suffered a severe 
defeat in South Wales. In 1839 the Chartist threat was very real in the 
provinces; the weakness of London Chartism at this date is therefore 
crucial in the failure of the Chartists to exert effective pressure for 
change at their time of maximum support in the country at large. 
 

Conclusions 
 
The picture of Chartism to emerge from recent writings is very 
different from that which prevailed earlier in this century. The 
economic interpretation is no longer regarded as adequate; there is a far 
greater appreciation of the political dimension to the Chartist 
movement. The focus of attention has moved from leaders to followers, 
from Chartism to the Chartists. O'Connor has been rehabilitated as the 
link between the two. Place and Lovett no longer dominate the 
historiography; more scholars read the Northern Star and mine its 
wealth of local detail. This is not to say, though, that the conclusions 
now reached are final or that they have been made in an ideological 
vacuum. Much of the recent work has, been done by scholars with an 
inclination towards the 'left'; historians with different perspectives still 
find much that is convincing in Disraeli's analysis of 1839. The debate 
is by no means concluded. 
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