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PREFACE 

THB present volume. like so many other volumes. has a history. 
It is made up of essays written on various occasions at various 
times in the oourse of twenty years which were originally intended 
for a foreign Socialist (or Communist) public--partly Russian. 
partly German. The opening essay. which in the present collec
tion may serve as an introduction to Part One of the volume, wils ( 
written as far back as 1905 at the height of the first Russian 
revolution, and had for its object to acquaint the militant Russian 
working class, then preparing under the leadership of .the 
Bolsheviks for an armed insurrection. with its great precursor, the 
English proletariat engaged in a revolutionary struggle under thi: 
Chartist banner. and at the same time.to .demonstrate, by the 
example of the oontest between the .. moral" and "physical 
force" schools of the Chartist Movement, the futility of the 
Menshevik policy of oompromise and opportunism. The "essay," 
which in its original form was a series of magazine articles, after
wards republished as a book, had naturally to be popular in style 
and not over-learned in substance. The English reader, versed 
in the subject, may. indeed, find it now too popular. In those 
days, however. it must be remembered, even English political 
and historical literature had, with the exception of Gammage's 
well known volume, not a single book or even pamphlet on the 
Chartist Movement, and my modest oontribution to its, history 
might well have been, if translated, the first of its kind even in 
England. As a matter of fact, the only more or less serious 
attempt to deal with the history of the Chartist Movement was in 
those days embodied in the none too satisfactory work of Mr. 
JOhII Tildsley. who had written and published it in German, not 
to speak of a sma1l propaganda pimphlet on the subject which 
had appeared also in German undu the auspices of the German 
Social Democratic Party some years earlier. anonymously, from the 
pen of Hermann Schleutter. the author of a much later work on 
Chartism. This state of things was characteristic of the trend 
of historical studies in England at that timc--«udies which were 
then greatly exercised, as I well remember. over the Battle of 
Hastings, but had no interest for the great and passionate struggle 
of the English proletariat, the first of its kind in the history of 
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modern times. Since then English historical literature has been 
doubtfully enriched by a few monographs such as Mark Hovel!'s 
or Julius West's, as well as by the contribution of Mr. M. Beer 
to the subject in his History of British Soda/ism. But I advisedly 
refer to these books as of doubtful value, because they have all 
been written from an anti-revolutionary, opportunist, .. Lovettian " 
point of view, and to that extent are so many misrepresentations 
of the great movement. More particularly, West's is a piece of 
supercilious and ignorant humbug worthy of the school of which 
he was such a promising disciple. It is for this reason that I 
have allowed this essay, based though it is on no extensive original 
research, to be translated for the English reader. After all, it 
is still original in the sense of presenting the subject ina light 
hitherto carefully sereened from the eyes of the British worker, 
besides containing a new analysis of the factors which contributed 
to the decay of Chartism. I can claim that I was the first to 
discover the historical part played by George Julian Harney as 
the first (one may almost call him) Bolshevik, as well as the 
sinister rale of the so-called Christian Socialists. I also was first, 
after Mr. Tildsley, to make use of the files of the Northmt Star, 
which had been shonly before proclaimed by certain English 
writers to be DO longer available. , The special merit which I 
claim for myself in connection with this essay is to have placed in 
the right light the controversy·between the two lines of tactics--il 
theme which has remained as vital to-day as it was nearly a 
hundred years ago. 

To this essay I have caused an appendix to be added on the 
famous Tenth of April-an event which, though usually dismissed 
by the historians in a few lines, has still a controversial interest. 
This particular essay was written in 1923 in Russian as a contri
bution to a collective volume commemorative of the seventy./ifth 
anniversary of the Eurpoean I'C!¥Olutions of 1148. It is the first 
work of historical research on, the suhj~ attempted by anyone 
anywhere. ' • . 

The next two essays were originally written in German for 
the readers of the at that time well known weekly Marxist review 
Neue Zeit, edited by Karl Kautsky--one in 19011, on the occasion 
of the twenty·/ifth anniversary of the death of Karl Marx, and 
the other in 1213 in connection with the then forthcoming, but
on account of the outbreak of the great Imperialist slaughter called 
the World War-flever realised celebration of the fiftieth anniver-
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aary of the Fint International. The object of the fint of these 
two essays was to show that in the enunciation of their great 
doctrine of class struggle, the founders of modern scientific 
Socialism, Marx and Engels, had had a group of most remarkable 
precursors in England in the persons of certain writers (more 
particularly in that of Bronterre O'Brien, an Irishman of genius) 
who were the theoretical leaders of the Chartist movement. In 
studying their utterances as set out in this essay the reader wil! 

,be astonished to sec how deeply these early Socialists have 
penetrated into the mystcrlous nature of modern classes and 
modern society and with what acuteness of perception and analysis 
they have dissected the vast" ideological" superstructure which 
rests on the brutal relation of classes. The Fabians and, generally, 
the champions of compromise and opportunism who have more 
than once repudiated the theory and tactics of class struggle on 
the plea that they arc so thoroughly" un-English" and have been 
invented on the Continent, will now sec that they arc quite native 
to British soil and were enunciated long before Marx and Engels 
wrote a single line on the subject. Indeed, these great authorities 
on the history of English thought will, it may be feared, DOW fly 
to the other extreme and proclaim, -as was the case with the 
labour theory of value, the beginnings of which had been found 
in the writings of some cart, English economists, that Marx and 
Engels were unscrupulous plagiarists and paraded .. crude" 
English theories of bygone ages as their own discoveries. We 
reave them to dispose of the confusion of their ignorance as best 
they can, but we arc certain that the working class reader will 
derive considerable profit from the study of these early writers, 
and know how to apply them even in the circumstances of to-day. 
I may add that an" attempt to publish this particular essay in 
English was made some time before the war by the British Socialist 
Party. The translation was actuallll made and set in type, but 
the publishers found at the eleventh hour that the pamphlet would 
not" pay,': and the publication was dropped. 

The next essay dealing with the English origins of the 
International will also come as a mild rcvcIation III the English 
Rader. In this field also the English proletariat was the pre
cursor, and none of the English historians of the Labour move
ment knew it. As Brontcrre O'Brien was the· main exponent 
of the prc-Marzist doctrin~ in the previous essay, so does George 
Julian Harney (and in association with him. Ernest Jones) appear 
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in this essay the principal exponent of proletarian Internationalism 
long before Marx. 

The above essays form the first part of the present volume, 
dealing with the revolutionary period of Chartism. The second 
part is a historical and social analysis of the British Labour move
ment during the period presided over by the genius of non·revolu
tionary or, rather, anti-revolutionary trade unionism down to the 
time of the imperialist war. This was conceived by me shortly 
before the war as a son of antidote to M. Beer's book. The 
latter, in its German original, had then recently been published, 
and I intended to publish mine also in German, with a view to 
which I had made arrangements with the German Social
Democratic publishing house of Messrs. Dietz and actually had the 
first few chapters written when the war broke out and stopped 
my enterprise. I had before me at the time a vast amount of 
material in the shape of extracts from official Government and 
trade union publications as well as newspaper cuttings dealing 
with various parts of my subject. Had this part of the preseQt 
volume been completed at the time, it would have been much 
larger, much more complete, and, above all, would have been 
richly documented and annotated. Unfortunately, during my 
post-war travels the greater part of my raw material became lost, 
and when in 1924-5 I sat down to wllir& it, I no longer had these . 
numerous references at my disposal, and had to make use of my 
own German manuscript and myoid German articles in the 
Neue Zeit, filling in the gaps as best I could from the scanty 
English material which could be obtained in the Moscow libraries. 
I mention these details in order to ask the indulgence of the reader 
in case my references and authorities should be regarded by him 
as not sufficiently ample. For the rest, the facts quoted by me are 
well known to anyone acquainted with the subject-so much so, 
indeed, that I may with equal justice be reproached for submitting 
to the English reader matter which has almost become trite. But 
then, the value if any, of this part of my work lies not so much 
in the facts quoted, as in their analysis and interpretation; and in 
this respect I may also claim to have been the first to show them 
in the particular light which I directed on them, and to elucidate 
the factors which have governed them. The conclusion which I 
have arrived at in this part is that the policy of compromise and 
cIass-conciliation pursued by the British working class since the 
collapse of Chartism has not been justified by its results, but has, 
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on the contrary, landed British labour in a veritable cui-tie-sat:. 
\. The English people are notoriously ignorant of their own 
h14tory-more especially (for reasons brilliandy set out by O'Brien) 
the British working class. May my modest effort help them to see 
themselves and their past in a true light, so that they may find 
t1ieir way to the future with as litde and as painless error as is 
humanly possible r 

TII. ROTHSTEIN. 
Moscow, 1929. 



"ART ONE 
THE PERIOD OF CHARTISM 

I 
THE CHAll.TIST MOVEMENT 

CHAl'TER ONE 

"SOCIAL WRONGS" 

.. It may be doubted wbether there ever was a 
great political movement of the people without a 
social origin. The chief material object of mankind 
is to possess the means of social enjoyment. 
Secure them in possession of these and small is 
the care they have for political abstractions. It i. 

I the exis=ce of great social wrongs which princi. 
pally teaches the masses the value of pOlitical 
rights."-GAMKAoB. if HislGry 01 'Ae C/oa,rU, 
MOl/mimI. 

T HE political class movement of the modern proletariat. 
begins with Chartism. It was in England, the cradle of 
industrial capi talism, that the working class made the 

first attempt to establish a party of its own for the conquest of 
political power, and launched the political slogans which have since 
been inscribed upon the banners of Labour parties throughout thel 
world. True, the attempt failed, and the slogans were not realised, 
or they were realised in a totally different form; nevertheless, the 
.. spirit" of €hartism djd not die, and for many, many years to 
come-<lown to the very recent times when all values have under
gone revolution-it continued to draw and to move the labouring 
masses again and again, inspiring them with the same hopes. 
directing them on to the same course, and prompting them to 
adopt the same methods of struggle. Therein lay its enormous 
historical importance which rendered it of actual moment at every 
stage passed by the working class. It anticipated, as it were, all 
the subsequent developments of the political labour movement, 
and outlined in advance the paths and aims which the latter was 
to pursue. Each time the proletariat was aroused to class con
sciousness, it was led to embrace the' political formula first dis
covered by the Chartists; each time it moved, it £ollowed the trail 
which they had blazed. Hence the fact that no bourgeois 

B 
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historian has ever been able to understand this movement, and 
that to this very day it has not found 'one worthy of itself. 
Engels and Marx were the only men who appreciated it at "its 
real value and worked out its principles in their doctrines on the 
aims and tactics of the working class. 

The beginning of the Chartist movement is USllally put down 
to the year 1837 when the Charter containing the famous six 
points of the democratic programme was drawn up by the London 
Workingmen's Association. This is not correct. The historians 
who are responsible for this procedure are accustomed to look 
in history for outward marks, and have in this case overlooked 
the essential fact that insofar :1S the class struggle of the workers 
for the Charter was concerned, the movement was started, at 
least, one year later, while as regards the demands set out in the 
Charter, the movement can be traced to a far earlier period. As 
a matter of fact, the historians themselves mention numerous 
attempts at democratic parliamentary reform which had been made 
during the whole of the last quarter of the eighteenth century, 
notably the attempt of Major Cartwright who, fifty-eight years 
previously, had introduced a Bill in the House of Commons con
taining the same six points as the Charter. However, it is argued 
I>y the historians that whereas all previous attempts had come 
from the ruling classes, the Charter of 1837 was for the first time 
drawn up, in part at least, by the workers. This again is not 
true. The workers had previously taken active part in the agita
tion for universal suffrage etc., but, just as in 1837, these political 
slogans were still devoid of a c1ear<ut class charactef. The true 
position was that during the whole of the first third of the 
nineteenth century the ruling classes in England had been busily 
engaged in administering object lessons in political science to the 
working class, and that under the effect of these lessons the 
political thinking of the workers was steadily maturing until it 
eventually took the shape of Chartism. 

It will be useful to see what the tenor of those lessons was. 
England was at that time in the throes of the gigantic economic 
and social readjustment known in history as the Industrial Revolu
tion. It began in Ij>6s with the invention by Hargreaves' of the 
spinning.jenny, it went on at a rapid pace, when in 1774 
Arkwright came forward with his fine-spinning machine, and 
gained further impetus ten years later when Cartwright patented 
the power loom, reaching its full course in 1785 when steam was 
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for the first time employed as motive power. The era of pro
duction by machinery, or as it is called in England, the factory 
sYstem, was ushered in. The changes which it introduced into 
the economic and social life of ,the people are commonly known. 
The small producer was gradually driven off the market, the 
independent or semi-independent artisan began to be u:ansformed 
into a proletarian, while the rural population, which was also 
engaged in domestic production, flocked more and more into the 
industrial towns; women began to replace men at ind~triallabour, 
while children of 5, 6 and 7 years of age were sent to. the factories; 
in a word, the whole order of life was turned upside. down. As 
late as Ina the rural population still constituted 40 per cent. of 
the total population of England,. but in 18n it dropped ,to 35 per 
cent., and in 1841 to 26 per cent. The number of families between 
1801 and 1841 increased by 34 per cent., but the rural districu 
had only 7 ~ per cent. of this increase. The cities grew by leaps 
and bounds: between 1801 and 1841 the population of Manchester 
grew from 35,000 to 353,000; Leeds from 53,000 to 152,000; 
Birmingham from 23,000 to 181,000; Sheffield from 46,000 to 
I II,OOO; Bradford from 30,000 to 105,000; Halifax from 63,000 to-
131,000, and so on. The population of the whole of the .. cotton 
county» of Lancashire increased between 1801 and 1831, from 
~2,931 to 1,336,854, and the increase of the population in the 
.. woollen» West Riding of Yorkshire during the same period 
exceeded 100 per cent. All this increase of the population was 
greedily swallowed up by capital, which in 1840 drew 380,000 
people into jibe woollen industry alone (as compared with 40,000 
in 1700), and 420,000 people into the cotton industry, of which 
number there were 242,000 women and over 80,000 children and 
juveniles. * The condition of all these hundreds of thousands of 
workers was truly terrible. The Parliamentary reports of 1833 
and 1842 draw I picture which has scarcely any para1lel in the 
history of the ,nee; it' almost eclipses the horton of slavery in 
America, of English landlordism in Ireland, and of British rule 
in India. Wages were as low as nine shillings per week; the 
working day extended to 16 or even 18 boun; children, from four 
years upwards, were ruthlessly exploited (there are cases on record 
of threo-year-old children working for 12 houn a day); the most 
insanitary conditions of labour prevailed. causing a high rate of 
mortality and sickness; there was a complete break-up of family 

• Porter. Progrrss 01 1M Nlflioa. ISsr. passi_. ' 
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life; ignorance, wild habits, drunkenness and irnmorality--such 
was the picture of the first third, and even 6f the first hall, of the 
nineteenth century, as portrayed over and over again in scientific 
works as well as contemporary novels·. Capital was indeed 
"oozing blood through all its pores" (Marx), and Fielden did 

I
not exaggerate in declaring that nine generations had been 
devoured in the course of ninety years. 
, How did the working class react to these calamities? First 
'of all, it resorted to rioting, to the destruction of machinery and 
the wrecking of factories, and to personal violence against manu
facturers. But this was only one form of protest, a spontaneous 
elemental protest such as arises invariably at similar stages in the 
development of capitalism. It was accompanied by another form 
of protest-{)ne much more deliberate and from a political point 
of view of incomparably greater importance, to whiclI the 
historians have hitherto failed to pay due attention. It took the 
form of numerous petitions to Parliament, calling upon the State 
to protect the workers against the effects of the new order. It is 
.difficult nowadays to grasp the undoubted fact that nowhere in 
the past did the State play such an active part, nowhere was it 
considered as the living embodiment of the 'COllective will of 
"society," called upon to regulate social relations and to guide 
the destinies of the nation, as in those days in England. It was 
customary, both in historical textbooks and in the discussions on 
the " future of capitalism" which occurred whenever capitalism 
emerged in any country, to draw a parallel between the " natural .. 
economic and social development of England and the J' artificial " 
development of the country in question, the word natural being 
used in the sense of freedom from State interference, as opposed 
to the artificial growth of capitalism under the care of the State. 
There can be nothing more unfounded than this fiction. The 
interference of the State in the economic destinies and social rela
tions of the countries on the Continent was mere child's play in 
comparison with the detailed and never-ending regulation of 
public and social life, the active policy of fostering, encouraging,· 
planting, regulating, and prohibiting industrial and commercial 

• The best description so far drawn of that period is contained 
in The Condition of the Working Cia" i" England, by Engels, and in 
the chapter on Primitive Accumulation in the first volume of Marx's 
Capital. One need scarcely mention, among books of fiction, such well
known novels as Kiitgsley's Yeast and Alton Loekt1, DisraeU's Sibyl 
and Mrs. Gaskell's Mary Barto". 
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activity, which had ~en practised by the .. mercantilist" Govern
ments in England in the course of 150 years, beginning with the 
.. glorious Revolution" of 1688. We refer here,. as indicated by 
the date given, not to the feudal regulation of production and 
consumption which also existed in other countries, but' to the 
measures taken by the national State for the furtherance of the 
commercial and industrial development of the country and the 
regulation of the social relations of the people. On the one hand, 
we witness an endless series of colonial wars and a vast and 
intricate system of duties-prohibitive and otherwise-on imports, 
and of bounties on exports, and, on the other hand, a system of 
public relief for the poor and the unemployed, regulation of 
wages in accordance with the prices of the means of subsistence, 
and so on. A perusal of the economic Iiteratttre of. that period, 
or of any of the volumes of Hansard, will suffice to show at once 
how .. artificial" was the commercial, industrial and social 
development in England, how deliberately the State had been 
guiding the destinies of the British nation, and how the debates 
in Parliament were essentially concerned with economic policies. 
In the absence of a press and the means of organising public 
opinion, the wishes and demands of the .. nation" frequently 
found their expression in petitions to Parliament, which petitions 
then served as the starting point for three-fourths of the parlia
mentary debates and of the Government's decisions;. Now the 
wool manufacturers would ask for the abolition of import duties 
on wool; then the West Indian planters would demand an· 
embargo on*the import of sugar and rum in foreign bottoms or 
in foreign casks; now the glass-button manufacturers of Birming
ham complained of the competition of French silk-button 
manufacturers; and then the London shopkeepers would seek 
protection from the competition of the street hawkers. On the 
other hand, the workers and th~small farmers would demand 
protection against middlemen and profiteers, complain of cases 
of infringement of the apprenticeship laws by· the employers, 
demand relief in times of bad harvest, and ask for a revision of 
existing wage scales. And Parliament would listen attentively to 
all these clamours, would appoint commissions, isSue regulations, 
embargoes, establish new wage scales, grant premiums on grain 
imports, banish French buttons from the market, close colonial 
ports to foreign ships, prohibit imports to Ireland otherwise than 
via England, and so on. The State, so far from shirking its 
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economic duties and from heralding its own destruction as me 
supreme goal of its existence, was actively intervening in all me 
aIfain of me nation like a veritable omnipresent and omnipotent 
Leviaman. 

In such circumstances it is scarcely surprising mat me work
ing people, Ihrown out of meir age-long ways of life by me 
machine and crushed to me ground by factory capitalism, should 
turn to Parliament and claim from it protection against me new 
order of things. The people in meir innocence were not yet 
acquainted wim me new political economy; mey did not yet know 
mat me things which were taking place, me robbery and spoliation, 
were part of an all-wise and benign dispensation which no IDOrtal 
dared challenge. Neimer were mey philosophen who contem
plate me world from me lofry standpoint of history and are able 
to reconcile me irreconcilable in a single idealistic synmesis. They 
knew mat mey were suffering; mey saw me emergence of a new 
kind of people, of greedy money-mongers introducing an unheard
'of inanimate labour-power mat took me bread out of meir lDOuths 
and upset me traditional order of things. They prompdy pro
tested to Parlian:'ent, asking for intercession. In glancing over 
me files of Hansard's Parliam"ntary D"bates we lind, for instance, 
mat in 1805 "Lord King presented a petition (in me House of 
Lords) from me journeymen Calico Printen of Lancashire, Derby
shire, Cheshire, Lanark, Renfrew ete., complaining of distress 
mey suffer in consequence of meir inability to procure employ
ment owing to me excessive multiplication of apprentices and 
stating omer grievances to which mey are subject. ••• He said that 
me number of apprentices introduced of late yean inoo meir 
trade, which exceeded very far indced me proportion ever known 
before in any mechanical profession in this country, excluded me 
journeymen from almost even me chance of being able 10 earn 
meir subsistence. Indeed, in many instances mese journeymen 
were refused employment, unless mey consented to sign a second 
contract or indenture for five or seven years, on such terms as me 
masten mought proper 10 prescribe."· In 1808 me hand-loom 
weavers petitioned Parliament for a minimum wage. The power 
loom, mey declared, was destrOying meir chances of earning a 
livelihood. They were not able to compete wim it, and if 
Parliament did not come 10 meir assistance mey would all have 
to come on 10 me parish. Similar complaints were made in me 

• Hansard, Pa";"mmtary D"bates, Vol. V, co\. 117. 
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following year by the cotton spinners, then by the stocking 
makers, then again by the weavers and spinners, by one category 
of workers after another, who were crushed by the machine and 
by the employment of women and children, or were mercilessly 
exploited by the manufacturers. Such petitions were addressed 
to Parliament again and again, showing a child·like faith in the 
goodwill and omnipotence of the State. 

Thereupon Parliament would enter upon a discussion of the 
petitions. On behalf of the manufacturers, ~ir Robert Peel (who i 
every morning would stand at the gates of his factory, whipping 
in his belated workpeople-mainly children of five to seven years 

• of age) would openly declare that he was &ck and tired of al~ 
these petitions and that .. ther_ere many masters who seriously· 
thought of removing themselves and their capital to some other 
country where their property would be better protected, and their 
trade be more free from restriction ... • This was an anticipation 
of the subsequent doctrine of vulgar political economy as to the 
.. volatile" and .. nervous" nature of capital. Erskine, the di ... 
tinguished lawyer, raised a different argument. He claimed that 
the workers' demands for the limitation of the number of 
apprentices was" in violation of the elementary principles of civic 
liberty, and that never (I) had such demands been made upon 
Parliament." This argument anticipated that of the capitalist's 
right of exploitation, which was subsequently to be invoked' 
against factory legislation, against the trade unions fighting black.' 
legging, against free and compulsory elementary education, and 
many other reforms. In their turll, responsible Cabinet Ministers 
would appeal to the teachings of modern political economy con·. 
cerning .. the freedom of industrial enterprise from governmental 
interference as the condition of industrial prosperity .. as the reason! 
lor their disagreement with the views of the petitioners, but would 
declare that, .. undesirous of being accused of lending a deaf ear 
to parliamentary petitions which constituted the right of all classes 
of society," they were willing to appoint a select committee to 
examine the petitions. Such a committee would then be 
appointed, and after examining these and similar petitions, would 
give its verdict; .. The Committee finds that the legislature can
not pass a single act restricting either the freedom of industry, or 
the absolute right of the individual to dispose of his time and 
labour upon terms and conditions which he may find. most' 

·lbi~ .• Vol. IX, col. 533a. 
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advantageous to his interests, without violating the general interests 
,that are of first rate importance to the prosperity and happiness 
of the community, without creating a dangerous precedent, and 
without, after a short lapse of time, aggravating the existing 
unemployment and distress by raising obstacles to the elimination 
of this very unemployment." 

This was quite a new kind of talk, the meaning of which 
amId not at once be grasped by the workers. It was so much at 
variance with the practice of centuries, so glaringly contradicted 
by actual facts, that the workers might easily have taken them as 
a joke. But even a joke may give offence if accompanied by 
such comments as dwse made by the Committee. Among other 
things the workers had asked in.sheir petitions for a money grant 
to enable them to tide over the .. erisis .. (the deadly competition 
of machinery was considered by them as a temporary erisis), and 
so to maintain their labour power for the coming industrial season. 
The grant, however, was refused by the Committee on the ground 
that .. it would serve no good purpose, and would even be 
extremely harmful from all points of view, particularly since it 
would be likely to raise unfounded hopes that might easily upset 
the equilibrium of labour and occupation in the various branches 
of industry, trade and agriculture." This plea was particularly 
offensive in view of the fact that only a few days previously a 
grant of six million Pounds had been given to the manufacturers 
in the shape of a long-term loan to be repaid in instalments. On 
that occasion it had been stated by the Chancellor of the Exchequer 
that .. although the crisis in which the manufacturers were finding 
themseIves had been largely caused by their own fault,- neverthe
less they had already been sufficiendy punished for their conduct, 
and Parliament should not punish them further for their mistake 
out of sheer revenge." Now, however, when it was a question 

I of making a grant to the workers, Parliament could find nothing 
better than to approve of the findings of the Committee, adding 
to it the gratuitous advice that the workers .. might with good 
sense and patience wait for better times, and in the meantime lQak 

, for work clsewhere." 
Such declarations by Parliament and the Government in 

answer to the workers' petitions constituted the political lesson to 
which we have referred above. We have mentioned only one 
incident out of the long chain of petitions and refusals which 
characterised the whole of the first third of the nineteenth century. 
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but it is enough [0 indicate the new attitude of the State [Oward& 
the working class. Henceforth the State, openly constituted a& 
a class organisation, considered it the supreme purpose of its 
existence to clear the road of capitalism from all obstacles hitherto 
raised by patriarchal legislation. For a long time the people could 
DOt realise the change, could not understand how Parliament could 
make up its mind to break suddenly with all past traditions, With( 
all the rules and regulations which had become part and parcel 
of their economic life; how it could place itself on the side of 
capital, that all-devastating, impersonal and heartless entity, whose 
very appearance was bringing ruin, breaking up family ties, spread
ing immorality, and upsetting all former relations between master 
and man. But whether the pellple understood the full import of 
the change or not, the faet itself of this change in the attitude of 
the ruling classes was too obvious [0 be ignored. The only way 
out of the situation seemed to be [0 rum these classes, or rather 
these persons, out of power and [0 put in their place odiers who 
had not sold themselves [0 capital and would, therefore, be more 
attentive [0 the needs and petiti.ons of the people. In this way, 
the consciousness of .. social wrongs," as Gammage puts it, gave ; 
rise [0 the idea of parliamentary reform. Parliament, the most 
essential part of the State machinery, was in the hands of the 
hereditary aristocracy; it must be wrested Vom their grasp ano I 
handed over to the people. 



CHAPTER Two 
THE PARLIAMENTARY REFORM OF 18,32 

.. This is the most wicked, tyrannous, dishonest, 
diabolical measure that could be imagined •.. I 
therefore conjure you to prepare your coffins if you 
have the means. You will be starved to death by 
thousands, if this Bill pass, and thrown on to the 
dung-hill, or on to the . ground, naked, like 
dogs ••• "-Poor Man's Guardian, April II, 1832-
(Letter by a Workingman.) 

H
OW was Parliament rS be wrested from the hands of 
the aristocrats? Experience had shown that they would 
not yield of their own accord, and that to all entreaties 

and clamour they would answer with physical force. In 1816, the 
year following the battle of Waterloo, when the people who were 
supposed to have saved England and the rest of the world from 
the tyranny of the .. Corsican usurper" had been thrown into the 
depths of an unparalleled crisis, William Cobbett, the untiring 
champion of democracy, started an agitation in favour of universal 
suffrage and annual parliaments. The agitation met with tre
mendous success, and political clubs were opened everywhere, 
<fedicated to the memory of Hampden, the hero of the Civil War. 
What was the attitude of the Government towards the movement? 
It suspended the Habeas Corpus Act and issued emergency laws 
forbidding the carrying of arms, curtailing the rights of the Press, 
of public meetings, speeches etc~ Two years later the emergency 
laws were withdrawn, and the agitation was renewed, but the 
Government adopted even more barbarous methods in order to 
suppress it. A grell, open-air mass-meeting was to be held at 
Manchester in August, 1819. The meeting had been arranged to 
take place at St. Peter's Fields, a vast Common in the vicinity of 
the city. Enormous crowds of workers in holiday attire, with 
their wives and children, with bands and banners, gathered to 
listen to their beloved " Orator" Hunt. Hunt had just managed 
to mount the platform when the meeting was assaulted by troops 
and police called in for the occasion, and a great massacre ensued. 
The casualties upon that battlefield-since nicknamed the " Battle 
.of Peterloo "-numbered 14 killed and 618 injured. It became 
dear that a revolution could not be avoided: the obstinacy of the 
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aristocracy was to be met by a regular rebellion, and physical force . 
was to be put down by physical force. 

Such things, however, are usually slow in coming, and this 
was particularly true during the fairly prosperous years that. 
followed, but the crisis of I829 caused a revival of the movement 
and lent it redoubled vigour. An agitation was set on foot 
through all the towns of Lancashire and Yorkshire where secret 
clubs were organised for the purpose of securing arms, while in , 
rural districts popular riots broke out, accompanied by rick burning , 
and the usual manifestations of .. red" terror. 'Ibings were 
rapidly assuming a grave aspect, so much so that the bourgeois 
radical elements, who had taken a large part in the movement, i 
began to feel somewhat scared. "What if the masses of the people ' 
should indeed start a revolution? What if the rtiling class should 
prove so stubborn that it would have to be stormed out of office? 
Would not the revolutionary impetus put into power a radical 
.. mob," which would then have its own way not only with the 
established laws, but also with property? And far-sighted men 
like Francis Place-an ex-tailor who had grown rich and was now 
the leader of the bourgeois-radical elements of his time-felt that 
revolution was perhaps a fine thing as a bugbear, but rather too 
dangerous as reality. When asked by his Whig friends to address 
a message to the country labourers calling upon them to keep the 
peace and to cease terrorist acts as useless, Place refused and coil· 
fidentially stated his view 110 a mend that .. Captain Swing (the 
legendary leader of the gangs of labourers who went about rick· 
burning) was helping to bring reform within the range of practical 
politics ... • On the other hand, when the reactionary Duke of 
Wellington, a furious opponent of Parliamentary reform. scared 
by the rioting in London, c.ance1led the arrangements for the 
King's visit to the Lord Mayor's banquet, /lace accused him of 
encouraging the people to rioting by his cowardice, and at the 
same time urged his Whig friends not 110 drive the Tories out of 
office, since .. a present change of Ministers would do more towards 
producing or rather accelerating a revolution tlwi all the other 
circumstances taken together." .. The time," he argued, .. is 
not yet come when a radical change can be made either so eJtee. 
tually as to prevent other similar changes, or so beneficially as to 
answer the purposes of any class of reformers." 'Ibis ineant,· 
according to Place, that the people were in a state of great excite-. 

• WaUas,TAe Life 01 Fmtrit P'-. po 253-+ 
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ment, and if the Whigs, who had long pledged themselves to 
parliamentary reform, were to come into office, they would have 
to carry drastic measures which. would take them much further 
than they desired, or if the Whigs failed to do so, it would provoke 
a revolutionary outbreak. 

The situation became still more acute after the fall of the 
Wellington Cabinet at the end of 1830, and the formation of a 
Whig Government which on March 1St, 1831, introduced a Reform 
Bill. The Bill exceeded all the hopes of the bourgeois radicals. 
True, it did not provide for universal suffrage, but it did away 
with the old land property qualifi.ation, abolished the notorious 
rotten boroughs, gave rights of representation to the new industrial 
centres, and in addition extended the suffrage to all tenants paying 
a rent of not less than ten pounds per annum. These provisions 
were quite satisfactory to the bourgeois radicals, since they bestowed 
political power upon the middle classes whom they championed. 
But the working class, which was given no share in the reform, 
was naturally indignant. .. Meetings had been held in the manu
facturing districts (we read in a confidential report by a factory 
inspector of the time) at which petitions for universal suffrage had 
been agreed to, and delegates had arrived in London from various 
parts of the country to enforce the separate claims of the workin/!, 
people. The language used by these' delegates and their associates. 
and that used in their unstamped publications, was directed to the 
object of inducing the working people' to believe that the constitu
encies which the Reform Bill would create would belong exclu
sively to the class of tradesmen and shopkeepers, or, as they were 
termed, the middlemen, a class which at all times, it was said, had 
been the worst enemies of the working people."· 

It was at this time that Lovett and other disciples of Owen 
and Hodgskin organised the .. National Association of the Work
ing Class and Others,"t whose basic principles were that" labour 
is the source of wealth," that .. the best country is the one which 
has neither rich nor poor," and that" all men are born free, and 
possess certain inborn and inalienable rights." Among its 
demands was the abolition of all aristocratic and property privileges, 
and the introduction of universal suffrage for adults of either sex 
upon reaching the age of 21 with secret ballots, annual Parliaments 

f Quoted by Wallas, ibia., p. 275. 
t The .. others" referred chiefly to parliamentary radicals of. that 

time, like O'Connell, Hunt and Hume. 
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etc. In a very short time the. Association was joined by numerous 

I workers, and affiliated with similar clubs at Leeds, Manchester, 
Bristol and elsewhere. The" Rotundists " (so named lifter the 
Rotunda Hall where their meetings were held), soon acquired 
great importance. At their weekly open-air meetings they urged 
their huge audiences to accept no half-measures which would only 
benefit the middle classes but to insist upon the complete carrying 

• out of the democratic programme laid down by Major Cartwright. 
This Association comprised only the cream of the working 

class, mixed up, as implied by its name, with other elements from 
the extreme Left of the radical bourgeoisie. As such, it could 
not exercise any wide influence upon the masses of the people, 
and could indeed be safely ignored in the negotiatiops with the 
Government concerning the Reform Bill. There was, however, 
another trouble: the Government was meeting with furious 
opposition to the Bill on the part of a House of Commons vitally 
interested in the old order of things, and of a House of Lords 
made up almost entirely of Tories. This meant that the spectre 
of revolution, hitherto used as a scarecrow for the reactionaries;
could not yet be saf~ly discarded, although to encourage it and let 
it loose would mean playing into the hands of the Rotundists with 
their dangerous ideas about property and other things. What 
was to be done? Francis Place evolved an ingenious plan. In 
every society, he says, there is a fairly large section which ordinarily 
shuns politics, but at critical moments may be brought out onta 
the streets. By getting hold of these people--and with a certain 
amount of diplomacy it should not prove impossiblc--<lne could 
stage a show of revolutionary activity in support of the Bill with
out running any further risks.- Accordingly, at the end of 1831, 
he founded a .. National Political Association" with branches in 
the provinces, and with the aid of his astute agents and the 
judicious distribution of money, obtained by private subscription 
as well as from secret Governmental funds, t he marshalled the 
requisite number of individuals from among the lower middle 
class and some eorrupt representatives of the working class. An 
agitation on its behalf was started both openly and secredy, mani
festoes were issued, and very soon it became a sort of rallying 
ground for a number of unenlightened workers, petty shopkeepers. 
shop assistants, and the like. The real object of the Association 

• Wall.., ibil .• P. ~ 
t Ibil .• pp. ~ and an. 
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was not made public. Indeed, Place well understood that if the 
real aim of the Association, that is, support of the Government Bill, 
were to become known, .. the working people would see in the 
proceeding the old desire to use them for a purpose and then to 
abandon them. • . • The gap between the working and middle 
classes would be widened, and the rancour that exists would be 
increased, and all chance of reconciliation put off for years ..• "* 

Instead, the aim of the Association was formulated as that of 
getting .. real and proportionately strong representation of the 
middle class and of the working classes in the House of Commons .. 
a formula deliberately made vague in order that everybody could 
interpret it according to his politieal taste. It was, then, upon 
these hired clements that Place and his colleagues relied both for 
revolutionary ammunition against the opponents of the Bill, and 
for a buffer against the Rotundists. 

The Reform Bill, as is well known, was twice rejected. Aher 
the first defeat of the Bill, Parliament was dissolved, and in the 
new elections Place made the first use of his new ·organisation. 
He attained a measure of success beyond all expectation. In 
spite of the efforts of the Rotundists to launch a campaign in 
favour of universal suffrage and other reforms such as the abolition 
of the stamp duty, the disestablishment of the church, the repeal 

, of the corn laws, the mob shouted: .. The Bill, the whole Bill, 
I and nothing but the Bill I " and resorted to such violence against 

its opponents (going to the extent of breaking the windows of 
Wellington's house) that the elections resulted in a brilliant victory 
for the Whigs. From then on the crowd of shouters wirepulled 
by the .. National Political Association" played a prominent part 
in the struggle for and against parliamentary reform. Now it 
was used for the purpose of staging street demonstrations, now it 
was incited to rioting, now it was used as .. the people" on whose 
behalf petitions were sent to Parliament, and again it was sent to 
break the windows as well as the ribs of aristocratic peers. In 
the provinces huge mass-meetings were held at which resolutions 
were "\U"ried to the effect that in the event of further obstinacy 
from thtl.. House of Lords, the people would refuse to pay taxes, 
while reports were circulated that a crowd of a hundred thousand 
men armed with pikes was going to march on the House of 
Commons from the counties surrounding London. In London 
itself, aher each defeat of the Bill, the crowd would march through 

-Ibid., p. 281. 
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the streets compelling the closing of shops and the ringing of 
church bclls, while Place himself would artfully spread the rumour 
that arms and weapons were being manufactured for the .. people" 
at Sheffield, that a .. meeting of delegates" had decided to begin 
shordy to erect barricades, that the people were about to pillage 
the casdes of the aristocrats and carry off the wives and children 
of the lords as hostages, and so on.· On their part the Cabinet . 
Ministers, while secredy subsidising the movement from private I 

ana Governmental funds, threatened the Lords with the people's _ 
revenge, telling them that" they were asked for a small contribu-, 
tion towards the renovation of the old edifice of representati!e' 
government, that the longer they .hesitated the more they would\ 
eventually have to yield, that the people would increase their 
dema"ds to annual Parliaments, universal suffrage, secret balloting I 

~~ -

Indeed, as is well known, the Lords had to yield, and the 
Bill was passed, but at no time, not even at the most critical 
moments, was the situation at all revolutionary. Place and his 
colleagues manipulated their stage-hands with rare dexterity, never 
allowing the popular excitement to pass from stage effects to reality. 
When public indignation reached its highest point after the third 
defeat of the Bill (when the Government announced its intention 
to resign, and the King summoned Wellington with the obvious 
intention of crushing the movement b,: force) and the Whigs them
selves were prepared to run the risk of a rebellion, Place and his 
friends hody protested and prevented the holding of a great mass 
meeting near London which was to be attended by half a million 
people. No doubt if the struggle had been carried on further. 
that is, if Wellington had indeed taken office and resorted to the 
use of arms, the situation might have taken a very serious turn; 
but Place was aware of this, and did not allow the situation to 
grow so acute. When the Iron Duke began forming a Cabinet, 
Place organised the famous run on the Banks, causing such a panic 
in commercial circles that the King was compelled to throw the 
Duke overboard and summon the Whigs once more. 

What were the Rotundists doing in the meantime? They 
• As to this .. kidnapping plan," we are told by the simple-minded 

Lovett (Life ."d S,",ggles, p. 217): .. My informant, Mr. Francis Place, 
told me that a thousand pounds were placed in his hands in further
ance of the plan." Poor Lovett could not see that Place was merely
using him as press reporw-s are used nowadays. 

t Lord Brougham in the House of Lords. 
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saw clearly through the game played by Place, and did their utmost 
to counteract it. As soon as the .. National Political Association" 

• was formed they organised a great mass meeting to expose the 
manreuvres of its founders. But the meeting was. proscribed by 
the Government on the ostensible pretext that seditious prepara
tions were being made by the Rotundists, but in reality at Place's 
request. In compliance with the old-established custom of sub
mitting the programmes of political organisations to public meet· 
ings for approval, a meeting of this kind was held by Place's 
.. Association," which the Rotundists attended in force in order to 
submit a resolution in favour of universal suffrage. The 
Rotundists' plan was to capture the meeting, but Place was too 
astute to be caught unawares: he organised obstruction, and the 
Rotundist speakers were prevented from addressing the meeting. 
They succeeded nevertheless in one thing: they managed to carry 
a resolution to the effect that one half of the Administrative 
Council of the Association should consist of workers. Place was 
confounded for a while, but he soon recovered his bearings; by a 
liberal disbursement of money from !be secret Governmental funds 
he secured the co-operation of numerous members of the Associa
tion, and the Council as elected was made up almost entirely of 
his henchmen.· Finding themselves in a hopeless minority, the 
Rotundists left the .. Association" and proceeded to agitate among 
the people at large. 

From the first, the Rotundists in their organ, the Poor 
Man's Guardian, endeavoured to eXplain to their public that the 
promises held out by the sponsors of the Bill were thoroughly 
deceitful, that it would be the height of folly to trust them, and 
that the only way for the working class to secure the necessary 
reforms was to take political power into their own hands. At a 
public banquet, Lord John Russell, Cabinet Minister and author 
of the Bill, declared that .. this Bill was not a temporary measure 
calculated to bring temporary benmts, but one that would once and 
for all secure liberty to the people; that it was not a measure which 
gave victory to any particular party, but one which secured the 
prosperity and happiness of the nation upon a just and indestruct
ible foundation." The Poor Man's Guardian sharply denounced 

\ this humbug. .. We believe," Brontene O'Brien wrote, .. you 
• For details of this strug~le between the Rotundists aod Place and 

his Association, see Lovett, Life .nd Struggles, pp. 74"75, aod Wallas, 
op. cit., p. 2B+ 
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arc by this time aware of how. little the Bill benefits yourselves; 
but you arc taught to imagine that the transfer of the nomination 
of members from wealthy individuals ID the general body of f.xo 
householders dI" middlemen will be of great service ID you, inas
much as the latter will be more inclined ID do you justice than 
the former; and you are, naturally enough, led into this delusion 
by the liberal opinions which they have hitherID professed and the 
principles they have advocated; yes, when they themselves had 
annmon cause with you for oomplaint_hen your wrongs were 
thein-when they had no suffrage, they, then, oould Illy that all 
persons should have equal rights, and acoordingly oould unite 
with you in obtaining what they themselves required as much as 
you; could they do otherwise? Could they then object ID your 
having rights equal to their own? How would a suilDr look, 
asking of his judges that charity which, even while he asks for it, 
he is himself denying ID others? Thus, then, they were obliged 
to allow your rights: but now the situation of affairs is wonderfully 
altered. Tho. battle, thanks ro your assistance, is safely won, they 
think; their Position is changed from that of fellow sufferers and 
fellow plaintiifs inlD that of masters and judges; and the question 
is, whether, ID all our experience of nature, -it ill not more than 
probable that they will feel anxious to maintain their own 
superiority over JOll-whether, having gained, as an aclusive 
advantage, that which they before only claimed in annmon with 
you, they will. without ooligation, surrender up your just pro
portion of iL"· 

The question was Stated with splendid clarity, and the 
proletariat was hoodwinked again and again by the honey-lOngued 
proxnises of the Libetal bourgeoisie, in England in 18,32 (as we 
shall presendy see), and in France, Germany and Austria in 1B.tB, 
before it oould finally grasp the profound meaning of the state- t 
ment made by O'Brien. ~ 

Equally sharp were O'Brien's oomments on the .. n:volution
ary" manlruvres to which Place and his lieutenants resorted each 
time it was necessary either ID intimidate the opponents, or ID 

force the hand of the ad¥Ocates of the Bill In a manifesID ID 

the House of Lords, demanding universal suffrage, O'Brien, its 
author. wrote: .. Threats of a • re"9O!ution • are employed by th" 
middle class and • petty masters' as arguments ID induce yout 
allowance of their measure; but be not intimidated by them: a 

• P- Mo', G~, NO\'. 50 1831. 
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violent revolution is not only beyond the means of those who 
threaten it, but is to them their greatest objeet of alarm; for they 
know that such a revolution can only be effected by the poor and 
despised millions who, if excited to the step, might usc it for their 
own advantage, as well as for that of themselves, who would thus 
not only be placed in a less exclusive situation than at present, 
but would also have their rights of property endangered': be 
assured that a violent revolution is their greatest dread, and, should 
ever the poor millions be compelled to resort to such an alternative, 
they will be as firmly opposed to it as yourselves could possibly be : 
yes, alas I their assistance, in such event, is secured to you by the 
irresistible sympathy of property, without the necessity of any 
sacrifice on your part • • . ". 

History has since confirmed these words by many striking 
instances. In England, as was correc:tly pointed out by O'Brien, 
the middle classes did not want any revolution; but in other 
countries they courted it (or at least, they could not prevent it), 
and the .. poor millions" had subsequently to pay a heavy toll 
of blood for the assistance they had rendered to the bourgeoisie. 

-r In this way did the Rotundists agitate, but the course of 
history proved stronger than their efforts. The non·dass-conscious 
mass of the workers and, the 'exceedingly class-conscious mass of 

. the petty-bourgeoisie followed" the Bill and nothing but the Bill," 
) and the Reform Bill was enacted in 1832 to the exclusive interest 

of the capitalist class. The Rotundists continued to agitate as 
much as possible until 1834, when the Workingmen's Association 
was disbanded, and its members scattered to various parts of 

t England. 
• Poor Mao's Guardian, OcL I, 1831. 
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THE BOURGEOISIE IN POWER 

oj Base, brutal, bloody Whigs."-Q'CoNNELL. 

SO the bourgeoisie came to power. What did'it do? First 
of all, it declared that the world had now reached the highest 
point of perfection, that there was no room for further 

political devdopment in England. .. Having now extended the 
suffrage," Mr. Stanley declared on behalf of the Government, 
.. the Government would only be deceiving the people and contra
dicting all the professions that they had made, and with which 
they had oome forward, if they should not be strenuous in their 
resistance to any attempt to carry the extension farther. The 
Government had oome forward with a oomplete measure of 
Reform, which the people had adopted as the new charter of their 
liberties; it had been so extensive as to alarm many, who, how
ever, oonsented to go to the length of it upon the distinct pledge 
that it was to be • final measure."~ 

To whom the Minister referred when speaking about .. the 
people," it is difficult to tell; at any rate they were 'not those whom 
he and his associates had used as revolutionary pawns. They had 
been repeatedly promised their reward, and when the Government 
went back on its solemn pledges, it merely fulfilled the prediction 
made by O'Brien. Five years later a repetition of this statement 
by Lord John Russell became the signal for the beginning of the 
Chartist movement; but in 1832 it caused indignation only among 
the Rotundists, since the public at large were tired after the recent 
struggle and hoped that the victorious bourgeoisie would at least : 
assist them in their eoonomic distress. These hopes, after all, had ' 
been the main motive force of the masses during the whole of the 
Reform campaign, although the wily Whigs had succeeded in 
emMCUlating the battle-cry to .. The Bill and nothing but the 
Bill "; this was possible only because the people had a profound 
belief in their bourgeois allies and expected from them greater. 
sympathy than from the old aristocrats. 'They were soon to be • 
undeceived by events; for if the aristocracy had scourged them with 
whips, the bourgeoisie was now to chastise them with scorpions./ 

• Porw U •• ', G,UlNli"ff, Doc. 29> 1832-
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The outstanding feature of the new Parliament was that it 
had retained all the previous fiscal regulations, including the corn 
laws and the indirect taxes. The corn laws had been introduced 
in 1815, and prohibited any inIport of wheat until the price reached 
80 shillings a quarter. These laws were perhaps the most eloquent 
evidence of the class nature of the aristocratic reginIe, and had been 
the subject of constant complaints on the part of the lower middle 
class and the workers. However, the years 1833-36 were marked 
by good harvests, and the price of wheat fluctuated berween 48 
and 53 shillings; this fact was exploited by the Whigs as an 
excuse to retain the corn laws, thereby conciliating the defeated 
landlords. The same circumstance--relative prosperity~abled 
them to withhold the revision of the system of taxation. Out of 

i a revenue of £47,000,000 in 1831, £35,500,000 were derived from 
! indirect taxes, of which 93.33 per cent. was raised on such articles 
as tea, sugar, tobacco, coffee, butter and timber. This heavy and 
unjust burden of taxation was also left unchanged by the Whigs. 
out of consideration for the manufacturers and the landlords. 

Nevertheless, both the corn laws and the unjust distribution 
of taxes were mere trifles as compared with the cardinal "Con
dition-of-England-Question "-as Carlyle called it-arising from 
the introduction of machinery. By that time all the old regula
tions concerning wages and apprenticeship had been abolished, and 
only very few people dreamt of their restoration. The question, 
chiefly, was how to regulate the conditions of labour in the 
factories on the one hand, and on the other, how to assist those 
sections of the population which had pot yet been drawn into the 
new system, such as the Uluan and rural artisans and small home 
producers: With regard to the factory proletariat, the first 
remedy that suggested itself was the shortening of the working 
day and the suppression or at,.least the limitation of fenIale and 
child labour. With a view to this, Owen and Fielden formed in 
1833 the "Grand National Consolidated Trades Union" and set out 
to preach a general strike for an eight-hour day. Thanks to the 
prosperity of p,e years 1833-1834 the movement met. with unusual 
success, and v!ery soon it rallied to its banner about half a million 
workers. The~ '~e new reginIe of the "middle classes" revealed its 

, class nature. Notwithstanding all the pleadings of Francis Place to 
'avoid discrediting, itself at the very outset by hostility to the 

workers, * the Gov,\nment determined to crush the movement" by 
• W alias. ibid .• 1\ 353 eI seq. 
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energetic measures," arrested six poor labourers in Dorsetshire who 
had tried to form a local branch of the .. Trades Union" and 
sentenced them to seven years' transportation. This barbarous 
verdict proved a mortal blow to the young movement, and it soon 
died out. Fielden and his companions, Oasder and Sadler, then 
began an agitation for the legislative regulation of factory labour, 
and especially for a legal ten-hour day for women and juveniles. 
Another, even more numerous, section of the working class, the 
semi-independent producers in town and village, was in no better 
position than the factory workers. They did not cease to address 
their plaints to the House of Commons, each more pitiful than the 
last. In Lancashire alone there were 80,000 hand loom weavers 
dying of starvation together with their families. Between 1813 
and 1833 the number of power looms in the country had increased 
from 2,400 to· 100,000, with a corresponding drop in the weavers' 
earnings from 13S. 6d. to 45. 6d. per week, on a working day of 
from 12 to 16 hours. * They lived on potatoes and never tasted 
meat. 

In a similar plight were the Nottingham stocking makers, 
the Coventry and Spitalfields silk-spinners, the Clerkenwell 
mechanics, the wool-spinners in the western counties and numerous 
other categories of workers. Matters were no better in the rural 
districts. At the close of the eighteenth century all the cottages, 
except one, in a certain parish in Sussex were owned by the 
hand loom weavers who were working with their families on 
orders from the manufacturers. They had brewed their own beer, 
and had meat at their table at least three times a week. Now, in 
1834> only tWo cottages were owned by the workers, 182 people 
were getting parish relief, while the remainder had nothing to 
brew and to drink, and were feeding only on potatoes. The 

• same was true of other places. The town of Corford in Suffolk 
had once been I flourishing· wool manufacturing centre, .. but," 
we are told by a contemporary,t .. the power of the machine had 
destroyed the weaver's needle and shutde, the spinning wheel and 
the loom," and 4,304 people out of a population of 7,1I9z were 
getting parish relief. Altogether, parish relief was now playing 
a tremendous part in the economic life of these sections of the 
working class. In compensation £or the abolition of the 

• Oastler in Poor Mo', GlUIrtlum, July 5, 1834. 
t Speech by Sir Henry Willoughby in the House of Commons, 

July I, 183+ 
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monasteries, which had spent one-third of their revenue on public 
relief, the parishes were obliged, under the old Elizabethan law, 
to maintain their poor at public expense, the aged, infirm and 
those incapable of work, in poorhouses and similar institutions 
and to find work or working material for the ableOOdied unem
ployed. In course of time, towards the close of the eighteenth 
century, when the industrial revolution had begun and the price 
of bread, owing to wars, had soared to an unprecedented height, 

· the parishes were charged with yet another form of public relief 
I in the shape of money grants to supplement low wages or in aid 
· of rent. In many counties where the old wage regulations had 
been abolished, the parishes, through the justices of the peace, 
established sliding scales of regular money grants-in-aid in accord
ance with lIuctuations in the price of corn, and entire parishes, as 

· we have seen, caine down on the rates. In 1832 the expenditure 
on such relief exceeded £7,000,000, a sum equalling lOS. per head 
of the population. 

It was then that the ruling bourgeoisie suddenly discovered a 
remedy for all the ills which beset the people. It was the 
cleverest idea ever conceived by the creative mind of the bourgeoisie. 
It discovered, as though inspired by some divine intuition, that 
the whole evil was due to parish relief, which encouraged people 
in idleness. While industrial capital, swelling year by year, was 
keenly hankering after human lIesh, the hand loom workers, 
thanks to public support, were unwilling to part with their looms, 
and labourers stubbornly remained in their villages and spent their 
time in idleness. This of course was true, mainly if not solely, 
of the work-shy able-bodied and did not apply to the old and the 
children maintained by the parish. But then, were not these 
latter a burden on the parish because they were receiving no sup
port from their relatives or because, anticipating eventual relief· 
from the parish, they had been unthrifty when at work? The 
moral of which was: abolish the Poor Law, do away with parish 
relief, and everything would change: the loafers would go to the 
factories, the rural labourers would quit their villages, everyone 
would make provision for the future, and the homes and asylums 
for the sick, aged and the young would disappear. At the same 
time the general economic situation of the country would improve, 
since millions of pounds would be expended on productive pur
poses instead of being wasted on the maintenance of paupers. 

A clever idea, was it not? Take away from the people 
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\/ruined by capitalism their last miserable refuge, and all their 
'mi$ery will pass away.- There was but one drawback: the 
people had become so demoralised that" in no circumstances would 
they willingly submit to such a severe operation. They might 
rebel and overthrow Parliament, together with the hateful factories. 
Fortunately, there was a remedy for. this, too. In the eighteenth 
century some poor law authorities had introduced the so-called 
workhouse, a sort of semi-penal institution where the inmates 
were given compulsory work of such a character and under such 
conditions that many hastily left the workhouses, preferring to 
undergo any privation rather than accept such parish relief. This 
was done not so much to encourage the people to be 4ldustrious, as 
to save the rateS; the fewer people applying for rwei, the less 
would be the expenditure and the lower would be the rates on the 
landlords. The workhouse idea was now revived, both in order 
to .. render the people industrious" and to avoid the menace of 
a revolt. In every parish there was to be established a workhouse 
and no relief was to be granted except inside its walls. In order 
that the workhouse might not be too attractive, the conditions for 
the inmates were to be such as .. to render them, on the whole, 
less desirable than those of the independent workers," and .. the 
inmate was to be subjected to such a system of toil, discipline and 
restrictions, as woul'd outweigh all the bodily comforts obtained." 
Under such conditions, to use an expression by the most 
authoritative historian of this .. social reform, "t ': the offer of 
relief at the workhouse would be tantamount to its absolute with
holding," and the worker would be prepared to stand any amount· 
of suffering rather than apply to the parish. . 

This plan was carried out to the letter. In 1833 a commission 
was appointed to draw up the scheme and in 1834 its work was 

• crowned by the passing of the famous Poor Law Reform Act. It 
was a truly revolutionary measure which, with one flourish of 
the pen, swept away some of the most ancient social traditions.:!: 

• The authors of this idea were the .. Philosophic Radicils," the 
disciples of Bentham-Ciladwick, Nassau, Senior, Grote, Mill, etc. The 
names of these people are still cherished to-day'by British capitalists. 

t Webb, A Hislory o/IM Eng/isA Poor lAlII. Vol. 30 p. 49. 
: Both the authors and the historians of this reform considered it 

as England's salvation: it .. freed .. the people from everything which 
hindered their development into the l'roletanat. Mr. McKay indeed uses 
as an epigraph to his bOok the followmg quotation from Hegel: "D"". 
Ilk WM~sdlidle ist nie/IIS als Ilk E_ic/tillflg ~s IkcriOes lin 



30 PROM CHARTISM TO LABOURISM 

The already impoverished people-as predicted by the Poor Man's 
Guardian as far back as 1832-were " thrown on to the dunghill, 
or on to the ground, like dogs," deprived of the support which 
they had previously enjoyed. Everywhere the gloomy" Bastilles .. 
-as the workhouses were nicknamed-were erected, and anyone 
refusing to enter them was denied relief. The visit to the Bastille 
was accompanied by truly diabolical cruelty. The work was of 
the mos~ senseless kind-oakum picking, stone breaking or bone 
crushing; the inmates were so starved that frequendy they greedily 
sucked the marrow out of the bones given them for crushing or 
stole the food intended for the domestic animals; husbands were 
&eparated from their wives, and parents from their children, this 
separation of parent from child being so rigorous that women went 
mad and children died of loneliness; the brutal and degrading 
treatment, the prison-like discipline, and the lack of discrimina
tion between the healthy and the sick-all these and others 
atrocities turned public relief into an institution of unparalleled 
savagery. As a reward, the " reformers" could boast a few years 
later of an appreciable decrease in " pauperism" which reduced the 
poor law expenditure from 6~ million pounds sterling in 1831 
to half a million in 1841. In the county of Kent-to cite only 
one instance--the number of persons receiving parish relief in 
twelve parishes was reduced from 3,512 in 1833 to 5 (sic!) in 1836.
The rest of the people, we are laconically told by the same 
authority, had" found employment elsewhere." The report fails 
to mention the conditions under which that " employment" was 
secured, but we learn from another report that twenty-live families, 
chased by the workhouse system from certain Bedfordshire villages, 
secured employment in the Lancashire factories, earning a total 
of £28 per week, i.e., somewhat over £r per family.t To earn 
this sum, not only the adults, but also the children had to work 
ten to twelve hours a day and more. It was now that the system 
of " putting the people through the mill," described so vividly by 
Marx and Engels, started in England on a mass scale. Entire 
villages, adults and children, were transported by the Guardians of 

I the Poor to the factory towns, in carts or barges, like bales of mer
',chandise, and delivered to the tender mercies of the capitalists. In 
Frd"eit " (World history is nothing but the unfolding of the idea of 
liberty.) 

-Ibid., pp. 22-3. 
t Ibid., p. 220. 
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Lancashire, we read in the report of a Poor Law inspector (quoted 
by McKay-), machinery using 7,50'7 horse-power was being erected. 
and it was calculated that six mill-hands would be required per 
each horse-power. The necessary complement of mechanics. 
labourers etc., would amount to as many more, that is, in all, a 
population of 90,064. From what source were these 90,064 units 
of labour to be supplied? First, the inspector hoped that many of 
the local hand loom weavers would embrace this opportunity of 
relinquishing a decaying industry; but he fcared that the hand 
loom weavers might continue - .. unwilling to surrender their 
imaginary independence, and prefer being enslaved by poverty tOo 
the confinement and unvarying routine of factory employment ... · 
He recommended, accordingly, that the Commissioners should. 
appoint a suitable agent to act as a means of communication 
between the millowners and the Assistant Commissioners in the 
south. The Commissioners, accordingly, circularised the Poor 
Law officers and manufacturers, offering their services to the latter 
as purveyors of human flesh from .. counties with surplus popula
tion," and hundreds and thousands of families, including childreJl' 
.. of legal age and strength,'~ were sent to work in the factories of 
.. highly respectable firms." 

This was the reward given by the bourgeoisie to the working 
class £Or its c:o-operation in th!= acquisition of political power. 
Anticipating the storm which would be caused among the people 
by this perfidy, the bourgeoisie, as always happens in similar cir
cumstances, went so far as to throw overboard the glorious 
Constitution and handed over the administration of the Act to a 
Commission of three bureaucrats holding office for a period of five 
years and responsible neither to the House of Commons nor too 
the Cabinet. The Commission was invested with full dictatorial 
powers, and a special police, formed £or the purpose, was placed 
at its disposal to enable it to carry out, £rom the safe distance of 
its chambers, the provisions of the Act in whatever manner it 
deemed fit. Its agents in the parishes oonsisted of locally elected 
oommissions oontrolled by central inspectors and instructed by 
means of bureaucratic circulars. 

That these precautionary measures were not superlluous W8$ 

demonstrated by the attitude of the masses during the Parlia
mentary discussion of the Bill. Hundreds of petitions were 
showered upon the legislators from all parts of the oountry; mass. 

·16i~ .. p. 217. 
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meetings attended by hundreds of thousands protested against this 
glaring attack upon the rights of the people, while in the House 
()f Commons speeches were delivered such as had seldom been 
heard in the representative assemblies of the world. .. I tell you," 
shouted Fielden to Lord John Russell, the sponsor of the ' reform,' 
.. that the introduction of the new law in my constituency will 
meet with resistance, and I do not mind telling you frankly that if 
such resistance takes place, I would lead it. If matters have come 
to such a pass that neither the sheriff's baton nor the constable's 
bludgeon can maintain public order against the aggressors, it is 
our duty to resist, and I am prepared to take upon mysdf a share 
of the responsibility."· Fielden was supported by a group of 
M.P.'s, small in number but strong in their eloquence and indigna
tion, who fought against the Bill with might and main. Aher 
the eventual passing of the Bill, the light was carried into the 
country. In applying the Act (i.e., at the election of the Guardians, 
the building of .. Bastilles," the collection of the rates etc.), nearly 
every industrial district had to be taken practically by storm. The 
most fantastic rumours went about among the masses. It was 
said that the bread in the workhouses was poisoned, that the 
children in any family in excess of three were to be killed, that 
anyone touching the bread given at the workhouse would be im
prisoned and his children slain, and so on. The resistance of the 
people was tremendous. The workers rebelled and razed the 
workhouses to the ground, yielding only, aher many bloody 
encounters, to military force.t In many places the law could not 
be operated for a number of years, and in 1836 it was in force only 
in 64 localities. In the Kentish villages a social and religious 
movement arose among the peasants, led by a madman who 
declared himsdf the world'. saviour come to abolish the new Act. 
Troops were sent against them, and it was only aher the prophet 
had been killed and several volleys /ired into the crowd, that the 
movement was suppressed. In order to gain an idea of the excite
ment which reigned among the people, suffice it to quote from a 
speech delivered before a crowd of 100,000 people by the Rev. J. R. 
Stephens, later an associate of the Chartists, and at that time the 
most impassioned opponent of the new law. .. If Lord John 
Russell wanted to know what he (Rev. J. R. Stephens) thought of 
the new Poor Law, he would tell him plainly: he thought it was 

" Hansard, Pariilzmenl4ry Debates. Feb. 2oj, 1836. 
t Oasder was one of the most influentiallcadess of this movemenL 
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the law of devils, and that it ought to be resisted to the death, 
even if the first man that might be slaughtered in opposing it 
should be Lord John Russell himself. They had at Ashton !Xlme 
to the determination that when next March came, they would vote 
no more for Guardians. Let the man who would dare to accept 
the office of Guardian take the consequence upon his own head. 
He told them this, because he thought they ought to know. If 
it was to come, let it come; it should be an eye for an eye, a tooth 
for a tooth, limb for limb, wife for wife, child for child, man for 
man and blood for blood, so help their God and their country."· 
Equally vehement was his eloquence at Newcasde: "The people 
were not going to stand this, and he would say that sooner than 
wife and husband and father and son should be sundered and 
dungeoned and fed on • skillie '-sooner than wife or daughter 
should wear the prison dress-sooner than that-Newcasde ought 
to be, and should be-one blaze of fire, with only one way to put 
it out, and that with the blood of all those who supported this 
measure •••. " He (Mr. Stephens) "was a revolutionist by fire, 
he was a revolutionist by blood, to the knife, to the death. If an 
unjust, unconstitutional, and illegal parchment was carried in the 
pockets of the Poor Law Commissioners, and handed over to be 
slung on a musket, or a bayonet, and carried through their bodies 
by an armed force, or by any force whatever, that was a tidy 
sentence; and if this meeting decided that it was contrary to law 
and allegiance to the. Sovereign-that it was altogether a violation 
of the Constitution and common sense, it ought to be resisted in 
every legal way. It was law to think about it and ·to talk about 
it; and to put their names on paper against it, and after that to go 
to the Guildhall and to speak against it. And when that would 
not do, it was law to ask wha~ was to be done next, and then it 
would be law for every man" to have his firelock, his cudass, his 
sword, his pair flf pistols or his pike, and for every woman to have 
her pair of scissors, and for ever child to have its paper of pins 
and its box of needles, and let the men with a torch in one hand 
and a dagger in the other put· to death any and all who attempted 
to sever man and wife."t 

Such was the bitterness and intensity of the struggle; but 
the treacherous bourgeoisie, backed by armed force, eventually 

• Reported in Non""" Sin, 10.2.1838 
t Quoted in Gammage, History 0/ lite Cllortisl Mo_ml. pp. 

s6-S7. 
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triumphed. Here again, no doubt, the years of prosperity which 
followed the .. reform" facilitated the work of pacification. Never
theless the anger of the people was unallayed, and at the first 
opportunity it assumed a new political form. At last the people 
realised how profoundly they had been deceived in 1832, and how 
right were those. who had warned them against an alliance with 
the Whigs. They grasped the necessity of getting at the helm, 
and once again the question of universal suffrage and democratic 
Parliaments became the order of the day. Chartism came upon 
the stage. 



CH.\PTEII. FOUR 

THE CHARTER 

.. There, Lovett, is your Charter,' agitate for it, 
and never be content with anything less."-
O'CONNELL. . 

.. Six or seven years ago they had met on that 
ground for the attainment of what they thought 
would be freedom. They joined the middle class 
that were then struggling for their rights-tbey 
obtained for them political freedom, and they 
trusted to their gratitude for assisting to ~ure the 
rights of the great masses of the commuruty-they 
had been deceived, basely deserted, but they now 
stood forward again in their own might and 
majesty and again they would triumph. • . " 
-JAMBS WII.LIAMS, Chartist orator, at Sunderland 
meeting, in 1838 (quoted by Gammage). 

I
N June, 1836, there was founded in London a litde society 
called .. The London Workingmen's Association." Its soul 
was one Lovett, a follower of the doctrines of Robert Owen; 

a man of quiet manner, but not over-shrewd; capable yet unfit 
for practical political struggle, since he did not possess even a spark 
of revolutionary temperament. He was friendly with all the 
bourgeois radicals of his time and entertained a particular regard 
for Place, upon whose suggestion the Association was founded.· 
The Association was .. to draw into one bond of unity the intelli
gent and influential portion of the working classes in town and 
country, to seek by every legal means to place all classes of society 
in possession of their equal political and social rights," and further, 
.. to use every exertion to remove those cruel laws that prevent the 
free circulation of thought through the medium of a cheap and 
honest press. "t This last plank. in the programme of the Ass0-
ciation was inserted because it was thought by the founders that 
only by educating the working class would it be possible to achieve 
the aims of the Association, since by such means alone could the 
working class be made to realise its political and social position. 
.. Ignorance," said the manifesto of the newly founded Association, 
•• has caused us to believe that we were born to toil and others to 

• Walla., op. riI. p. 359-
t Lovett, op. riI. pp. 92"93. 
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enjoy-that we were naturally inferior, and should silently bow to 
the government of those who were pleased to call themselves 
superior;"and consequently those who have governed us have done 
so for their own advantage, and not ours. The existence of their 
power depending on the ignorance, the instilled prejudice, and 
cupidity of the multitude, they have formed their institutions for 
hoodwinking and keeping them in subjection ..•. Happily, how
ever, for mankind, the floodgates of knowledge, which the tyrants 
of the world have raised to stem its torrent, are being broken down. 
We have tasted its refreshing stream; the mist of ignorance and 
delusion is past; we perceive the injustice practised on us, and feel 
the slavery from which we have not yet power to free ourselves. 
Our emancipation, however, will depend on the extent of this 
knowledge among the working classes of all countries, on its 
salutary effects in causing us to perceive our real position in society 
-in causing us to feel that we, being the producers of wealth, 
have the first elaim to its enjoyment-that as education develops 
the intellect and better prepares men to fulfi1 their respective duties 
in society, those who produce the means of education have an 
equal and a natural right to its benefi~that as government is 
for the benefit of all, all have equal rights, according to their 
abilities, to fill any of its offices; and, as the laws are said to be 
for the benefit of all, all should have a voice in their enactment. 
When these principles are well understood by the working classes, 
the power which knowledge generates will soon lead to their 
general adoption; and then, fellow workmen, the tyrants of the 
world will lose their power, hypocrisy her mask, -and the deceivers 
of mankind their credulous disciples." 

These statements are in the abstract true, of course; but by 
confining its activities beforehand, on the basis of these principles, 
to peaceful propaganda (chiefly by means of literature), to self
education, to the establishment of libraries etc., and by stipulating 
such conditions of membership as possession of the virtues of 
temperance, good character, and so forth, the Association doomed 
itself in advance to the position of a sect without any political 
influence upon the masses. After all, it was a mere truism to say 
that without the proper consciousness of social and political wrongs 
no social and political emancipation was possible; the question at 
issue was precisely 110111 this consciousness could be aroused, and 
the methods chosen. by the Association to this end were neither 
the only nor even the most effective ones. Theoretical propaganda 
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without action on the widest possible scale may influence some 
individuals, but cannot lay' hold of the masses, while action 
awakens the consciousness of the masses with elemental irresistible 
force and brings it at the moment of crisis to ablaze.· It is a 
great misfortune if the conditions are not ripe for such action, or 
if the ground has not been properly prepared or has been occupied 
by others; it is a still greater misfortune if the conditions exist 
while those engaged in the struggle fail to see them. 

This was precisely the c:asc with Lovett and his Association 
who failed to appreciate the existing situation and therefore con
sidered it possible to engage only in slow, quiet, and, as it appeared 
to them, sure propagandist activity. The reason for their failure 
was that they were Londoners, and London, not being an industrial 
centre, did not feel the oppressive effects of the factory system or 
of the new Poor Law to the same extent as it was felt in the 
industrial North, where the masses were struggling violendy in 
their meshes and engaged in bloody fights. Even to-<Iay London 
does not reBect the true moods of the people, as Paris reBected it 
in France until recendy. All the most important social movements 
in England have come from the industrial North, and this, by the 
way, is why foreigners coming to England, but staying only in 
London, usually carry away with them most distorted impressions. 

It was no doubt on this account, too, that the Association 
so readily .. hobnobbed" with the bourgeois radical elements and 
to some extent succumbed to their influence. All cats are grey 
at night, and in the dark hours preceding the awakening of class 
consciousness radical bourgeois politicians easily passed for "leaders' 
of the people." As mentioned before, the very idea of the Associa
tion originated with Place, who five years previously had paralysed 
the movement in favour of universal suffrage. If now, in seeming 
contradiction to his own past, he helped to found an Association 
that was lighting for .. equal political and social rights for all 
elasses of society," it was because he knew that such a movement 
was bound to emerge sooner or later, and thought quite jusdy that 
it was best in the circumstances to forestall it and render it from the 
very outset as innocuo~ as possible. This shows what a shJewd 
and astute politician he was. He did not at all fear the Owenist 
background of the new movement. Owenism was an exceedingly 
peaceful doctrine, not only rejecting active political lighting, but 

• Marx said: .. With the thoroughness of an historical actiOll 
grows the mass of the body whose actioa it is." 
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actually (as subsequently proved by facts) opposing Chartism, offer
ing in its place trade unionism and co-operation. Nevertheless, 
among the followers of Owenism were the most intelligent elements 
of the working class, and by directing them into bourgeois radical 
channels Place could hope for so much greater success. As a 
matter of fact, everything went smoothly at first: the Association, 
although issuing now and then excellent manifestoes on different 
topics, was devoting its main attention to theoretical discussions on 
social and political subjects, sharing with Place the profound con
viction that· the only way to attain the desired goal was by the 
slow education of the masses and by moral pressure upon the 
House of Commons. 

However the year 1837 compelled the Association to come out 
of its shell aAd to contemplate the wide world of realities. The 
financial collapse in America brought about a severe crisis in 
England, and all the discontent of the people, repressed during the 
last five years, threatened to break out in a terrific storm. The 
Association decided to come forward with a demand for the com
plete democratic reform of Parliament, and instructed Lovett, its 
Secretary, and some other members to draw up a petition in this 
sense to Parliament. By February it was ready and adopted at a 
general meeting of the Association. Its introductory part, setting 
forth the purpose of the petition, is highly interesting. .. We 
want to convince you and the country at large," it said, .. that you 
do not represent the people of these realms; and to appeal to your 
sense of right and justice as well as to every principle of honour, 
for directly making such legislative enactments as shall cause the 
masses of the people to be represented."* The petition proves its 
contention by official figures, t concluding: .. Your petitioners 
therefore respectfully submit to your Honourable House that these 
facts afford abundant proof that you do not represent the numbers 

* Lovett, op. cit., p. 44'\. 
t .. Out of a total number of males of over 21 years of age (over 

6 millions) only 839,519 were electors, and the majority of the House 
-331 members-had been elected by only 151,492 voters, i.e., by 
one fortieth of the adult male population; 15 members of the House 
were returned by under 200 electors; 55 und~ 300; 99 under 400; 121 
under 500; 150 under 600; 196 under 700; 214 under 800; 240 under 
900; and 256 under 1,000; and the Honourable House contained 1 
marquess, 7 earls, '9 viscounts, 32 lords, 25 right honourables, 52 
honourables, 63 baronets, 13 knights, 3 admirals and so on, including 
even 33 East India and 13 West India proprietors, and "'1 patrons of 
church livings having the patronage of 27'1 livings between them." 



THE CHARTER 39 
or the interests of the millions; but that the persons composing it 
have interests for the most part, foreign or direedy opposed to the 
true interests of the great body of the people." To remedy such 
an abnormal state of affairs the petitioners asked for a reform of 
the Parliamentary suffrage to include the six points of the old 
Cartwright programme: universal suffrage, abolition of all pro
perty qualification, annual parliaments, equal constituencies, 
salaries for M.P.'s and the secret ballot. The petitiod was to be 
introduced in Parliament by one of the radical M.P.'s of that 
time (Roebuck); but the plan did not come off owing to the death 
of the King in July, and the new elections in the autumn. 

The reason why this still-born petition deserves mention is 
that it gave rise to the term of .. People's Charter." It happened 
.that, in order to secure the backing of the petition by at least the 
radical M.P.'s, nine of them were invited to a special conferenal 
with the Committee of the Association in order to state their vieWs. 
Nearly all expressed their sympathy with the programme. but 
each discovered one reason or an9ther to call it .. premature.''' 
By the efforts of Place, wbo was anxious to effect an understanding 
between the Association and the Radicals, their seruples were 
eventually overoome. and each one of them gave a written pledge 
to support the petition, and later on, the Bill itself. It _s then 
that the Irish agitator, O'Connell, one of the participants in the 
conference (at that time he had a grudge against the Whigs for the 

, ooercion laws promulgated by them against Ireland, but subse
quendy he went back to the Whigs and became a bitter opponent 
of the Chartists), said to Lovett, handing him the petition after 
signing it: .. There. Lovett, is your Charter, agitate for it, and 
never be content with anything less." The word .. Charter " 
caught on, and soon it was universally adopted. 

This first petition was not the historical Charter: the latter 
was drawn up a few months later and represented the draft of a 
Bill containing the aforesaid .. six points." It was to serve as the 
programme of a new political Labour Party. By a strange whim 
of fate. the first manifesto of this party was also drawn up by the 
London Workingrnen '5 Association, which thus seemed to be 
instinctively turning more and more towards the Left. In the 
elections of 1837 it issued a prodamation to the electors, appealing to 
them to take up • stricdy independent attitude towards both the 

• This scene, so characteristiC of Liberals in all countries and all 
times, is described by Lovett, "P. ciI. po III el. "'f. 

D 
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Whigs and the Tories, and to support only those candidates who 
subscribed to the six points of the democratic programme. .. Six 
years will soon have elapsed," ran the proclamation, .. since the 
Reform Bill has become the law of the land. In order to carry 
out this measure, the help of the millions was required, and it was 
given by them cheerfully and honestly. They threw themselves 
heart and soul into the fight, and would have sacrificed their lives 
in order to attain that which, they were told, would bestow upon 
them all the blessings of liberty. Alas! the pledges, wherdly thei~ 
hopes had been raised, were not fullilled, and the anticipated liberty 
did not come .•.. But now the people have already been taught 
by experience and will no longer fight for a measure which will 
deny them a share in the privileges accorded by it •••. Within a 
few weeks from now will be drawn up and distributed the Bill 
under the name of • The People's Charter,' which will contain the 
following points: [Here follows an enumeration and elucidation 
of the points]. It will serve as the rallying ground for radical 
reformers, and as the touchstone for those who describe themselves 
as the friends· of the people. Let these principles become the 
pledge of every candidate appearing upon the platform. Do not 
let yourselves be hoodwinked by any promises to abolish the hateful 
Poor Law, or any of the other laws jointly enacted by Tories and 
Whigs; compel them to promise universal suffrage and the other 
essential measures of self-government." 

These words revcal the first spark of proletarian political 
consciousness: no promises of reform are of any value without the 
guarantee of universal suffrage, which for many generations since 
has been considered the key to the political power of the working 
class. Only the people themselves, being in power, can pass 
reforms and carry them into effect. A sound understanding of the 
conditions of social progress is also revealed in the concluding 
words of the manifesto: .. We are now on the threshold of a new 
reign, and the young and unprejudiced feelings of the Queen, and 
the education which she has received, have raised high hopes among 
many people. But ••• • Put not your trust in princes,' says the 
old adage, and when we lind among her Counsellors such people 
whose long list of evil doings has almost no equal in the very 
worst periods of tyranny, we, without in the least doubting her 
good intentions, prefer rather to rely on the force of justice of our 
demands, and on our united efforts in seeing them through, than 
upon the promises that a crowned head can give us." 
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This Bill-Programme- was actually drawn up and distributed 
to all parts of England in the spring of 1838; but in the meantime 
a little incident occurred in the House of Commons, which at olice 
secured wide popularity for the Bill. The new Parliament was 
convened in November 1837, and in the course of the usual debate 
upon tile Queen's speech one of the radical M.P.'s moved ~ resolu
tion in favour of the secret ballot and shorter terms of Parliament. 
Lord John Russell, who opposed the resolution on behalf of the 
Government, repeated the declaration made a feW' years previously 
by his colleagues, to the dlect that the evolution of political institu
tions in England had been completed and that there would be no 
further Parliamentary reforms. Delivered at a moment when the 
people were groaning in the gnp of a great crisis, this speech 
(which gained for its author the nickname .. Finality Jack '') at 
once brought to their feet both the working people and the radical 
elements, indicating at the same time the channel along which the 
long pent-up discontent was to rush. It was at this psychological 
moment that the .. People's Charter» made its appearance and 
became the magnetic centre of the popular ferment. .It formed 
the rallying ground for a new and distinct political movement. As 
Leeds, Feargus O'Connor founded a new journal, the Northern 
Star, which started a vligorous agitation for the Charter; at 
Birmingham, Thomas Attwood, famous since the agitation of 
1831-32 (it was he who had threatened, if the Lords should be 
obdurate, to march on London at the head of 100,000 men), re
vived his old Political Union and huge mass meetings were held 
at the principal industrial centres. The first meeting of this kind 

* Here is the preamble to the famous historic document (Lovett, 
0,. til. p. 449):- • 

.. Whereas, to insure, in as far as it is possible by human fan>
thought and wisdom, the just government of the peop1e, it is neces
sary to subject those who have the power of makin~ laws to a whol~ 
some and strict responsibility to those whose duty It is to obey them 
when made; 

.. And, whereas, this res!"?"sibility is best enforced through the 
instrumentality of a body which emaoates directly from, and is itself 
immediately ,object to, the whole people, and which completely 
"'presents their feelings and their inteRsts; 

.. And, whereas, the Commons House of Parliament now cur
ci~ in the name and on the suppoced behalf of the people, the po""" 
of making laws, it ought, in oraer to fulfil with Wisdom and with 
honesty the gRat duties imposed on it, to be made the faithful and 
acc"'!te ~presentation of the peof!e's wishes, feelings, and in1=SU; 

Be It theREon: enacted • • • -
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took place at Glasgow in May. It was attended by about 200,000 
people, who had marched with 200 banners and 40 bands to a 
vacanUieid on the outskirts of the city. They were addressed by 
Attwood who had arrived for this purpose from Birmingham. At 
that meeting he outlined the programme of action that was sub
sequently adopted by the Chartists: a general convention, II: 

petition to Parliament carrying millions of signatures, and then, if 
the petition be thrown out, "a solemn and holy strike." One 
month later at a demonstration of 80,000 people at Newcastle, 
addressed by O'Connor, and followed by a mass meeting of 200,000 
people at Birmingham, Attwood again proposed the general strike 
and threatened the Government, in case of imprisonment, with 
the vengeance of 100,000 devoted followers, while O'Connor advo
cated a violent revolution; at a huge mass meeting of 250,000 
people on Peer Green, half way between Leeds and Huddersfield, 
O'Connor appealed again for revolution, and so on. It was a 
veritable epidemic of huge mass meetings which, by their size and 
excitement, eclipsed the similar demonstrations of 1831-32. 

The Bill in itself was only a battle<ry and not a method of 
action, and Attwood's idea of a monster-petition to Parliament 
and of calling a special Chartist Convention, was rapidly gaining 
popularity. Attwood himself drew up such a petition and jointly 
with Fielden, the M.P. for Oldham, undertook to introduce it into 
Parliament. The petition was drawn up in the same strain as the 
one at London in 1837. Describing the sad plight of industry in 
general, and of the working people in particular, it continues: .. It 
was the fond expectation of the people that a remedy for the 
greater part, if not for the whole, of their grievances, would be 
found in the Reform Act of 1832. They have been bitterly 
and basely deceived. The fruit which looked so fair to the 
eye has turned to dust and ashes when gathered. The 
Reform Act h,lS effected a transfer of power from one domineering 
faction to another, and left the people as helpless as before. Our 
slavery has been exchanged for an apprenticeship to liberty, which 
has aggravated the painful feeling of our social degradation, by 
adding to it the sickening of still deferred hope. We come before 
your Honourable House to tell you, with all humility, that this 
state of things must not be permitted to continue; that it cannot 
long continue without very seriously endangering the stability of 
the throne and the Eeace of the kingdom; and that if by God's 
help and all lawful and constitutional appliances, an end can be 
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put 10 it, we arc fu1)y resolved that it shall speedily come 10 an 
~nd." The petition then procccd.s 10 enumerate the demands of 
th~ petitioners.· 

At a meeting of 300,000 people on KenaI Moor near Man
chester, this National Petition was first adopted and signed. and 
amid scenes of universal enthusiasm the first ddegatcs 10 the 
Chartists' Convention were dected. The aowd entered inlO a 
solemn covenant 10 support the -ddegates in the fulfilment of their 
pm!ous duties and 10 protect them, and that .. if the ra.scally Whigs 
dare lay their hands on them and the people allow it, it shall be 
worthy of continuing in its present existence, in ~rual bond
age. "t Similar meetings were hdd in many other cities, and 
everywhere signatures were collected 10 the National Petition, and 
dd~gatcs d~ 10 the Convention. Such was the course of ~ents 
during the end of 1838 and the beginning of 1839-

• Lovett, 0'. m .. p. 470-
t Gammage, p. 62. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

PARTIES AND SECTIONS 

.. There might be no clear idea in their minds 
at the commencement of the movement for the 
Charter of the way in which political power was 
worked to their disadvantage. Still less might 
they be aware of the nature of those social 
measures which the possession of that power would 
enable them to apply for the improvement of their 
conditiODe"--GAMIlAGE. 

W are now on the eve of the open emergence of Chartism 
as an organised force, and it will be pro~r for us to 
pause awhile in our survey in order to examine its 

nature. This is all the more necessary since that nature was 
extremdy heterogeneous, and this fact, to some extent, predeter
mined the fate of the whole movemenr. At any rate, at the outset 
the movement had to exert considerable effort to attain homo
geneity, and this required a good deal of time, diverted energy 
from the immediate tactical aims, and gave the opponents time to 
gather their forces. The failure of the first Convention must be 
attributed mainly to this circumstance. 

As we have seen, the idea of the struggle for the political 
rights of the workers originated with a group of Londoners associ
ated with Lovett. We have also seen that, notwithstanding the 
social doctrines professed by them, they were strOngly influenced 
by Place and his colleagues from among the radical bourgeoisie. 
According to Place's idea,· the agitation for the Charter was to be 
purdy political, to the entire exclusion of all social questions
even that of the abolition of the Poor Law--so that men of 
different political parties might take part in ir. The adoption of 
such a broad platform would, according to Place, assure the success 
of the movement; to transform it into a class movement would be 
tantamOunt to foredooming it to failure. Place urged that the 
methods of agitation must be peaceful, educational and .. moral," 
so as not to scare away people belonging to other classes. All this 
wisdom was duly assimilated by Lovett and his followers. When 
the Government, alarmed by the stormy agitation conducted by 
Feargus O'Connor, took vigorous measures for its suppression, the 

• Wallas, op. ril., p. 7]0. 
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London Association made haste to issue a manifesto· in which it 
condemned incendiary speeches of any kind, emphasising that the 
Charter was the most innocent thing in the world: "Land, labour 
and capital," they declared, " are the great sources of wealth, and 
are dependent each upon the other, and justice demands that in 
all the arrangements necessary for production and distribution, 
equality in legislation should prevail." When O'Colinor came· to 
London to make his "incendiary" speeches there, ~vett openly 
assailed him, accusing him of frightening away thousands of people 
by his speeches, and threatening to leave the movement if the 
agitation was carried on according to O'Connor's precepts. .. There 
is nothing to be gained for the cause," he declared, t "by rude 
attacks upon the Poor Law or any other unfair measure of this 
kind." ~aturally the Association did not exercise any influence 
over the working masses and, as against the huge mass meetings 
held in the North, could only muster comparatively small meet
ings with an attendance rarely exceeding a few thousands. 
Attwood quote properly described it as " a little clique of people 
who had as much influence over the workers of London as over 
the workers of Constantinople," while O'Connor threatened them 
with the .. unshorn chins, blistered hands, and fustian jackets" of 
his supporters among the factory workers.:!: 

Before this a vigorous opposition had arisen within the Ass0-
ciation itself against the opportunist policy of its leaders which 
after prolonged quarrels, led to a formal split in March, 1838. A 
part of the members, led by 24-year old Julian Harney, broke away 
and formed a new group under the name of "The Democratic 
Association," which was one of the most remarkable of all the 
organisations then existing. It may be said to have been the only 
organisation at the time which succeeded, to a certain extent, in 
properly connecting the ultimate aims of the economic emancipa
tion of the proletariat with its political class action, thus creating 
the supreme synthesis which was subsequently to be embodied in 
the modern Labour movement. The group had a ClOIIlIllOn pro
gramme with the followers of Owen and Lovett. In line with 
them it deelared its supreme object and aim to be the abolition of 
inequality and the estahlishment of .. universal happiness," putting 
forward as palliatives an eight-hour working day for adults and the 

• Lovett, op. cil •• p. ;78 
t Nor,Aem Stu. December 29> 1838. 
! Wallas, '1'. cil •• pp. 372-373. 
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abolition of all child labour, the repeal of the Poor Law Act of 
18340 the legalisation of trade unions, complete liberty of the press, 
general school education, and so forth... Its journal said: .. There 
is only one remedy for the evils with which society is affiicted: 
equality of rights, equality of conditions. Universal Suffrage is 
a means to establish equality. But unless the ' People's Charter ' 
is followed by measures to equalise the ·condition of all, the pro
ducing classes will still be oppressed and the country will probably 
be involved in the most disastrous calamities. "t How was 
universal suffrage to be achieved? On this question Harney and 
his friends parted company with the opportunist Lovettists and 
joined the revolutionary wing of the Chartists. In a manifesto:!: 
issued by them concerning their separation from the Lovett section 
they declared that although they did not in the least dispute the 
value of peaceful educational propaganda, they considered it quite 
utopian to rely upon that activity alone: .. What our enemies will 
not give us out of respect for justice, they are not going to yield 
to us as the result of moral suasion." .. The Working Men's 
Associations are as an engine in the hands of some designing 
enemies ••• of the working millions, whose endeavour is to con
centrate, by the establishment of this and other such light delusions, 
the abilities and energies of the people, and then to nullify their 
effects."§ The Democratic Association warned the working class 
against forming an alliance with the bourgeoisie: .. Base, hypo
critical and assassin-like they will join the movement only to divide 
it. •.• Whatever the middle classes have ever taken into hand has 
turned out to the ~ple's cost to be delusive and fraudulent; 
therefore, as the producing classes intend to regenerate their 
country, they must rely on themselves and on themselves alone."11 
These words seem to anticipate the voice of Marx in formulating 
the principles of the First International.1I Harney went on to 
advocate resolute action: • 

.. In the event of Parliament being dissolved before the pre
sentation of the National Petition, or before the Honourable 
(Scoundrel) House have given their decision. upon the People's 

* N tmlle", Star, July 21, 1838. 
,t Tile LondOfl Dnnoerat, April 13, 1839-
~ Ntmhe", Star, March 24> 1838. 
§ Ibid., March 24> 1838. 
II London Democrat, April I, 1839 • 
• .. The emancipation of the working class must be the work of 

the working class itself." 
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Charter, what should the people do? .•• My answer is, let them 
really and truly • take their affairs into their own hands.' •.• My 
recommendation is, the Queen's Writ for a new election of 
members beil)g proclaimed, let the people of each county, city and 
borough, where democracy hath reared its head, assemble at the 
place of nomination on the day appointed and then and there . 
nominate the men of their choice .••• The Universal Suffrage Man 
will be elected in nineteen cases out of twenty .••• To elect repre
sentatives without enabling them to take their seats in the legisla
ture would be the veriest farce imaginable. To complete the good 
work, it will be necessary that each representative should be 
furnished with a body-guard of sturdy sans-culottes some thousands 
strong, the number, of course, varying according to the strength 
of the democracy of the district. • • • • The million of men,' with 
their representatives would encamp for one night on Hampstead 
Heath, and the following morning march upon London. . • .' If 
the House of Commons should not be dissolved and reject the 
Charter, what then should the people do?' Your duty, working 
men, will then be to meet in countless thousands. Every district 
should send its deputation on a given day to a certain place and 
march from ,thence right on' to London •••• At what more fitting 
opportunity could the Men of the North commence this journey; 
the weather is fine and good, their hearts are anxiously beating in 
expectation of the word of command; they pant to be free and 
they know that London must be the battle-field ... • 

We shall see later how from this standpoint he criticised all 
other measures suggested at that time. For the present it is suffi
cient to mention that when the Convention was in session, the 
Democratic Association played in regard to it the role of a Iacobin 
Club, and in the Convention itself Harney and his friends took 
their seats on the .. Mountain." 

We know now that Harney was perfectly right, and we can 
only wonder how it came about that ten years prior to the appear
ance of the Communis, Manifesto, and thirty years before the 
founding of the International, a self-taught young man managed to 
anticipate some of the things subsequently taught by Marx a~d 
Engels to their contemporaries. But in this very fact, in this 
anticipation of things which matured only a generation later, lay 
the tragic historical aspect of the situation. The English prolo
tariat, as we shall presently see, was not yet ready £or the reception 

• 1.0 ... 08 Dnrt_,. April ~ and May ... 1839-
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of such doctrines, and the Democratic Association was doomed to 
play the part of a wandering comet. Least of all could it count 
on success in London, where, as we have seen, there was no 
homogeneous and concentrated proletariat. 

The idea of a political struggle for the Charter was taken up 
in the North, and there launched among the masses of the people. 
This was particularly the case at Birmingham, where political 
agitation on a mass scale had become a sort of fine art in 1831-32. 
To Birmingham belongs the credit of having brought the move
ment down from the heights of bourgeois radicalism into the 
lower ranks of the people. It had also worked out such methods 
of action as huge mass meetings and mass petitions, summoning a 
Convention-the Chartist Parliament-and a general strike. 
Thanks to this and to its former reputation Birmingham from 
1839 became the prime moving force of the movement, leaving the 
Londoners entirely in the background. O'Connor even formally 
acknowledged Birmingham's supremacy, and on behalf of his 
organisation declared his implicit faith in Attwood and his club, 
and his readiness to follow their lead. Nevertheless there were 
already at that time some far-seeing people, like O'Brien and 
Oastler, who doubted the political teliability of these people. The 
fact was that Birmingham was by no means a proletarian city, 
such as were, for instance, the Lancashire and Yorkshire towns. 
Its working class population consisted chiefly of independent 
artisans or skilled workers receiving high wages in the arms 
factories and similar establishments. They did not feel the effects 
of the Poor Law, 'neither had they as yer experienced the full 
weight of the capitalist yoke. They were more interested in the 
abolition of the corn laws and in the reform of taxation. The 
discontent was wholly of a petty middle class character, which 
furnished good ground for all kinds of political red-herrings 
hawked about by Attwood and his colleagues in the Birmingham 
Political Union. Attwood was a wealthy banker, and he saw the 
root of all the evil in Peel's Currency Act of 1819, which had pro
vided for the payment of interest on the national debt in gold. 
As the loans contracted during the Napoleonic wars had been 
made at the nominal price of the paper money in circulation at 
the time, the creditors, by the passing of Peel's Act, received a 
present of some hundred million pounds from the treasury. 
Attwood came to the conclusion that this was the source of all the 
calamities, and insisted on the abolition of the gold standard and 
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its replacement by paper money. It was for the sake of this re
form that he had fought for the Reform Bill in 1832, and on seeing 
that the new Parliament would be just as unwilling to listen to his 
projects as had been its predecessor, he, after some hesitation, threw 
in his lot with the Chartists. He was followed, after still greater 
hesitation and under pressure from the members of the Union, by 
the whole Administrative Council, and petty middle class Birming
ham thus ranged itself on the side of the Charter. * In this way a 
totally alien element was introduced into the movement. To be 
sure, it wore a proletarian cloak-brave revolutionary phraseology, 
mass demonstrations, plans for a general strike; but all this lacked 
the essential substance of proletarian action, viz., the resolve not 
to shrink from the most ~treme measures. Here, for instance, 
is Attwood's picture of the most revolutionary of the measures 
suggested by himself, the general strike, or the .. sacred week," as 
he called it. .. On the first day of the week," he said,t .. we will 
offer up on our bended knees, a solemn prayer to Almighty God 
for his blessing on our righteous cause. On the second day, we 
will enter into a solemn league and covenant with each. other, 
swearing that we will never cease from legal exertions, until the 
national petition shall have been carried into law. The third day 
of the week we will devote to a general canvass of all the electors 
of the House of Commons; and so we will go on from day to 
day, to the end of the week, which will be the most memorable 
in the history of the world. I may perish; but if I live to conduct 
this 'great operation, and the people support me, I promise you that 
our country shall exhibit such a sublime spectacle as the wide earth 
and the wide range of history never exhibited before." It can 
easily be seen that the general strike-e. terrible double-edged 
weapon to which the proletariat resorts only in extreme cases--was 
made by Attwood into a sort of theatrical demonstration for which 
even he himself could not find the proper content. And what if 
it failed? What if the .. legal exertions" should £ail to scare the 

- ruling class and the .. sublime spectacle" not impress them? To 
such a question Attwood would have probably found no reply 
since extreme measures, as shown by subsequent events, were taboo 
to him. As a matter of fact his closest colleagues were not even 
prepared to go the full length of the few measures proposed by 

• A brilliant exposure of the underlying motives of the Birming
ham school was given by O'Brien in the Norlllena Star of June 16, 
1838. 
, t Birmi"glN .. /.,.".....J. June 19. 1141. 
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him, and refused to go beyond presenting a petition. We shall 
presendy see how they took advantage of the first plausible pretext 
to leave the movement as soon as it began to incline towards 
revolutionary measures; some of them-notably Mr. Muntz, also 
a banker and a J.P., who was one of Attwood's closest associates-
openly betrayed the movement, presiding or assisting at the courts 
which tried their former comrades, and sentencing them to heavy 
terms of imprisonment and exile. 

Neither the Lovettists nor the Birmingham Union represented 
the true character of the Chartist movement, which could be pro
letarian or nothing at all. The former lost all importance before 
the opening of the Convention which was to mark the first public 
appearance of the Chartists as a political party and the latter shordy 
after. The centre of gravity of the movement shifted to the 
factory proletariat of Lancashire, Yorkshire and South Wales, to 
whom the Charter was, to use an expression of the Rev. J. R. 
Stephens, "a knife and fork question," a question of the most 
material needs. Here we have not revolutionary phrases, but 
genuine revolutionary energy which had repeatedly proved itself in 
the fight against the Poor Law; here we have no mere paper plans 
of reform, but real schemes of social changes leading to the abolition 
of the political and economic denomination of capital itself. This 
genuinely proletarian current in Chartism~newhich prevailed over 
all others and gave the movement its historic character-found its 
supreme embodiment in its leaders: Feargus O'Connor, James 
Bronterre O'Brien, Henry Taylor, John Frost, and later Ernest 
Jones. The majority of them possessed first-hand knowledge of 
the industrial north, and had been eye witnesses of the Whig 
treachery and of the working of the new Poor Law. Julian 
Harney was their closest associate. Together they saw in the 
success of the Charter merely a way to a people's government and 
to the transformation of the social and economic system. Like 
him they insisted on a strictly class-basis for their political action 
and revolutionary tactics. They differed from him in that they 
considered an armed rising, i.e., the revolution, as the .. last 
measure" to which recourse should be had only when there was 
a fair chance of success. Ie should therefore be prepared in the 
meantime by organisation, propaganda and action such as simul
taneous mass-meetings, demomtrations and a general strike, but 
in no circumstances should it be decreed from above or precipitated 
by sporadic outbursts. On the whole, their views upon this 
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question were very close to those subsequencly entertained by most 
of the Marxist Socialist parties. 

In their social views, howevel, they differed radically from 
the latter. Being as yet unable to grasp the dialectical character of 
the capitalist process and remembering, instead, the violent and 
.. artificial .. character of the stage known as .. primitive accumu
lation," they looked for the economic emancipation of the people 
not to the furthel devdopment of capitalism, but to its abolition 
and to a return to the pre-capitalist order-to the time when the 
land had not yet been enclosed and had bdonged to .. the people." 
.. The system I combat and which I wish you to combat is that 
by which your profit-mongering oppresson have turned you from 
agriculturalists into manufacturers for all the '!Or1d," declared 
O'Brien. - .. Now, I am not against manufacturen nor against the 
fine arts, nor against even the largest possible extension and appli
cation of both to the purposes of human economy, but I am against 
the system which would first make these paramount to agriculture 
and then bestow all the advantages of both on an upstart moneyed 
aristoeracy who, in drawing you from off the land, have made you 
more abject slaves to their cupidity than your forefathen ever were 
to the feudal barons of the middle ages.'! 

.. For," he said in anothel place,t .. all the slavery in our 
towns, as well as all the' slavery upon our farms, is the work of 
land monopoly, 'Tis not so much what the landlord takes him
self, 'tis not even what he enables his vassal-tenants to exact, 
that makes landlordism so horrible. The deep damnation of his 
offence lies in his driving the mass of mankind to become the hired 
slaves of middle class demons, to live under whom is to a man of 
mind and feeling a thousand times wane than death. No man 
grudges work when he works £Or himself or for those who will 
work £or him in return. But to be £orced to be the hired slave, 
all one's life, of some hard grinding middle class devil, who has 
no earthly sympathies in common with you, who looks upon and 
treats you as a slave, and looks upon himself as your benefactor £or 
letting you live at all, to drudge and vegetate undel such a being 
as that is, indeed, the pe!fection of misery. Y ct, that is the fate 
imposed by landlords and money lords upon nine-tenths of man
kind." 

It is interesting to enquire how these people pictured to them
• NuioruJ Ret-ft'. January 7, 1'47. 
t I bil., Oct. 16, 1'46. 
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selves the return to the pre-capitalist period-whether by the estab
lishment of smaR private property holdings or by the introduction 
of social (collectivist) production? It appears that at least, the 
Northern Star, the leading organ of the party, did not see beyond 
"one's own plot of land," and O'Connor, the publisher of the 
paper, declared in a public speech'" that he was neither a Socialist 
nor a Communist, as that principle was opposed to the .. instincts 
of mankind " and would destroy all incentives to industry. All 
he wanted was a U proper distribution of wealth," by taxing the 
U aristocracy" and establishing peasant proprietorship. "Then," 
he says, U we shall have the three states of the Empire working 
harmoniously together, the people and the aristocracy reciprocally 
depending upon each other for comfort and advice, always recog
nising the right of property in its fullest sense to be in the labour 
of the working classes. "t 

As against this O'Brien (U The Schoolmaster," as he was nick
named by his comrades for his erudition and philosophical views) 
had a much wider oudook upon the question. To him private 
property was ulegalised plunder "; and hence U that deadly war 
of those who want against those who hafle, and all the sanguinary 
laws resorted to by the latter for their protection. ":): In the direct 
gifts of nature there could be no private property. God had 
intended them for all; whereas the products of labour were being 
appropriated by the capitalists owing to. the unjust laws which 
enabled them to monopolise credit and money.§ For this reason 
he did not simply advocate a return to the pre-capitalist stage of 
social development. Since the stage of machinery had made its 
appearance, it enabled the people to lead a happier life, if 
only they would become the owners of land and machinery, instead 
of being machines at the service of U scoundrels" who had gradu
ally captured the possession of both. II He oudined both his 
minimum and maximum programme in one of his numerou< 
articles, What is Uniflersal Suffrage? U With universal suffrage," 
he says, U you obtain a power over the tenures by which land is 
held 'unoccupied--a power over monetary affairs of the country
a power to establish a national bank of issue, and as many credit 

* Nor/hem Star, October 23, 1&j8. . 
t Ibid, Aug. II, 1836. 
:I: See his remarkable article in the Poor Man's Guardu"" Oct. 4, 

1838. 
§ Nor/hem Star, March 2'], 1841 and July 13, 1839. 
II Ibid., Oct. 6, 1838. 
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or loan baqlc:s as you think proper, for the accommodation of 
industrious artisans and labourers of good character-a power over" 
30,000,000 acres of land, which are now waste or next to waste 
and 15,000,000 of which are capable of cultivation--a power over 
the Crown lands in this coJlIltry and over the public land in our 
colonies---a power over corporation funds, charitable endowments, 
and every other description of public property, including all the 
tithes, and all the Church lands, now appropriated exclusively 
by the upper and middle c1asses--a power over national taxation 
as well as over local assessments of every sort, and what is greate! 
than all the rest, a power to establish industrial communities of 
your own, in which you may command instead of, as now, begging 
employment, and in which there need be no other limit to your 
production than. the gratification of your OWl:! wants."· 
. O'Connor and O'Brien represented the two main schools in 
the general proletarian section of Chartism. Neither of them 
understood the economic and historic role of capital, whose power, 
in their view, was merely due to knavery and plunder, which 
c:ouId be stopped by legislation. But while the former's outlook 
did not rise above a mere redistribution of land, the latter saw the 
need of lOcialisation of the land and of the means of production 
--at least in agriculture, as a guarantee against .. wage slavery for 
the middle class demons." This, of course, is far removed from 
the aspirations of modern working class parties; in its essence it 
is a restatement of the doctrines of Robert Owen; nevertheless if 
the Chartist masses had followed O'Brien, the history of England 
would have been shaped differently. But in history it is pre
posterous to use the conditional mood. The English proletariat 
in the 30'S and 40'S of the last century could not have followed 
O'Brien because it was then just emerging as a class, and its eyes 
were turned to the past rather than to the future. The component 
elements of the future were not yet visible, while the past was 
still in evidence as fragments and survivals of all sorts. Obviously, 
the views of o'Connor were bound to meet with wider recognition. 

However, we are anticipating. At this juncture we are only 
concerned with the lint appearance of Chartism on the stage of 
history, and it would be well to take note of a highly characteristic 
fact which was not without its eIfect upon the subsequent fate of 
the movement. We have in mind the co-operation established, on 
the grounds of common hatred for the new factory system, between 

·lbi~ .• Oct. I], 1838. 
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the left wing of Chartism-the " physical force party" as it was 
called-and some of the Tory elements, like Oastler, Stephens and 
Fielden. These were real, live Tories, devotees of the Church, 
the monarchy, and land rents. But they were old·fashioned 
Tories, romantic Tories, whose wli!ple soul rebelled against 
capitalism which, with cynical callousness, was turning the 
"good old" England upside down and bringing material and 
moral disintegration into the historic life-forms of the people and 
of society. To them capital was both the symbol of the destruction 
of the old customs-mor,,, majorum-1lJld the expression of various 
harmful innovation~es nov"'-1lJld as good Conservatives they 
were horror-stricken to see the State, the Church, me Law, and 
even the Crown, ranging themselves on the side of capital and 
immolating on its altar everything which England had hitherto 
oherished. This appeared to them the destruction of the old
established order, and as good British citizens who had gone 
through the school of Hampden and the American revolutionaries, 
they considered it their right not only to protest against such law
lessness, not only to refuse to submit to it, but even to fight 
weapon in hand. "I have no wish," Oastler declared in one of 
his famous open letters to Lord John Russell, the " basest among 
the base Whigs," .. to see society disorganised-to see the Govern
ment and People pitched in bloody array against each other. It 
would be no solace to my mind to see the downfall of the British 
Throne, and to see the people of England laughing when the land
lords claim their rents. I am a loyal subject of the Queen, I am 
the friend of the aristocracy and have sacrificed much on their 
account. I revere the national Church and have always told the 
people so; but if the Church, the Throne, and the aristocracy are 
determined to rob the poor man of his liberty, of his wife and of 
his children, then is the Church no longer that of Christ;-then 
is the Throne no longer that of England-then are the nobles no 
longer safeguards of the people-then are they worse than useless; 
then with their bitterest foes, would I cry, DOllln tVith them, DOllln 
lIIith them all to the ground.". 

Similar views were held both by Fielden and by Stephens. 
The former declared: "Now, I am so far a Conservative that I 
do not wish to see the old English institutions destroyed; I am so 
far a Conservative that I will exert myself to the utmost of my 
power, and I will call upon the people to back me, to prevent the 

* Ibid., January 20, 1838. 
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destruction of those institutions which the radicals never asked to 
be destroyed but which is now proved the Whigs do wish to 
destroy ..•• " He (Mr. Fielden) believed it would be found, after 
all, that the real radicals, those who sought for universal suffrage, 
annual parliaments, and votaby ballot, would be the best Conserva
tives of the country.- Stephens said that .. he came forward as 
a man, as a British subject, and as a Christian minister, to declare 
that the labourer and the husbandman shall first of all in the 
community be partakers of the fruits of the soil. "t 

Of course, it would be a big mistake to count them among 
the Chartists, to whom they themselves had never claimed to 
belong. It is true that Fielden, as we have seen, was a supporter 
of the Charter: toper with l\ttwood he fought in Parliament 
for universal suffrage, hoping by that means to abolish the hateful 
Poor Law, to prohibit child labour, and to limit the working day 
to 10 hours. Further than that, however. his intentions never 
went.:!: A diametrically opposite standpoint was taken. by 
Oasder. He blundy and honesdy declared§ that he did not 
believe in universal suffrage, as it would not mean .. universal 
justice": it would create, instead of the tyranny of the minority. 
that of the majority. and he was the enemy of tyranny in any 
shape or form. An intermediate position between them was 
occupied by Stephens. He was in favour of universal suffrage. 
.. The principle of universal suffrage," he declared, .. was one 
which tens of thousands knew had ever been dear to his heart, 
and one which he would continue to advocate and disseminate to 
the utmoSt" of his power."11 It was for this reason that he was 
elected a delegate to the Convention. Nevertheless he never put 
in an appearance there, because he was resolutely opposed to 
political methods of action. .. I am "not a political agitator," he 
said, .. there is not a man who ever heard mc: propound any theory 
of politics or any system of political eoonomy.... He considered 
the National Petition a worthless scrap of paper. the idea of the 
general strike a harmful chimera, and instead of the six points of 
the Charter he recognised only one: .. a good prayer and a long 

• lbitl .• June 9> 1838. 
t lbitl. 
: Ibitl •• Feb. 17, 1838. 
§ Ibitl •• April %1, 1839-
1l1bitl .• Sept. 29> 1839-
• lbitl .• June 29> 1838. 
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spear."· Many ·considered those words as opposition, even as 
treachery to the cause; but such accusations were groundless; 
Stephens was a Conservative-Libertarian, a purely English product 
of the type one still meets nowadays, and while he had an under
standing of popular revolution, he dij, not understand a political 
class struggle. 

We have dwelt on this Tory-revolutionary tendency because, 
firstly, it has frequently been confounded with that of Chartism; 
and secondly, it helped to imbue the minds of the workers with 
such ideals as were subsequently to furnish the ground for 
befogging the class-consciousne~s of the proletariat and its revolu
tionary tactics. If the indignation of the working class is to be 
justified by the fact that the aristocracy, the Church and the 
mdnarchy forget their .. historical" duties towards the people, it 
will lose its raison d' bre the moment these patrons of the people 
remember them again. As we shall sec, this was the very thing 
which happened, and Chartism lost a number of its adherents. 
It. should be admitted, however, that this was not the principal 
misfortune of the movement. Its first task was 10 settle some 
elementary questions pertaining to the tactics and forms of the 
struggle, and this was accomplished by the Convention. 

• Ibid., Aug. 17, 1839. 



CHAPTER Silt 
THE CONVENTION 

.. If all the wJlcrs thro1lghout the country were 
as convinced of the need for universal suffrage as 

, are the workers in the North, then we might be able 
to unite upon some common plan'. So far, however, 
you cannot suggest a single plan without subjecting 
yourselves and the very cause to immediate peril.n_ 
O'BRIEN. 

T
HE Convention was opened in London on February 4th, 
1839" its object being, as stated in ,the resolution of the 
Birmingham meeting where Attwood had first suggested 

the idea of ealIing it, to take all the legal steps necessary to compel 
Parliament to give legal force to the demands contained in the 
National Petition. It is hard to tell what Attwood understood by 
legal steps, and why the calling of a Convention was necessary. 
Neverthdess, the representatives of the revolutionary section enter
tained, no doubt, some remote idea of turning the Convention into 
a national representative assembly which having been dected by 
the people at public meetings, might be in a position to challenge 
the authority and power of Parliament, or at least to exercise 
pressure upon it by means of resolutions, remonstrances etc. At 
any rate, both sides put great hopes in the Convention, so much 
so that in hailing its opening the Nort"ern Star of February 7th, 
1839, -apologised for having previously put down the date of 
carrying the Charter into law as late as September 29th. Now it 
declared itsdf in perfect, agreement with one of the London 
speakers who had allowed the Queen one month and three days in 
which to enact universal suffrage I Events were soon to show 
how greatly both sides had misjudged the situation. 

The very oornposition of the Convention warranted no bright 
hopes. There were 53 ddegates of whom eight were from 
Birmingham alone. Of this number three were magistrates, six 
newspaper editors, One a clergyman of the Churcb of England, 
one a Dissenting Minister, and two doctors of medicine, me 
remainder being shopkeepers, tradesmen, and journeymen. * Such 
a motley composition might not in itsdf have been significant, had 
it not been aconmpanied by a correspondingly varied mixture of 

• Lovett, op. m., p. 201. 
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outlooks represented by the delegates. Unfortunately, this 
heterogeneity was considered an augury for successful work. In 
the eyes of the majori'ty of those assembled on February 4th, the 
Charter was still the embodiment of abstract and universal justice, 
and the fact that the Convention was made up of various elements, 
who had for the time being sunk their"class and party differences 
for the sake of the Charter, seemed a factor containing strong 
promise of victory. Francis Place alone, who had originated the 
idea of such :' concentration of efforts" and .. co-<>peration of 
classes," saw the true significance of this factor, and was- secretly 
elated over it; similar, If not s-o conscious, were the feelings of 
the Birmingham delegates who, according to Oastler, * had 
deliberately come to the Convention to weaken its revolutionary 
policy. In fact, only the proletarian representatives, as frequently 
happens, were .led astray by the illusion and believed in the force 
of super-class justice. 

Another circumstance which did not promise rapid success 
was that, in spite of all the stormy agitation in the preceding six 
months, the number of signatures to the petition brought to the 
Convention by the delegates did not exceed half a million. Con
sidering that the petition was to be a .. national" one and pre
sented on February 28th, this insignificant number of signatures 
indicated that the public was unprepared and that the calling of 
the Convention was premature. This was soon realised by the 
delegates themselves. Having vainly waited for three weeks, 
and seeing the futility of their appeals through the press, the Con
vention decided on the 26th to defer the presentation of the petition 
until May 6th, and to send out emissaries to the provinces, in 
groups of 15 chosen by lot, for a period of three weeks, to renew 
the agitation and collect more signatures. This was a half measure 
which could not but damage the cause: on the one hand it was a 
disappointment to that section of the public which had expected to 
see the petition in Parliament on the 28th, and on ,the other it 
appreciably reduced the attendance at the Convention and doomed 
it to perilous inactivity. It would have been wiser to follow the 
advice of the leading organ of the Birminghamitest to adjourn 
the Convention altogether, and to take up the work of agitation 
and organi~tion among the people. The reluctance to adjourn 

* No,tMtw Sta" April Z], 1839. • 
t Bi""ingham Journal, quoted by the No,thern Star, of February 

23, 1839. 
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the Convention was no doubt due, to some extent, to the intention 
of the revolutionary element, now that the idea of the petition had 
apparently fizzled out, to compel the Convention to. resort to more 
decisive measures. 

The third factor whish influenced the course of events was 
the' choice of London as the meeting place. A worse choice could 
scarcely have been made. Lol).don was neither in a revolutionary 
mood nor organised, nor did it have behind it a working class 
public. In assembling there, the Convention did not feel the 
presence of the masses, nor were the masses aware of its existence. 
This was fatal. In vain' did the Democratic Association try to 
make good this deficiency by addressing resolutions to the Con
vention on behalf of .. 1!he people," demanding vigorous action. 
The moderate parties saw that the Association had no following, 
and replied to such interference in the business of the Convention 
by protests and demands for the expulsion of its leaders from the 
Convention. Even after the Convention, upon the withdrawal of 
the Birmingham delegates, had adopted the resolution urged by 
the Association to the effect that every English citizen had the right 
to carry arms in order to meet acts of .. injustice and oppression," 
it had no idea of the means for carrying such resolutions into 
effect, or generally, of the expediency of such a course. Finally, 
early in May, the Convention decided to leave London, but 
instead of moving to Manchester, Leeds or Glasgow, where a 
revolutionary proletariat was alive and acting, it chose middle-class 
Birmingham in the hope, as explained by O'Connor, of .. imbuing 
its sleepy inhabitants with new revolutionary ardour." But the 
Government had sized up the situation much better than the Con
vention: it provoked disorder and then suppressed it with great 
savagery, it arrested 1!he Chartist leaders, and the shattered Con
vention had, after a while, to return to London. 

These three facton foredoomed the Convention to failure: its 
time was spent in factional strife, in the carrying and rescinding 
of resolutions, and above all, in hesitation and indecision. 

Factional strife started almost from the very beginning. 
After the appointment of a commission, as urged by the 
.. moderates," to interview various memben of Parliament in order 
to secure their support to the petition-ll commission on which 
Harney refused to serve, declaring !hat he believed neither in 
petitions nor in lobbying-the .. Mountain" moved the appoint-, 
ment of a concurrent commission to discuss .. ulterior measures .. 



60 PROM CHARTISM TO LABOURISM 

in the event of the petition failing. This at once revealed the 
divided counsels which existed in the Convention: while O'Brien, 
for instance, opposed the motion merely because it was premature, 
the Birmingham party objected on principle to raising such a 
que9tion, declaring that the business 'of the Convention was to 
hand in the petition and to disband, whereas the discussion of 
.. ulterior measures" smacked of revolution and went beyond 
their competency. The debates on this question lasted very long, 
and the moderates won the day. But the .. Mountain" did not 
give in and carried the agitation into the street, accusing the Con
vention of cowardice and inactivity, and insisting on revolutionary 
measures. It was then that one of the Birmingham leaders, 
William Cobbett, the son of the famous Radical, ostentatiously 
threw up his creaentials 'and left London. His colleagues re
mained, and on the question of the instructions to be given to the 
delegates sent to the provinces, they even scored a victory by 
getting the Convention to instruct the emissaries to refrain from 
advocating revolutionary measures or delivering incendiary speeches. 
This was their last victory. After long bickerings, having lost all 
patience wi th the incendiary speeches of Harney, they also threw 
in their credentials and went back to Birmingham. 

Such was the prologue to the Convention: it took six weeks 
to get rid of the bourgeois-radical elements. True, the Birming
ham delegates were rebuked by their constituents, who sent others 
to take their place; but the new delegates took hardly any part 
in ·the debates, and the representatives of the working class 
remained the masters of the situation. Then the strife began 
between the .. physical force" and .. moral force" parties. By 
that time it had become clear that the petition would not be ready 
for presentation even in May, and therefore on the return of the 
agitators from the country it was decided to organise simultaneous 
mass meetings everywhere, in support of the petition, on Whit 
Sunday, May 20th. Here another difficulty arose: the Govern
ment, apprehending disorder, issued a proclamation warning the 
people against seditious speeches and acts. This caused Lovett 
and his associates to demand the formal repudiation of .. physical 
measures," while the .. Mountain" insisted on ignoring the 
Government's warning. A lengthy discussion ensued which 

• ended in a compromise: the Convention issued a manifesto to the 
people urging calm behaviour at the meetings, and advising them 
to avoid provoking the authoriti~ to keep arms in readiness, but 
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to employ them only in self-defence. At the same time a oommis
sion was appointed to discuss .. ulterior measures." 

These debates and decisions took up the whole of April and 
the beginning of May, and on the 11th the Convention decided to 
move to Birmingham. 1\e last decision was adopted not without 
strong opposition from the .. moral force" party. According to 
O'Connor and O'Brien, the sponsors of this plan, the Convention 
should be located during the discussion· of the petition in Parlia
ment in some central place of the IIl1Ovement, in order to be pre
pared for all eventualities. By the latter was meant, of course, the 
possibility of the petition's failure, and an outburst of indignation 
on the part of the disappointed public. But such dangerous possi
bilities were the very things that Lovett was anxious to avoid, and 
he therefore insisted that the Convention should stay in London 
until the fate of the petition had been decided. He also insisted 
on the .. ulterior measures" being discussed there, so that the 
removal to Birmingham constituted a decisive victory for the 
.. physical force party," which from that time on led the whole 
movement. Immediately on arriving at Birmingham (May 14th) 
the .. ulterior measures" commission submitted its report. Its 
recommendations in the event of a defeat of the petition in Parlia
ment, provided for a series of .. peace£ul .. revolutionary measures, 
such as a run on the banks, abstention £rom excise liquors, trade 
boycott of the opponents of the Charter, the arming of the people, 
and finally a ono-month general strike. These recommendations 
led to violent debates. On the one hand, the Lovettists would 
not hear of such .. peaceful .. measures. On the other they were 
scathingly criticised by Harney. He pointed ou~ that the prolo
tariat had no current accounts at the banks, that the abstention 
from excise liquor would deprive it of the only luxury it could 
aflord to relieve its miserable existence, and that a general strike 
was only useful if it served as a prelude to revolution, since the 
ruling classes could not be subdued by famine, and the strike would 
end either in the surrender of the workerS or in a collision with 
me armed forces of the Government. Eventually it was decided 
to accept the rcoommendations of the amunission on the condition 
of their being approved at the public meetings which were to be 
held on May 20th. Nevertheless some of the .. moral fora:" 
people thought they could no longer stay in the Convention. and 
withdrew from it. 

• Lort4o. DnIa_,. May ... 1839-
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The time appointed for the organisation of simultaneous 
demonstrations in support of the Charter was drawing near, and 
the delegates had to betake themselves into the country to take 
eharge of them. At the same time Attwood, who together with 
Fielden had undertaken to present the petition to Parliament, 
reported that it could not be presented before the middle of June 
and that it would be discussed only on July 14th. The Convention 
found itself in a deplorable situation. The mass meetings whieh 
were to be held on the eve of the decision of the fate .of the 
petition, as a sort of popular demonstration, lost their meaning, 
and the Convention itself became useless, since all its preparations 
had been planned in the event of the petition's defeat. It 
suddenly dawned on the Convention that all the three months 
spent in debate had been a waste of time, and that it had done 
absolutely nothing to prepare the people for the struggle ahead. 
And, as though to aggravate the situation, the Government began 
a vigorous persecution of the Chartists, arresting their speakers, 
flooding the working class quarters with police and troops, calling 
out middle class special constables, and issuing new proclamations 
forbidding the formation of secret clubs for training in the use of 
arms. The Convention, realising its impotence, decided to adjourn 
its Sessions altogether until July 1St, and to make use of the interval 
to prepare the public for extreme measures. This of course, was 
the most sensible thing for it to do; it would have been even 
more sensible had it done so sooner. For the rest, the Convention, 
before dispersing, adopted a resolution that in the event of the 
Government interfering with the public meetings, its members 
were to meet again and declare themselves in permanent session, 
and immediately appeal to the people to carry out the aforesaid 
.. peaceful .. revolutionary measures. 

Happily or unhappily, it didn't come to that. The announced 
mass meetings were duly held on Whit Sunday in all the centres 
of the movement, attended by hundreds of thousands of people, 
and despite all the roughness and provocation of the authorities, 
they proved to be perfecdy orderly. Members of the Convention 
addressed all these meetings, and its resolutions were carried 
unanimously. The Convention could therefore reassemble on 
July 1st with greater courage: it felt that it had received a mandate 
from the people to resort, if needs be, to extreme measures. But 
the Government had a lime surprise in store. Having failed to 
dcal with the whole people gathered at public meetings, the 



THE CONVENTION 63 
Government made up its mind at all costs to destroy the Conven
tion, and for this purpose it decided to provoke disorders in 
Birmingham. A state of emergency was proclaimed, apd the 
city flooded with troops,. while the local. authorities issued aD 

injunction against all meetings, particularly at the Bull Ring, the 
" Forum;" which had served as a meeting ground in the agitations. 
of 1831-32. The Convention decided to avoid provocation, and 
issued a manifesto to the people, calling upon them to carry into
ellect all the " ulterior measures" except the general strike (whi~ 
it was decided to postpone until the fate of the petition had become 
known), after which the" Convention was to dissolve and to meet 
again in London on the loth of the same month. This of course 
looked very much like a flight, and it would probably have been 
much better to move to some revolutionary centre and there to
prepare for action. But the Government forestalled either of these 
possibilities. On the very eve of the departure of the Convention 
a squad of police summoned by the local authorities arrived from 
London and marched straight from the railway station to the 
Bull Ring where a crowd was peacefully listening to the reading 
of newspapers, and carried out a savage assault. About 80 people 
were arrested, including Dr. Taylor, one of the members of the 
Convention, who was trying to calm the crowd, and Lovett, who, 
acting as secretary oS the Convention, signed a manifesto the day 
after the assault, protesting against the conduct of the Government 
and of the local authorities. Martial Jaw was proclaimed in the 
city,· and all gatherings were dispersed by the police force. Finally 
the people lost their temper: fires were started and shops on the 
main streets smashed. For two or three days Birmingham was: 
in the hands of the people, but the party of .. law and order," 
b9,cked by the armed force of special constables, eventually got 
the upper hand. 

News of the event travelled rapidly, and huge demonstrations
of protest against the actions of the Government were held at 
Newcasde, Glasgow, Sunderland and many other towns iD 
Lancashire and Scodand, ending almost invariably in sanguinary 
encounters with the troops and the police. At the same time
further arrests were made, and among the victims were both 
O'Connor and O'Brien. Although most of those arrested were
let out on bail after a preliminary examination, it seemed certain 
that the Government was preparing for a monster trial which was-

• Gammage, "p. til., II- 146 
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to place all the Chartist leaders behind bolts and bars. The only 
hope lay in decisive action, and had the Convention called there 
and then for an insurrection, the industrial proletariat would 
probably have answered the call. Advice in this sense was given by 
the Northern Star (July 13th, 1839), which urged the Convention 
to appoint a committee of thirteen to be in permanent session as 
the National Council in London, while the remaining thirty 
members were to travel over the country and organise an insurrec
tion. But the Convention, split by the Lovet?sts, did not follow 
such a course, contenting itself with protesting against the illegal 
action of the Government and proclaiming the constitutional right 
of every British citizen to resist armed aggression by force. 

This meant the open-bankruptcy of the Convention.. By its 
hesitation it showed the ruling classes that it need not be taken 
seriously, while at the same time it allowed the revolutionary 
sentiment of the workers to cool down, or what was still worse, 
to spend itself in isolated outbursts. The consequences were not 
slow in coming. On July 12th the petition, bearing a million and 
a quarter signatures, was at last debated in the House of Commons, 
and promptly rejected by a .huge majority. The Convention 
could think of no better course than to discuss the question of 
declaring a general strike, finally arriving at the conclusion that 
the time was not opportune for such action. Either revolution or 
nothing-thus was the situation summed up by the committee 
appointed by the Convention to examine the situation--there could 
be no middle course. The Convention refused to take any middle 
course, and rejected revolutionary action. .. In ordinary times," 
O'Brien declared, * " the Convention could not with safety to itself, 
or with advantage to the cause, assume a bolder position, or 
recommend more decisive measures than it had already done, but 
in the present extraordinllry times, to recommend stronger measures 
would bring the people into peril, and to advise weaker ones would 
insure defeat." In these words, falling as ·they did from the lips 
of one of the revolutionary leaders, the Convention pronounced 
its own death sentence. It was evident that the Convention itself 
was conscious of its detachment from the masses, and being un
certain as to the future course to be taken, thought it best to 
dissolve. This decision was taken on September 14th by a 
majority of only one vote (the casting vote of the Chairman) 
against II votes of the Lovettists. 

• Northern Star, Sept. 140 1839. 
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Thus the first Chartist "Parliament" ended its career, furnish

ing the lesson that the leaders of the proletariat cannot with im- . 
punity ally themselves with the bourgeoisie, and that the only 
guarantee of success lies in keeping live contact with the masses. 
While deploring its failure, we cannot deny itll great achievement 
in having purged the movement of alien elements and given it a 
homogeneous proletarian character. Henceforth it was clear that 
in the fight for universal suffrage the workers could rely only upon 
themselves, since to them alone as a class was it a question of vital 
interest. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

DECLINE AND REVIVAL OF THE MOVEMENT 

"The • chimera' of Chartism, not the reality, 
has been put down. The matter of Chartism i. 
weighty, deep-rooted, far-extending; did not begin 
yesterday; will by no means end this day or to-mor
row.--CARLYLB, Chartism (x839)' 

T HE dissolution of the Convention and the temporary 
weakening of the movement served as a signal for the 
Government to institute a series of trials and to carry out 

wholesale arrests. Apparendy, the Whigs expected in this way 
to deal the knock-out blow to Chartism, whose intrinsic weakness 
was exposed by the history of the Convention. Stephens was 
arrested in November, 1838, for .taking part in illegal torchlight 
meetings and for inciting to armed rebellion. His trial, which 
caused indescribable excitement among the factory workers, took 
place shordy before the dissolution of the Convention, and in 
spite of his brilliant five-hour speech, he was sentenced to eighteen 
months' imprisonment. The trial of the other leaders, including 
Vincent, Lovett and Collins, and afterwards O'Connor and 
O'Brien, was postponed until the following year, while the Govern
ment decided which charges were to be preferred against them, so 
as to draw up an impressive indictment. Had nothing else 
happened, the trial would probably not have taken place at all, or 
would have ended in the acquittal of the accused. Unfortunately, 
an incident occurred in South Wales which furnished the Govern
ment with a decent pretext for carrying out its longstanding plan 
of mass repression. This incident for which, by the way, Lovett 
and his friends were responsible, has been christened an .. insur
rection" in textbooks on English history; in reality, it was a rather 
venturesome attempt on the part of Frost and some of his comrades 
to release Vincent from Newport jail. Frost himself was a native 
of Monmouthshire, in which country he served as a J.P. After 
he had joined the Chartist movement and taken part in the Con
-vention, Lord John Russell threatened to remove him if he did 
not sever his association with the sedition mongers. Frost refused 
to comply, referring to the constitutional law that judges cannot 
be removed unless by a verdict of the courts. Nevertheless he was 
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removed, and after the arrest of Vincent was appointed by the 
Convention to watch the case .• In spite of all his efforts no release 
on bail was granted, and Vincent was imprisoned in Newport 
jail, where he was treated with extreme cruelty. It was then that 
Frost conceived the plan of releasing him by force. He mentioned 
this plan to some of his comrades in the Convention, but meeting 
with no sympathy, decided to carry out the plan at his own risk. 
As soon as the Convention was dissolved--F rost, as Chairman, 
gave the casting vote in favour of dissolution-he proceeded to 
South Wales, where the workers (mostly coal miners) were 
Chartists to a man, and one night in November, at the head of 
several thousand people, he marched on Newpon. At a pre
arranged place he '!I'IIS to be met by two contingeots from other 
towns, but they were prevented from coming by inclement weather. 
Frost, after waiting for them until morning, went on to Newport· 
by himself. He arrived there at 9 a.m. (instead of 2 a.m., as had 
beeD arranged) and was met by a volley fired by constables and 
troops in ambush. Fighting followed, and the .. insurrectionists .. 
were forced to retreat after sustaining a loss of 10 killed and 50 
wounded. Frost, two of his lieutenants and 19 others were 
arrested, and there, apparently, the matter ended. The Whigs 
would not have bCeD Whigs had they failed to take advantage of 
this incident to deal a blow at the Chartist movement at a whole. 
Frost's abortive attempt was magnified into a great rebellion alleged 
to have been organised to take place simultaneously in Yorkshire and 
Birmingham, and a strong political bias was given to the trial. 
TOOay, reading the records of the trial. and the speeches of the 
r.rosecuting counsel, one cannot help wondering how the 
, historians" can still talk seriously of the .. insurrection .. in South 

Wales. The evidence of the witnesses was full of contradictions, 
many of them were proved by the defence to have bCeD guilty of 
perjury and corruption, the police were forced to admit that their 
ageots had taken part in the ease, while the arguments of the 
prosecution were wholly threadbare. Nevertheless a verdict of 
high treason was returned by a packed jury, and Frost and two· 
of his lieutenants were sentenced to death. Fortunately, thanks 
to pressure upon the Government, the verdict was not carried 
into effec:t, and the sentence was commuted to one of penal 
servitude and deportation to Australia. 

. To the majority of the Chartist leaders who saw plainly that 
the Government was looking for any chance. to employ the 'lVhole 
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force of its judicial and police machinery against them, Frost's 
attempt was a highly undesirable incident, and indeed, the first 
half of 1840 was marked by Governmental terror unparalleled in 
recent English history. Arrests and imprisonments followed one 
after the other, many were compelled to /lee to the continent and 
to America, many were deported to penal settlements, and some 
were executed. The police and the troops used most brutal 
methods, indulging freely in espionage and provocation. Public 
meetings were dispersed, the labour press suppressed, and the 
clubs closed. Within a few months about 450 people were 
languishing in prisons and dungeons, where they were treated like 
criminals, starved and tortured. The victims included nearly all 
the leaders of Chartism, O'Connor, O'Brien, Taylor, Collins and 
others, sentenced to from eighteen months' to two years' imprison
ment. Taylor died in prison from ill-health, while the minds of 
Lovett, CoIli.J1s and Vincent become slighdy unhinged, one con
centrating on education, the other on religion, the third on temper
ance. Prison life left deep physical and moral traces upon them all. 

Reaction triumphed all along the line, and there was no end 
to the rejoicing of the Whigs. But popular movements are not 
so easily stamped out, and at the very moment when Chartism 
seemed to have been utterly crushed, there began to appear fresh, 
young gxowths upon the devastated field. The Chartists who 
remained at large (including Harney and Lowrie) had been carry
ing on underground agitation all the while, and in the latter part 
of 1840, when the first vietims came out of prison, the movement 
began to rise to the surface again. A meeting was held at Man
chester, attended by 23 delegates from different parts of the country 
who decided to unite all the local organisations into one" National 
Chartist Association," a fully-/ledged political Labour Party with an 
elected executive committee, periodical conventions, membership 
dues and membership cards. It was a great step forward as com
pared with the formless movement of the preceding period, and 
bore evidence of the gxowing political maturity of the workers
the more so as the law did not permit national organisations but 
only isolated local ones. On this gxound Lovett refused to join 
the Association after his release, ~r to take part in the political 
struggle in general; but that the new organisation was fully in 
accord with the needs of the movement was demonstrated by the 
fact that within a couple of years the Party had already upwards 
of 400 local branches and about 40,000 members. 
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For some time the new Party gave evidence of its existence 

only by public meetings and demonstrations arranged in connection 
with the release of Chartist leaders. When Lovett was released, 
followed by M'Douall and then by Collins, banquets and proces
sions were organised in their ~onour, and public meetings held, 
attended at times by more than 100,00'0 people. Thus stimulated, 
the movement gradually revived, ·and Manchester; Glasgow, New
casde etc., became again important centres of Chartism. In the 
summer of 1841 general elections took place and the Party decided 
to demonstrate its power to the Whjgs. • Upon the advice given 
by O'Connor from jail (and against the advice given from jail 
by, O'Brien, who lecommended abstention), the Party resolved to 
agitate and vote for the Tories, and the Whigs acrually suffered a 
heavy defeat. For this the Chartists were reptoached by their 
contemporaries, who accused ,O'Connor of secret sympathy with 
the Tories. It was even rumoured that he and his nearest friends 
had taken money from the Tories;with which they h~d carried on 
their election campaign. O'Brien himself made such insinuations, 
and they have been repeated by historians ever since. Of course it 
was the usual calumny, which then, as repeatedly afterwards, was 
spread by the Liberals because the workers dared put up their own 
candidates against them. It was based upon the naive btlief that 
the Liberals were, after all, more .. progressive" and nearer to 
the Workers than the .Conservatives---a belie£- proved by facts as 
well as.l>y logic to he entirely unfounded. Indetd, if any choice 
was to be m~de at that time between the twc.> parties of the ruling 
classes, preference should be 'given to the Tories, who, as repre
sentatives of the landed interests, frequendy took the part of the 
workers in the struggle against the tyranny of capitalism. This 
\'\(8s the case throughout the whole history' of factory and social 
legislation. • At all events, to support the Tories was no greater 
crime than to support the Whigs, and' if the English workers of 
a subsequent period had been politically as independent as the 
Chartists, we should not have had so frequent occasion to deplore 
their political backwardness and their captivity to the Liberals. 
The reproach was the more unmerited as the Chartists had put 
up their own candidates against both parties wherever possible, 
and although none were elected, since the majority of their sup
porters had no vote, they were victorious on the hustings when 
the vote was taken by show of hands. This was clear evidence of 
the fact that the people were on their side, and that only the class 
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1Iuffrage. was responsible for the success qf the ruling parties. 
At the clos.e of the summer of 1841 both. O'Connor and . 

. O'Brien were released,. and the movement' rose at once to an 
unprecedented· heigh.t, although O'Brien; di96:uisfied with th~. 
'Chartist election policy, \efused t<;? join the Association, and pre-. 
{erred to agitate on ~ owl\ account. This wjdened the -breach 
.between the two leadq-s, which ~e a bitter personal enmity, 
followed by mutual accusations, recriminations and calumny. But 
the movement was alr~dy too strong for the qlllljr~ between these'. 
two - personalities, prominenJ th,mgh they were, to injure it. 
Virtually, O'Brien had no ·following whatever, and O;'Connor-a 
genius as an agitat.ot, alJhough with little theolttical training, and 
a good deal of Irish vanity and btag-became the dictator of the 
~vement. Wltile still in jail, he had con!ributed to the North"" 
Star a series of withering' articl~s .against Levett, Vincent 'and 
Collins who wanted the Chartists to hold aloof. from politics; and 
now he started 11 systematic &mpaign against the Cobdenites, 
arousing an agony of despair among the Liberal free-traders. The 
1:Juestion of th~· repeal of the corn laws, and the attitude toward~ 
the agitation of Cobden ;md his supporters, the factory slave· 
drivers, were Correctly understood by- the Chartists· from the very 
cutset. in regard 'to th.e corn laws, the London Workingmen'_s 
Association had declared in 1838 that "they were admiu;edly very 
harmful, but were <nevertheless only one of the numerous effects 
of one commotreause which they were out te eliminate; Ptat the 
question of their. repeal should be decided by represen!atives of the 
people and not of a eTass. Had the rorn Itws existed so long tha~ 
the people could forget what had preceded them, then they would 
probably believe the promises that were now s~owered; but the 
year 1815 (when they had been introduced) was not so far back_"
Tt was in the same spirit t;hat O'Brien now· started a brnpaign in 
the North"" Star against the .Cobden League, arguing that with· 
out universal suffrage which would enable the workers to. make 
use of the reform in their own interest, the repeal of the corn laws 
and the cheapening of bread would only lead to cheaper labour . 
power and serve the interests of the capitalists. "Do not let 
yourselves. be hoodwinked by the middle class again," was the 
warning voice of a Chartist speaker at a public meeting,t :' you 
have helped them to gain the; suffrage for thcmselves, but where 

• Northern Star, &ptember 17, 1838_ 
t Quoted by Gammage, p. 82. 
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are the beautiful promiseS, which they gave you? All the ~C!forms 
which they have carried out were only to their own advantage. 
And' now thcy want .the' repeal of the corn laws, not for· your 
!>eneJit, but for their own. • Give us cheap brea(l/ theY' shout, 
but in reality they think: give us lo}\' w.ages. Do not listen to 
their hypocrisy, stick to the Charter: \'Vitho\lt, the suff~age we are 
slaves." In this sense the' Chartists cacried on.aD. unrelenting 
fight agail!st. the; Cobdenites, heCkling theb:i. at th~r meetings, 
sometimes breaking them up and exposing; the hypocrisf and 
humbug of their dpeakers. . • . 

That tQe Ohartists wete perfectly jusiified in acting'thus no 
one doubts. ro-day. ,The agitation for the repeal.of the corn laws 1 

war' a fight for the predominance cd industrial 'capital over i\gri
culture, the struggle of the bourgeoisie against the;, aristocracy, the 
struggle'to crown ~e work of the. Reform Act of 1832. /Uter the 

.' repeal of the corn laws Plbdeb '\>vrote. to Peel: .. Do you shrink 

. from the post of gOverning through the bona fide representatives 
of the middle class? Look at the facts, and can the country be 
otherwise ruled at iIlI? There 'must be an end to th,e juggle of 
parties, the mere representatives or traditions, and some man Ip.ust 
of ne!:essity rule ~e State £hrough itS ,governing .class. ,The 
Reform Bill decreed it; the passing of !he Cor~ pill has,. realised 
itt'... Cobden and his associates did not <always speak with such 
candour. 'On the contrary, with hypocrisy un~urpassed in history 
(of which, for the rest, the later .English Liberals have inherited a 
fair, dost'), they spoke of .. national ': interests, of the interests of 
the oppressecf masses, and in order to wi~ the' support of the 
Quakers, the clergy and the old maids, they prated of the universal 

• peace that was \0 be ushered in by free trade, of the precepts of 
Christianity which it was to carry into effect, and so on.t. By 
these methods, and by o!hers less savoury still,; they succeeded 
in hoodwinking the public; but the Cllartists remained their im
placable opponents to the end. They saw the.inner meaning of 
the fret trade movement. .. Their only aim in life," O'Connor 
declared, § .. is to buy labour in the cheapest market, and to sell 
'in the dcares.t." The Chartists knew quite wen what to expect 

• Morley, Tltt: Life of Ric,. .... Cobdea. 19030 p. 395. 
t Morley. ibi4.. p, 230. 
!. The Cobden League resorted to bribery and corruption of the 

. press and politicians on a large scale. See Morley opo m.. pp. aaI and 
251• 

S O'Connor, Tile TrWl, IB430 preface, p. v. 
p 
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from the middle class beooming the ruling class of the country; 
they had had a foretaste in ~e Poor Law Reform of 1834-
Cobden himself ilid not disguise his hatred of the tr.Ide unions, 
which he described as '" founded upon the principles of brutal 
ryranny and monopoly ... • while Bright was a bitter opponent of 
labour legislation, particularly of the Ten Hour BiIl.t They had 
a prompt and decisive way of dealing with the Chartists and other 
working class opponents to. their policies. .. With democracy 
and freedom on their lips," O'Connor said of them, "do we not 
find th~ foremost, as' ,masten, as magistrates 'an4 as jurors, in 
persecuting all who dared to express opinions at variance with 
those by which they hope to accomplish this object? Do we not 
find them expending little short of' [100.000 in twelve months for 
the purpose of buying opinion, and yet afraid to meet their very 
slaves in public discussion? Have they not, as masters and as 
magistrates, followed up. perseeuied, torrured and in many 
instances banished from their homes every individual who has 
taken an active part in exposing their dishonesty and their ignor
ance? Have they not established the system. of excommunication, 
by conspiring together. to banish from their employment every 
man who has taken an active part ag;rinst them1 Have they not 
compelled men, women and children to subscribe to that fund by 
which they hope to tralnmel labour. and to place it under the 
control of capital? .Do they not work your wives and'daughten 
to death. while they compel you to walk the streets in idleness?''t 

The campaign against the Free Traders steadily gained in 
intensity. reaching its' highest pitch in 1&p. That year was a 
very bad one for the manufacturers, and the Chartists realised the 
peril contained in the agitation of the Cobdenites, who ascribed 
the crisis to the com laws. But in vain did the Cobden League 
spend £!o.ooo on agitation in the factory disttias; in vain did 
Lovett issue thundering manifestoes against the Chartists, 
denouncing the .. incitement of class against class "; the Chartisu 
proved victorious in their arguments everywhere. In their 
exasperation, the Free Traden decided- to rcson to extreme 
measures. 

The Lancashire manufacturers, in order to demonstrate their 
inability to co,ntinue production under the existing fiscal conditions, 

• Morley. op. cit .• p. 299-
t Hodder. Life 0/ 1M &In 0/ Slulftesbury. Vol. D~ P. 82. 
:I: o'Connor. Tile Trial. 18.a. preface p. v. 
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decided to shut down their factories and discharge their work· 
people. Incidentally, they also hoped by this to punish the Tory 
landlords for their resistance, as they expected some of the dis
charged workers to apply for parish relief, and it was chiefly the 
owners of land' and houses who contributed to the Poor Rate. 
Accordingly, they set to work to provoke a strike by reducing 
wages, and strikes indeed broke out in three places on August 
5th. The plan was working satisfa,ctorily; and the manufacturers 
pointed to these .. unfortunate ,. results of the corn laws which 
were ruining both the manufacturers and the workers. . Suddenly 
the situation changed. At a meeting of strikers on August 12th 
the question of the Charter was raised, and those present decided 
to add the slogan of universal suffrage to their immediate economic 
demands, and to refuse to go back to work until b,oth were fulfilled. 
Furthermore, they decided to extend the movement throughout 
Lancashire, and for this purpose appointed picketing squads to go 
from factory to factory and from town to ~wn urging the workers 
to quit, and removing the plugs from the boilers. V cry soon all 
work within a radius of 50 miles around Manchester ceased, and 
a meeting was hdd attended by 358 ddegates who, by a majority 
of 320 votes, formally sanctioned a general strike for the Charter 
-the .. holy month." This surprised both the manufacturers 
and the Chartists: the latter had not eipectcd the movement to 
'take such" a turn. In the meantime the movement spread to the 
neighbouring county of Yorkshire and on .to Stallordshire. 
Strike Committees were set up, which permitted the production of 
food and other perishable articles of prime necessity only, and 
collections taken for the strike funds. The behaviour of the 
strikers was everywhere exemplary, and perfect order reigned in 
the towns which had fallen into their hands.· At Preston and 
two or three other places the local authorities provoked disorders, 
and bloody encounters with the troops followed. It looked as 
though .. holy month" was indeed to become a fact, and the 
Executive Committee of the Chartists had already issued a pro
clamation appealing to the whole working class of England to 
join the movement. Here again, the cardinal and fatal diller
encc between the industrial North and the trading and agricultural 
South, which had been at the bottom of all the failures of Chartism, 
became apparent. London and the Southern counties failed to 
support the strike, and the movement came to an untimdy end. 
By August 25th, all the factories had resumed work, and their 
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owners, although they had failed to achieve their original aim, 
rejoiced over the crushing defeat of the Chartists. 

Like Frost's attempt in 1839, the unsuccessful strike of 1842 
furnished the Government with a pretext for instituting a series 
of trials. The largest was that of O'Connor and 58 of his com
rades, indicted at Lancaster for publishing the aforesaid manifesto 
in favour of the strike. They were arrested, but promptly 
released on bail, and their trial took place a year later. It lasted 
for eight days and resulted in terms of imprisonment for 38 of 
them. Fortunately, the prosecution, either with or without intent, 
had failed to name the place in which the alleged offence had been 
committed, and thanks to this technical omission the sentence could 
not be carried out. The Government thought it inexpedient to 
instirute another trial, and the whole case lapsed. As against 
this, in one of the other trials, Cooper, one of the most prominent. 
young l~ders, was sentenced to two years' inxprisonment, and 
M'Douall had to save himself by escaping to France. 



CHAPTElI. EIGHT 

THE BREAK UP OF CHARTISM 

.. For a successful revolution it is not enough 
that there is discontent: what is required is a pro
found and thorough conviction of the justice, neces
sity and importance of political and IociaI righ ..... 
-G.uouCB. 

T HE strike of 1842 clearly demonstrated the weakness of 
Cbartism. The weapon of which the Chartists had 
dreamed for so long had at last been put to the test, and 

one week's experience proved its worthlessness. Moreover, the 
Chartists oould not but be aware that the movement had been 
started without them: this showed that they were detamed from 
the masses and unable to guide the ooursc of ven~. It was clear 
that only a section of the English proletariat was ready to take 
up the political struggle for emancipation, while the rest either 
lacked the necessary vigour, or did not see the aced for it. 
Apparendy, there was nothing left for Chartism to do but give up 
for the time being all thought of decisive action, and proceed with 
the patient and plodding task of agitation and organisation. 

This was easier said than done. At that time those tendencies 
to which we referred in a previous chapter, of little inIportancc in 
their earlier" stages, began to assume more ddinitc forms. There 
was findy the new trade nni?n movement. It was no longer the 
trade unionism of Robert Owen, which had reached its zenith in 
1834, and broke down entirely in lB4o. The new trade unionism, 
which arose pardy as an clIeot of the more favourable industrial 
oonditions of lB4o, and pardy as a result of the disappointment 
following the failure of the Chartist Convention, was even more 
hostileto the political struggle than had been itspredecessor. Having 
.discarded the Owcnillt Utopia of a gcncral strike as the weapon 
which with one blow would usher in .nc .. new rnoral world,~' 
trade unionism now assumed the character of craft organisations, 
talked of the harmony betw=l the interests of masters and 
workers. and threw politics overboard.- The aisis of 18.p, as 
we have seen, led many workers into the political fight for the 
Charter, but the oonditions in the labour market having inIproved 

• So and B. Webb, History 01 TrUe U,.;""u"., p. .So n #f. 
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again, they, smarting under the recent disappointments, went 
back to trade unionism. The workers were becoming more and 
more reconciled to the existing order, and were only seeking for 
means of improving their position under it. The social revolu
tion was receding into the background as a hopeless dream, while 
social reform was coming to the fore. 

The same may be said of the other movement founded by 
Robert Owen, the to-<lperative movement. Its utopian forms 
were seeing their last days, being replaced by consumers' societies 
which had no other aim but to get cheaper products for the con
sumer. In 1844 the Rochdale Pioneers founded their business 
and from that time onwards the to-<lperative movement, based 
entirely upon the existing capitalist relations, grew and expanded. 
It was, of course, opposd to Chartism, and gained many adherents 
among the Chartist elements disappointed in the course of events; 
later on, as we shall see, it became an object of exploitation by 
the Christian Socialists. 

Finally there was the movement in favour of the ten-hour 
day for women and juveniles in the cotton industry. For the 
present, thi,. is the most important. The atti-tude of Man: and 
Engels to this reform (which became law in 1847) is well known: 
to them it was the triumph of principle over capitalist society. 
But it is not so well-known that they had not always been of the 
same opinion, and that for a long time they had taken a hostile 
attitude towards this reform. * The explanation is that in the 
course of the 17 years which ebpsed between the enactment of the 
ten-hour day and the First Congress of the International, the 
circumstances which attended the agnation in favour of the 
reform had become things of the past, and were forgotten, 
whereas the practical importance of the principle involved in the 
reform remained. These circumstances had indeed been such as 
to lead the contemporary observer to believe that the reform was 
being hought at an excessively high price-at the price of 
surrendering considerable and important sections of the English 
proletariat to the ideological domination of Tory philanthropists 
with Lord Ashley (subsequendy Lord Shaftesbury) at their head 
and of reconciling them to the existing order. In taking upon 
himself the leadership of the movement for the Ten-Hour's Bill 
in 1833, Ashley proceeded upon a ddinite understanding with the 

• Engels, TIle English Ten-Hour Bill. originally appeared in the 
Neue Rheinis,he Zeitung. 18~. 
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workers, "that all should be carried on in a . most conciliatory 
manner, that there should be a careful abstinence from all approa~ 
to questions of wages and capital; that the labours of children 
and young persons should alone be touched; that there should be 
no strikes, no intimidation and no strong language against their 
employers either within or without the walls of Parliament ... • 
.. From the first hour of my movement to the last," Ashley con
fessed later, " I had ever before me and never lost sight of it, the 
issue of a restoration of a good understanding between employer 
and employed."t And in this he certainly succeeded. .. The 
factory movement," states one of its historians.:!: .. had been the 
means of -training considerable numbers of working men to a 
high sense of responsibility and moral duty; they felt that from 
them much was hoped, and they were anxious to guard against 
disappointment." 

Gladstone, likewise, in 1864 admitted publicly in the House 
of Commons that the law had been beneficial .. both in mitigating 
human suffering and in attaching important classes of the com
munity to Parliament and the Government."S Again, at a 
meeting of the British Association in Manchester in.186I, it was 
stated that this law .. had consolidated society in this part of the 
island, swept away a great mass of festering and growing discon
tent, placed the prosperity of this district on a broad, solid and 
safe basil-8s the orderly, educated, contented labour of 
Lancashire. • • . These results had followed from the sagacioua, 
persevering and moral exertions of the advocates of the Ten
Hours Bill." II Finally, the workers themselves adopted the . 
following resolution after the passing of the Bill: "That we are 
deeply grateful to Almighty God for the success which has 
attended our efforts, and now that the object of our labours for 
the last thirty years is about to be brought to a happy CIODSIlIIlIDao 

tion we pledge oursdves to promote by every means in our power 
those religious and social blessings which ~ has been the object 
of the Bill to extend to the factory workers."t 

We have dwelt on this movement at. some length because 
• Edwin Hodder, Life al Work of 1M SetIefIIA Em of Sltilftet-

bruy. K.G .• ,886, Vol. 1, pp. '55-'56-
t Ibi~ .• Vol. :a, Chapter '50 p. 208. 
~ Kydd, Tile History 01 IIt~ F_ry MO_n.I, Vol. :a, P. :aJ4. 
§ Hodder, Vol. :a, p. 206. . 
IIlbi~., Vol. :a, p. 2t¥7 • 
• Hutchins and Harrison, " Hirlory of F«tory ugisMzioa. p. ",. 
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its bearing on Chartism (and on the social education of the 
British worker in general) has been so little understood that 
Tildsley, for instance, represents the factory movement as one 
of the component parts of Chartism. * Not only was it a 
distincdy different movement, but it actually was one of the causes 
of the downfall of Chartism. In 1848 it may be said to have saved 
the country from a revolution which seemed likely to break out 
at any moment. .. I shall declare without hesitation," Sir G. Grey, 
then Secretary of State, wrote to Lord Ashley in that year, .. in , 
Parliament or elsewhere, that the passing of the Ten-Hours Bill 
has kept these vast counties at peace during this eventful period. "t 
Ashley himself (then the Earl of Shaftesbury) wrote in his diary: 
.. I may rejoice and heartily thank God that the operatives of 
Lancashire and Yorkshire, suffering as they are, remain perfecdy 
tranquil. Such, under God, is the fruit of many years of sympathy 
and generous legislation. ":j: And he goes on to mention the fact 
that several thousand people at Manchester had been enrolled as 
special constables to maintain order. 

These were the currents which obstructed the path of 
Chartism, drawing away from it the masses of the workers, and 
hindering its further growth. The leaders themselves were aware 
of the fact that dangerous rivals were growing up everywhere, and 
devised means to galvanise the movement and give it a new force 
of attraction. As far back as the beginning of 1842 O'Connor 
made an attempt to combine the demand for the Charter with that 
for the dissolution of the union between England and Ireland, so 
as to gain the support, at least, of the Irish masses. But it was 
a wrong step from the standpoint both of principle and of tactics. 
On the. one hand, it adulterated the Chartist movement by the 
introduction of an entirely alien element, and on the other it 
deceived nobody. Although the second petition drawn up on 
these lines had secured over 3 million signatures, Parliament 
refused to be impressed by this subterfuge, and the petition was 
thrown out by a huge majority. The Convention itself, having 
met again in London on April 12th, attended by 25 people, spent 
its time in complete inactivity, and on May Jrd, immediately after 
the defeat of the petition, dispersed without having made any 

.. Tildsley, The Origin and EcOtJom" Foundations 01 the ChtJrtist 
Movement. 

t Hodder, op. cit., Vol. 2, p. 358. 
:j: Ibid., Vol. 2, p. 241. 
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decisions. It was obvious that by such means it was impossible 
to revive the movement, and that, on the contrary, ;,ts end .. could 
only be hastened. O'Connor .then .hit upon another plan-his 
famous agricultural colonies. 

This plan embodied all the vagueness of the Chartist social 
outlook, of which we have spoken before. If it were really the 
aim of the movement to check the progress of capitalist develop
ment and to get the expropriated masses back to the land, why not 
achieve by direct economic action what it was impossible, or 
exceedingly difficult to attain by indirect· political methods? 
Accordingly, in April, 1845, O'Connor came out publicly with 11-

plan for forming agricultural colonies, and for buying the land 
in small lots by means of intricate banking operations. He pro
posed to get together a fund of 1.5,000 by lioating an issue of 
small shares, and to invest 1.4.000 in the purchase of enough land 
for 50 people. After a certain lapse of ,time the value of the 
estate, thanks to the labour invested, would so increase that it 
could be mortgaged for 1.4.000, and by adding this money to 
the balance of the original amount a second estate could be pur
chased whose value would in time increase, allowing the pur
chase of a third estate and so on. It was calculated by O'Connor 
that eight estates for 400 people would cost 1.33,000, and would 
increase in value to 1.60,000 in the course of four years. These 
again ClOuld be mortgaged for 1.'1.7.000 and the mOlley used for 
the purchase of further estates, until the whole of the factory 
proletariat would be se~tled on the land and the ~gn of capitalism 

. would come to an end. 
Nowadays it amazes us that O'Connor and his audience 

could indulge in such ridiculous projects and attach to them any 
serious hopes. As a matter of fact, many of his ClOntemporaries 
and the majority of historians saw nothing but roguery in these 
fantastic projects, and went so far as to accuse their author of dis
honesty and swindling.' Needless to say that such charges were 
wholly unjust. O'Connor, with his Irish imagination and 
enthusiasm, did believe in his own plan, and not only did he not 
get a single farthing for himself out of the scheme, but, as proved 
by a parliamentary committee in 1848, he lost his own private 
fortune in it. O'Connor did not display any profound knowledge 
of political economy, and O'Bri~n was quite right in denouncing 
his project as .. utopian and reactionary." It should, however. 
be said in his defence that ,lIc had'not been alone in misunder-
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standing the «onomic mechanism of modern society and in 
believing in the possibility of creating values out of nothing. It 
was to be the scientific mission of Karl Marx_hose PotIer#y of 
Philosophy appeared two years latcr~ do wway once and for 
all with chimeras in the domain of theories of value. 

In the meantime O'Connor's project met with great auccess, 
and the cry of .. The National Chartist Land Co-operarive Society," 
notwithstanding all the criticisms levelled at it by O'Brien, 
attracted fresh masses of people. In December, 18450 a Chartist 

- .conference at Birmingham officially accepted O'Connor's agri
cultural plan as part of the programme, and thenceforth agitation 
was condu~ on these two lines. O'Brien, who advocated the 
nationalisation of the land, the establishmeut of a bank to furnish 
cheap credits to small producers, and a .. symbolic currency "-a 
programme that was also of doubtful merit, but had this 
advantage, that it presupposed the oonquest of political power
himself with several others continued to wage a violent campaign 
against O'Connor, charging him with treachery and challenging 
him to a public debate. In spite of all this, hosts of n~ adherents 
Rocked to O'Connor's banner, oontributing about £200 weekly 
Ulwards his plan. In May, 1847, an estate was purchased and 
parcdled out into plots; this funher increased the popularity of 
the movement, and in August the funds of the .. Land League " 
«ached £50,000. In November of the same year the number of 
shareholden reached 420000 and the capital had increased to 
£80,000. A second and larger estate was purchased, and O'Connor 
reached the pinnacle of his glory. 

All this, no doubt, saved the Chartist movement from 
immediate collapse, but henceforth its fortunes were bound up 
with the success of the land scheme: the moment the latter proved 
unworkable, the movement itself would come an an end. The 
years 1844 and 1845 were the best since the crisis of 1837, and the 
N0wth of the trade union, co-operative movements etc., diminished 
me recruiting power of Chartist meetings and Chanist agitation. 
Down to 1848 the movement was comparativdy stagnant, broken 
now and then by various incidents. In August 1144. a public 
<lebate on the question of free trade was hdd at Northampton 
'between Cobden and O'Connor, and whether the latter was oot 
in good form or wbether too much bad been expected of him, 
be failed in his argument, and Cobden carried off the laurds. 
This did not in any way impair O'Connor's reputation, and when 
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Cooper, his former lieutenant, on being released from jail in 11345. 
having become an advocate of .. moral force," started a campaigq 
against him, he was punished by formal expulsion from the Party. 
O'Connor's greatest triumph was won in the general election of 
11347. The Chartists put up several candidates, including 
O'Connor at Nottingham. in opposition to Hobhouse, a member 
of the Government, Harney in opposition to Palmerston, and, in 
another constituency, Robert Owen, who agreed to stand on the 
Chartist programme. Owen obtained but one vote; Harney 
obtained the satisfaction of defeating his opponent at least in the 
hustings; but O'Connor defeated his opponent in the actual ballot, 
securing 1,257 votes as against 893 votes for Hobhouse. In his 
person Chartism for the first time entered Parliament; but it was 
also the last time. Until the general election of 1900, not a single 
representative of the revolutionary proletarianuccceded in entering 
the holy of holies of the English bourgeoisie. 

The slight valu~ of these victories was to be demonstrated in 
the following year, in the revolutionary year of 11348. It began 
wi~ a great crisis in the labour market, and the rumours of an 
impending revolution in France seemed to breathe new life into 
the Chartist movement. When _ it did break out, there was great 
rejoicing among the Chartists. Mass meetings were held every
where and greetings sent to the French people; Ernest Jones, 
Harney and McGrath went to Paris as the bearers of an address 
to the: Provisional Govornment on behalf of the Chartists, and an 
intimation was given to the: English Government that any attempt 
to intervene: in France would be followed by immediate revolution. 
On March 6th a great gathering of the unemployed took place: in 
TraIalgar Square, and amid shouts of .. Bread and Revolution .. 
it was resolved to march to Buckingham Palace. In Glasgow the 
unemployed demanded bread, and were treated to a shower of 
bullets. The /lame of insurrection spread to Manchester,. Birming
ham, Newcastle, Bristol, Sheffield, Bradford etc.; everywhere: there: 
were huge mass meetings, riots and fights with the troops and the: 
police. Such a sudden and gigantic -explosion had not been 
witnessed in England even in 1838-39> but the organised workers 
had already been pacified, and without them there oouId be no 
revolution. Events soon proved this to be true. 

Seeing the revolutionary temper of the: people, so strongly 
reminiscent of the early days of the movement, the Chartists 
decided to try once again !hir original methods of action. It was 
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decided to present a petition, and to call a Convention on April 
4th. The campaign was very successful, and when the 
delegates assembled in London on the appointed day, O'Connor 
could boast that the petition bore not less than 5 Y. million signa
tures. Those were certainly good tidings; nevertheless the 
delegates did not seem to be greatly impressed by this success, for 
a debate immediately ensued in the Convention concerning 
.. ulterior measures." Reynolds, one of the young leaders, pro
·posed that in the event of the failure of the petition the session 
of the Convention should be made permanent, and the Charter 
proclaimed the law of the land. To this the majority did not 
agree, and it was resolved, instead, to convene a special National 
Assembly which was to declare itself permanently in session. 

Did the Chartists believe in the possibility of these measures? 
Were they prepared to raise the standard of revolt in order to 
defend the National Assembly? As to the younger members of 
the Convention, like Reynolds or Ernest Jones, there is no ground 
for doubt. .. I believe," the latter declared, * .. the people are 
prepared to pronounce the mighty fiat-to ring the inevitable knell 
of slavery. I should be a guilty man did I say so without a well~ 
grounded conviction. For the evil that might come I should in 
part be responsible. The widow and me orphan would have a 
right to curse me. But, before heaven, I believe we stand upon 
the threshold of our rights. I conscientiously believe the people 
are prepared to claim the Charter." Different was the attitude 
of the older leaders, whom experience had taught to be more cir
cumspect. O'Brien, with his characteristic candour, declared that 
he did not believe the population of London was with them, or 
that it was generally prepared to resort to extreme measures. t 
O'Connor, on the contrary, tried to conceal this truth from others 
as well as from himself. He declared himself ready for every
thing, he was prepared to stand and fight in the front ranks, and 
would sooner die than give up the Charter.t: At the same time, 
he continued, he would not imperil me movement by undue haste 
and so long as the people were unprepared not a single window
pane would be smashed, not a straw taken away from the possess
ing classes. Evidently, in his heart of hearts O'Connor did not 
believe in the possibility of a revolution, but he was afraid to avow 

• Gammage, p. 299. 
t Ibitl. 
: Ibitl .• p. 300 
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it, as such an admission would have meant the knell of the move
ment. 

Such moral cowardice was Unworthy of him; moreover, it 
was futile. The petition was to be presented ·on April lOth, and 
for this purpose it was decided to arrange an open-air mass meet
ing on Kennington Green, whence a procession carrying the 
petition was to march to Westminster. According to the plans of 
the Convention, whose members were to lead it, the procession 
was to be perfectly peaceful. It pleased the Government, however, 
to take a different view of the matter and to exaggerate the plan 
into an attempt at revolution. In vain did the Convention send 
a deputation to the Home Office to ·assure the Government that it 
had no seditious intentions of any kind, in vain did O'Connor give 
similar assurances from the floor of the House of Commons; the 
Government, whether actually scared or merdy pretending, for
bade the procession and pa~sed an emergency· act in Parliament 
.. for the protection of the Crown and the Government» providing 
severe penalties for seditious speeches, and instructed the Duke 
of W dlington to take the necessary measures of protection. The 
Iron Duke concentrated in London an army of 100,000, occupied 
Westminster Bridge and Parliament Square with artillery, posted 
cordons and ambushes everywhere, and armed a force of 170,000 

special constables (among whom was the future Napoleon III.}
in a word, he made preparations as though for Waterloo. In its 
turn, the Press indulged in fanciful stories about the proposed 
meeting, describing it as the prdude to revolution, and so 
thoroughly scared the· bo" bourgeois that on April lOth London 
was half deserted, and all business at a standstill. Later historians 
refer to that day with considerable awe, indulging in mdancholy 
reflections on what might have happened had not the Government 
and the Duke acted with such energy. In reality, the £car waS 
groundless, being aroused artificially in order to discredit the 
Chartist movement. Had any disorder occurred on that day, had 
any blood been shed in the streets, it would not have been the 
fault of the Chartists, but of the Government. Fortunatdy, both 
the Convention and O'Connor had the courage at the deventh 
hour to recognise the true position and not only to caned the 
procession. but also to issue a strong appeal to the people 10 keep 
calm and to offer no provocation. At the meeting itself 0 'Connor 
and Jones delivered speeches in which they implored the people 
not 10 be provoked by the sight of armed soldiers and police. and 



84 FIIOM CHAllTlSM TO LAIIOUillSM 

the whole affair ended in O'Connor and his comrades peacefully 
taking three cabs and carrying the petition to the House of 
Commons. It weighed 5 cwt. 84 lbs., and, according to O'Connor. 
bore 5,700,000 signatures. It was incorrectly reported that the 
meeting had been attended by 150,000 to 170,000 people; actually 
the number did not exceed thirty to forty thousand. 

April 10th was not the decisive day the imagination of 
chroniclers has painted it, but, as admitted by the Chartists them
selves, it showed how weak their movement was. O'Brien had 
been right in saying that the population of London was not with 
them, and O'Connor himself was now forced to admit it. Yet 
greater disappointment was in store for the Chartists: the number 
of the signatures was counted by the clerks of the House, and 
instead of 5,700,000, the petition was found to bear less than 
2,000,000 signatures, and a considerable portion of these were 
fictitious into the bargain. O'Connor tried to dispute the figures, 
but was shown, as an instance, that out of 10,000 signatures on 
one sheet 8,200 were those of women; and when, after a few 
rude remarks, he demonstratively left the House, he was forced 
to return and to apologise. It was more than a defeat, it was 
a humiliation, and henceforth Chartism began to lose its moral 
prestige. 



CHAPTU NINII 
THE END OF TIlE MOVEMENT 

.. People call him a dreamer. But dreams an: 
only the light of a clearer sky. too brilliant for our 
naked eye. and when we behold its radiance we 
turn aside and call it dreams. Ah. believe me. all 

, thoughts which were ever bom in majesty and ex
pittd in grief. which time has raised to maturity 
and glory. all of them were at first desaibed as 
• empty dreams • ... -ERHIIST JONES (re-translated). 

T HE year 1848 marked a turning point in the social history 
of England. 'After the repeal of the ooril laws two years 
previously. she started upon her gloried industrial career 

which made her in a short space of time the .. workshop of the 
world." The 50'$ were characterised by unusual progress in all 
branches of industry and trade. In 1850 exports had amounted 
only to [']0.000.000 and imports to [99.000.000. Ten years later 
the former reached the huge figure of [164.500.000 and the latter 
[2.10.500.000. The output of ooal in ISsO had aggregated 
49.000,000 tons; in 1860 it rose to 82.,000.000 tons. The iron output 
for the ten years 1831"11 amounted to 16.000,000 tons, for 1841-50 to 
18.000,000 tons, whereas the output for ISsI~ was 32,500.000 
tons. During the ten yean 1841-50, 2.,300,000 bales of ootton had 
been oonsumed, and 965.000,000 lbs. of yam turned out. In the 
years 1851-1860 the oonsumption of cotton reached 3>800,000 bales 
and the production of yarn amounted to nearly 2.,000 million lbs. 
In 1841-50 the oonsumption of wool amounted to 82.D,000 tons, 
and woollens to the value of [2.440000,000 were produced; in 
ISsI~ the oonsumption of wool exceeded one million tons, and 
the value of the output amounted to £311.000,000. Finally. the 
length of the railway system between IBso and ]860 was inaeased 
from 6,890 miles to 10,400 miles, and the tonnage of the mer
cantile fleet rose from 40200,000 to 5.'JOD,000.· 

Amidst such prosperity lOme crumbs were bound to faIl to 
• For these and the following figures see Mu1halI's DiniDfllU1 01 

Sltltittin. Haydn's Dinio ... ,., o/lH#s. Bowley's article in the 10III'fJIIl 
01 1M SMtislicrJl Society for March, 19"1. W &rd'$ artic1e in the Supple
ment to Hutchins' and Harrison's Jf History 0/ F.aory ugis/nitnl. 
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the working class. The trade union struggle began to meet with 
success, and wages were gradually rising. A spinner had earned 
18s. per week in 1850, and 2OS. in 1860; a weaver had earned 13S. 
in 1850, and 15s. in 1860; a cabinet-maker 2OS. in 1840 and 25S' 
in 1860; a stone-mason 23S. per week in 1840, and 30S. in 1860; 
general builders' labourers 15s. 6d. per week in 1841-50, and 175. 
in 1851-00; foundrymen 22S. 6d. per week in 1845-54, and 29,5. in 
1855-64, and so on. These, of course, were mere crumbs which 
bore no relation to the growth of the national income; but, 
lirsdy, they followed upon. a period of steadily declining wages, 
and secondly there had been a more or less considerable decline 
in the prices of nearly all articles of consumption, so that the 
real increase in wages was more than the nominal increase. As 
a result, on comparing the period of 1831-50 with that of 1851"70 
we find that the consumption of wheat per head increased from 
255 to 320 Ibs., of meat from 89 to 90 Ibs., of sugar from 20 to 
55 Ibs., of tea from 23 to 44 Ibs., and of salt from 25 to 45 Ibs. 

Such progress had a pacifying effect upon the workers, and 
henceforth trade unionism acquired great power and at the same 
time abjured all revolutionary ideas. Trade unionists talked of 
the .. beneficent results of good relations between employers and 
workers," urged the .. separation of industrial questions from 
politics," and asserted that .. the labour organisations had not the 
least intention to cause injury to the employers, but on the con
trary, to assist them by ennobling the character of the workers, 
with a corresponding decrease in their (the employers,) responsi
bility ... • On the other hand, the bourgeoisie itself, living as it 
did in afRuence, considered it more advantageous to make con
cessions and even to anticipate possible demands,. rather than to 
be stubborn and thereby lay bare the existing class antagonisms. 
We read in Lord Shaftesbury's diaryt that before ten days had 
elapsed after the famous April 10th, he was sent for by the Queen, 
.. who was anxious to know, in view of the disturbed condition 
of the country, which were the best ways to show royal interest 
towards the working class." Lord Shaftesbury advised Prince 
Albert .. to place himself at the head of the solid movements," 
and when the latter, acting on his advice, visited a meeting of 
the Society of Workingmen's Friends and delivered a .. social " 
speech, Shaftesbury put down in his diary: .. Such, indeed, is the 

* S. and B. Webb, History of T;"Je Unionism, p. 208. 
t Hodder, op. ei,., vol. 2, pp. 246-2.f9. 
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way to suppress Chartism." About the same time the movement 
of Christian Socialism was f~unded by Maurice, Kingsley and 
Ludlow. Under the fresh impression of the events of April 10th, 

these three had gathered at Maurice's house (the latter had even 
offered his services on that day as a constable, but had been 
disqualified as a clergyman), and there and then-in the words of 
Kingsley's biographer*-" the lines were laid of that peaceful 
agitation for the organisation of labour on the principles of associa
tion rather than of competition, which came to be known by the 
name of the Christian Socialist movement; and which undoubtedly 
in the latter half of the century has done so much to promote a 
more brotherly spirit between rich and poor." This movement, 
emerging at the moment of profound disappointment in Chartism, 
did indeed play a great (but hitherto unappreciated) part in the 
£ina1 detachment of the workers from political action. The ideas 
which it inculcated into the minds of the workers may best be 
judged from the words put by Kingsley into the mouth of the 
hero of his novel Alton Lock.!~, an ex-Chartist: .. Fool that I 
was I It was within rather than without that I needed reform •••• 
For my part, I seem to have learned that the only thing to 
regenerate the world is not more of any systCIn, good or bad, but 
simply more of the spirit of God." "I am a radical reformer," 
Kingsley wrote in one of his Political letters 10 workinK men, .. I 
am not one of those who laugh at your Petition of the Joth April; 
I have no patience with those who do •••• But my quarrel with 
the Charter is that it does not go far enough in reform. I want 
to see you free; bill: I do not see how wbat you ask fur will give 
you what you want. I think you have fallen into just the same 
mistake as the rich of whom you complain-the very mistake 
which has been our curse and our nigh~I mean the mistake 
of fancying that legislatille reform is socUd reform, OJ mat men's 
hearts can be changed by Acts of Parliament. If anyone will tell 
me of a oountry where a Charter made the rogues honest or the 
idle industrious, I shall alter my opinion of the Charter, but not 
till then •••• Be lit to be free, and God himself will set you free. "t -
Of course, in his sermons he upbraided also the rich, so much so 
that at times Maurice bad to remind him that the rich were also 
human beings whom it was a sin to insult.t But there was a 

• C. w. Stubbs, C'-ks Killgsky, P. J03. 
t Stubbs, op. <iI •• pp. n6, n8. 
~ G. F. Maurice, T1te Life of P. D. MIIIIria. Vol I, P. ..,a. 
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set purpose in his diatribes against the rich. .. I feel sure," 
Ludlow wrote,* .. that many Chartists and working men will 
feel more confidence in him than they had ever felt in the clergy. 
when they see that he has the courage to remove the beam from his 
own eye before tackling the splinter in their eyes." Indeed, these 
sermons met with great success, and thousands of workers joined 
the consumers' societies founded by the Christian Socialists. It 
was they who finally banished the principles of Owenism from 
the co-operative movement, and attracted to it the sympathies of 
the bourgeoisie. They also carried on educational activities, 
establishing mechanics' institutes--the fore-runners of the 
university setdement.s--organising evening classes and founding 
workers' libraries. The aim they pursued in these activities can 
be seen from Maurice's words: t .. The question is, how to 
eliminate Owenism and Chartism? Repression has proved 
powerless; but the Queen, in a conversation with Lord Melbourne, 
has indicated the proper way, to wit, education. But what sort 
of education will be capable of doing away with Chartism? The 
one that will point out to him (to the worker) his unjust claims 
and will satisfy his just demands." These were the educational 
methods used by Christian Socialists, and they yielded rich results_ 

Another important factor at that period, due partly to dis
appointment in Chartism, and partly to the industrial revival, was 
emigration. Emigration had, of course taken place before, but 
now it assumed a mass character. It has been pointed out by a 
historian of the movement for a Io-hour dayt that .. one of the 
causes of the great growth of emigration in recent years was the 
disappointment which followed the unsuccessful mutiny at New
port." In 1838 the number of emigrants was 33,000; in 1839 it 
rose to 6%,000, and in the following three years to 90,000, n8,ooo 
and 128,000 respectively. All these emigrants-we are told by the 
same historian-were young people of great energy and detertnina
tion, for whom it was difficult to live in England; they migrated 
to the United States, and were followed in later years by their 
friends and relatives. Further disappointment increased the 
stream of emigration, and in 1847, after the discovery of gold in 
California, the number of emigrants rose to over a quarter of a 
million. Thus, in IB48 it reached 25°,000, and in 1849 it went 

• Ibitl., p. 477. 
tlmtl., 2, 269-
t Alfred, History 0/ tile FfI&toT1J Mowment, Vol. 2, p. 6-;0. 
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up to 300,000. The Christian Socialists soon realised the benefits 
of this method of social phlebotomy. .. Colonisation," Maurice 
declared," .. is not exile; it is good, spiritual, Anglo-Saxon, 
Christian work." The bourgeoisie encouraged this godly business 
for all it was worth, and since in 1851 gold was also discovered in 
Australia, about a million and 2 quarter persons were shipped out 
of England in the course of four yea,rs (1851-54), mosdy .. young 
people of great energy and determination." This outward human 
stream rid the bourgeoisie of the most dangerous elements, and 
finally undermined Chartism and all the independent revolutionary 
activity of the English proletariat. 

All these factors oombined to make any further succes, of 
Chartism impossible. No doubt they would all have proved 
powerless, or at any rate, of a temporary elIaracter, if the chief 
factor--the industrial development of the oountry-had itself been 
a temporary one. But it so happened that the English bourgeoisie 
had just approaelIed the zenith of its material power, and at that 
zenith it stayed up to the middle of the ']O's. In suelI circum
stances these factors not only oontinued to act but steadily increased 
in force. In our own days we have seen how a succession of 
prosperous years has had a stultifying effect upon the political 
oonsciousness of the workers, as in the case of German revisionism. 
Much greater must have been the demoralising c1fects upon the 
workers of a quarters of a century of uninterrupted industrial 
progress, which enabled a bourgeoisie, still without a rival, to 
discard the whip and gild the ginger-bread. It so succeeded in 
captivating the mind of the workers that in 1867 it oould afford 
to extend to them, without any misgivings, the suffrage for which 
Chartism had fought, and even to appoint some of their repre
sentatives to ministerial and judicial positions. This Babylonian 
captivity of the leaders of the working class has gone on to this 
day, although the masses themselves are, by degrees, shaking it oiJ.-

From what has been said it will be clear that the history 
of Chartism after April loth, IB48, represents nothing more than 
its epilogue. It is true that in the factory districts this particular 
mishap did not leave any deep traces. On the oontrary, the 
brutal. behaviour of the Government greatly added to the discon
tent, and a wave of loud proteSt swept from one end of industrial 
England to the other. Huge mass meetings were held everywhere, 
:secret clubs were formed whose memllcrs practised military drill, 

• G. F. Maurice, op. AI., vol. I, P. 332-
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and in some places fights occurred with the troops. Nevertheless. 
the impression of the events of April 10th upon the Convention 
was very disheartening. At first it proposed issuing a manifesto 
to the people exposing the action of the Government, and instructed 
O'Connor to introduce a motion in the House of Commons for 
the impeachment of the Cabinet; but after the discovery of the. 
fraud in connection with the petition signatures--a fraud for 
which, of course, neither O'Connor nor the Convention were to 
blame-it lost heart and gave up its original intentions. Many 
of the members, including O'Connor himself, even suggested 
giving up the idea of a National Assembly, and probably not much 
would have been lost if it had done so. But there were still several 
hot-headed young men in the Convention who had faith in the 
future, and a resolution in favour of convening a National 
Assembly was carried. On Good Friday, a series of successful 
mass meetings were held by the Chartists at Manchester, Glasgow, 
Halifax, Nottingham, Bradford and elsewhere, attended by tens 
and hundreds of thousands of people, who elected deputies to the 
National Assembly. Particularly active at that time was Ernest 
Jones, who travelled from place to place, rousing the proletariaL 
The National Assembly opened in London on May ISt. About 
60 delegates arrived and another 40 were expected. Its uselessness 
was obvious from the very first meeting. After receiving reports 
from the deputies on the situation in the various localities, the 
Assembly began to discuss the question of the further organisation 
of the movement, when the old dispute about " physical .. versus 
" moral .. force, seemingly long since dead and buried, broke out 
again. The last failures had had a strongly "sobering" effect 
upon many enthusiasts, and since neither O'Connor nor O'Brien 
were in attendance, the "moral .. people felt themselves masters 
of the situation. And so, instead of discussing the questions upon 
the agenda, the National Assembly indulged in debates as to the 
respective merits of one or the other method of action, the debate 
terminating in quarrels and scenes which eclipsed those of the first 
Convention. For ten days these fratricidal quarrels went on until 
at last the assembly decided that the most sensible thing to do was 
to disperse. It appointed a new Executive Committee of the party 
and carried a couple of worthless resolutions, and on May 13th 
dispersed for ever. 

This miserable episode,-perbaps the most sorry spectacle in 
the whole history of Chartism-dealt the death blow to the move-
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ment. After this it did not live, but dragged on a wretched 
existence until it reached its end. In June and July, 1848, large 
mass meetings were still held in many cities; the people continued 
to arm and to give battle to the police and the trOOps, but these 
were the last flickers of life. The Government threw the whole 
weight of its forces upon the remnants of the movement, and 
crushed it; Jones, M'Douail and many others were arrested and 
sentenced to 2 or 3 years' imprisonment; less prominent people 
were punished even more severely; O'Brien devoted himself 
exclusively to propaganda for land nationalisation, while O'Connor 
showed the. first signs of insanity. In July 1849 he introduced in 
the House of Commons a Bill based upon the Charter, which 
received the support of 15 members, and in the following year, 
worn out and tired, he attempted to reach an agreement with the 
party of the old Radical, Hume, who had started an agitation for 
the lodgers' vote. From time to time meetings were held at 
various places, and the Executive Committee convened conferences 
in order to revive the movement. All these were futile attempts: 
the masses of the people were growing more and more indifferent 
to the Charter, while endless squabbles went on among the 
Chartists themselves. On March 3ISt, 1851, a congress· of the 
party was held, at which a new programme was drawn up contain
ing a series of social measures, e.g., the nationalisation of the land, 
the disestablishment of the Church, the abolition of indirect taxa
tion, free and compulsory elementary education, and II> on. But 
even this programme, resembling so closely· the programmes 
subsequently drawn up by the different Labour Parties, proved 
incapable of attracting the people, and the movement continued its 
downward course. C~ses of desertion from the Chartist camp to 
that of the bourgeois radicals became more and more frequent; the 
N ortllem Star was bought up by a group of .. social reformers," 
the Executive Committee was forced to sub-let its premises in 
order to cut down expenses, and O'Connor's land plan fizzled out. 
O'Connor himself, broken down and mentally deranged, was put 
in a lunatic asylum, and so few were left of his friends and 
£ol\owers that a public subscription on his behalf realised only £52-
The only member to continue his public activity was the noble and 
ever-young Ernest Jones, but ~ven he was powerless against un
bending Fate. In May, 18sa. yet another Chartist conference was 
held at Manchester; the delegates sadly observed the smallness of 
their numbers and after spending five days in reorganising the 
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party (or rather, its remnants), separated, to meet no more. At the 
elections to the Executive Committee in the following year, one 
section of the Chartists accused the other of dishonesty, refused 
to recognise the validity of the voting, and withdrew from the 
party. The Executive Committee was left alone with a small 
group, and very soon dissolved for ever. 

Thus ended the great Chartist movement--the first political 
movement of the proletariat in its struggle for emancipation. 
What was the cause of its decay? Not the quarrels of its leaders, 
as asserted by some, and not the wiles of its enemies, as urged by 
others. When all has been said, the cause lay in the immaturity 
of the economic development, which \vas responsible for the lack 
of class-consciousness among the proletariat, disunited as it still 
was by differences in living conditions and interests. 

This does not mean that it passed away without leaving any 
trace. He who has had the privilege of roaming through the 
literature of Chartism, can easily trace the profound effect which the 
practice and theory of Chartism exercised upon the political education 
of the founders of the modern working class movement-Marx 
and Engels. It was from me Chartists that they learned how the 
proletariat becomes organised as a class party, it was from them 
that they first obtained a lucid theory of the class struggle worked 
out with astounding minuteness. No doubt the very doctrine 
of the conquest of political power as the indispensable preliminary 
to social reconstruction was, to a considerable extent, suggested tb 
Marx and Engels by the Chartist movement, which had been 
wholly and deliberately based upon that doctrine. Finally, the 
revolutionary importance of universal suffrage was first appreciated 
by the Chartists, and subsequently by Marx and Engels; it became 
the slogan of the proletariat throughout the world for many years 
to come. Chartism did not disappear without leaving a trace. 
On the contrary, its mighty spirit remained alive, and in the ever
changing process of history continued to act as a creative force as 
long as the conditions which had brought it into being remained 
substantially the same. When those conditions disappeared, it 
died: but this death waS its greatest triumph I Chartism has 
6ecome militant and victorious Communism. 



II. 
'tHE OIUGINS Of THE THEORY Of THE CLASS STIIUGGLII 

CHAPTER ONl! 
THE BIRTH OF CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS 

As far back as me 'thirties of the last century James 
Bronterre O'Brien, of whom we shall have many occasions 
to speak in this essay, wrote: "Have no {aim in history, 

look upon it as a mass of fabrications, concocted, like modern 
newspapers, not wim any regard to. trum, or me interests of 
humanity, but to deceive me multitude, and mus to bolster up all 
me frauds and villainous institutions of me rich."· What was 
true in regard to historical research in me beginning of me 
nineteenm century is even more true of me present day. There 
is scarcely anomer field of study so falsified as modern historical 
research. Pardy owing to a lack of understanding of me true 
motive forces in history, partly out'Of deference to me interests 
of me ruling classes, our .. independent" and "impartial" 
scholars have reduced history to a " mass of fabrications" which 
has for its purpose anyibing but me discovery of uum. It may 
indeed be said mat me more class-oonscious a ruling class is, me 
'more unscrupulous is me adulteration of history, which becomes 
an apologia for mat class, and" bolsters up all frauds and villainous 
institutions." Upon me appearance of a new class, which takes 
up me struggle for power against me ruling class, history is 
purged of this apologetic rubbish, only to become once again a 
mass of fabrications after me new class has consolidated its power. 
The proletariat alone abides by historic trum after gaining me 
victory, for me victorious proletariat has no " frauds and vi1lainous 
institutions" to bolster up against anybody. This applies not less 
to historical facts man to me historical meibod, since me proletariat 
has no interest in departing from its materialist basis. 

It is' no doubt ibis highly developed class-consciousness of 
me English bourgeoisie which uplains me fact that modern 
English history has been so incredibly adulterated and falsified. 
Of tourse, innumerable fabrications and distortions will be found 
in me history of earlier centuries, which bourgeois scholars in 

• Poor M .. ·s G....,u... Dec. 50 1835. 
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England, as elsewhere, are particularly fond of studying, since in 
that field they feel somewhat less hampered by considerations of 
modern class interests; but it is chiefly the history of the last 
century and a half that is handled with such scandalous 
unscrupulousness. Whole periods in the history of the English 
people, as for instance the great Chartist movement, are skipped 
over with a few naive and disdainful remarks, whilst other, less 
important periods are elaborately treated in the style of modern 
.. descriptive" journalism and parliamentary gossip. 

Modern English history has been so little investigated that 
the researches of our great masters, Marx and Engels, still constitute 
the main source from which we derive our knowledge of the early 
stages of the Labour movement in England, and the subjects left 
untouched by Marx and Engels are still, as it were, outside our 
field of knowledge. For instance, Plekhanov, in his splendid 
preface to the Russian edition of the Communist Manifesto, out
lining the early history of the theory of the class struggle, 
demonstrates by examples from French sources, that as far back 
as the first third of the ni neteenth century several bourgeois and 
Utopian Socialist writers in France had a very clear conception of 
the class struggle. It is remarkable, however--or rather natural, 
after what has been said before-that he does not make a single 
reference to English sources, which shows that even to him, whose 
erudition was so great, their literature was unknown. Yet it was 
from England that he could have obtained abundant material for 
his historical sketch, far superior in clearness, wealth and complete
ness, than anything to be found in French literature. For the 
conception of the class struggle in all its implications and applica
tions can be exhaustively developed only from the proletarian 
standpoint, and in this respect the soil was much more favourable 
in England. Here the proletariat was socially differentiated from 
the bourgeoisie at an earlier date and more completely than in 
petty-bourgeois France, where this great cleavage occurred only in 
the 'forties, and where till then no specific proletarian philosophy 
could possibly have emerged. 

In England the facts, indeed, are so clear and definite that 
one may even fix the precise year in which the conception of the 
class struggle as a component part of proletarian thought first 
made its appearance. It was in the year 183" when the first Reform 
Bill was introduced in the House of Commons. As is well known. 
the Bill was the result of a long agitatioD, extending over more 
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than half a century, against the monopoly of power in the hands 
of the landed aristocracy, and aiming at the abolition of its political 
privileges by a democratisation of the suHrage and a redistribution 
of seats. But whereas the agitation had been carried along OD 

radical and democratic lines, demanding universal suHrage, secret 
ballot, short parliaments etc., the Bill introduced by the Govern
ment was limited to a redistribution of seats and to an extension of 
the vote to householders paying a rent of not less than £10 per . 
annum. In this way a distinct line of demarCation was draWIk 

among the population hitherto deprived of political rights, which 
closely coincided with the distinction between the possessing and 
non-possessing classes, i.e., between the bourgeoisie and the prole
tariat. That this reform was a stick usually employed by govern
ments to split the democratic movement and to arrest its further 
growth with the aid of the newly enfranchised possessing classes. 
was quite obvious from the statements made by various membeIs 
of the Government at the time. Grey, the Prime Minister, 
frankly declared in the House of Commons: .. If any persons 
suppose that this Reform will lead to ulterior measures, they are 
mistaken; for there is no one more decided against annual parlia
ments, universal sulJrage, and the ballot, than I am. My object 
is not to favour, but to put an end to such hopes and projects. .. • 
A similar statement was made by his colleague, Lord Brougham, 
in the House of Lords: .. You are now asked to pay a moderate 
price for .restoring the old fabric of the representative system, and if 
you refuse it, the longer you delay, the more you will have to yield. 
till annual parliaments, elected by the millions, and vote by ballot 
must be conceded. • • • There are those who, even in this House,. 
talk much of the Bills so adding to the strength of the democracy 
as to endanger all the other institutions of the country, and who 
therefore charge us as originators, as the promoters of spoliation 
and anarchy. Why, my Lords, have we .ourselves nothing to 
fear from democratic spoliation? The fact is, that some of the 
members of the present Cabinet possess more property than any 
twO administrations together within my recollection. I nced nor 
say I do not include myself. for I have little or no property. but 
what little I have depends upon the stability of ezisting institutions 
and is u dear to me as the much larger possessions of your lord
ships.''t 

• P_ AI .. ', G ___ , Nov. 19> 1!I31. 
t IlHl .. Oct. 15> 1831. 
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The intentions of the Government were stated quite clearly, 
and events soon proved that they did not miss their object. When 
the Bill was thrown out by the Lords, the whole of the middle 
classes ranged themselves on the side of the Government, and the 
entire country resounded with the clamour of .. The Bill, the 
whole Bill, and nothing but the Billl" Some democrats 
endeavoured to oppose this cry, drawing attention to the class 
nature of the Bill, but their warnings were as a voice crying in 
the wilderness; the whole proletariat followed the middle class. 
The intentions of the bourgeoisie were again stated quite clearly 
by Thomas Attwood, the leader of the Political Union of 
Birmingham, which was at the head of the reform movement. In 
a speech delivered before his colleagues in the latter part of 1831 
he drew a parallel between the political situation in England and 
that of America, where the negroes and the foreigners had no 
vote: .. In America there were at least nine men interested in 
property to one man interested in labour alone. In England the 
case was exactly the reverse. Here there were nine persons 
interested in the sale of their labour to one who was interested in 
the preservation of his property. Therefore, if it had not been 
deemed safe for the national interests in America to confer political 
power indiscriminately upon every individual in the community, 
they ought not to be surprised if it was deemed still more unsafe 
in a state of society like that of England, where property ·was 
gathered up into immense masses and where extreme poverty 
might so act upon the passions and necessities of the people as 
to have them unfair judges over the property of their neighbours, 
and probably to urge them on to measures alike destructive of 
the interests and happiness of all."· 

How could such naive candour on the part of the middle 
classes fail to arouse the class consciousness of their natural 
opponents? In the same year, in connection with the hue and 
cry raised by Attwood and his colleagues in Birmingham against 
the arrogant Lords, the democratic Poor Man's Guardian wrote 
in an appeal addressed to the House of Lords: .. Threats of a 
• revolution' are employed by the middle classes and petty masters, 
as arguments to induce your allowance of their measure; but be 
not intimidated by them: a violent revolution is not only beyond 
the means of those who threaten it, but it is to them their 
greatest object of alarm; for they know that such a revolution can 

* The Morning Chronicle, Nov. 18. 1831. 
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only be effected by the poor and despised millions who, if excited 
to the step, might use it for their own advantage,. as well as for 
that of themselves, who would thus not only be placed in a less 
exclusive situation than at present, but would also have their dear 
rights of property endangered: be assured that a violent revolution 
Is their greatest dread, and, should ever the poor millions be 
ClOmpeIled to resort to such an alternative, they will be as firmly 
opposed to it as yoursclves oould possibly be; yes, alas I their 
assistance, in such an event, is secured to you by the irresistible 
sympathy of property, without the necessity of any sacrifice on 
your part, of any fraction of your dear exclusiveness ... • 

No clearer grasp of the situation from the standpoint of the 
class struggle could have been exhibited even by a Marxist, and 
numerous similar passages to be found in the ClOlumns of tne 
same newspaper show that these were not isolated and casual 
observations but part and parcel of a definite system of ideas. We 
shall return to this subject later; at this juncture it may be noted 
that precisely one year later the theory was turned into prartice. 
When the fight against the Lords became intense, and there·were 
riots in London and 100,000 pikes were alleged to be kept in 
readiness in Sheffield, the centre of bourgeois agitation, a Midland 
Union of the Working Classes sprang up, because, as was stated 
in the announcement, .. the leaders of the other unions, being 
men of property, had separate and distinct interests from those of 
the working class." Dr. Arthur S. Wade, one of the founders 
of .the Union, wrote in a letter to Attwood: .. As the majority of 
those who have taken an active part in these unions are men (Jf 
property, they bave an interest in securing the representation of 
property rather than of human beings. .As a proof of this, men 
of property, from time immemorial, have always secured the power 
to make laws, and always protected their own interests, reckless 
of the oonsequenccs, the effects of which you may this day behold, 
in the extreme wealth on the one hand and the destitution and 
starvation of the artisans of your own town on the other."t 

The Reform Bill was passed. True, there was no revolution; 
nevertheless when the Lords threatened a military dictatorship 
under that old martinet, the Duke of Wellington, a run was 
organised on the Bank of England. and the Crown and the Lords 
had to surrender. This opened the way to the further develop-

• Poor M ... ·, GUN;'''. Oct. I. 1831. 
t lbill •• Nov. 17. 1832. 
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ment of proletarian class consciousness, and to a clearer understand
ing of the antagonism between the classes. As long as the 
bourgeoisie was still in the opposition and was fighting for its 
rights, it could keep up the pretence of fighting for the rights 
01 the common people. Indeed, when the menace of a military 
dictatorship was imminent and the supporters of the Bill were 
urged to unite, even the Poor Man's Guardian succumbed to the 
lures of the Attwood syrens and wrote: "When the Bill is safe, 
which we are not yet quite confident it is, we cannot think so ill 
of human nature as to think that those who will then have gained 
their own freedom will no~ aid us to gain ours."· 

O'Brien, whilst criticising the Reform Bill as a measure 
intended, "not for the relief of the people, but to furnish the 
means of keeping them down," even then declared that the passing 
of the Bill would not be without some advantage to the people, 
since" it would transfer the Government (through the House of 
Commons) from the aristocracy to the middle class-and by this 
means furnish you, the workmen of England, with the means of 

. ascertaining who are your real enemies .... If the Reform Bill," 
he continued, "did not certainly better your condition, then you 
would be able to see that it made no difference to you who were 
your masters, if you were still to remain slaves, and that the only 
way for you to get out of the mess was to get a slice of the 
government into your own hands."· The remark that to the 
workers it made no difference who were their masters was not 
perhaps entirely correct, and as we shall see later on, O'Brien could 
see things in a different light. At any rate, his expectations came 
true much sooner than he considered possible. 

The popular movement aroused in Ireland was met by the 
brutal Coercion Acts, arid the "reform" Government answered 
the founding of Owen's Grand National Consolidated Trades 
Union with the sentence of the six Dorsetshire labourers to 
deportation at the very moment when the workers of London 
were collecting money to present a piece of silver plate to the 
parliamentary sponsors of the Reform Bill J 

In 1834 the new and atrocious Poor Law deprived the working 
class of its traditional right to public relief, and, on the plea of 
reducing the " intolerable" burden of taxation and arousing their 
" manhood,". delivered the poor to the tender mercies of the 

* Ibid, May 26, 1832. 
t The Midland Repmentatille, May 12, 1832. 
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apitalist class hankering after human flesh. .. The object of the 
new Poor Law Act." O'Brien wrote, .. is to bring down the whole 
of the labouring population, agricultural and manufacturing, to 
the lowest rate of remuneration at which existence can be 
.sustained. The saving they look forward to is nearer £40,000,000 
than £2,000,000, and ·it is a saving not out of rates but out of 
wages ... • It was, indeed, an act of class violence without parallel 
.in England, and it fully justified the warning sounded in an article 
in the Poor Man's Guardian, entided .. A Last Warning on the 
Accursed Reform Bill .. and signed by .. One of the Oppressed," 
in which it was said: .. The Bill is the most illiberal, the most 
tyrannical, the most abominable, the most infamous, the most 
hellish measure that ever could or can be proposed. . •• I therefore 
conjure you to prepare your. coffins if you have the means. You 
will be starved to death by thousands, if this Bill pass, and thrown 
on to the dunghill, or on to the ground, naked, like dogs ... t 
After the enactment of the new Poor Law this prophecy, in spite 
of the most strenuous opposition offered by the workers, became 
literally true, as may be seen from the literature of that period. 

These measures soon exercised their effect. .. In one respect." 
O'Brien wrote, .. the New Poor Law has done good. It has 
helped to open the people's eyes as to who are the real enemies 
of the working classes. Previously to the passing of the Reform 
Bill, the middle orders were supposed to have some community 
of feeling with the labourers. That delusion has passed away. 
It barely survived the Irish Coercion Bill, it vanished completely 
with the enactment of the Starvation Law. No working man 
will ever again expect justice, morals or mercy at the hands of a 
profit-mongering legislature."t These words were fully justified. 
It is enough to turn the pages of the popular journals of the time, 
in which thousands of political demonstrations and mass meetings 
are recorded, to see that by that time the English proletariat had 
practically given up all dreams of the .. union of all classes," had 
indeed started the movement which was soon to beoome known as 
Chartism. which in its turn, affected the theoretical oudook of the 
period and led to a remarkable conception of the class struggle. 

• Poor M",,', G".,..iIUl. Jan. 28, 1837. 
t /biJ., April 14> 1832-
t Hetherington'S Twopenny De'p'"d, Sept. 10, 18]6. 



CHAPTER Two 
SOCIETY AND CLASSES 

F OREMOST among those who most clearly and con
sistently brought an understanding of class antagonisms and 
of the resulting class struggles to bear upon the treatment 

of the questions of the day was one who, as frequently happens 
with original thinkers, had the misforrune to outlive himself, 
James Bronterre O'Brien. Marx happened once or twice to make 
some disparaging remarks about him, and since then we have had 
an idea of O'Brien as one of the numerous .. cranks" living in 
England at that time, busy inventing all manner of social schemes 
and panaceas. This does him great injustice. His was one of 
those limited, yet very gifted minds which are incapable of giving 
further development to their original ideas because those ideas 
have been conceived through their own mental efforts. .. We 
have," O'Brien once said with justifiable pride, .. treated all the 
subjects in a manner such as they were never treated before, our 
views on them were perfectly novel and peculiar to ourselves ... • 
This originality was both his merit and his misfortune. His 
discoveries had clouded his vision and rendered him for ever 
blind to further ,advances. Marx made his acquaintance at a 
time when his principal work had been accomplished, but as he 
still continued to appear in public as writer and lecturer-he died 
in 1864-Marx assailed his confused economic doctrines, which 
may be detected in the first period of his activity, although they 
then played a subordinate part and were not carried to such 
extremes as they were later on. 

Even his pet scheme of a national currency bank, which made 
him particularly famous, was evolved in the 'forties, and no one 
was more uncompromising in the denunciation of similar schemes 
put forward by Attwood, during the movement for the Reform 
Bill, than he. t In fact, his historical significance lies not in the 
domain of economic theory but in that of political philosophy, and 
those who would get a proper appreciation of his merit must rurn 
to the numerous weekly newspapers on which he worked, chiefly 

* Poor Man', Guardian. May 24; 1834. . 
t Cf. his articles in the Landon Mereury. June lIth, 1837. and in 

,the Northertl Star. June 16, 1838, concerning the plans advanced by 
Atwood and his friends. 
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as editor, during the period 1831 to 1839' Such were the .Midland 
Representative, Carpenter's Political Pamphlets, the Political 
Herald, the Poor Man's Guardian, the Destructive, the Twopenny 
Despakh, the London Mercury, the National Reformer, the. 
Operative, the Southern Star, and the Northern Star of 1837 and 
1838. From the articles which appeared in these newspapers, and 
not from his subsequent writings, a proper idea can be gained of 
that breadth and originality which earned for him the nickname 
of" The Schoolmaster." 

O'Brien was not alone in the views which he advocated. In 
almost every issue of these newspapers we find proof of the fact 
that the idea of the class struggle and the understanding of class' 
antagonisms' were widely diffused in those days. The names of 
two men particularly deserve to be rescued from the unjust oblivion 
of history, those of Henry Hetherington and John Bell. The 
former was the puhlisher of the Poor Man's Guardian and of 
numerous other democratic newspapers in which he CIHlperated with 
O'Brien in championing the rights of the workers, whilst Bell 
was the editor-at first alone, and then joindy with O'Brien-<>f 
the London Mercury in 183&7, in which he published a series of 
articles on social and political problems of the day which reveal a 
really masterly grasp of the conception of the class struggle. 
Besides this, Hetherington was an untiring champion of the free
dom of the Press, fighting the infamous stamp duty by word and 
deed, and serving several terms of imprisonment for ignoring it. 
His Poor Man's Guardian was published without paying the stamp 
duty in order. as appeared in large letters on the front page, .. to 
measure the power of right against the power of might," and no 
penalties could force him to cease this practice. Hetherington was 
the real founder of the freedom of the· Press in England. a lact 
which will not be found in bourgeois histories. 

So much for the men themselves. When we come to study 
their views, we must bear in mind that these thinkers lived at a 
time when the development of modern capitalism was far from 
being completed, when its first phases of downright robbery and 
violence were not yet at an end. While it was possible to gain 
an insight into the antagonism of classes, it was as yet impossible 
to separate the objective effect of economic laws from the subjective 
psychology of the individuals operating them. in other words, to 
distinguish between the mechanism of the exploitation of labour
power. inherent in capitalist production. and the excesses of 
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individual employers of labour. O'Brien frequently uses the word 
." conspiracy" (of the capiIalists against the workers), and together 
with his associates often refers to the process of exploitation as an 
.. abuse" on the part of the " middle classes "( i.e., the employers 
<Jf labour) which they are able to practise owing to their privileged 
position in a society in which the majority of the people are denied 
access to the land. 

He wrote: "The history of mankind shows that from the 
beginning of the world, the rich of all countries have been in a 
permanent state of conspiracy to keep down the poor of all 
countries, and for this plain reason-because the poverty of the 
poor man is essential to the riches of the rich man. No matter 
by what means they may disguise their operations, the rich are 
everlastingly plundering, debasing, and brutalising the poor. All 
the crimes and superstitions of human nature have their origin 
in this cannibal warfare of riches against poverty. The desire of 
<Jne man to live on the fruits of another's labour is the original 
sin of the world. It is this which /ills the world with faction 
.and hypocrisy and has made all past history to be what Gibbon 
so justly described it-' a record of the crimes, absurdities, and 
calamities of mankind.' It is lhe parent injustice from which all 
injustice springs."* However highly one may value the under
standing of the material foundations of history exhibited in these 
words, the subjective mode of viewing the class struggle, from 
which O'Brien starts in his argument, constitutes a basic defect 
which impairs the value of his main idea. 

The same is true of the social and economic views entertained 
in those days. It is difficult to reconstruct a more or less complete 
system of economics out of the numerous fragmentary and contra
dictory theories on land, capital, capiIalist exploitation etc., which 
were current in those days; nevertheless they were invariably based 
upon one and the same leading idea of a "usurpation" on the 
part of "crafty villains," and upon the denunciation of the em
ploying class as "usurers." " The truth is," says O'Brien, " rent 
and profits are as much attacks on industry as tithes, or the malt 
taX, or any other impost. They are all so many subtractions 
from the wages.of labour-all part and parcel of the same cannibal 
system which sacrifices the;. many to the avarice and ambition of 
the few. "t Another time he speaks of our good fortune "if 

* Poor Man's Guardia". April 2']. 1833. 
t Ibid., Feb. 22, 1113+ 
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we were proprietors of the land and of the machines, instead of. 
_ being mere machines ourselves for crafty villains who have 

gradually usurped both to our exclusion." Then, again, still less 
scientifically, he sayS: .. Let the aristocracy be born again into the 
world, that is to say--utterly, thoroughly and radically reformed-
let them even show a disposition to do us justice, and then we may 
have kindly £eelin.,gs towards them •••. Let them renounce their 
usurpations and admit the people to their undoubted rights .••• 
Let the aristocracy be humane and the people will be gratefuL ". 

Many such expressions and views could be quoted, but these 
suffice to show that the thinkers of those days on the whole lacked 
a true perception of the objective nature of social and economic 
laws. This was far from being the invariable rule. It is, indeed, 
amazing to trace the progress of their philosophic thought from 
crude empirical perception to a viewpoint on social-cconomic 
phenomena which leaves nothing to be desired in point of 
objectivity. When, for instance, O'Brien himself declares in one 
place that .. human character has been hitherto essentially the 
same in all ages and countries because society has heen always 
constituted on the same principles "t his words not only contradict 
his own oft.repeated denunciations of the wickedness and brutality 
of capitalists etc., but put him in line with the modern interpre. 
tation of history which considers social environment the decisive 
factor in the formation of individual character. On another 
occasion he speaks even more clearly: .. We do not accuse the 
moneyed capitalists of intentional robbery. To do this would be 
as ulljust as it would be malignant. • •• These spoliations they 
commit, not from sinister design, but from accidental position in 
society; or. rather the spoliations are committed lor them by the 
silent operation of causes over which they have no control under 
the existing arrangements of society. ":I: And elsewhere he says: 
.. Those of the middle class are like all other men, the creatures 
of circumstances. Their characters are formed by institutions 
and their rv:laIillll positioru in society to «!ther classes. "§ Such 
statements elearly go far beyond empirical thinking and sound 
almost like extracts from Marxist literature. Yet it is a remark
able fact that having taken up the standpoint' of materialist 

• TllII DIISttwtiW, June :&2, 1833. 
t Poor MII"'s G ...... w.. Nov. 30, 1833. 
t Ibi~., March 21. 1835. • 
S Tltll Mill/.lld R~mtMliw. April 140 1832-

II 
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determinism, O'Brien in no way succumbed to that superficial 
fatalism which we find, for instance, in Robert Owen who also 
considered human character to be the product of environment; 
In opposition to Owen's fatalism he says: '~If a man is to be 
excused for oppressing me because, forsooth, he is the • creature of 
circumstance,' am not I for the like reason to be excused for 
resisting him? .•. or is it the aggressor only that ought to profit 
by the theory of unaccountability?"* 

O'Brien goes even further in his conception of individual 
character, viewing from the same objective standpoint all that is 
individual (" heroic ") in history. With a sure hand he grasped 

. one of the profoundest problems of historical philosophy which 
remains even to-day a closed book to all who are outside the 
Marxist world of thought. .. The error," he .says in an article 
on the ever-occuring political assassinations in France and Italy; 
.. which appears to us to be one of the most formidable barriers 
to human improvement, is that of imputing to individuals the 
glory and the guilt of those political acts and systems of govern
ment, which are, in reality, the work of whole classes, and in the 
execution of which the individuals are but the chosen tools or 
instruments of these classes." Tyrannicide and similar actions 
are useless, for" our slavery is the work, not of individual rulers, 
but of whole classes of people, whose interests are naturally placed 
in opposition to our own. "t On another occasion, speaking on 
the same subject, he calls this practice of .. referring to individuals 
the acts of whole classes " one of the most .. pernicious and exten-

_ sive errors that ever Machiavellism pressed into the service of 
despotism."~ .. Who," he asks, speaking of the class struggle 
in America, .. are. the real enemies of the American operatives 
and of the American democracy? Why, to be sure, the Middle 
Classes. These are the real tyrants of America, and of England, 
and of France, Spain, and Portugal, and of every country on the 
face of the earth, to which their dominion extends. It is the 
selfish 3fld savage division of society which fills the world with 
misery. People talk of priests and standing armies. They look 
to kings and aristocrats, and would make us believe that we owe 
all our evils to those personages. This is humbug that ought to 
be discarded with our nursery tales. There is nothing delights a 

• Poor Man's Guard;"", March 21, 1835. 
t Ibid., Nov. 21, 1835. 
:I: Ibid., Nov. 28, 1835. 
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usurious middle class more than 00 hear the people railing at kings 
and priests, or at lords and standing ar~es. And why? Because 
it proves the people's ignorance of the real state of things. It 
shows that they know not their real enemies."· 

Considering that even to-day there are liot only individuals, 
but entire political parties which inake the .. most pernicious 
error" of ascribing 00 individuals .. the glory and guilt of the 
political acts and systems of government, "t we cannot hclp. 
admiring O'Brien's keen hisoorieal insight. Even more remarkable 
is the fact that not only did he understand the conditioned nature -
of the raIe of the .. hero" in hisoory, but that he also emphasised 
everywhere the conditioning facoor itself-the class-which stamps 
him as one of the direct and most important forerunners of Marx 
and Engels. For the centre of gravity of the materialist concep
tion of hisoory lies in the fact that it sees in the classes of society 
the instruments of the hisoorieal process, and 00 O'Brien belongs 
the honour of having been one of the very few thinkers who 
realised this before Man:. 

We shall prcscndy see how O'Brien used this conception of 
class; at present we merely wish 00 point out that the same stand
point from which he considered the actions of individuals was 
also applied by him 00 social institutions. In opposition 00 the 
uoopian and romantic idealists of those days, and 00 the workers 
who attacked the usc of xnachmery, he, in a -series of brilliant 
articles, agreed that the evils of xnachinery lay not in the xnachine 
but in the system. .. If," he said, .. instead of working 00 displace 
manual labour aloogcther and enrich a few avaricious task-masters 
It the expense of their slaves, machinery were xnade 00 work for 
the general good by being employed as an auxiliary to, instead of 
as the antagonist of, human labour, there is no fixing a limit 00 

the blessings that might be derived from it.":\: .. For," he declared. 
.. the misfortune consists in that all the institutions of the country 
are made 00 operate in favour of the unproductive classes of the 
community, without any more reference to the productiwe classes 
than is necessary to preserve a sufficient number of them for the 
purpose of maintaining others in idleness. "§ This emphasises 

·Ibi~ .• July 5> 1834-
t The author. writing thio in 1!)O8, was alluding to me Russian 

Social-Revolutionaries who were advising and practising individual LU
rorism. 

J: TIte lHstnlt:tiw. Oct. 12, 1833. 
S TIte Politiedl H~~. No. I, 1835" 
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the social factor which determines the rale of machinery in the 
given circumstances. The machine itself, like the individual, 
may be good or bad; the decisive question is whether it is used 
as the tool of a particular class or for the general good. 

The same criterion was applied by O'Brien on another 
occasion. .. Of Mr. Owen's theories respecting marriage and 
religion," he writes, .. we say nothing decided. We deem them 
altogether beside the question. Our present institutions rdating 
to marriage and religion may be very good, or they may be very 
bad; but whether good or bad, they have manifesdy grown out 
iof our system of property and can never be wholly separated 
from it. You cannot dispense with marriages, or • single family 
arrangements' so long as individuals are made answerable by 
law for the maintenance of their own offspring. You cannot 
dispense with marriage if you will preserve the inheritance or 
transmission of property to your heirs or descendants. • • • The 
compelling of one man to unite himself through life to one woman, 
and to the children of that woman by himself, is as necessary a 
consequence of our present property laws as the mystic union of 
the sexes is a necessary consequence of the laws of our nature."· 

It will be seen how lime the subjective mode of viewing things 
imposed upon O'Brien by the immaturity of the capitalist processes 
and rdations, prevented him from gaining a true conception of 
the action of social laws. One is, indeed, almost tempted to 
assume that the subjective mode was not really his way of thinking, 
but rather his method of expression, such as we not infrequently 
find even in modern Marxist and Party literature. But this would 
be too daring a deduction from the facts. In the conditions pre
vailing at the time O'Brien could not be a Marxist, and though 
we may admire the high levd attained by his genius, we are bound 
to recognise a certain crudity in his ideas. On the other hand we 
must guard against considering O'Brien's insight into the mysteries 
of historical and social processes as the accidental inspiration of a 
lucid mind. Rather was it a system .. in the making," the roots 
of which were partly intertwined with the remains of an earlier 
phase of thought, while the summit rose to a higher and purer 
plane. 

* Poor Man's Guardian. March :z8, 1835. 



CHAPTER THREE 

THE STATE AND THE ANTAGONIS.MS OF CLASSES 

F
ROM an understanding of the class aspect of social actions 

. and of the social institutions of men to a true idea of the 
nature of the modern State is really but one short step • 

.. Fools," O'Brien declares in his incisive way when speaking of 
the coalition war against revolutionary France, .. fools, indeed, 
imagine that Pitt or Bonaparte caused it, or that it was the work 
of Cabinets or a few individuals in power. With such imbeciles 
we have nothing to do. Men capable of believing such stull are 
not worth our notice. Rulers and Cabinels hatli no power what
eller beyond what sonely gitles ,hem. The' statesmen' who 
made war on France in 1793 did so because war was agreeable 
to the capitalists and profit-hunters. • • • It was for the double 
purpose of crushing that revolution and of opening a new field 
for the • enterprise of commerce' that our moneyed interests 
urged that war against France. ". The relation between the 
Government and those who command it, i.e., the ruling classes, 
could scarcely have been described more succincdy, and the words 
which we have italicised sound even t<K!ay like a revelation.t 
The case was put even more clearly by an anonymous writer who, 
we believe, was O'Brien himself. .. Everybody seems to think," 
he says, .. that the Government makes itself what it is, when the 
real fact is, that the Government is made by the profit-men to 
protect them in their exorbitant profits, rents, and impositions 
on the people who labour. Is it the Government who makes the 
laws, or is it not, on the contrary, the great profit-men who make 
them to enrich themselves and then have the Government to 
execute them? It is the profit-men who are the oppressors 
everywhere. The Government is their watchman and the people 
who labour are the opp"s#d.". Here we have--probably for 
the first time in literature-the conception of Government as the 
executive committee and watchman of the interests of the ruling 
classes. The State itself is shown to be the organisation of the 

·l"~ .. Sept. 13. 1834' 
t This was written long before the publication of Lenin's S_ 

... fI RevoiMlioll.-(T",nst..,or.) • 
+ Poor M."·$ G""";"a. Jan. 14, 1832-



108 FROM CHARTISM TO LABOURISM 

possessing classes for the oppression of the labouring masses • 
.. Society," says John Bell, " has hitherto been a scheme for tho 
protection of the rich in the perpetration of wrongs upon the 
poor. Society, as commentators upon the established codes of law 
tell us, was devised for the protection of person and property."· 
" Up to this moment," says O'Brien, " all the Governments of the 
world have been nothing but conspiracies (read: organisations) of 
rich against poor, alia, of the strong and cunning to rob and to 
keep in subjection the weak and ignorant. The present Govern
ment of England is of this sort. It is a great conspiracy of the 
rich against the poor, a conspiracy of idlers and robbers against 
the industrious and simple. No man is allowed a share of it, 
unless he has what is called' property,' that is, unless he lives 
by force or fraud on the industry of others. "t 

In a brilliant article on law-making he spoke of the nature 
of the class State in the following terms: "Our legislators always 
assume that the laws of each country are right, and those who 
violate them are wrong. This is a rank falsehood. The laws 
are oftener wrong than right, and consequently, those who disobey 
them, more 'sinned against than sinning.' Where a small knot 
of villains usutp to themselves the privilege of law-making with 
a view to plundering the rest of the community, they have no 
right to make their laws the standard of right and wrong, or the 
measure of innocence and criminality. To hear Lord Brougham 
one would think that there was no crime in England but that of 
violating the laws-whereas, nine-tenths of the crimes amongst us 
are committed under the sanction of the laws by the law-makers 
themselves and their supporters. Robbery, for instance; is a: 
crime, but who is the greatest robber in England? Why, the 
Statute Law of England, to be sure_ He is an overgrown thief, 
with ten thousand hands, all of which he has in our pockets at 
the same moment; and he is, moreover, armed with a hundred 
thousand muskets, having bayonets screwed at the end of them, 
all of which he has, at a moment's warning, ready to force down 
our throats if we resist his robberies; not to speak of his innumer
able bastilles, treadmills, transports; and hemp ropes, all of which 
are equally available for the enforcement of his plunder. "t 

In similar strain he says upon another occasion: "Men have 
• London Mert:ury. Sept. 24; 1836 • 

• t Poor Man', Guardian. March 7, 1835. 
:t The Destructive. March 23, 1833. 
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always been ready enough to cry out for the security of property, 
and to pass the most sanguinary laws for its protection •••• It is 
doubtful to us, however, whether there would be any laws at all 
wanted to protect property, provided there were just laws in the 
first instance to render the acquisition of it possible only by fair 
and honest means. But, as matters go now, nine.tenths or 
perhaps ninety-nine parts in a hundred of what is called property 
is acquired by legalised plunder; and hence that eternal war of 
those wh~ want against those who ha"e and all the sanguinary 
laws resorted to by the latter for their protection."· 

There is an unmistakable ring of the subjective and utopian 
mode of thinking in this as in the foregoing passage; neverthe
less the nature of the State and of State legislation is shown up 
quite correcdy. .. Legalised plunder "-what more appropriate 
description could one give of the econotnic and political conditions 
which assisted at the birth of capitalism? O'Brien states the same 
truth more S(:ientifically when he says: .. The upper and tniddle 
classes have' no wealth but what consists of subtractions wrung 
from industry, through institutions of their own making. Those 
of them who have sprung from the • lower ranks' may boast as 
much as they like of their habits of industry as. workmen and 
ascribe their wealth to that industry, but all who know anything 
know well enough that it is not as workme" they acquired it, 
but as hirers 01 workmen ... t 

Here we are' approaching the vital question-that of the 
relation between the possessing and non-possessing classes, between 
the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. Whatever may have been the 
conception of the process of exploitation which O'Brien and his 
friends entertained, it is clear from the foregoing that diat relation 
itself could only be conceived by them as one of fundamental 
antagonism. When the advocates of the Reform Bill sought to 
mask their treachery by preaching the identity of interests between 
the tniddle and the working classes and by assuring the public 
that the former could not well promote their own interests without 
at the same time promoting those of the latter, the Poor Ma,,', 
G_Jill .. declared editorially:." Don't believe those who tell you 
that the tniddle and working c1asses have one and the same 
interest. It is a damnable delusion. Hell is not more rexnote 

from heaven, nor fire tnore averse to water, than are the interests . 
• Poor u ... ·, G".".iII". Oct. 40 183+ 
t lb;~ .• Oct. as; 183+ 
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of the middle to those of the productive classes.''' .. What nOD
sense," says the paper on another occasion, .. to talk of their 
(masters and workmen) identity of interests. There neither is 
nor can be community of interest between master and slave.. 
The utmost advantage the labourer derives from his master's 
prosperity is employment for the time being, while the wealth he 
produces subsequendy recoils upon himself in the shape of a new 
claim upon his labour, which it bestows upon his employer or 
his employer's heir."t On a third occasion the paper states: 
.. We have over and over again shown (and 'by arguments 
unanswerable) that the • rights of capital and labour' are irre
concilable. In truth, • rights of capital· is an abuse of words. 
Capital has no rights, and can have no rights, unless to inflict 

,wrong be a right. . . • The rights of capital will be found to 
resolve themselves into the right of defrauding and enslaving one 
portion of them and of transporting and housing the rest, accord
ing as they submit to or resist the tyranny that consumes them.":I: 

It required a complete revolution in the conduct of the 
bourgeoisie towards the working class, assisted by certain restric
tions on the unscrupulous power of capitalistn, to obliterate from 
the mind of the English proletariat the early understanding of the 
fundamental antagonism of modern society. At the same time 
it would be erroneous to assume that because this understanding 
was the product of the cruder forms of capitalist exploitation, it 
remained in its elementary stage and never included the realisation 
that exploitation was something tnore than an accidental relation
ship. limited by the boundaries of the workshop. It was 
characteristic of the men of the 'thirties that they extended this 
relationship to one between the possessing and non·possessing 
classes in general, . and transplanted it from the workshop into 
public life as a whole • 

.. The history of mankind shows," says O'Brien, .. that the 
middle classes have ever combined with • property' to keep down 
• poverty,' but never with poverty against the aggression of 
property, except in cases where their own profits or liberties were 
threatened with the despotism of property. In these cases they 
have sometimes ·caIIed in the multitude to their aid, but it was 
from purely selfish tnotivesj for no sooner had they accomplished 

• lbUl .• Aug. 17. 1833. 
t IbiJ. SepL 15> 18p. 
: IbiJ .• SepL 13> 183+ 
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their own objects, i.e., repelled the aggressions of property, than 
they shook off their no longer needed allies, and even united with 
the oommon oppressor to keep them down."· The term property 
refers of ooursc to landed property, and it is clear that the article 
refers to the Reform Bill agitation. On another occasion, touch
ing upon the wiles of bourgeois'reformers, he puts the question 
more broadly. .. We know," he says, .. there arc many honest 
men led astray by the plausibility of a union of all classes of 
reformers. The workpeople are so weak in themselves, and the 
word ""'0" has such a charm in it, especially when it falls from 
the lips of influential persons, that it is no wonder they arc 
deluded; but such people • • . forget that there can be no rca! 
union between parties whose interests, feelings and habits are in 
every respect opposed to each other •••• Every sincere man who 
repudiates the fraud is maligned by these .impostors as one who 
would sow division amongst the reformers. Division, indeed I 
Yes, a division it may be, but it is a division between wolves and 
lambs. "t O'Brien generalises upon the subject of class antagonism 
in a still broader manner when he writes: .. Do you not find 
that while for the purpose of throwing dust in our eyes they (the 
oppressors) aIIcct to divide themselves into sectarian divisions, as 
Catholic and Protestant etc.-mto tided divisions, as dukes, lords, 
oommoners etc., into factious divisions, as whig, tory, • moderate 
reformer' etc.--into politico-economist divisions as .. Landed 
Interest,' • Moneyed Interest,' • Manufacturing Interest' etc., do 
you not find, fellow oountrymen, that with all these fraudulent 
division!-which, are so many distinctions without a differcnc».
they agree perfecdy, one and all of them, in keeping you in 
ignorance by excluding you from all participation in the laws of 
your country, and from all control over the distribution of the 
wealth you produce? • • • What signifies it to us whether we are 
robbed by Whig or Tory, if .in the end we arc robbed? Of 
what col).oequcnce to us to have the men who rob us call them
selves • Moderate Reformers,' if when we break out into the 
premature resistance of despair, they prove their • moderation ' 
only by bayonets, hulks and halters? What difference does it 
make to us whether our legislators are Catholic aristocrats or 
Protestant aristocrats or Muggletonian aristocrats, so long as they 

• Ibij~ April Sa IB3+ 
t Ibij., Nov. 28, 1835. 
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agree to monopolise all land and capital in the country, and 
thereby appropriate to themselves fully five-sixths of our productive 
industry?" (Poor Man's Guardian, Sept. 22, 1832). 

This is an insight into the fundamental identity of all 
bourgeois political parties, religious sects and similar divisions, 
which was to be fUlly revealed later by Marx and Engels. O'Brien 
and his friends also anticipated our masters by distinguishing, in 
an examination of the nature of the various bourgeois classes and 
parties, between the dynamic and the static aspects of the case by 
formulating their attitude to the two political parties of the English 
bourgeoisie accordingly. The Whigs, on account of their 
hypocrisy, were naturally more repulsive to them than the Tories . 
.. Who told the Liberals," O'Brien asks, .. that the Tories are our 
only enemies, or even our worst enemies? ••• Heaven knows 
how cordia\1y we abhor the Tories: but if we are to speak the 
truth, we solemnly declare that the Whigs are the worst faction 
of the two. Point us out anyone villainous act of the Tories, 
and we will show you two of the same stamp from the Whigs."· 
It was an abhorrence (entertained for a long time afterwards by 
Marxist Socialists in England) wi).ich will never be understood by 
people who are not familiar with the history of the Liberal Party 
in England, with its constant deceptions and hypocrisy. .. The 
question has often been asked me," O'Brien says, .. which do you 
prefer, the old representation or the new-the borough-mongers 
or the profit-mongers? My answer was never direct, but always 
to this effect: I prefer neither, but I hate the profit-monger most. 
H destiny left us no other choice than between the two, I should 
certainly prefer the perpetuity of the borough-monger to that of 
the profit-monger, but looking through hope to a time when we 
shall be cursed with neither, I prefer the new representation to the 
old, as being the more likely of the two to produce the state I 
look for."t Reading these words one recalls the concluding 
passage in Marx's speech on Free Trade.:!: They contain too an 
essential principle of Marxist tactics. 

* Ibid., Nov. 28, 1835. 
t Bronte"e's National Reformer, Feb. II, 1837. 
t .. Generally speaking, the Protectionist system in these days is 

conservative, while the Free Trade ~ystem works· destructively. It 
breaks up old nationalities and carries antagonism of proletariat and 
bourgeoisie to the uttermost point. tn a word, the Free Trade system 
hastens the Social Revolution. In this revolutionary sense alone I am 
in favour of Free Trade." 
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What was true of politics was, with O'Brien, also true of 

religion. He was by no means a .. Freethinker" in the modern 
sense of the term; he was neither an atheist like Bradlaugh, nor 
an agnostic like Huxley. He never wrote a single word on 
religion as a question of faim. But as against this he possessed 
what is, of course, far more important--il profound historical 
understanding of religion as an institution, and he was never 
tired of fighting the Church as an instrument of oppression. At 
the time of the Catholic Emancipation he" was practically the only 
one to denounce the fraud of celebrating the abolition of the 
Protestant oath as a victory for the freedom of conscience, when 
the only purpose of the act was to enable the Irish Catholic peers 
to enter the House of Lords." " 

Upon another occasion, commenting upon the rejection of 
a wealthy Jew as sheriff in the City of London owing to his 
refusal to take the" Christian oath, O'Brien writes in one of his 
masterly articles; .. Most people will. laud the conduct of Mr. 
Sheriff Salomons in this affair. They will ascribe his rejection 
to his conscientious scruples; and thousands will sympathise with 
him who would see a legion o£poor people die of hunger, without 
a tear for their fate or an effort to save them. The scruples of a 
sectarian {real or pretended) find hosts of admirers, while the real 
wants and hardships of a Christian are totally disregarded. What 
a world of sympathy has been bestowed on a few Catholic peers 
and lawyers, whom the old anti-Popery oaths excluded from seats 
in Parliament and from. th~ Cabinet I The non-gratification of 
the ambition of these parties was called' tho wrongs of Ireland 'j 
while no more notice was taken of the substantial wrongs and 
hardships of the rest of the population t6an if they were so many 
sheep or cows. The hunger, the d~solation, the disfranchisement 
and spoliation, the wholesale murder of the poor were considered 
as dust in the balance, compared with the hardships of excluding 
a few plundering, heartless lawyers from Parliament. When will 
the people see through the cheat? When will they be wiSe 
enough to know that all rich men are the same in religious 
matters, that is, that they have in reality DO religion at all-that 
they only use it as a cloak for their robberies, and as an instru
ment for the degrading and enslaving of the poor? ••• SalomODS 

will buy cheap and sell dw; he will lie and cheat, and speculate 
all the day; he will take advantage of the necessities of his fdlow 

• Poo, MG"" G....J;,,". Oct. 3. 1835. 
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creatures and get their goods out of them at half their 'falue; he 
will lend money at exorbitant interest, and exact his pound of 
flesh like Shylock. All this Mr. Sheriff Salomons will do in the 
teeth of justice and humanity, which abhor them as destructive 
of the liberties and happiness of the poor. But then, Mr. Sheriff 
Salomons will not swear • on the faith of a Christian.' He will 
not insult his holy religion. He will not apostatise from his 
• faith' • • . What the millions should generally know is this: 
that no rich man believes in religion of any sort except as a 
political engine to keep the useful classes in subjection to the 
rich."· 

We have given this lengthy extract because it is exceedingly 
characteristic of O'Brien's point of view. O'Brien was the first, 
at least in England, to discuss religion--not as such, that is, from 
the point of view of its tene~ut from its social and political 
aspects, and with his understanding of class antagonisms, he came 
to the only correct attitude on the question of religion, which was 
as far removed from all shallow attacks on religion as such, as 
from the bias.in favour of Nonconformity, which is so popular 
in England. O'Brien realised that religion and religious faith are 
two different things which it was wrong to confuse, whether for 
the purpose of defending or attacking them. Religion is a social 
institution, and like all other social institutions it is built upon 
class domination. " The Catholic aristocrat," says O'Brien, " will 
differ from the Protestant one on Transubstantiation or Purgatory 
or rubbish of that kind, but they will perfectly agree in robbing 
the poor of their rights. "t 

As vigorous and forceful as in denouncing political and 
religious humbug, O'Brien assailed other frauds employed by the 
capitalists to cloak their exploits. He was among the few who 
saw through the great swindle associated with the so-called 
abolition of slavery in the West Indies, when a dole of thirty 
millions was voted by Parliament as compensation to the bankrupt 
slave-owners. The hypocrisy of Wilberforce and other leaders of 
the Abolitionists was indeed disgusting, and O'Brien attacked 
them with all the force his pen could command, "To hear the 
abolitionists talk," he writes, •• you would fancy that black men 
were the only slaves under British rule. • • • Did those rascals 
feel a sincere hatred of slavery, they would begin by abolishing it 

• Poor Mati's GUllrdilln, Dec. 12, 1835-
tlbid. 
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at home .••• The man who will start out on a cruise of benevo
lence to Jamaica, while he need only go to Spitalfields to find more 
misery than he can believe, that man is either a thickheaded fool 
or a coldhearted impostor •••• How is it that we never hear the 
Buxtons or the· Wilberforces complain of slavery at home? 
Whisper, Buxton, and we will tell youl Because you know, you 
smooth rogue, that English slavery is essential to our • highly 
civilised state.' That is the reason, Buxton. The slavery of the 
millions is the basis of your cannibal civilisation. All your anthro
pophagous institutions rest on this basis: it is because the millions 
are slaves that you, and the like of you thrive so well. By 
emancipating the negro you lose nothing; you would lose a great 
deal by emancipating Englishmen •••• " O'Brien thus explains 
the meaning of the last sentence: .. In the one case, he employs 
and feeds the slave o"'y whe" he wa"ts him; in the other, he has 
to support him whether he has employment for him or not. ••• 
Emancipation enables the master to get more work done, and to 
give him less for it. Emancipation emancipates the slave from 
the whip, but it also emancipates him from his dinner; and as a 
hungry man is no respector of the law, he soon discovers that if 
he has escaped the whip, it is only to stumble upon the tread·mill 
or the gallows,"· 

We can see with what a profound understanding of the 
class interests which determine the actions and policy of the 
dominant bourgeoisie, O'Brien discussed various questions of the 
moment; and, as we pointed out in the preceding chapter, this 
understanding was not an isolated and accidental anticipation of 
the Marxist doctrine, but a complete and consistent system of ideas 
which came remarkably close to modern Marxism. We shall 
now see to what practical use these ideas were put by O'Brien. 

• TAe DeSlnU:tWe. June 8, 1833. 



CHAPTER FoUll 
REFORM AND mE CONQUEST OF POUTICAL POWER 

R
EVOLUTIONARY Socialists are frequently reproached 
with being unwilling to take pan in the actual daily 
work of reform. This reproach, with all its absurdity. 

contains a modicum of truth in the sense that we refuse to be a 
party to any and every fraud which may be hailed by the bourgeois 
parties as reform; that we generally entertain no hope, or very 
little, of obtaining from these parties any serious and important 
reform, and that even a serious reform- is to us only a means of 
gaining further reform which would, by strengthening the work
ing class, bring us nearer to the ultimate revolutionary goal. Nor 
could it be otherwise. What makes us a revolutionary party is 
this conviction that only a complete transformation of society 
can finally solve all social problems. Not for a single instant 
are we led astray as to the real value of reforms, and amid the 
clamour invariably raised by the bourgeois parties when carrying 
out this or that reform, we never hesitate to emphasise the 
viewpoint which is, to our mind, the determining one. 

This was also the case with men in the 30's of the last 
century. Having discovered the interest factor which underlies 
all the actions and watchwords of the ruling classes, they con
sidered the overthrow of these classes as the only object worth 
fighting for. ". All reforms in Church and State," says O'Brien, 
" which did not go to emancipate the labourer from the tyranny 
of Capital would be useless, or worse than useless to the working 
classes ... • "WJiat have they (the working classes}," he asks, 
"to do Gust now, at least) with tithes, or taXes, or repeal of the 
Union, or even the corn laws? Nothing whatever. .These are 
questions which, in the present state of society, can concern only 
the middle and upper classes. And why? Because, if tithes 
and taXes were abolished to-day, these i:lasses would monopolise 
the entire benefit. Nor can they be prevented under the present 
system. As long as the labourer's existence depends upon the 
capital of othen, so long must he continue a pauper and a 
slave. • . • There is but one remedy. It. is to upset the whole 
system. There is no reforming it by parts. It is easier to 

• Poor Man's GUItr_ian, Oct. ... 183+ 
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remodel the whole than to reform a part. And why? For the 
same reason that it is casiCi to plant a new tree, than to raise 
fruit from a decayed one. • • • Abolish tithes, for instance, and 
any particular tax, and the diffClCDce is immediately swallowed 
up by the capitalist. But to the .labourers what matters ie 
whethCl the fruits of his toil are usurped by the parson, UDder 
the name of lithe, or by the landlord and farmCl, UDdCl those 
of rent and profi'? Not one straw."· • 

In point of principle, O'Brien may not have been altogethCl 
right in ascribing such rigidity to economic laws. But it should 
not be forgotten that the English proletariat in those days possessed 
no strong organisations to COUDtCl the cliett of those laws, and 
that, generally, the reforms mentioned above were red herrings 
which the bourgeois parties trailed across the path of the 
workCls. The uncompromising opposition offered by O'Brien 
to these and similar reforms was not dictated so much by principle, 
as by profound distIUSt of the sinCClity and honesty of the ruling 
classes. "All oppressed of every kind" he warned, .. should 
look with distiUst upon the measures of change which originate 
with their oppressors, and if the work of reform is to be done well 
for them, they must do it for themsclves."t This is only a 
paraphrase of the well·known dictum that the working class itself 
must work out its own salvation, which has since been inculcated 
in our minds by theory as well as by cruel experience. 

This attitude placed O'Bri~ and his friends in sharp opp«>
sition to RobCIt Owen and olhCl Utopians, who, filled with a 
dliJ.d·like faith in the efficacy of the slogans of justice and 
humanity, would appeal to the ruling classes and dream of a 
peaceful reformation of society by means of industrial co-opera
tive societies and the like. .. It is often painful to us," says 
O'Brien, .. to witness the proceedings of working men. To hear 
their protestations of innocent intentions, to hear their simple 
appeals to justice and probity, to watch their tendClness of scruple 
in all docbtful matters are to us, we confess, painful scenes; and 
why? Because they betfay a profound ignorance of our present 
social state, Working men fancy that being honest themselves, 
the OthCl orders of society are honest also. They fancy that 
because their own arguments are based on justice and humanity, 
their oppressors shoul<! also rest theirs on the same grounds. 

• lbUl •• Feb. 22, 1834-
t lbill .• Oct. 18, 1831' 
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Miserable delusion I The rich have never cared one straw for 
justice or humanity, since the beginning of the world. • We defy 
the historian to point out a single instance of the rich of any age 
or country having ever renounced their power from love of 
justice, or fI:om mere appeals to their hearts and consciences
there is no such instance I Force and force alone has ever 
conquered them into humanity."· 

Of course, the case is not quite so simple as it seemed to 
O'Brien. Justice and humanity-whether affection or dislike 
for them-play no determining part in the class struggle. The 
historical actions of classes depend on their general position in 
the process of production, and what appears as justice and 
humanity to the bourgeoisie is frequendy absurd from the point 
of view of the proletariat. Nevertheless what O'Brien said about 
the only really efficacious method of converting the ruling classes 
to the principles of humanity constituted a great advance on the 
Utopian ideas of Roben Owen. What he meant by .. force " 
was not mere physical violence, but rather moral pressure, or, as 
he describes it. .. a combination, a determined union of the whole 
of the useful classes. "t 

On another occasion he wrote of the Owenite dreams: 
.. The wealth once acquired, will the possessors voluntarily give 
up the system which gained it for them? • . • Lime do they 
know of human nature who think it. So steeled are the hearts 
of these parties by the nature of their pursuits, it is certain that 
they would sacrifice half the working population of the world 
rather than renounce it. ••• Nor would there be any use talking 
to them of the superior happiness of another system. They know 
nothing of such happiness. The only happiness they can under
stand is money-and the power of getting others to work and 
think for them-the consciousness, in fact. of their own 
superiority .••• There is but one way of reaching them--it is 
through fear. Make the mammoni~ afraid, and you may do 
anything with them.":!: Here the pecsonal, subjective element 
in the conduct of the ruling classes is strongly underlined; but 
the fundamental idea that the relation between the classes is 
essentially a question of power was absolutely correct and far 

* Ibid., June 21, 1834-
• t Ibid., Oct. 25> 1834-

:t:Ibitl. 
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superior to the views prevailing among the Utopians of those 
days. • 

This gave rise to the most essential idea which distinguished 
the views of O'Brien and his friends from those entertained by 
Owen and the other Utopians. It was the recognition of the 
political struggle, i.e •• of the capture of political power as the 
only means towards carrying out the necessary reforms, and even 
of the transformation of society according to the views of Owen 
and other .. Socialists." .. Everyone knows," says O'Brien, .. that 
government is intended only for the protection of those that make 
it. Where the few make the Government, the Government will 
govern only for the few. Where the many make it, it will 
govern for the many, unless (as often happens) the f~ arc cunning 
and strong enough to cheat the many out of their due share of 
it. In England the Government is made by and for the middle 
and upper classes, tUitu for those who live by fraud and force on 
the plundered industry of the poor. So long as the Government 
continues in such hands, neither Mr. Owen- nor anybody else will 
cJIect the slightest practical change."· co We would," he wrote 
on the occasion of the arrival of some St. Simonians to England, 
co advise the St. Simonian missionaries to give up their religious 
reveries, and stick to political economy. • • • Let them expound 
the due rights of industry, and stand up fur the political emancipa
tion of the working classes, and they may do much good. Let 
them inculcate the necessity of combination among the oppressed 
of all religions against the oppressors of all religions. • . • What 
the people want is a government of the whole people to protect 
the whole people, and this oncc acquired, they will be in a- posi" 
tion to establish Owenism, or St. Simonianism, or any other ism 
that a majority may think best calculated to ensure the well-being 
of the whole. With a power over the laws, the people may do 
anything that is DOt naturally impossible; without it they will 
never be able to do anything. "t 

Hetherington, speaking of the eriticisms levelled at Owen by 
some of his bourgeois opponents, wrote: .. The C/WO,,;de thinks 
that ,the views of the Society (an association under Owen's 
superintendencc) 8.fl: too utopian to be rcalised. Quite the 
reverse; they are essentially practical and beneficial, if the people 
had a free stage and DO fa1lOut. When the people have equal 

*16il., March :11, 1835. • 
t lbil .• Nov. 30, 1833. 
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rights and their consequent equal laws, the superiorit;y of Mr. 
Owen's principles will admit of demonstration, but not till then. 
To attempt to establish, even partially, upon independent 
grounds, any of Mr. Owen's philanthropic views in the present 
state of the country and before the working classes are politically 
emancipated is only putting the cart before the horse and will 
end in an abortion. ". 

This shows how well the leaders of the working class in 
those days appreciated the importance of political rights in the 
proletarian struggle for emancipation. It seemed incompre
hensible to them how such otherwise keen-sighted men as Robert 
Owen could fail to see the obvious need of political emancipation 
for the working class, and more than once, on observing the 
political indifference of the Owenites and the trade unions led 
by them, they gave vent to their anger. .. In reviewing the 
struggle," O'Brien wrote, .. which is now in progress between 
capital and labour, or betwen the trade unions on the one hand 
and the master manufacturers on the other, there is one circum
stance which fills us with astonishment and regret, we mean the 
disposition of the chief. leaders of the workmen to disconnect 
their cause altogether from politics, This is the most futile and 
ill-judged proceeding that can be conceived."t .. What," was 
the equally passionate protest of Hetherington, .. have the 
• genuine' Owenites in London done against all these enormities, 
but paralyse the noble efforts of others by deprecating politics? 
Have they raised their voice against imprisoning poor men for 
vending cheap knowledge? Have they, in any way, assisted to 
establish a free Press, or contributed a triIIe at any of their social 
dancing parties to miiigate -the sufferings of the poor victims of 
Whig tyranny? Nero fiddled while Rome was burningl And 
the benevolent Owenites are dancing jigs at two-shilling hops 
while thousands and ten thousands of their poor fellow country
men are pining in want and destitution. . • • I, therefore, tell 
them that the greatest, the first to be removed barrier is the 
want of political power in the millions; and till that is removed 
CXHlperation upon Mr. Owen's comprehensive plan can never be 
successfully established. "t 

The necessity of political rights for the working class was 50 

• IbiJ., Dec. 28, 1831. 
t Ihi4., Dec. 7, 1833. 
: Ibid., Jan. I", 18J2. 
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frequently and so pointedly emphasised by them that, like the 
Chartists afterwards, they were often reproached with making a 
fetish of political power and raising the demand for universal 
suffrage into a sort of panacea for all ills. No doubt the reproach 
was merited at times, but only in isolated cases, when in the heat of 
debate with the Owenites, would the advocates of political struggle 
go so far as to deny all value to any reform but that of suffrage, 
believing that all other reforms would almost automatically follow 
suit. A perusal of the numerous articles on America written by 
O'Brien in the Poor Man's Guardian and elsewhere will suffice 
to show that he did not consider political institutions important 
merely as such. He points out that under a democratic suffrage 
and a democratic government there can also be exploitation of 
the masses. .. The Americans," he says, have rich and poor as 
we have; Ructuations and bankruptcies as we have; broken .hearts 
and broken heads as we have ... • .. For," he declares, .. it is one 
thing to possess the right, and another to make a wise use of it; 
universal suffrage can be of little use, if applied only to political 
purposes. In fact, it is only as auxiliary to social reform or as a 
means of protecting the multitude in the establishment of new 
institutions for the production and distribution of wealth that 
universal suffrage would develop its virtues ... t 

It will be seen that to these men the attainment of political 
power was, indeed, only a means to a higher end. True, this 
goal, as pointed out at the beginning of this essay, was conceived 
by them in very vague outline. From other statements made by 
the same writers it can be seen that the social future was visualised 
in rather' confused and contradictory terms far from the logie 
and lucidity of the picture drawn by Owen. But their great 
historical contribution consisted not in the logic and clarity of 
didr utopian schemes (for in the. circumstances of the time 
nothing but utopian schemes could be drawn) but rather in the 
establishment, so to speak. of the preliminary conditions to any 
plan of ,a future social order. Born of the actual class struggle 
of the time, their ideas pierced the veil of the numerous and 
complex political, religious, and ethical pretences which concealed 
the real substance of modern society, and attained a surprisingly 
clear understanding of the fundamental class antagonisms which 
determine and on which depend all the other ideas and actions" 

• IbiJ.. Dec. '1f/. 183+ 
t Ibi~ .• July 5> 1834. 
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as well as the institutions of society. O'Brien and his friends 
were the first to adopt the standpoint of historical materialism ill 
the appreciation and interpretation of social processes and social 
facts. Their doctrine soon became the theoretical foundation of 
the powerful Chartist movement, about which one frequently 
asks onesdf in amazement, could it really have been a pre-Marx 
movement. 

The reader will naturally wish to know how much MarX 
and Engels owed to these thinkers of the first half of the 30's in 
working out their theoretical views. It seems incredible that 
Marx and Engels, who appeared upon the stage but a few years 
after them, should have learned nothing from those who had 
anticipated one of the essential parts of the doctrine they subse
quently proclaimed. There are no direct indications that they 
did .. On the contrary, we have Engels' declaration that it was 
:fIegelian philosophy and French Socialism which had mainly 
influenced Marx, which, by implication, excludes the idea of the 
ideological influence of O'Brien or any other English thinker. It 
seems to us too rash to accept this conclusion without furtiIer 
research. In the first place, the possibility of an indirect influence 
exercised through the Chartist movement is by no means excluded. 
Engds himself refers to the industrial conditions of England as 
a third factor which influenced himself and Marx, and these 
conditions were correctly described only in Chartist literature. 
Then, as Franz Mchring· pointed out, Engels was probably the 
first of the two to arrive at the basic principles of materialist 
philosophy; and Engels had received his political education in 
England, where he carefully studied both the living conditions 
and the literature of the time. One may venture a guess that it 
was from this literature that Engels gained his first insight into 
the theory of the class struggle, as indeed it was from this source 
that he learnt to describe it in his first book, The Condition of 
the Working Class in England. It is possible 'that he set out 
and developed these newly acquired views in his letters to Marx 
during the latter's stay in Paris and in Brussels, and in personal 
association with Marx during his stay in England in 1845, thw 
aiding his friend in his philosophical studies. Engds also 
mentions that he supplied his friend with English literature
probably such as supported his point of view. Perhaps it was 
because of the part he played in the development of Marxist 

• Tile Literary Lega,,!. German Edition, Vol I, p. 359. 
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theories, that Engels made no mention of the inBuence of English 
ideas, since it would have revealed him as the original author of 
the materialist conception of history, an act which would have 
been contrary to his IDOdesty and his loyalty to Marx. 

Of course, all this is mere sunnise, and should not be taken 
as anything else. It is based chielly upon the fact that, fifteen 
years before the drawing up of the Comm .. "irI MII"ifesto. the 
theory of class antagonisms and class struggle in capitalist society 
had been presented in all its bearings, not in a fragmentary form, 
but in such a systematic and complete manner as to arouse even 
UHlay our wonder and admiration. Moreover, those views were 
not advocated by unknown men in obscure newspapers. but by 
the most prominent proletarian publicists of the time, whose 
names were in everybody's mouth, and whose writings were read 
by the proletarian multitudes. O'Brien was particularly sought 
after by newspaper publishers and was paid high fees for his 
articles. It seems improbable that the ideas of this famous and 
most popular writer should bave left no trace on Man: and Engels. 
Perhaps some day a historian will be able to oller something more 
on this subject than mere surmises. 



III 
THE FORERUNNERS OF THE INTERNATIONAL 

CHAPTER ONE 

THE BEGINNINGS (1832-1845). 

T HE International Workingmen's Association was formed 
. in London on September 28th, 186", at a public meeting 

in St. Martin's Hall. The meeting was devoted to the 
Polish question, but .one of the French delegates, in his speech, 
touched upon the idea of an international association of workers 
to fight the capitalist menace, and the idea was enthusiastically 
taken up by the assembly and embodied in a resolution. A com
mittee was then elected to carry out the resolution and it was this 
committee which laid the foundation of the historic International. 

Such is the account we read in the documents of the period, 
and so we usually picture to ourselves the beginning of that great 
movement of the International proletariat. It is, however, clear 
that this picture is most inadequate. How did the .idea of an 
international association of the proletariat arise at all, and why 
was it enthusiastically adopted by a large assembly composed of 

"NOTE (1913). This essay, although ready for publication, was 
held back by the author in orda that he might have an opportunity 
of studying the correspoodence of Marx and Engels. Now, having 
read that correspondence, the author finds no grounds for revising any 
of the facts or opinions expressed by him. He had hoped that the cor
respondence would help binI to fill the gaps in his data concerning 
the vay important period at the end of the 'fifties anc! the beginning of 
the 'sixties; but his hopes wae not realised. True, his view. of some 
pasonalities, notably of Harney and Jones. do not coincide with those 
to be found in the lettCIs of Man: and Engels; nevCItheless he believes 
that Socialists of to-day may and should be more just in regard to these 
first protagonists than was possible for the two foundas of Scientific 
Socialism, who had to defend and advocate their new doctrines against 
the whole world. Especially as regards the intCIDational organisation 
of the proletariat, Harney and Jones had laid the foundation of the 
splendid edifice subsequently erected by Man: and Engels, and though 
it is certain thaf the forma. in spite of the much more favourable 
conditions. would never have been able to build up the historical Inter
national-not, at least, in all its magnitude and inBuence-it is equally 
certain that even Man: and Engels would not, without their work, have 
met with such success .. Possibly Man: and Enge~ c~uld not be aware 
of this, but we know It, and should openly admtt 11-TH. R. 
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Englishmen and foreigners; rapidly growing into a mass move
ment even among the reactionary trade unions of England? The 
documents furnish no information on this point, and as long as 
this gap in the evidence exists, our ideas \bout ~e origin of the 
International are also bound to be incomplete and in some respects 
even erroneous. 

It requires but a brief reflection to see that such a grand 
idea as the unity of the international proletariat could not have 
arisen, could not have found acceptance and application, unless it 
had long occupied the minds of the people, unless it had responded 
to actual sentiments and aspirations and~ had to some extent 
undergone trial. It should be observed lhat we do not speak here 
of the content subsequendy infused into this idea by the mind of 
Marx, although historically this, too, can be explained by social 
causes. We have in mind the general idea of die organisation 
of the international proletariat for the common struggle for emanci
pation, and this idea, we say, must have been fairly widespread 
long before September 1864, when it was accepted and so swifdy 
carried into effect. For a historical movement cannot be created 
out of nothing, nor launched at will even if its founders and 
sponsors be titanic personalities: it must rise from the soil of 
history, trom the seeds of preceding movements, and move along 
in direct succession to them. 

The International was born in England, and it 15 on English 
soil that we have to look for its preceding history. It was no mere 
accident that the movement originated in England and drew its 
nourishment chiefly from the English soil. Until late in the 70'S 
England was the country in which modern class antagonisms, first 
arising there, developed most powerfully,o and therefore the 
essential forms of the proletarian class struggle first unfolded 
themselves in that country. England witnessed the first political 
movement of the proletariat as a class. It was in England that 
the working class first organised itself into trade unions. It was 
the CO,Dociousness of the English proletariat which arrived at the 
first clear understanding of the class struggle both as a historical 
factor and as a tactical principle. And, last but not least, it was 
in England that the proletariat first acquired a deep sense not only 

. of its solidarity with the workers of other countries, but also of 
the imperative need for concerted action in the fight against 
~pitalist society, based upon this solidarity. 

As a matter of fact, the rise of international sentiments and 
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of the ideas of international solidarity among the English prole
tariat coincided with the general awakening of its class conscious
ness in the course of the struggle for the democratic franchise in 
die 30's of the last cendlry. At that time, too, the rest of Europe 
from France to Poland, was swept by revolutionary movements and 
revolutions; and the common struggle for freedom, as well as the 
great influx of political refugees from all countries to England, 
rendered the English workers particularly susceptible to inter
nationalist ideas. If we rake, for instance, such a popular news
paper, read by the workers in those days, as the Penny Papers, 
published by Henry Hetherington, one of the most gifted prole
tarian publicists in England, and soon re-christened the POOl" Man's 
Guardian, by which name it is historically known, we frequendy 
find from a quarter to a half of its eight small pages taken up 
with foreign affairs, reports and comments. -It celebrated the 
"glorious victories" of Poland, it vigorously protested against the 
"outrages" of the counter-revolution in Portugal, it published 
numerous manifestoes and proclamations by the various national 
committees in London, and all the first anniversary of the July 
(1830) Revolution of Paris, "that glorious and immortal cause," 
the workers were invited to attend a special banquet arranged for 
the oceasion. "It must be kept in mind," it wrote, "that it is 
the victory of the working classes in the streets of Paris we wish 
to perpetuate; which led to the freedom of Belgium, Switzerland 
and glorious, betrayed, and as yet triumphant Poland I"· The 
celebration of the July days took place on August ISt, at the very 
hour when bourgeois London, in the presence of the King, was 
celebrating the opening of the new London Bridge. The 
banquet was held in the Copenhagen Tea Gardens, Copenhagen 
Fields (near the present King's Cross Station), and was attended 
by 1,500 people of both sexes. Fiery orations were delivered by 
Hibbert, Lovett, Cleeve, Watson and other leaders of the working 
class. An address was adopted " to the brave people of France," 
in whiclt it was said among other things: "We grievously lament 
that you should have suffered your hopes to be deceived and your 
efforts paralysed by the worst of men-viz., stockbrokers, law
mongers, and others of like character ••.• We regret ••• that 
you did not rake the wise and necessary steps in the great social 
progress of universal liberty-the declaration of a republic. • • • 
You, the working people, who effected the revolution and carried 

* Penn~ Papers May 21, 1831. 
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it to a successful issue, what have you got? More poverty and 
less sympathy .•.• " During supper more speeches were delivered 
and stress was laid on the "heroic efforts if the men of Paris," 
which should "be ever spoken of with gratitude, and held worthy 

. of imitation throughout -the world ... • 
It will be seen that the sympathies of the English proletariat 

for the revolutionary struggles in other countries bore a distinctly 
proletarian character even in the early stages of its own political 
movement. As is well known, the bourgeoisie, too, entertained 
in those days great sympathies for the Polish insurrection .and for 
the Belgian revolution, and later on it welcomed similar mov~ 
ments in Italy and Hungary. The House of Commons even voted 
an annual grant of f.Io,ooo for the support of the Polish refugees. 
But these sympathies were radically di1Jerent from those enter
tained for these revolutions by the workers. "It is the victory of 
the working classes in the streets of Paris we wish to perpetuate" 
-these words were characteristic of the attitude of the London 
workers to the July Revolution. They marked the dawning of a 
oonsciousness of purely proletarian international solidarity. 

The subsequent years were taken up with the English people's 
own fights for freedom, with the revolutionary struggles against 
die new Poor Law and with the great Chartist Movement. This 
did not prevent the English working class from devoting serious 
attention to the movements in other countries. The Democratic 
Association, founded by George Julian Harney in J838, estab
lished close relations with the foreign political refugees living in 
London, and the oolumns of the front page of the Northem Star, 
the leading organ of the Chartists in those days, were invariably 
devoted to foreign affairs under the title "Foreign Intelligence." 
There can be no doubt that the numerous foreign refugees contri
buted greatly to the development of international sentiments, and 
all of them ,took part in the demonstrations and activities of the 
Cliartists. ' In this way there arose a kind of reciprocal influence 
wliich helped to foster the sense of international solidarity. By 
the beginning of the 40'S all the refugees were org>1nised into 
committees and unions, and we read for example, that in the latter 
part of ISotS all the refugees' organisations in London under the 
chairmanship of Feargus O'Connor, the Chartist leader, jointly 
celebrated the birthday of "Orator" Henry Hunt, the hero of the. 
Peterloo Massacre, the toast of the .. Democracy of all oountries .. 

• Poor MM', GWml;'fJ. August 6, 1831. 
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. being responded ro by the wdl known German revolutionaries 
Karl Schapper and Wilbelm Weitling. In January the associa
tion of Polish refu~, presided over by Colond Oborski, one of 
the leaders of the insurrection of 1830, issued a pronouncement 
in memory of the Russian Decembrists executed twenty years 
earlier, and the Chartists, the French refugees and even the central 
Committee of Young Italy under Mazzini, which. as a rule, hdd 
itsdf aloof, joined in the action. * On September 22Ild, the 
anniversary of the first French Republic was cdebrated by a 
banquet, at which Thomas Cooper, the Chartist leader, presided, 
and Harney, Joseph Moll, Weitling, Fontaine and others spoke on 
behalf of their respective nationalities.t At the end of the year 
a great "democratic and fraternal " meeting was hdd ro express 
sympathy with the Poles, Harney being the chief speaker and 
Schapper following suit.f On all these and numerous other 
occasions the democratic and proletarian standpoint was invariably 
emphasised. Weitling and Schapper were never tired of bringing 
home ro their English brothers that the proletariat of the world is 
one and has only one enemy, the international bourgeoisie, and 
when Harney spoke of the necessity of restoring the independence 
of Poland he rook care ro point out, with reference ro the intrigues 
.I'Polish magnates, the Czartoryskis and the Vidopolskis, that he 
meant the resroration of the independence of the Polish people, 
not that of the Polish arisrocracy. Alrogether, 1845 was in a sense 
a historical year. It witnessed the formation of the Society of 
Fraternal Democrats, the first international organisation of the 
working class, and ro that extent the forerunner of the Inter
national. Early in 1845. Oborski and Schapper had founded a 
society of Friends .of Humanity and Justice Among All Nations, 
which drew up an appeal ro .. all the oppressed" to direct their 
united forces against "citadds,' armies and dungeons."§ The 
fate of this society cannot be ascertained from the existing sources, 
but a banquet hdd on September :und in commemoration of the 
French Republic gave occasion ro Harney ro establish the Society 
of F raternal D~mocrats. As Harney explained a year later on the 
first anniversary of the organisation, he had been prompted in 

• Northern SIa" Feb. 21, 1845. 
t Ibid .• Sept. Z/, 1845. 
:t Ibid .• D.c. 13, 1845. 
§ Ibid., Feb. I, 1845. 
H bid .• Sept. 26, 18<f6. 
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his m1l1anve by the thought that the Democrats of various 
countries- living in London knew so little of one another and of 
the conditions and events in their respective lands and were 
dependent for information on the mendacious bow-geois press. 
Guided by the principle that all men are brothers, the Democrats 
were to write and act in common. They were not to form any 
special party: .. Once for all we explicidy state that we repudiate 
all idea of forming any • party' in addition to the parties already 
existing in England. We desire not to rival, but to aid all men 
who are honesdy combined to work out the emanicpation of the 
people ... • There were to be no rules and no formal organisation. 
Members were to be admitted on mutual recommendation, and 
that was to be the sole ru1e. "Any rules or regulations excepting 
the above," we read in the report of the first meeting of the 
Society. March Ism. 1146. .. were deemed to be UIlDecessary. as 
were also any fixed payments, it being thought that money was 
unnecessary except for special purposes when voluntary contribu
tions would be sufficient, each democrat contributing acmrding 
to his means." On the question of officen, too, "it was COD

sidered that neither lXIuncil nor committee was necessary. the 
fraternal democrats not being a society or party. but merely an 
assemblage of -men belonging to different lXIuntries for the purpose 
of mutual information ... t Nevertheless it was -found necessary to 
have permanent secretaries appointed to sign all documents 
intended for publication, and six secretaries were elected for 
England, Germany, France, the Slavonic countries, the Scandi
navian countries, and Switzerland respectively. 

This loose form of organisation adopted by the Fraternal 
Democrats deserves our attention. It Was their announced 
principle that they did not wish to form any political party in 
addition to the parties already' existing in England, and £or this 
reason they did not care to frame any specific rules or regu1ations. 
Why this a\'Oidance of the forms of permanent organisations? 
The ~..son we learn from a speech delivered by Ernest Jones, at 
one of the subsequent meetings of the Society. "There was at 
its formation," he said, •• a slight Inistrust on the part of my 
Chartist brethren against the Fraternal Democrats-they £eared it 
was an attempt to supersede the IDOYement-to create a party 
within a party; they have now learned that every member of this 

• I biJ.. Sept. 26, 18.t6. 
t 1/;;11., March 21. 18.t6. 
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society is a thorough Chartist, and that Chartism is a test of 
admission for its members. "* As a matter of fact, the mistrust 
which was inspired by the formation of the society was so pro
found that at the end of 1847, after the Society had been at work 
for two years and should have been above suspicion, the Fraternal 
Democrats still found it necessary to pass a special resolution ex
pressing their allegiance .to the Chartist cause and stating that 
u th~ Fraternal Democrats, convinced that the best me;lDs of 
advancing the cause of Democracy in all countries is to obtain 
the People's Charter ..• do hereby resolve to give all the assistance 
in their power towards making the People's Charter a law of the 
land."t 

The reasons which at first prompted the Fraternal Democrats 
to reject all forms of party organisation are worthy of note, for 
precisely at that moment Marx and Engels were penning the 
opening lines of the second chapter of the Communist Manifesto, 
which also declared that Communists did not form any separate 
party. Unfortunately, these words were for a long time 
erroneously considered ·to contain a guiding principle intended for 
all countries and all times, whereas in reality they were intended 
only for the English conditions of that particular historical 
moment. The Chartist Party was grected with the greatest 
enthusiasm by Harney and Jones as well as by Marx and Engels, 
as is evidenced by the well known letter of the Democratic 
Alliance of Brussels to Feargus O'Connor on July 17th, 1846; and 
it was, therefore, quite natural for the Fraternal Democrats to 
avoid anything that might look like rivalry with it. 

Nevertheless the Fraternal Democrats were eventually forced 
to adopt a more rigid form of organisation. On July 19th, 1847, 
it was decided to institute a regular membership fee of one shilling 
per annum,:!: and on December 13th the principles and rules of 
the Qrganisation were adopted. § Each affiliated nationality was to 
appoint a general secretary, and the general secretaries were to 
appoint from their midst one or more corresponding secretaries.' 
The general secretaries, together with one or other representative 
from each nationality, formed the committee which managed the 

• Ibid., Feb. 5, J848. 
t Ibid., Nov. 20, 18.f7. 
:t Ibid., July 34, 1847. 
§ Ibid., Dec .18, 1847 . 
• The Fraternal Demoerats, Brit!.sh Museum Catalogue, '857-
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businC$S of the Society (henceforth called the .. Association ''). 
There were to be also a treasurer and financial secretary, and a 
general meeting of the members was to be hdd every first Monday 
in the month or at the summons of the committee. As secretaries 
we find at that time, G. Julian Harney, Great Britain; Karl 
Schapper, Germany; J. A.. Michdot, France; Peter Holm, 
Scandinavia; N. Nemet, Hungary; J •. Schabclitz, Switzerland; 
Louis Oborski, Poland; and on the committee Ernest Jones, 
Thomas Clark, Philip McGrath, C. Doyle, and W. Dixon. It 
seems pretty certain that this form of organisation, which was 
reproduced in all subsequent organisations, constituted the modd 
of the first International. There was only a span of twenty years. 
between the two organisations, during which period the traditions
of the Faternal Democrats were still alive. 

Although the Fraternal Democrats were properly organised 
only after a lapse of two years, they had always worked on a sort 
of platform to which was now added, together with the rules, 
an .. Object" of the organisation, formulated as follows: .. The 
mutual enlightenment of its members; and the propaganda of the 
great principle embodied in the society's motto: • All men are 
Brethren '. ". The programme itsdfwas outlined by Harney in 
his speech delivered at the first anniversary of the organisation on 
September alSt, IIi46, and was subsequendy adopted in full: 

.. We renounce, repudiate, and condemn all political heredi
tary inequalities and distinctions of caste; we declarc that the eanh 
with all its natural productions is the oommon property of all; 
we declarc that the present state of society which permits idlers 
and schemers to monopolise the fruits Qf the earth, and the p~ 
ductions of industry, and oompds the working class to labour for 
inadequate rewards, and even oondemns them to social slavery, 
destitution and degradation, is essentia1ly unjust." Such was the 
social and political p~gramme of the Fraternal Democrats. 
Finally, in regard to internationalism, the membenl of the 
organisation were to denounoe any of the national prejudices which 
served as a cause of oontention among peoples: .. Convinced too, 
that national prejudices havc been, in all ages, taken advantage of 
by the people's oppresson to set them tearing the throats of each 
other when they should havc been working together for their 
mmmon good. this society repudiates the term • foreigner,' no 
matter to whom applied. Our mora1 creed is to n:a:;:,!: CIUl' 

• Tlu FNImNI Dnto __ • 0,. ciI.. 
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fellow men without regard to • country,' as members of one family. 
the human racc; and the citizenJ of one commonwealth. the 
world."· 

The Fraternal Democrats, it will be seen, was a democratic 
and communist body. Their motto, .. All men arc breweD," 
which was appa!:endy borrowed from the German Workers' 
Educational Society (founded 1840). probably under the influencc 
of Schapper, was retained even after the Communist Manifesto 
had launched a new militant slogan into the world. After the 
June events of 1848 it was frcquendy replaced by the words: 
Liberty, Equality and Fraternity of the .. Red" Republic. Never
otheless, as we shall prcsendy see, the term .. men" was always 
understood by the Fraternal Democrats as meaning" proletarians." 

• The Fraternal DemocrtJtI, of>. eil. 



CHAnEII Two 
THE FRATERNAL DEMOCRATS 

(1a..6-47) 

T HE most successful period in the activity'of the Fraternal 
Democrats occurred in the years 1846-47 and in the first 
three months of 1848. Since it was not a party of action, 

as was to be afterwards the International led by Marx, but only 
a propagandist body, its members carried on, so long as the 
political circumstances were favourable, a vigorous agitation for 
the ideas of international proletarian solidarity and international 
mass action for freedom both in England and abroad. Every 
revolutionary event-the capture of the Bastille, the proclamation 
of the first French Republic, the July Days in Paris, the insurrec
tion in Poland etc.-was made by them the occasion for organis
ing propaganda meetings and banquets, and all important occur
rences in other countries, such as the Cracow rising, the revolution 
in Geneva, the revolt of the Junta in Portugal, the February 
Revolution in Paris, and so forth, brought forth public pronounce
ments on their part in the shape of manifestoes and demonstrations. 
By 1847 the Fraternal Democrats enjoyed a popularity which 
extended far beyond the borders of England, and their appeals 
and manifestoes, very frequendy addressed direcdy to the peoples 
in revolt, were reprinted in all the democratic newspapers abroad. 
Soon they established relations with the Democrats of Brussels. 
When the latter congratulated O'Connor on his parliamentary 
victory in a splendid letter signed by Marx, Engels and Gigot, the 
Fraternal Democrats responded with an address in which they 
expressed their gratitude for the recognition of the Chartists and 
of the NonAlmt SUr, and welcomed the attitude of the Brussels 
Democrats as .. further proof of the progress of brotherhood and 
the close unity of the democrats of all countries in the great 
strUggle for political and social equality ... • On the second anni
versary of their existence, on September :lOth, la..7, the Fraternal 
Democrats launched an appeal to the united democracy of Europe, 
in which, after II survey of the international events of the past year, 
they advanced the idea of an international congress of Democracy 
as a counter~troke to the bourgeois international Free Trade 

• Nottllmo Sttrr. July 250 18.t6. 
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Congress in Brussels.· The idea was hailed with enthusiasm by 
the Brussels people, and Marx himsdf went Over to London to 
take part in the commemoration of the Polish insurrection of 
1830 which was to be hdd by the Fraternal Democrats on 
November 29th, 1847, in the White Hart, Drury Lane-the bead
quarters of the German Workers' Club in London, to present an 
address and ro carry on propaganda for the organisation of an 
international democratic congress of workers. t It was also pro
posed by Marx that the two organisations should establish close 
relations by correspondence. Both proposals were adopted by the 
meeting with great enthusiasm, and in their conference on 
December 13th, the Fraternal Democrats decided to request the 
Brussds Society ro convene the international congress in Brussels 
ro be hdd on Ocrober 25th. 184B, the anniversary of the Bdgian 
revolution.:!: The events of the .. Mad Year" (1B48)' as it was 
called in Germany, frustrated these plans, and it was only 18 years 
afterwards that the first democratic congress of the workers of all 
countries-the International-was held. But it is clear chat this 
historical idea really originated with the Fraternal Democrats, 
probably with Julian Harney. What, then, were the ideas and 
views advocated by the Fraternal Democrats? They were once 
summarised by Harney in a speech delivered before the German 
Workers' Club in London: S 

.. Nationality has in other times been necessary; it saved 
mankind from universal and irredeemable slavery. In our day, 
too, the invoking of the spirit of nationality in some countries is 
indispensable ro rekindle life in those countries. • • • But we must 
have no king C2attoryski. We must have no kingdom of Italy such 
as the Italian deputies solicited of the Holy Alliance in 1815. We 
must have the sovereignty of the people in both countries; the edu
cation of the people in both countries; the education of the people, 
and at least, the progressive social advance of the people, ever pro
gressing, until the people own no masterS but themsdves, and 
enjoy the fruits of their labour, uninfluenced by oppressors in any 
shape or name. In other countries, such as England and F ranee, 
there is no need ro rekindle national feclings; on the contrary, the 
efforts of the good men in both countries should be directed ro 

• IbiJ., Ocrobcr 2, 1&j7.
t Ibid., D=mbcr ... 1147. 
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THE PRATI!RNAL DEMOCRATS 135 
the abolition of the remaining prejudices which a barbarous culti
vation of the the spirit of nationality in days gone by called 
into existence. • • I appeal to the oppressed c1asses of ever( 
land to unite for the triumph of the common cause. • • • Divide 
and conquer' has been the mono of the oppressors; • Unite 
and triumph' • should be our counter-mono. Whatever national 
differences divide Poles, Russians, Prussians, Hungarians and 
Italians. these national differences "have no~ prevented the 
Russian. Austrian and Prussian despots uniting together 
to maintain their tyranny. Why. then. cannot the people of 
those countries unite for the obtainment of their liberty? • .". The 
cause of the people in all countries is the sam~the cause of 
labour. enslaved and plundered labour •••• In each country the 
tyranny of the few and the slavery of the many are variously 
developed, but the principle in all is the same. ••• In all countries 
the men who grow wheat live on potatoes. The men who 
rear the cattle do not taste flesh food. The men who cultivate 
the vine have onIy the dregs of its noble juice. The men who 
make the clothing are in rags. The men who build the houses 
live in hovels. The men who create every necessity. comIon and 
luxury. are steeped in misery. Working men of all nations, are 
not your grievances, your wrongs, the same? Is not your good 
cause, then, "one and the same also? We may differ as 10 the 
means, or different circumstances may render different means 
necessary, but the great ~e veritable emancipation of the 
human raco-must be the one aim and end of all." 

These words were uttered a year and a half before the 
Communis, Manifesto was drawn up. and already the idea of 
bourgeois nationalism was given up, and the slogan of .. Workers 
of all countries, unite '" was proclaimed. Nationalism was con
sidered a necessary stage in the social and political development 
of an oppressed people (such as Poland, Italy etc.); but only as 
a stage of development, which should in no way over-shadow the 
interests of the proletarians as against the oppressing cIasses. 
Even amidst the fight for national emancipation the proletarian 
class struggle must retain its aims and endeavour to attain them. 
This point of view was formulated with particular clearness in 
connection with the Craoow insurrection. The insurrection pro
duced a tremendous impression upon the labour democracy in 
England, and numerous public meetiDgs were organised by the 
Fraternal Democrats to express sympathy and collect funds for the 

It 
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benefit of the insurgents. A leaflet was also circulated in which, 
after recapitulating all the old sins of the English governments 
towards Poland, English diplomacy was called upon to prevent any 
intervention of the part of Austria. The Society of Polish 
Emigrants, led by Czartoryski, felt rather nettled by this demo
cratic support, and it issued a manifesto to the people, warning 
against "sundry fantastic State theories" advocated by the 
Fraternal Democrats. A reply to this manifesto was made in the 
Northern Star, which was then edited by Harney:-

"Now, once and for all," the newspaper declared, "let us 
tell the Polish Committee that if Poland is in arms merely for the 
sake of nationality---filch a cause will not meet with the sympathy 
of the great mass of the British people. We desire the restora
tion of Poland's nationality, because we believe that restoration to 
be one of the necessary m~ns to the great end of Poland's 
regeneration, but the mere nationality of Poland-that is, the 
substitution of the tyranny of Polish aristocrats for the tyranny of 
Nicholas, Ferdinand, and Frederick William, has none of our 
sympathy •••• Tyranny is tyranny all the world over, and if the 
mass of the Polish people are to be .trampled on, it matten little 
whether their tyrants are Poles or Russians ... • 

Thus, the views of the leaden of the Fraternal Democrats on 
the subject of nationalism and internationalism were entirely free 
from bourgeois ideology. They emphasised that nationalism is 
necessary only for the more active prosecution of the proletarian 
class struggle, and that internationalism is the corollary of the 
identity of the proletarian cause in all countries. Moreover, 
international solidarity is. urged as the pre-requisite to the prole
tarian victory in general, for the international bourgeoisie can only 
be overcome by a united conduet of the struggle. At a great 
meeting of the Fraternal Democrats in the summer of 1147, in 
connection with the revolt of the Junta in Portugal against Donna 
Maria, Harney declared that " the people are beginning to under
stand that foreign as well as domestic questions do affeet them; 
that a blow struck at Liberty on the Tagus is an injury to friends 
of Freedom on the Thames; that the success of the Republicanism 
in France would be the doom of tyranny in every other land; and 
the triumph of England's democratic Charter would be the salva
tion of millions throughout Europe." And in the conclusion of 
a speech delivered a couple of months afterwards in connection 

.. Ibid., March 21, 1846. 
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with the second anniversary of the Cracow insurrection, Harney 
said: 

.. Let the working men of Europe advance together and 
strike for their rights at one and the same time, and it will be 
seen that every tyrannical government and usurping class will 
have enough fD do at home without attempting to assist other 
oppressors. The age of Democratic ascendancy has commenced .••• 
But more than that, the rule of the bourgeoisie is doomed ... • 

The idea of a prearranged plan of joint action may appear 
somewhat naive, but we must not forget that·this was the period 
when the .. tyrannical governments .. resorted to joint action upon 
an extensive scale. When the Cracow insurrection was crushed 
by the Austrian troops, and the city itself, regardless of the Treaty 
of Vienna, wu annexed to the Monarchy, not one of the Powers 
raised a voice of protest; but no sooner did the revolution flare 
up in POl'tUgai than the English Government hastened to crush 
the Junta, in which action it was promptly joined hy France and 
Spain, In face of such manifestations of solidarity among the 
rulers, the idea of the futility of isolated revolts and the need for 
simultaneous revolutions as a pledge of success was bound to arise 
also among the oppressed. This idea was .vindicated by the events 
in February and March of ISot8, but what was here particularly 
important wu the emphasis laid upon the international solidarity 
of the proletariat as an opposing force to the international solidarity 
of the rulers. At one ~f the banquets given by the Fraternal 
Democrats in hollOur of the French revolutionaries on July 14th, 
1848. in memory of the taking of the Bastille, Karl Schapper spoke 
of the .. international solidarity of peoples against the international 
solidarity of kings and priests," whilst Harney and Jones gave a 
toast for the .. holy alliance of nations."t 

It was from the same' proletarian point of view that the 
Fraternal Democrats considered the question of war. At this 
period the English Liberals were hawking the idea of universal 
peace and non·interference in other people's business--.a hypo
critical slogan launched by Cobden for the express purpose of 
winning over the Quakers, which possessed the advantage of 
furnishing a good excuse for the rejection of any demands, such 
as that of aiding Italy in her struggle for emancipation, or for 
counteracting the infamous interventions by the Russian world-

-Ibitl .• Feb. :a6, 18.t8. 
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tyrant Nicholas I. A bitter controversy ensued between the 
Cobdenites and the F ratcrnal Democrats, in which the latter 
vigorously denounced .. the absurd doctrine, under the present 
circumstances, preached by advocates of everlasting and universal 
peace."· 

Whilst free from all reactionary utopiani5m, they dearly 
realised the nature of modern so-called .. national " antagonisms 
and wars, and exerted all their efforts to expose the warmongers. 
In the beginning of 1847 there was a danger of war between 
England and the United States for -the possession of Oregon, on 
the Pacific coast, and the Fraternal Democrats organised demon
strations, issued leaflets, and finally published a manifesto to the 
workers of both oountries, in which they pointed out that hitherto 
all wars had been waged at the expense of the toiling masses 
without bestowing any benefits on them, and that the Oregon 
war .. would distract public attention from your grievances, would 
add to your burdens, might probably afford a pretext for your 
government curtailing your scanty liberties ••• and would in
definitely postpone your political emancipation." Furthermore, 
.. a war between the two nations would revive the barbarous 
national prejudices and hatreds," whilst the workers bad no 
interest whatever in the possession of Oregon. .. There is no 
foot of land, either in Britain or the Colonies, that you, the work
ing class, can call your own. ••• They, your masters, will take the 
Jand-tbey will fill all the higher situations, civil and military', of 
the new colonies--your sbare will be the slaughter of the combat 
and the cost of winning and retaining the oonquest. ••• The actual 
settlers on and cultivators of the soil, these arc the rightful 
sovereigns of the soil, and should be at perfect liberty to choose 
their own form of government and their own institutions. • • • 
Here is one argument (the appeal continued) which the advocates 
of war address ttl. the cupidity of the two nations-viz., • which
ever nation shall command the ports of the Pacific, will ultimately 
command the trade with China.' Suppose so, let the men who 
profit by • trade,' and make fortunes by • trade,' let them struggle 
for oommercial supremacy if they will, but the victims of trade 
have no good reason for fighting for the ports of the Pacific or 
any other ports .••• The progress of oommerce has served but to 
extend and consolidate the tyranny and the slavery of the poor."t 

• Ibid .• Feb. 13. 1141. (Speech by Harney.) 
t IbiJ .• March 1, Iw;. 
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We find the same attitude one year later, during the great 

war panic which arose in connection with complications with 
France. In those days France was the hereditary enemy, and the 
English were haunted by the nightmare of the French destroying 
'the British fleet, starving the population of the British Isles and 
bombarding London from Hampstead Heath J This nightmare 
was much ridiculed by the Fraternal Democrats, and at a great 
meeting addressed by Harney and Jones the following resolution 
was carried: .. That in the opinion of this meeting the outcry 
respecting the • National Defence' is got up by those who have an 
interest in perpetuating the present unjust, plundering, and. 
murdering system; and that the objeGt of the parties who have 
created the said outcry is: first to prolong the slavery of the 
British people, and second to prolong the reign of' tyranny 
generally ... • 

These quotations should suffice to characterise the views held 
by the Fraternal Democrats. Although they were not formulated 
with the same precision possible nowadays, after eighty years and 
more of schooling, they, were nevertheless impregnated with the 
purely proletarian spirit and it would be good for some of our 
Labour men to assimilate them. Harney and Jones were, no 
doubt, revolutionary internationalists in the modern sense of the 
term, and they were joined by Schapper, McGrath, and a great 
number of political emigrants and Chartists. 

Let us briefly describe the activities of the Fraternal Democrats 
from 1846 to 1848. We have already referred to their attitude in 
connection with the Cracow insurrection. With the' object of 
carrying on a more successful agitation in favour of the Polish 
people, they founded in March 1846, joindy with the Polish exiles, 
the Democratie Committee fur the Regeneration of Poland, which 
held open meetings and issued monthly reports on the events in 
Poland. Harney was the secretary of the committee, O'Connor 
the treasurer, and among its members, besides Oborski, Ernest 
Jones l!Od Schapper, were also Hetherington and Holyoake. At 
one of the meetings held by the Committee, in the National Hall, 
Holborn, on May 20th, 1B46, in memory of the Polish martyrs, 
Ernest Jones came forward fur the first time as a public speaker 
and agitator. In the same year the oligarchy was overthrown in , 
Geneva, and the Fraternal Democrats presented an address to 
the people of Geneva, in which they gave advice OIl various 

·lbiJ .. Feb 50 18.f8. 
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measures to be adopted. " That the popular sovereignty may not 
be illusory," it was said in the address, " two safeguards, it appears 
to us, are essential. First, the sovereign power of law making, 
and the appointment of all ,the officers of the State, political, civil 
and military, must be retained in the hands of the people. • • • 
Second, experience will have taught you that for the maintenance 
of your liberty, without bloodshed, it is essential not only that all 
citizens should be armed, but also that the armed force of the 
Republic should be under the direct control of the entire body of 
the citizens: retaining the above named safeguards of your 
liberties, there is no measure of social reform demanded by justice 

. which you may not accomplish."· 
In the same year an agitation was carried on in connection 

with the menace of war with America over the Oregon question, 
which culminated in a manifesto issued to both peoples, reviewing 
the course of the dispute and making use of the opportunity to 
protest against the war of the United States on Mexico over the 
question of negro slavery. t At the end of the year a further 
manifesto was issued to the " Democracy of Europe," calling upon 
in to fight the Holy Alliance between Austria, Russia and Prussia.:!: 
In 1847 the Fraternal Democrats continued their agitation about 
Poland, and partly also about Switzerland. A big agrarian ,move
ment had broken out in America, and the demands of the tenants 
for 160 acre farms were heatedly discussed by the Fraternal 
Democrats. Both Schapper and Harney advocated collective 
ownership of the whole land, and denounced the programme of 
the American reformers as reactionary and petty bourgeois. S 

• Ibid .• Oct. 24. 1846. 
t Ibid .• July n, 1846. 
t Ibid .• Dec. 12, 1846. 
§ Ibid .• March 6, 1847. 



CHAPTER THUE 

THE COLLAPSE (1848-1849) 

T HE beginning of the great revolutionary year of 1848 
found the F rateInai Democrats at the height of their 
activity. Everywhere in Europe the moral· atmosphere 

was full of great expectations, and the general spirit of quest and 
unrest also gripped the English Chartists and the foreign colonies 
in London. The Fraternal Democrats maintained close relations 
with the Brussels Democrats, and in their organ, the N orIhem 
StIlr, frequent contributions appeared from the pen of Engels, who. 
was then living in Paris. By the end of 1847 their committcc 
included two members of the Central Committcc of the Chartists, 
and in the lint two days of the New Year it issued an ardent 
appeal to the workers of Great Britain and Ireland, signed by all 
its general secretaries. The object of the appeal was the struggle 
for the Charter, but it also spoke of the international solidarity 
of the proletariat, of the efforts of the bourgeoisie to blunt the class 
consciousness of the workers by nationalist incitements and war 
panics, and so forth.· On the very day when the storm broke 
out in Paris the Fraternal Democrats held a great mccting in 
memory of the Cracow insurrection, at which Harney spoke of the 
social aiIDS of the coming revolution. .. The emancipation of 
labour," he said, .. was the only worthy cause of the political 
struggle": the masses should capture political power in order 
.. that those who till the soil shall be its masters; that those who 
raise the food shall be it first partakers; that those who build 
mansions shall live in them • , , that Capital, the offspring of 
Labour, shall be its servant and not its master , • , that none but 
the idle shall die of hunger, and none but the vicious suffer 
reproach. "t Hithert9. in all revolutions, the workers had poured 
out their blood, whilst the fruits of victory were reaped by the 
bourgeoisie; the time was now come for the overthrow of the 
bourgeoisie. 

The events of the revolutionary days in Paris brought the 
workers in England to a state of great acitement. Revolution 
MIS preached at all the Chartist meetings, and a great mass meet-

• NorUtem StIlr, Jan. 8, 1&!8. . 
t1biJ~ Feb. Z. 1&!8. 
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ing was announced to be held on April lOth on Kennington 
Green. Early in March a mixed labour deputation was sent to 
Paris to present an address to the new Republican Government. 
McGrath represented the National Committee of the Chartists, 
Jones the London Section of the Party, and Harney the Fraternal 
Democrats. They were joined by Schapper and Moll on behalf 
of the German Workingmen's Club, and by Edgar Bauer on 
behalf of a .. German Committee." The deputation was cordially 
received by Garnier-Pages and Ledru-Rollin and it took part with 
Marx and Weerth in the great meeting organised on March 6th by 
the German colony in Paris in the Salle de Valentines under the 
chairmanship of the poet Georg Herwegh. Unfortunately, 
Harney was indisposed and could not attend the meeting. When 
the English delegates returned to London (the Germans stayed on 
in Paris) they reported to their respective organisations, and the 
Fraternal Democrats issued a new manifesto to the French people 
in which they hailed the action of March 17th for the defence of 
the Republican Government and warned them against the trickery 
of the monarchists.' In that address the slogan of .. Liberty, 
Equality, Fraternity" was for the first time inscribed in place of 
the old one. Three days afterwards they issued a manifesto to 
the English proletariat· in which they pointed to the social legis
lative measures of the French Government particularly in regard 
to the organisation of labour and appealed for vigorous demonstra
tions in -Javour of the Charter. On March 28th they distributed 
a new leaflet in connection with the critical situation in Ireland, t 
where the people were deeply stirred by the events in Paris and 
cruel coercive measures were employed by the Government. In the 
columns of the North"n Star we find no data as to the attitude 
of the Fraternal Democrats towards the revolutions which broke 
out in Vienna and in Berlin. But on March 25th Harney began 
to write his Letters on Foreign Affairs, i.e., on revolutions and 
revolutionary movements in other countries, and those letters, 
signed by the old pen-name of Marat-" L' Am; du Peuple"
have lost but little of their value even tcHIay. They were 
addressed to the .. Working Class" and were headed with the 
motto of the French Revolution. In the course of two yean 
more than 80 of these letten were published, the last of them' 
being dated May 4th, 1850, and after leaving the editorial board 

" IbiJ., March 25, lILtS. 
t Ibid., April 1, lILtS. 
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of the newspaper, in July of the same yeat, Harney resumed them 
in the Red Republit:lln. The Red Republican soon ceased publica
tion, and Harney founded a new paper, ·the Friend of Ihe People, 
in which he continued to publish his Letters. In the middle of 
March, 1852, the last number of the Northern Star appeated. 
The newspaper continued to appeat under the name of the Star 
with a trade unionist and co-operative programme, but a month 
later it was purchased by Harney and amalgamated with the 
Friend of Ihe People, and published under the name of the Star 
of Freedom. Beginning with April 25th, L'Ami du Peuple con
tinued to write his Letters until the final discontinuance of the 
paper on November 27th, 18;2. At the beginning of 1853 an 
effort was made by Harney, joindy with James Bell, to establish 
a new paper, The Vanguard, but the Letters of .the People's 
Friend did not appeat any more. In the course of four years 
from 1848 till 1852, particularly in the Norlhern Star, Harney 
wrote current reviews of the different movements abroad, from 
which it can be seen how closely the: revolutionary upheavals in 
Central Europe, in which so many personal friends took pan. 
were followed in London. 

In England the crisis was approaching. On April 10th, 
1848, a great mass demonstration was to be held in favour of the 
Charter, and a National Petition presented to the House of 
Commons. It is still a matter of controversy among historians 
whether that demonstration was planned by the Chartists as a 
prelude to revolution. There can be no doubt that some Chartist 
leaders did hope that the whole population of London might tum 
out on Kennington Green and thence proceed to the House of 
Commons to support the petition with .their .. blistered hands. ,. 
This hope was apparendy shared by the Fraternal Democrats, who 
held a public meeting on April 4th. at which they unanimously 
carried a resolution in support of the National Petition and drew 
up an appeal to the people urging" the adoption of other. more 
effective measures to compel the granting of their just demands. ". 
But things turned out diflerendy. Martial law had been pro.: 
claimed by the Government; the London area was ftooded with 
troops; the Duke of Wellington was given powers to drown in 
blood any revolutionary attempt, whilst the Government rushed 
through Parliament a Gagging Act imposing a penalty of seven 
years' deportation for uttering seditious speeches. The contem-

• Ibil.. April 8, 1848. 
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plated plan of action on Kennington Green fell through, and a 
-deadly blow was dealt to the Chartist Movement, already 
weakened by the desertion of the petty bourgeoisie after the repeal 

.of the Com Laws. The Fraternal Democrats were also severely 
hit. Not only did the menace of the Gagging Act affect them; 
not only were their ranks decimated by the arrest of those of their 
.members who were prominent Chartists (e.g., Ernest Jones), but 
;against them as against all political emigrants (at the request of 
-the Prussian Government), Q new Aliens Act was carried, giving 
power to the Home Secretary to deport without trial any .. un

.desirable alien." Mass meetings of protest against both laws 
were organised by the Fraternal Democrats; but this, of course, 
.did not help them. At a single blow the once flourishing organi
sation was smashed, and the lively aGtivity of its members violendy 
.suppressed. On May 4th an attempt was made by Harney to 
:revive the organisation. As the members had not met for two 
weeks, Harney appealed to them through the Northern Sw, say
mg that their enemies had deprived them of their meeting place 
.at a moment when the organisation was acquiring ever greater 
power and usefulness, and that they should therefore meet again 
"to revive their activity. On the appointed day a few of the 
members who were still at large turned up at Cartwright's Coffee 
Rooms, in Red Cross Street, Barbican, and drew up the new 
<rules. The foreign members were soletnnly absolved from all 
-duties towards the organisation, and the number of members on 
.the Committee was reduced to seven: S=etary, Assistant Sccre
ury, Treasurer and four executive officers elected at the annual 
~neral meeting. The date of the latter was postponed from 
.'September :und, the day on which the first French Republic was 
proclaimed, to May 4th, the day on which the second Republic was 
proclaimed, and the motto of .. Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity " 
was officially adopted. The programme remained practically the 

$UDe.. The object of the organisation was to be .. the mutual 
.education of members, and propaganda for its principles." The 
.abolition of hereditary inequality, including the monarchy, was 
to be its political motto. Finally, the principles of .. common 
.ownership of the land" and of .. the wbole product of labour 
shall be its reward " were declared the social tenets of their faith.· 
.An appeal was also launched to the people for resistance to the 
.A.liens Act. It pointed out that the Aliens Act was not directed 

-Ibid., May 7],11148. 
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against the aristocratic foreigners whose sole mission is to live in 
luxury and idleness at the expense of the English people (a gende 
hint anent Prince Albert and the Coburg brood) nor against 
the crowned tyrants forced to flee from the just anger of their 
peoples; but rather .. against those fighters for freedom whom it 
was the supreme duty of the English people to honour ... • 

We know not to what extent the Aliens Act was put into 
effect. Most probably it remained a dead letter. Still the 
Government terror raged in full force, and it was impossible to 
carry on any political propaganda. The workers themselves were 
profoundly disappointed by the failure on April lOth, and the 
Chartist organisations collapsed everywhere. No wonder that the 
Fraternal Democrats, too, notwithstanding their reorganisation, 
disappeared from the stage till the close of the year. Although 
L' Ami du Peuple continued his Letters in the Northern Star 
with astonishing regularity, the existence of the organisation itself, 
with one single exception, cannot be traced through the whole of 
that year. Whether the disappearance of the reports and of the 
very name of the Fraternal Democrats from the columns of their 
paper was a mere measure of precaution, or whether, indeed, they 
did not meet any more, is a question which cannot be answered. 
But on July 6th they met ata farewell banquet given to Schapper. 
and his wife who were leaving for Germany. Numerous toasts 
were given-to Schapper and his wife, to the Revolution in 
France and in Germany, to the Northern Star and, last but not 
least, to Karl Marx and Frederick Engels and the Neue Rheinische 
Zeitung, and a manifesto to the German Workingmen's Societies 
was drawn up and signed, among others, by Schapper and Moll, 
in which the sanguinary June days in Paris were reviewed. .. The 
Flag of the Red Republic" it was said in the manifesto, had 
become the banner of the proletariat throughout Europe. The 
time was gone when the masses could be pacified by political 
phrases and by nominal political rights. It was now realised by 
millions. of toilers in France, England and Germany that .. even 
the best of paper constitutions could not embrace all the human 
rights, nor even the most important of thcm." This was the 
only public function of the Fraternal Democrats during the whole 
year since the reorganisation of May 4th. t 

The month of June, 1848, brought about a crisis in the whole 
• I b;4., May 6, IBiS. 
t Ibil., July 8, IBiS. 
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of the labour movement in Europe, including the Fraternal Demo
crats. The French proletariat was defeated, and in England the 
masses turned their backs upon political action and took up the 
co-operative and trade union movement. A period of political 
apathy ensued which lasted almost fifteen years and was inter
rupted only by. the national struggles in Hungary and Italy. 
London again swarmed with political refugees; but the place of 
revolutionary passion was taken by rhetoric, and the atmosphere 
was .6l1ed with quarrels and betrayals. True, the Fraternal 
Democrats came to life once more, and the indefatigable Harney 
continued with all his old vigour the propaganda of the political 
and social solidarity of the proletariat of all countries; but this 
activity did not meet with the former response, and the organisation 
was doomed to gradual extinction. 

Nevertheless it continued to exist for four years more, and 
since during that period it was the principal spokesman for the 
international proletarian idea, which it handed on to later kindred 
organisations, its further history merits our attention. 

In the very first days of 1849 the Fraternal Democrats 
appeared once again before the proletarian public with a manifesto 
in which they explained the reasons for their prolonged silence. 
It was signed by Harney, Samuel Kydd, Edwin Gill, Henry Ross, 
and Charles Keen, who declared that .. silence had been imposed 
upon them by unfavourable circumstances. • • • The blows of 
tyranny had weakened their ranks, and bitter disappointment had 
taken the place of the radiant hopes." The manifesto went on 
to review the growth of the counter revolution, ascribing its 
success chiefly to the lack of consciousness on the part of the 
working class, and to reassert the basic principles for which the 
Fraternal Democrats were struggling. They would not, the 
manifesto declared, assume any function which was beyond their 
powers. They recognised their weakness; but even with small 
means a good deal could be achieved for the furtherance of the 
oIijects of the organisation, which was the furtherance of the 
advent of a new social order which would be the most beneficial 
orde:- ever known in history. In conclusion, the manifesto invited 
the working ptople to take part in a grand celebration of the 
February Revolution-within the limits of the law. The celebra
tion was held on February 26th, and took the form of a banquet, 
under the chairmanship of Harney, and attended by Bronterre 
O'Brien. Two days before the banquet the Fraternal Democrats 
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addressed a manifesto to the .. Republicans of Paris," wishing them 

" the speedy establishment of a .. true" republic, a .. red republic, 
"democratic and social ... • 

Mention sbould be made here of an interesting incident. t 
:rhe proprietor of the Northern Star. in which Harney, as editor-in
chief, wrote his weekly reviews of the international situation and 
his articles signed "The People's Friend" and "A Red Republican," 
was Feargus O'Connor. Probably the latter had long been dis
pleased with the prominence given to foreign questions in his 
paper, and in the issue of March 3rd, 1849, in connection with 
the celebrations on February 26th, he unexpectedly published a 
brief but very rude protest against the. excessive propaganda of 
republicanism, and against med<Uing in foreign affairs generally. 
The next issue brought a brilliant reply over the signature of .. The 
People's Friend," which pointed out the close affinity of interests • 
of the proletariat throughout the world. A blow to the liberty 
of one people, he declared, reiterating his favourite idea, gready 
affected the liberty of other peoples. At the same time he 
published a large number of letters from readers in opposition "to 

O'Connor's view. The latter was sbown the reply only after the 
paper had been printed, and in a sbort note in the same issue he 
complained o{ such action " by editors of the paper appointed by 
him who considered themselves its proprietors." He was not 
going to reply just now; but he merely wisbed to mention that 
for some time the Northern Star had been devoting itself too much 
to foreign affairs, neglecting" home affairs of tremendous import
ance, and that this poliey must be discontinued in future. In the 
issue of March 17th a seven-column article appeared by O'Connor 
in which he attacked his cditor-in<hief. The propaganda for a 
republic, he declared (and here was the cat let out of the bag) 
would scare away from the Chartist ranks such people as would 
otherwise lend the movement strong support. He: bad been 
repeatedly reproached, both in and out of Parliament, on acxount 
of the republican propaganda. The paper sbould devote itself 
only to Chartism, and the question of the Charter sbould be 
connected neither with republicanism nor with foreign revolutions. 
As to those readers who had declared that they would not read 
the paper without its foreign section, he would tell them to please: 
themselves, as he would rather have the Star publisb his own 

• lbi~ •• March 3 and Feb. 24t 1149-
t Ibi~ •• March 3 to March 31, 1149-
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views and have only one reader, than to have a million readers. 
if that he purchased by subservience on his part and servility on 
theirs. This reply, containing as it did a number of personal 
and indecent attacks upon the editor, was not only silly but, 
politically, entirely absurd: to frighten the English workers by the 
bogey of the desertion of bourgeois .. friends .. after the experience 
of April lOth in London, and of the June days in France, was 
altogether comical. Harney, in the following issue, gave a short 
but telling reply to his employer, reminding him that none other 
than O'Connor himself had attempted to connect Chartism with 
other questions, e.g., with that of the Union and of home 
colonisation, and at the same time repudiating the charge of exces
sive propaganda of republicanism. It must be assumed that 
O'Connor had also heen taken to task by some outside individuals 
and organisations, for in the following issue the plucky Irishman 
practically withdrew his charges, and explained that it had not at 
all been his intention either to eliminate the foreign review from 
his paper or to shut Harney's tDOuth. The honours of the tussle 
thus remained with Harney, who continued to occupy from six 
to eight columns each week in lengthy reports and comments 
on foreign affairs. This incident was highly characteristic of 
O'Connor, who was a broken man morally since Jlte failure of 
April lOth, and at the same time it detnonstrated the popularity 
of Harney and of his ideas atDOng the labour democracy of the 
day. 

It was a democracy whose ranks were becoming thinner every 
day and the intervals between the Fraternal Detnoerats' periods 
of activity were becoming longer. The banquet on February 
26th, was followed by an address to the French democracy in 
April, protesting in the name of that .. humanity which unites 
all people"· against the condemnation of BarbCs, Albert, Louis 
Blanc and their comrades by the Bourges coun. * Another interval 
of two months elapsed, and in June a second appeal "To the 
French People" was issued in connection with the treacherous 
policy of the French Government in ltaly.t In the same tDOnth 
a great meeting under the chairmanship of Hetherington was held 
to condemn the activities of the counter revolution in Hungary 
and in Baden, and on the suppression of the Roman Republic. 
The Bri tish Government was called upon to lend armed assistance 

* Ibid., April 14> 1849. 
t Ibid., June 16, J849. 
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to all insurgent peoples, the pacifists of the Cobden school were' 
denounced, and the importance of ~g political power through. 
the Chaner was proclaimed as the necessary condition for a
pacific foreign policy. It was agreed to present a mass petition. 
to Parliament in favour of armed intervention against Austria in 
Italy, and against Russia in Hungary. The idea had been pur 
forward by Harney and vigorously advocated by him in the 
columns of the Northern SIiW. On July 24th a second mccting; 
was called to popularise this idea· (it is significant that this meet
ing was presided over by O'Connor), and a week later Harney 
attended a mccting called by radicals to discuss the question of 
diplomatic intervention in favour of Hungary, and received the 
votes of all those present in favour of an amendment demanding 
from the Government a naval demonstration at Triestc.t For 
this he was scvcrdy taken to· task by the Times. But even thi~ 
new, and apparently popular slogan could not lend any new 
strength to the Fraternal Democrats, and after a period of three 
months of inactivity we find them making a fresh attempt at 
reorganisation during the latter half of October. 

t lbill., August ... Jaw. ·'bill .. July 28, JI49-



CHAPTER FOUR 

RECOVERY AT A LOWER LEVEL (1849-1850) 

T HE reorganisation of the Fraternal Democrats undertaken 
on October 19, 1849, was directed towards obtaining a 
fresh lease of life for the organisation; but Harney, in 

making this attempt, was actuated not only by a lively sense of 
the need of propaganda for international proletarian solidarity, 
but also, apparendy, by a. very practieal motive, namely by the 
desire to secure material aid for the many comrades who had 
been left without means of subsistence or who had been forced to 
escape to England after the defeat of the Continental revolutions. 
There was at the time terrible distress-more particularly among 
the Continental " Red Republicans," who, of course, met with no 
sympathy among the English bourgeoisie, and if the Chartist 
leaders had to suffer persecution, boycott and imprisonment, even 
more calamitous was the position of their foreign comrades. The 
very first article of the Democratic Review, founded by Harney, 
was devoted to this question, while provision was made in the 
new rules that over and above the sum paid by each member to 

·the general fund (one shilling annually) a Fraternal Fund should 
be formed out of voluntary contributions from the members, to 
be applied solely to help brothers (British and Continental) suffer
ing from persecution. * It is characteristic of the circumstances 
of that period that in spite of the profound interest aroused 
among the democracy in England by the foreign liberation move
ment (,;./. Harney'S Democratie Review or Linton's English 
Refliew, which were almost exclusively devoted to foreign events), 
the Fraternal Democrats managed to collect for the Fraternal 
Fund in the course of three months, from November IS49 till 
January 1850, the miserable sum of 34 shi1lings.t Harney was 
.untiring in his appeals to the workers not to let the victims of the 
coup d· etat and the counter-revolution to die of starvation, but the 
trade unions themselves, which had started colll!ctions in September 
1850, managed to collect until the middle of iSsa not more than 
£23. On May 9th, ISsa. a fresh attempt was made by Harney 
to establish a Fraternal Fund; he called a meeting of leading 

• Democratic &tliew, Nov. '" 1149, pp. :zo, 21 and 24-
t Northern Star, Jan. 25, ISsI. 
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emigres, and a Committee of Political Refugees was formed, 
which issued an appeal 10 the public and organised varioua 
functions for the purpose of raising funds. After nearly a year's 
activity, the net result amounted 10 £61} lIS., and on March 30th, 
1853, the Committee was dissolved in view, as stated in their 
resolution, of .. the absolute indifference of the great mass of the 
British people 10 the claims of the political exiles."· 

This indifference, of course, affected not only foreigners. 
Bronterre O'Brien, whose name had been almost a programme as 
recendy as 1848, was himself suffering hunger and was sinking 
lower and lower into misery and poverty until his death in 1864' 
McDoual, one of the most interesting and pop)l!ar figures in the 
Chartist movement, soon after his release from prison, was com
pelled to emigrate 10 Australia, where he soon died in great dis
tress. His wife and four children came back 10 England, and 
after numerous hardships were compelled 10 go 10 the workhouse. 
Feargus O'Connor himself, the most prominent leader of the 
English proletariat, ended his days in 1855 in a lunatic asylum, 
destitute and forgotten, and the efforts of his friends 10 get up 
• fund for a memorial on his grave proved unsuccessful. AJJ 
10 the destitution and sufferings of Ernest Jones, one of the 

. most brilliant personalities of that time, a man of aristocratic 
descent, we have his own narrative, couched in simple language, • 
which even to-day echoes 10 the sound of weeping. In short, it 
was a period of decline in proletarian class-consciousness rendc:red 
more glaring by the contrast of the support generously given in 
hard cash by the English bourgeoisie 10 the Mazzinis and the 
Kossuths. 

Nevertheless, the Fraternal Democrats still kept up their 
spirits. Afrer the reorganisation in OClOber, 18490 they adopted 
a revised programme comprising the following points: "The 
Fraternity of Nations, and especially the brotherly union of the 
proletarians of all countries. The abolition of the penny stamp, 
and all other fiscal and oppressive restrictions on the freedom of . 
the Press. The political emancipation of the working classes of 
this country by the legislative establishment of the principles of 
the People's Charter. The diffusion of sound knowledge on 
political and social questions by means of the distribution of tracts, 
addresses in the public journals, lectures, public meetings, etc., 

• SlIIr 01 F_40m. May 150 1Ss:a; Reytloltl's N""'Sf'IIt-. May 18, 
1853 (No. 1+1). 
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with the view of preparing the proletarian classes for the achieve
ment of their deliverance from the oppression of irresponsible 
(sic!) capital and usurping feudalism. "* 

Soon afterwards a leaflet issued" To all Democrats and Social 
Reformers" set out the double aim of the reorganised associations 
as follows: .. We have resolved to reorganise the Society of 
Fraternal Democrats with the intent thereby of establishing an 
efficient democratic propaganda, having for its two-fold mission 
the fraternisation of Democracies of Europe and the advancement 
of the principles of Democratic and Social Reform in this country." 
OWing to the Aliens Act it was impossible to get foreigners 
enrolled as members, but .. means would nevertheless be taken to 
render our society a veritable link of union between the democratic 
and social reformers of this country and those of continental 
Europe and America." As to reforms, the leaflet went on to say: 
"Holding that political reform must be valueless unless productive 
of social reform, we shall advocate the political as preliminary to 
the social rights of the people. . • . By so acting we hope to be 
able to inspire the working classes to seek with zeal and energy 
their political franchises and to make wise and all-serving use of 
these franchises when won." In conclusion, the document re
iterated the old assurance that the leaders of the movement did 

• not wish to usurp the place of any other association of the working 
class, and that they would be happy to take their part in the 
Chartist party, if the latter were revived.t 

These assurances' were entirely superfluous, not only because 
the Chartist movement, notwithstanding all efforts at reorganisa
tion, was doomed to sad extinction; but also because the same 
causes which rendered the further existence of Chartism im
possible also restricted the activity of the little Society of Fraternal 
Democrats, in spite of its new social and political programme, to 
the bare proclamation of proletarian solidarity. At the same time 
it was not without symptomatic significance that if hitherto the 
Society and its leaders had quite unmistakably submitted to the 
influence of the new Communist teaching of Marx and Engels, 
they now began to fall more and more under the influence of the 
French refugees, as may be noticed from their public statements 
and their personal relations. The reason for this lay, probably. 
partly in the fact that Marx and Engels were then gradually giving 

• Nort""", SlIlr, Nov. 3. 1149-
tDemOCt'Qtic ReIJiew, Nov .• 1149; Northe,." $tor, Nov. 30 1849-
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up practical political work, but partly also in the particular con
ditions of the time, which left room only for the rhetoric of 
Socialism. 

We must, however, remember that even this rhetoric was 
taken by many who engaged in it with great earnestness. Some 
of these men later sealed their convictions with their blood upon 
the barricades of the Paris Commune, and all of them "Were suffer-
ing cruel destitution in exile, although by betraying their convic
tions they might have purchased freedom and possibly, wealth. 
Such was Harney's attitude when, at a great meeting on 
November 2ISt, he presented, in the name of .. Fraternity and 
the' Democratic and Social Republic" the French exiles Ledru
Rollin, Arago, Considerant and Pyat, with a public address,· and 
in reply to their response, also in the shape of an address, wrote in 
the Northern Star: t .. The words of brotherhood which have 
passed between the Fraternal Democrats and the French exiles, 
must not be regarded as a mere interchange of civilities. Those 
words carry with them a' deeper and far more important mean
ing. • . • It must be admitted that dissensions and jealousies.
individual and national-which yet occasionally .disfigure our 
good cause, do afford to those enemies (of democracy) the means, 
of wounding us. Nevertheless, the holy principle of Fraternity 
is no fiction, no mere fool's vision or coinage of a schemer's brain, 
but is, on the contrary, a great fact--<>ne of the greatest facts of 
this time;" 

The same firm conviction of the reality of internationalism 
resounded, in his words spoken at a New Year's .. Fraternal 
Festival" held on December' 3ISt, in which some 300 English 
and other .. Red Republicans" took parL .. We must," he said 
as chairman, .. exalt the principles of Fraternity to the place here
tofore occupied by creeds now worn out and cunningly devised 
systems now exploded. Fraternity we must not merely inscribe 
on our banners, but imprint on our hearts and make the rule of 
our actions. If we do so, no power can prevent our triumph. 
The people will march shoulder to shoulder and trample down 
all their enemies; the red flag will make the tour of the world, 
and rally all nations round Liberty's Tree."1: How near he, in 
company with his French comrades, thought this great day to be, 

• DnIJ~ R~iew, Dec., 1&!9-
t Non""" Stili', Dec. :u, 1&!9; DnIJ~ Relliew, Jail. Illso. 
:t Non""" $Jilt', Jail. 5> IBso- • 
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can be seen from the address drawn up by him on bebalf of the 
Fraternal Democrats .. to the Brethren of the Human Race" on 
the occasion of the second anniversary of the February revolution. 
.. On that day," he wrote, .. commenced the great European revo
lution destined to terminate in the annihilation of caste rule and 
class slavery; destined to extinguish oppression and misery, to 
emancipate labour, establish the right of justice and inaugurate 
the Fraternity of Nations-the brotherhood of all mankind, 
without distinction of clime, colour, speech or creed .••• Knaves 
may affect to believe and fools cheat themselves into the belief 
that the revolution is finished .•.• The revolution is not finished 
because the people have been defrauded of the legitimate proofs 
of their struggles and sacrifices in 1848 and 1849 .... 

From the psychological standpoint this faith in the speedy 
rebirth of the Revolution was a wonderful source of inspiration 
in the struggle for the proletarian cause; but for the practical 
preparation of the revolution which was to come, if only in the 
distant future, it was worse than useless. Happily for the 
Fraternal Democrats, the year 1850 was enlivened by some events 
which afforded at least an occasion for outward activity. A 
splendid victory was won by the French Socialists with Eugene 
Sue at their head in the general election on March loth, and the 
Fraternal Democrats hdd a mass meeting to celebrate the event. 
The meeting was addressed by Harney and O'Brien, and emphasis 
was laid on the fact that .. the Fraternity of Nations was no vain 
phrase, but a vital and eternal fact," and that .. a conquest gained 
by the people of one country is a victory for the people of every 
Iand."t When the French Government prompdy retaliated by 
launching a plan for the abolition of universal suffra~e, the 
Fraternal Democrats took the occasion to organise another meet
ing-4is time of protest.:I: Early in July, Ernest Jones was 
rdeased from jail, .and a supper was given in his honour by the 
Fraternal Democrats.. Then, in the beginning of September, 
came the famous lDObbing of the Austrian general Haynau in the 
streets of London. This merry story deserves to be rescued from 
oblivion. Haynan, by his heroic decds--particularly by mass 
/logging, in which even women were not spared-in Italy, and 

• Ibid., March 2, ISso
t Ibid., May II, ISso. 
tI bid., June 8, ISs<>. 
§ Ibid., Sept. 30, ISsO.· 
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then during the crushing of the Hungarian revolution, had become 
famous throughout Europe and gained for himself the tide of 
.. Hyena," phonetically resembling his surname. In the autumn 
of I 849 there was a rumour of his appointment as Ambassador to 
Berlin, and our old friend .. L' Ami du Peuple" commented on 
it in the Northern Star as follows:-

.. Why not to the British Court? I can assure him that the 
gates of St. James' Palace would not be closed against him. I 
can assure him that even the Liberal Lord Palmerston would not 
hesitate to invite him to the usual diplomatic spreads and aristo
cratic revels. Sure; I can promise Haynau, if he will come here, 
he may win the smiles of the ladies of • rank and fashion.' • • . I 
can promise him, too, the protection of the. police, and the undis
guised disgust of Smithfield drivers and Whitechapel butchers, 
and no, I will not anticipate what the people would do for him. 
Indeed, it is not easy to imagine what the people might do if they 
found an untamed Hyena, without chain or keeper, in the streets 
of the metropolis."· 

These words were written in the autumn of 1849, and a year 
later the prophecy came literally true. Haynau arrived as a 
guest in London in September, 1850, and was given a most cordial 
reception by the aristocracy. Among other places, he paid a visit 
to the brewery of Barclay, Perkins lit Company, in Southwark, 
carrying a letter of reoommendation from one of the Rothschilds 
and accompanied by an adjutant and an interpreter. He made 
his customary entry in the Visitors' Book, signing himself: 
.. Fieldmarshal von Haynau," and was taken to the inner premises 
of the brewery. The entry in the book was examined by some 
curious people, and soon the news spread among the numerous 
workers as to the identity of the high guest. As he entered the 
public room, a big hundle of straw was shot at his head, then 
another, and amid general derision his hat was kicked off his 
head, and he was immediately surrounded by a big crowd of 
people who were shouting: .. Women's hangman of Austria'" 
.. Wild hyena I" and so forth. They tore off his alat, pulled his 
whiskers, threw mud at him, and finally he was dragged out into 
the street. Outside the brewery there happened to be a crowd 
of draymen. They prompdy sized up the situation, as they 
shouted: .. Here comes the fellow who tortured women I" and 
soon they plied their whips over the back of the unfortunate 

·I.j~ .• October :q, Is.w-
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fieldmarshal, who, with great difficulty, and half dead, managed 
to make his escape into the adjacent St. George's public house. 
There he hid himsdf behind a dustbin, but was pulled out again 
by the hair into the street, and was given a thorough beating, 
until the publican saved him from the crowd and brought him 
back to the house, where he barricaded himsdf in a bedroom and 
waited for the police ~o deliver him in a boat to Waterloo Bridge, 
and thence to Morley's Hotel in Charing Cross. On the follow
ing day the Fieldrnarshal fled from the inhospitable city. Thus 
the prophecy of Harney turned out literally true. 

The incident, naturally, created a great stir. The bourgeois 
newspapers raised a big hue and cry, and a vicious campaign was 
started against the agitators and the foreign rebels. But nothing 
happened either to the agitators or to the men of Barclay's 
brewery. Great crowds of people flocked to the place to inspect 
the scene of battle, and the lessee of the St. George did a roaring 
trade. The directors of Barclay, Perkins lit Co., found "thernsdves 
compelled, in compliance with the general sentiments, to erase 
Haynau's name in the Visitors' Book, whilst the Chartists and 
the Fraternal Democrats held numerous mass meetings to proclaim 
their solidarity with the draymen. One of those meetings was 
addressed, in defiance of the Alien Act, by Engels (in Farring
don Hall), who told the indignant audience that Haynau, shortly 
before his arrival in London, bad taken part in an international 
peace conference at Frankfort, where he had been sitting next to 
Cobden. A resolution was adopted by the meeting, couched in 
the familiar terms: .. That all the peoples of the earth are 
brothers, that the infliction of tyranny and cruelty in any country 
is an outrage to all nations, that the brewery workmen and the 
high spirited men who assisted them in chastising the Austrian 
assassin deserve well of their country and are entitled to the thanks 
of the friends of freedom and justice throughout the world."· 

The incident bad some effect politically; public interest was 
again aroused for the cause of freedom of the oppressed peoples, 
and numerous refugees' societies were again able to corne out 
openly and unmolested. On November 29th, the Fraternal 
Democrats held a "meeting and banquet to commemorate the 
Polish insurrection of 1830, which was addressed by Scbapper, who 
had then returned from Gc.:many.t On New Year's eve the 

• Ibid., Scptembc:r 14> ISsO. 
t IbiJ .• Dec. 7, ISso. 
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Fraternal Democrats held a New Year's party under Harney's 
chairmanship, * and all the emigrant societies were represented by 
delegations. Engels, on behalf of the Germans, delivered a 
lengthy address on the causes of the failure of the revolutions in 
1848-49, and Harney caused a sensation by reciting how an 
Englishman, by the name of Baker, who edited in Vienna a news
paper entided The Radical. had been shot 24 hours after Blum's 
execution without evoking any protest on' the part of Lord 
Palmerston. Among the toasts at the banquet was one given to 
the Fraternal Democrats who were hailed as the .. pioneers of 
the great movement of social reform." 

Alas, the .. pioneers" were by no means in a flourishing con
dition. In spite of . lively activity, and the tumult of events in 
1850, the Society counted no more than 2.61 members, and its 
funds amounted to the imposing sum of 35s. t Probably this was 
the weighty reason which, in August,'urged the Fraternal Demo
crats, before the Haynau incident, to get in touch with the 
National Chartist Association (the remnant of the once powerful 
Chartist Party), with the National Reform League founded by 
Bronterre O'Brien, and the Social Reformers--a society led .by 
Jacob Holyoake--,apparendy not only for common action, but 
for eventual fusion. A general committee was fo(med which 
drew up a programme; the programme was discussed at numerous 
meetings of the four organisations and subscquendy submitted to 
the approval of the member~ whilst a unity congress was to be 
held in the following year in connection with the great Exhibi- . 
tion.t Thus far our information goes, and nothing further can 
be found in printed sources. It would seem that the plan was 
not carried out; whether on account of external reasons or owing 
to personal dissensions, we do not kno!V'. All we know is that 
both the Fraternal Democrats and the other organisations carried 
on, respectively, their independent existence, 'holding separate 
meetings on various occasions. One may doubt whether this was 
gready to the detriment of the proletarian cause, since all the 
four organisations put together had barely a hundred members. 
This concluded the year 1850, a year nQt lacking in eventfulness, 
but marked by the decline of the international revolutionary mov~ 
ment • 

• l~ .• January 7, ISsI. 
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CHArm FIVB 
TIlE END OF TIlE FRATERNAL DEMOCRATS (18;1""53) 

EIGHTEEN Hunduel and fifty-one was the year of the 
first world exhibition in London, the year of the arrival of 
Kossuth in England, and the year of the coup J' h4t in 

France. All these events were calruiaIed TO stimulate general inter
est in foreign afIaiIs and international sentiment among the English 
people. It is possible that the.,=,/ idea of the World Exhibition 
had been suggested by the sentiments advocated and popularised 
by Harney and other advanced proletarian spokesmen. At any 
rate, it seems TOlerably certain that the internationalist movement 
which arose among the Liberal bourgeoisie about that time was 
gready inHuenced by this proletarian propaganda and must be ron
sidcml as a semi-oonscious attempt at rompetition with it. The 
bourgtoisie of that period also began to murt trade unions and 
the aH>peratives, endeavouring. by fostering Mechanics' InstituteS 
and popular libraries, as wdl as by the publication of cheap litera
ture, to wrest the working prople from the intellectual inHuence 
of the still active "agitators. n In the diaries of the Christian 
Socialists of the type of Kingsley and Maurice we find numerous 
rekrcnces to this movement which sprang up after the critical 
year of 18.t8 among the .. enlightened" bourgeoisie and even at the 
royal oourt. 

This may aa:ount for the fact that in spite of the important 
events of ISsI and the following years, neither the FraternalDemo
crats nor theiI successors managed TO regain theiI former position. 
They were simply snowed under by the bomgmis internationalists, 
who, later on, when victory had been gained, discarded theiI inter
nationalism like worn-out clothes, together with theiI interest in 
trade unionism, a><>peration, and popular education. To be sure. 
the victory of the bourgeois rivals was due ID the objective march 
of events; but hen; as everywhere else, objective development acted 
through the will and the conduct of the men. 

The very first IIlOnths of the year afforded the Fraternal 
Democrats numerous opportunities of manifesting theiI activity. 
In Constantinople the Polish hero of the Hungarian revolution, 
General Bern, died and, in Fchruary, the Fraternal Democrats, 
joindy wiili the Polish and Hungarian societies, held a big meet-
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ing addressed by Schapper and Louis Blanc. * This was followctl 
by another meeting in commemoration of the February Revolution, 
addressed by the same speakers. t In April a banquet. was held ' 
in memory of Robespierre, and again in May the Fraternal Demo
crats, at a public meeting, called upon the British Government to 
prevent the extradition of Kossuth and other refugees from Tur
key.~ Then O'Connor was again the cause of another ridiculous 
incident. The great Exhibition was to be opened in May, but the 
bourgeois Press had started in advance a .. stunt" against foreign 
.. agitators" alleged to be planning a revolution for that occasion. 
O'Connor thought it necessary to Join in this outcry and in the 
N ort"em Star warned the Chartists to beware of the foreign revo
lutionary crowd and spies. § The whole of the foreign colony in 
London was indignant, and the conduct of the former leader was 
denounced at numerous meetings. The Fraternal Democrats, too. 
resented the impertinent insinuations of O'Connor, and held a pro
test meeting on April 12th under Harney's chairmanship, Schapper 
being present on behalf of the Communist League.. Possibly 
this event had something to do with the failure of the pian for 
fusion of the four organisations referred to above. At any rate. 
the affairs of the Fraternal Democrats must have been in a very 
poor state, as towards the end of May their committee was driven 
to the necessity of holding" social tea parties" in order to attract 
the public. Even this means seems to have proved none too effec.
tive, for soon afterwards Harney decided to transfer his agitation 
to the provinces. This meant that there was nothing more to be 
done in London. Henceforth the London organisation was to 
serve only as the headquarters, whilst the movement itself. was to 
be carried on chiefly by provincial societies. II As Q matter of fact. 
Harney did succeed in establishing societies in many towns of the 
North of England and Scotland, but it may be noted (anticipating 
somewhat the course of events) that they were immediately cap
tured by the bourgeoisie and turned, mainly, into republican or
ganisations. For just at that period, English Radicalism. particu~ 
larly outside London, was associated with Republicanism, and even 
the sympathies of bourgeois radicals for the national movement~ 
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on the Continent assumed more and more a republican hue. 
Thereby a common ground was formed between the Continental 
democratic leaders and the radical bourgeoisie in England, and 
the former could work on that ground without having to look for 
the support of the proletarian masses. 

This was clearly demonstrated at the time of the arrival of 
Kossuth in England. Kossuth had escaped from his Turkish 
asylum, and from the moment of his landing at Southampton, his 
journey to London was a veritable triumphal procession. The 
train had to halt everywhere to· allow the local authorities and 
mayors to present addresses of welcome, whilst Kossuth delivered 
speeches. Upon arrival in London he was received by various 
societies and official organisations, and, accompanied by a huge 
crowd, he was taken straight to the City, where a banquet was 
given in his honour. The whole Press, with the sole exception of 
the Times, published eulogistic articles about this champion of 
liberty, the English aristocrats crowded to shake hands with him. 
Among others, the Fraternal Democrats, too, had made prepara
tions for a rousing reception to be accorded to the great man. 
They had arranged a big banquet with the assistance of other 
societies, under the auspices of a " United Workers' Committee ... • 
But the situation was soon cleared up. Kossuth refused to attend 
the banquet, and the ceremony had to be conducted in his absence. 
Kossuth pleaded that he did not wish to earry on any "party poli
tics" in England, and for this reason he was accepting invita
tions only from official bodies. The excuse was as lame as it was 
characteristic, and, as a matter of fact, it was subsequendy retracted 
by Kossuth himself. He consented to the holding of a meeting 
and to the presentation of an address to him; but he stipulated 
that the address should be delivered in a lime room in private, 
that his reply should be given in writing, and that afterwards he 
should address the public from a window or balcony. So it was 
done. The meeting took place in December in the Copenhagen 
Fields, King's Cross, and turned into a grand demonstration, 
among the speakers being O'Connor and O'Brien. (Harney was 
then in the country.)t Kossuth, however, refused to make the 
acquaintance of these men I Later on he had many an occasion 
to regret his excessive courting of the English bourgooisie, and did 
not hesitate to confess it publicly. 

• lbiJ., Nov I, 18;1. 
t Ibid., Dec. 13, and 20, 18;1. 
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The meeting in Copenhagen Fields also dealt with the roup 
d' jt41 in France, which took place on the and of December in the 
same year. The event had aroused _the greatest indignation in 
England _ as everywhere else. and the Fraternal Democrats par
ticularly-Harney in the country, and the othen in London--. 
raised a passionate protest. Everywhere they demanded the Ie

call of the British ambassador from Paris, and in January, 1!1s2. 

upon Harney'S return to London, they issued a manifesto to the 
people in which they advocated the solidarity of the people as a 
means of counteracting the intrigues of international diplomacy, 
declaring that .. whatever the aid given by English rulen 01 

English gold to the usurpen, the traitors and the tyrants, the 
worken of England would £eel every blow directed against their 
brethren in Europe, and the hour was not far distant when the 
workers of all nations would unite for a crusade against the tyranny 
of the crowned violators of the oath, and against the tyranny of 
money over people ... • 

How little the Fraternal Democrats were prepared to shan: 
in the outburst of chauvinism which was evoked by the roup d' $1 
in France, is shown by their attitude towards the great war scare 

• which was engineered by the bourgeois Press on the ground of 
the alleged menace of a recrudescence of Bonapartist ideas aaoss 
the Channel, and in reality in order to win public opinion for an 
increase-of armaments. Harney, differing £rom some of our c0n

temporaries, prompdy declared at a public meeting that:-
.. He advised them to act with all men who would oppose 

the increase of the army or the turning of the police into a mon: 
armed force than it was now. Let them arm the people; let them 
have popular bodies armed among the people; independent of 
Government influence. If an invasion should become more tlm:at
ening he would say with o'Connell, that the time of England's 
difficulty was the time for them to achieve their rights. • • The 
brigands of France or Russia would not come to wage war in 
Spitalfidds or bivouac theR. They would not come to plunder 
those wbo had nothing; if they were to defend the country, they 
must give themselves something to defend. ••• Let them look to 
the factory districts, and say whether these men could be said to 
have homes or families. They have nothing but misery whilst 
their rulen monopolise every benefit. ... 

• IbiJ •• Jan. 240 IIJs2. • 
• lbiJ .• Feb. 7. IIJs2. 
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Naturally. the "panic" soon ~ and in the following 
year the Democrats of England, F ratcmal and otherwise, had to 
fight against the i<ka of an alliance bctw=t England and France. 
In the meantime, however. Hamey and his friends had many 

. • opportunities of proclaiming their int=lationalisr ideas; ~ther 
with Louis Blanc. Cabct, and Schapper. wben celebrating the 
birthday of Robespicrre, in April. on the funeral of Albert Darasz, 
an old Polish revolutionary. who had taken pan in the insurrec
tion of 1830, and edited the then famous Demokrrzt Polski. in 
August, and so on. In NovCDIbcr the Committcc of the Fratcrnal 
Democrats passoi a series of resolutions in which they cxprcssro 
their horror at the accution of twenty-four Italian revolutionaries 
in the Sivigaglia prison. pledged their suppon to the "Shilling 
Subscription for European Freedom" founded by Linton, estab
lished closer mntact with the Democrats of America, Australia and 
other English-spcaking muntrics, and finally appointed a StJb.<Om
mittcc to draw up an address to the British people, on the situa
tion in Italy_* The addccss was puhIished a muple of wccb after
wards, and in it the British public were invited to mntribute to 
the aforesaid Fund, and to "flood Parliamcnt with petitions for 
ensuring the evacuation of the Roman Stares by F rcnch and Aus
trian troops at p~t thcn:in.."t 

&. far as can he gathcted from the Press of that period, this 
was the last public action of the Fraternal Democrats. From now 
on their name disappears from the columns of the newspapers- We 
know not whether this was the result of the dismntinuance of 
the last newspaper mnducted by Harney. which was naturally 
interested in reponing the doings of the Society. or whether 
the Society itself was disbanded towards the close of that 
year; at any rate, it is tOlerably cenain that the year 1 II? was 
the last year of the movement founded by Harney seven years 
prcviously_ &. the first organised standard-hcarcr of the idea of 
int=lational proletarian solidarity. this Society merits our grateful 
memory. and the methods which it adopted on· the eve of the 
fateful year 1148 show how doscIy in type it approached the fururc 
Int=lational. The mllapse of the rcvoIutionary movement in 
England as well as on the Continent prevented it from hemming 
the mnnccting link of an international proletarian organisation, 
and even its more modest role in England proper. owing to that 

• S_ oj F_i_. N",,_ I), 1Ss:L 
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growing passivity of the working class which was the distinguish
ing feature of the subsequent decades, was bound to diminish 
more and more. Of course, the International which was founded 
twelve years after the extinction of the Fraternal Democrats was 
something more than a mere international proletarian organisa-. 
lion; but it may be safely asserted that had not the life of the 
Fraternal Democrats been cut short after 1848, it would have been 
that Society and no other organisation which would have fulfilled 
the historic mission of the International. This is sufficiently 
vouched for by the part taken by Marx and Engels in the Society 
during the early days of its existence. Indeed, even the historic 
International was not, at its formation, the same as it afterwards 
became. We shall presently I$CC that even after the disappearance 
of the Fraternal Democrats, the idea of international proletarian 
solidarity continued to exist, leading to repeated atteinpts at the 
formation of an organised movement which was approaching more 
and more. both in form and content, to the future International. 

For the rest, it should be noted that the collapse of the Fra
ternal Democrats towards the close of 1852 or at the beginning of 
ISs3, was due chielly to external eircumstances--above all to dis
sensions among the leaders. Harney no longer. believed in the 
possibility of a purely political movement of the working cla.ss, 
whereas Ernest Jones was still dreaming of a revival of Chartism. 
The difference of opinions led to a violent break. between the two 
early in 1852> when Harney purchased the SfIW, and Jones 
founded the People'l Paper. They charged one another with 
having established their newspapers on bourgeois money and bo. 
came implacable enemies. A few months afterwards a quarrel 
occurred between Bronterre O'Brien and Harney in connection 
with an entertainment arranged by the Fraternal Democrats in 
honour of foreign refugees. After speeches by Harney, Cabet 
and Louis Blanc, O'Brien took the Boor and severely criticised 
his comrades for their belief that it was possible to help the 
national movements abroad merely by sentinJentai speeches with
out making a revolution in England itself. It created a great 
scandal, and the friendship between Harney and O'Brien came to 
an end. All these quarrels, of course, reflected the confusion 
then prevailing. which made it impossible !O frame a common 
poliey. It also prevented the possibility of fresh experiments, and 
undermined the existence of all mganisations, including the 
Fraternal Democrats. Before taking leave of Harney, it sbouId 
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be mentioned that for a couple of years he was still active in 
London: he tried to publish a new paper, the Vanguard; then 
wrote several articles and letters for the once Chartist, and now 
more and more bourgeois radical Reynolds' Newspaper; then he 
went to the North of England, where he co-operated for a time 
with the bourgeois radical and republican Joseph Cowen; then 
moved to Jersey on a business with which we shall deal presently; 
and finally emigrated to America, whence, however, he returned 
to England a few years later, withdrawing from politics altogether. 
Harney was a man of whom the English Labour movement may 
be justly proud, although Marx and Engels, after 1850, treated 
him somewhat scornfully because of his enthusiasm for the French 
and for men of the Willich and Schapper stamp. 

Of course, the collapse of the Fraternal Democrats redounded 
greatly to the advantage of the bourgeois internationalists, and it 
must be admitted that the latter did their work at first quite well. 
Whilst the People's Paper, the only surviving Labour paper, paid 
almost no attention to foreign affairs (we speak of the year 1853), 
the columns of Reynolds' Newspaper were filled with reports and 
articles on the national movements of the Continent and on the 
actions of British diplomacy, the writers generally taking a correct 
view of events. The great and successful opposi tion movement, 
which arose out of Orsini's plot against NapollXln III, was also 
conducted under the leaderhip of the bourgeois radicals. Palmer
ston intended to use this opportunity to strengthen the Conspiracy 
Acts and to hand over the foreign refugees to the hangmen and 
spies of the Continental governments. The attempt failed, and 
Palmerston was forced to resign. The authorities then got up a 
bogus trial of Dr. Simon Bernard on a charge of complicity in the 
said conspiracy; but the charge could not be proved, and the 
defendants were acquitted by the jury. Shortly afterwards a 
publisher named Truelove was indicted for the publication of a 
seditious pamphlet under the title of Is the Killing 0/ Tyrants 
Admissible?, but he too was acquitted. When we remember the 
totally different outcome of the trials of Johann Most and Burtsev 
at a later period, * we can realise the long road of retreat covered 
since that time by bourgeois radicalism and republicanism. 

The few surviving Labour and Socialist organisations were 
not entirely inactive. We read, for instance, that in the same 

• Both were sentenced to long terms of imprisonment for pub
hshing in foreign languages literature justifying political assassination_ 
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year the birthday of Robespierre was celebrated by O'Brien's 
National Reform League, and that a great meeting was held to 
commemorate the Polish insurrection of 1830.t Harney and 
O'Brien also took part in a demonstration in Finsbury under the 
chairmanship of Duncombe, at which the Government was called 
upon to declare war on Russia in order to protect Turkey against 
Russian aggression.t In the same year the various refugees' 
societies amalgamated into a European Central Democratic Com
minee which was joined by Linton, Mazzini, Ledru-Rollin, 
Hertzen and Ruge. On the whole, however, those were merely 
isolated organisations and manifestations, which could lay no 
claim to any historic importance. § 

t &ynolds' Newspaper, Dec. 4, ISs3. 
:t Ibid .• Oct. 23, 1853. 
S Ibid., Dec. '" 1853. 



CHAPTER SIX 

FORMATION OF THE INTERNATIONAL COMMITTEE 
(1854-55) 

T HE years of the Crimean War (1853-55) doubdessly 
witnessed the best period of bourgeois internationalism, 
although they also marked the beginning of its moral 

decay. The hostility against Russia, as a citadel of reaction in 
Europe, gradually degenerated into Jingoism; and the common 
struggle with France eventually led to a reconciliation with the 
Bonapartist regime and to the renunciation of all ideals of Liberty. 
This change of attitude became particularly pronounced in connec
tion with the Polish problem. Everywhere in Europe the principle 
of Poland's restoration had been an axiom of the democratic faith, 
and that not so much on the ground of justice or humanity, as, 
above all, because an independent Polarid would shatter the 
alliance of the three most reactionary powers in Europe and would 
create a barrier against Russian Cossackdom. Hence the incessant 
demonstrations of European democracy on Poland's behalf and 
the universal popularity of Polish refugees. During the Crimean 
War the pro-Poland idea gained popularity even in official circles 
in England: it was intended to~use the Polish people against 
Russia so as to secure victory in the protracted fighting at 
Sebastopol. For the furtherance of this idea numerous mass meet
ings were held throughout England, and even a Polish Legion 
(half of them Germansl) was formed under the zgis of Sir Robert 
Ped, the Duke of Cambridge, and, it was rumoured, Palmerston 
himself. * Particularly untiring in the agitation for' the Polish 
idea was Kossuth, who addressed most of the meetings -and 
recommended support for the independence movements in Poland 
and Hungary as the best means of overcoming Russia. In this 
attempt of linking up Poland and Hungary he signally failed: 
even in those days the liberty-loving Britishers would not hear of 
a fight for the 'independence of Hungary, because not only was 
the menace of Austria's doubtful neutrality to Russia a trump 
card in the hands of the Allies, but hopes were also entertained 
that some day Austria might even join them. Even on the Polish 
question considerable differences soon began to break out. At the 

• People's Paper, Dee. 2, 1Ss+ 
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close of 1854 the Liberals, U1\der the chairmanship of Sir Joshua 
Walmesley, organised a big meeting in St. Martin's Hall, at which 
a resolution was passed in favour of the recognition of Polish 
nationality by both Western Powers (France and England).
Ernest Jones, wbo was at the meeting, tried to speak, but was 
refused permission. He then moved an amendment, for the 
addition of the words: .. as a free and democratic republic." A 
terrific din broke out, and Jones was almost thrown off the plat
form.· Kossuth, who figured as an official speaker, also took 
this opportunity to denounce the alliance with the "hero of the 
Second of September" (Napoleon UI), and the flirting with 
Austria. He was almost shouted down, and on the following day 
was soundly belaboured in the bourgeois press.t At another meet
ing in the same hall, presided over by the Earl of Harrington, who 
spoke in favour of forming a Polish Legion, the few democrats 
present declared that they could not seriously entertain this idea 
so long as Palmerston, one of those responsible for crushing the 
Polish nation in 1830 and 1146, remained Foreign Secretary. The 
promoters of the meeting felt their noblest sentiments so deeply 
outraged that they closed the meeting and left the hall.:j: To 
complete this picture of the renunciation of the principles 01 
democracy by the bourgeoisie, mention should be made of the fact 
that when, in April 1855, Napoleon IU arrived in London, even 
Reynolds' Newspaper urged tolerance and respect to England's ally I S 

It was this rapid bankruptcy of bourgeois internationalism 
which again gave rise, at the close of 1Ss4, to the idea of inde
pendent proletarian and Socialist action. The circumstances 
appeared rather propitious, since shortly before, Ernest Jones. had 
succeeded in reviving the Chartist organisation. On May 15th, 
1853, about 3,000 people had met at a Chartist demonstration near 
Manchester, and a committee was elected. II In March, 1Ss4, a 
Chartists' .. Labour Parliament" met in session at Manchester, 
and a new programme was drawn up. Jones and his friends were 
full of enthusiasm, and even Man, elected together with Louis 
Blanc as Honorary Delegate, declared that .. the very fact of such 
a Parliament coming together marked a new epoch in the world's 

·Ibill., I)c(,. 2, 18s4-
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history ... • This, naturally, led to the idea that the time had come 
to oppose the proletarian conception of internationalism to that of 
the bourgeoisie. The opportunity presented itself in the autumn 
of 1854, when the news was received that Barbes, a victim of 
Napoleon's coup d' hat, had been pardoned and intended to pro
ceed to England. Jones immediately gathered his friends and 
suggested that the occasion might be used for a counter-demonstra
tion against the projected visit of Napoleon III, thUs opposing one 
symbol, as it were, to another. The idea commended itself, and 
a .. Welcome and Protest Committee" (the name itself is charac
teristic) was formed of representatives of the different foreign 
organisations.t Kossuth was invited to join, but declined on the 
plea that" as a foreigner, he could not abuse English hospitality.":!: 
The Committee decided, on December 4th, the day of the massacre 
in the streets of Paris, to organise a meeting of .. welcome and 
protest," and placarded London with posters bearing the head
line: "Who is Napoleon?" The police were kept busy tearing 
down the posters, and the entire bourgeois press was literally mad 
with fury. Unfortunately, Barhes was unable to arrive in London 
for the meeting, and the demonstration was carried out in his 
absence in the Hall of Science, City Road. In spite of opposition 
by some radicals who spoke in favour of an alliance with France, 
the meeting went off so magnificently that eight days afterwards 
the Committee, upon a motion made by Jones, constituted itself 
as a permanent organisation, .. to demonstrate their welcome to 
the exiles of France, and their fraternisation with the Democracy 
of the Continent, in opposition to the League of Kings."§ On 
December 17th a second successful demonstration was held, and 
in his paper Jones hailed the new "Federation of Democracies .. 
as the force which would "shake the foundations of the royal 
thrones and the arches upon their bloodstained crowns." II 

Here we are confronted with a very interesting phenomenon. 
The" Welcome and Protest Committee" became a sort of Inter
national, which although failing to acquire even remotely the 
influeflce and to exhibit the activity of the Fraternal Democrats, 
nevertheless preserved the idea of international proletarian solidarity 

• Ibid., March 8, 1854. 
t Ibid., Oct. 21, 1854. 
:I: Ibid., Dec. :z, 18s4. 
§ Ibid., Dec. 10, 18ss. 
II Ibid., Dec. 16, 1855. 
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until the time of the inception of the historic International; and, 
what is still more interesting, it anticipated its organisational forms 
almost exactly. From the first days of the year IBs5, there was 
among the members of the Committee a widespread desire to go 
beyond the purely demonstrative objects of the organisation, and 
to transform it into a social and political body of a general 
character. It was to assume the name of a .. Social and Demo
cratic Association," .on the following basis: .. the full and com
plete enfranchisement of the people, as founded in the People's 
Charter; the social rights of labour as embodied in the programme 
of the Labour Parliament; the brotherhood of nations under the 
banner of the Eurpoean Republican Democracy.":\: This was a 
departure from the original idea of the Committee, and a sort of 
encroachment upon the functions of the newly founded Chartist 
Party, which, of course, could not be calmly accepted by Ernest 
Jones. Accordingly, he at once declared that if such a basis were 
accepted he would leave the organisation and co-operate with it 
only in international matters. Thereupon the plan was with
drawn and after a lengthy discussion another was substituted in 
its place. The Committee was turned into a .. London Organisa
tion Committee" of the Chartist Party, but foreign affairs were 
put in charge of a special sulxommittee of seven members which 
established contact with the Society of French Refugees, and 
jointly with them and with five representatives of other refugees' 
societies, formed an .. International Committee" which was to 
report from time to time to the London Organisation Committee. 
The London Organisation Committee soon disappeared, and the 
International Committee became an independ~t body. Ernest 
Jones was its chairman, James Finlen (who soon withdrew) its 
treasurer, and each .. nationality" elected it sown secretary, Chap
man representing the English, Talandier the French, a certain 
Bley the Germans, Dembinski the Poles, Dezzi the Italians, and 
Salvatello the Spanish. The extent of the enthusiasm for the 
International Committee may be gauged from the words in which 
Jones hailed the new organisation in his paper: .. This organisa
tion is t,he moSt important that has ever taken place in London. 
It is far more 90lid and practical than that attempted in the fever 
of 18.t8. ". But the great expectations proved as short-lived as 
those which had been entertained in connection with the Labour 

~ lbiJ .• Jan. 6, l8ss. 
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Parliament. Nowhere in England, nor on the Continent, had the 
working class yet recovered from the deep wounds inflicted by 
the counter-revolution, and many years were still to elapse before 
it could be stirred to activity again. 

The first step of the new Committee was to make its bow to 
the public. For this purpose it organised a great meeting in St. 
Martin's Hall on February 27th in commemoration of the French 
Revolution of 1848. In connection with that demonstration, 
Ernest Jones wrote in his paper:-

.. Is there a poor and oppressed man in England? Is there 
a robbed and ruined artisan of France? Well, then, they appertain 
to one race, one country, one creed, one past, one present, and one 
future. The same with every nation, every colour, every section 
of the toiling world. Let them unite. The oppressors of 
humanity are united, even when they make war. They are united 
on one point: that of keeping the peoples in misery and subjec
tion .... Each democracy singly !nay not be strong enough to break 
its own yoke; but together they give a moral weight, an added 
strength that nothing can resist. . . . The Alliance of peoples is 
the more vital now, because their disunion, the rekindling of, 
national antipathies, can alone save tottering royalty from its doom. 
Kings and oligarchs are playing their last card: we can prevent 
their game. No movement of modern times has therefore been 
of such importance, as that international alliance about to be pro
claimed at a great gathering in St. Martin's Hall."· 

Thus the new International was conceived chiefly as a demo
cratic alliance of the peoples against reactionary governments. 
This sounds somewhat different from the appeals subsequently 
made by the great International and even from the slogans of the 
Communist Manifesto, and of the Fraternal Democrats on the eve 
of the revolutions of 1848. This difference shows how unripe 
the situation still was, how even the advanced elements among the 
Labour leaders were still under the influence of the foreign, and 
particularly of the French, refugees, whose views did not go beyond 
the national emancipation of peoples and the establishment of 
democratic republics. . 

Nevertheless it would be unjust to confuse the leaders of the 
new movement with the republican dreamers. The great meeting 
was held on the day appointed; and Ernest Jones, who presided, 
expressed himself in a lengthy speech as follows:-

• Ibid., Feb. 17, 1855. 
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.. All men are brethren; all now begin to understand the 
meaning of these words. Yet, all men are brethren-but . some 
are Abels and some are Cains, and this is a gathering of the Abels 
of the world against the crowned and mighty Cains who murder 
them. • . • Kings and oligarchs have separated the peoples; 
Democracy unites them. . . • The Republic is peace, and the 
Empire is war .•• we are here as soldiers of that Democracy-:-the 
advance guard of the army of liberation of the world. We are 
here for three great and solemn purposes: to protest against 
alliances with tyrants, and the use of our name in those alliances; 
to help the oppressed nationalities win their freedom; to proclaim 
and promote -the sovereign rights of Labour, that uncrowned, but 
only legitimate monarch of the world. • •. Our further duty is 
to restore the oppressed nations to independence. But what 
independence? I say ;ftln7Jal lIS weN lIS !!:eternal. Independence 
from the aristocrat and usurer within, as welt as the Czar or 
Emperor without. Better DO Poland than a royalist or oligarchic 
one. • • • The oppressed and crushed nations have not bled and 
suffered for thi_to be made a catspaw of middle class Liberals. 
• • • Let none misunderstand the tenor of this meeting: We begin 
tD-night no mere crusade against an aristocracy. We are DOt here 
to pull one tyranny down, only that another may live the stronger. 
We are against the tyranny of capital as well. • • • The human race 
is divided between slaves and maSters • • . and until labour com
mands capital, instead of capital commanding labour, I care not 
what political laws you make, what republic or monarchy you 
own-tllall is a slallll.· • 

It was necessary to quote at this length in order to prevent 
too hasty conclusions. Nevertheless" the Jones's were few in 
number, Marx and Engels held aloof, and the. overwhelming 
majority consisted of muddleheads still dreaming of a renewal of 
the past in the future. 

The meeting was well attended, but it ended in a fiasco. 
Among the speakers was Alexander Hertzen, who was called upon 
to speak to the principal resolution. The resolution proteSted 
against any alliance with the U despots" and the .. usurers," 
demanded an .. alliance of the peoples based on mutual interest 
-and tending to universal brotherhood," and asked for .. a confer
ence of the representatives of all democracies" and the establish
ment of a .. permanent international committee ~sisting of repre-

·16j~., March 3> lasS. 
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sentatives of all the democracies," for the purpose of .. promoting 
the advent of the Democratic and Social Republic ... • The resolu
tion was moved by Finlen, and Hertzen was called upon to second 
it for much the same reason that led to the famous scene of 
fraternisation between Plekhanov and Katayama half a century 
later at the International Socialist Congress in Amsterdam (1904), 
It was announced by the chairman that " in order to show their 
repudiation of national hatred" (this happened during the 
Crimean War), and that their fight against the despots should 
not be confused with one against the peoples oppressed by them, 
the resolution would be seconded "by a Russian." It was cer
tainly a good idea, but unfortunately, it was badly carried out. 
The Russian proved quite equal to the task, and calmly drawing 
out of his pocket a lengthy document, written in the French 
langua~ and containing a review of Russian conditions, read it 
to the assembly. No doubt the document was written in the best 
Hertzen style--it was subsequently published in extenso in the 
People's Paper--hut there was no time left for any other speaker, 
and the big audience gradually left the hall; and the great meeting 
upon which the utmost efforts had been spent by its promoters, 
and to which congratulatory messages had been sent by Barbes, 
Victor Hugo, SaRi, and many other, fizzled out. We wonder 
whether the great Russian ever realised his imprudence. 

With regard to the International Committee itself, the effect 
of the demonstration proved beneficial, and in the months follow-

. ing, it held regular weekly business meetings. There were no 
public meetings, probably owing to the lack of funds, but possibly 
also for other reasons. We find, for instance, that Ernest Jones 
had to give up the agitation concerning Napoleon Ill's visit 
because one Qf his bourgeois patrons who stood security for the 
payment of the Stamp Duty on his newspaper deserted him, and 
.. an order was sent down to the Stamping Department by the 
Government's solicitor to stop the issue of stamps to the People's 
Paper." During that period we find only one brief notice, of a 
few lines, concerning a public meew'ig that was to be held by the 
International Committee in the new Political and Scientific Institu
tion, founded by the Chartists in Friar Street.t One month later 
the Committee issued a manifesto to the people which deserves to 
be quoted, for it shows clear evidence of French influence, and' 

• IbitJ., March 3, 1855. 
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particularly of the ideas and phraseology of the Proudhonist 
refugees. The manif~to declared:-

.. We ask an alliancc-= alliance of the people for the pur
pose of promoting progress, of purifying the ideas from error, of 
removing injustice from the laws, of cleansing the manners from 
falsehood; an alliance in order to crush despotism which, in the 
shape of monarchy, aristocracy and moneyocracy, oppresses the 
peoples and keeps the greater part of mankind in an ignoble and 
debasing state of slavery. The hour of that alliance has struck •.•• 
From all religions, from all philosophies, from all past institutions, 
thrown together and melted in the fire of the revolution, will arise 
a new synthesis, a social order of which the life of humanity has 
been up to the present time a prophecy and a preparation. • • • 
Peoples, labour is everything in the world-it is Virtue, it is 
Nobility, it is Richness, it is Love, it is Creation pursuing its murse, 
it is Truth and Beauty .••• Before labour, all your governments 
are, socially speaking, but cheating stewards, unfaithful book
keepers. • • • Yes, in an economical point of view, the revolution 
is a rectification of accounts and nothing else. • • • Men I Peoples I 
Do you feci so little life within yourselves that you fear to die, 
if you set aside the leading strings of your paternal Government? 
••• Arise, go forth I-Your strength will be revealed to you. 
Such is the word we have to sow~uch arc the principles which 
we have to propagate and by which we will lay the foundations of 
the Alliance of the peoples on the ground of the universal and 
social Republic ... • , 

Such a farrago had never been uttered by the Fraternal 
Democrats, and it affords a glaring indication of the confusion 
which then reigned in the minds of those who remained faithful 
to the cause. Later Proudhonist philosophers again tried to 
smuggle their .. synthetic" phraseology into the International, but 
were defeated, because Man: and Engels were there. ObViously, 
in the middle of the SO's, the lone efforts of Jones, who was 
familiar with the Marxian doctrine, were not enough to overcome 
them • 

• feople's Paper, Sept. 8, 18ss. 



CHAPTEll SEVEN 

TIlE INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION (1855-59) 

T HE activities of the International Committee during the 
seoond half.of ISsS are of no particular interest. The ills 
fromwhich it suffered were common to that period, namely, 

the politieal and social indifference of the m~, which had a de
pressing dIect upon the most stalwart spirits. In the beginning of 
September we hear loud complaints of Committee members not 
attending the meetings, and one resolution can be found in which 
such lazy members are advised to .. tender their resignations to 
the respective nationalities."· On September Dnd the Committee, 
jointly with the .. French Revolutionary Commune," organised a 
mass meeting in memory of the Polish insurrection (addressed, 
among others, by Dombrowski), which had rather unexpected con
sequences.t It happened that Felix Pyat had written an open 
letter to Queen Victoria against the alliance with Napoleon and 
read it at the meeting. The letter was written in fairly trenchant 
style, and although, it was promptly published in L'Homme, the 
newspaper published by Victor Hugo at Jersey, it passed quite 
unnoticed until denounced by the Times. Suddenly there arose 
a thrill of .. public indignation." Particularly incensed were the 
bourgeois politicians in Jersey. Protest meetings were held, the 
offices of L'Homme were mobbed and almost wm:kod, and finally, 
the Governor of the island ordered the deportation of three French
men identified with the paper.:!: In London, too, a Pole was 
arrested for publishing the letter in leaflet form. Yet it was 
remarkable that the writer of the letter and his two co-signatories, 
as well as Victor Hugo, the proprietor and editor of L'Homme, 
were not molested. Apparently, there were two souls struggling 
in the Government's breast, and the action of the authorities ended 
in a splendid fiasco. After Hugo himself had demonstratively 
left the inhospitable island and moved to Guernsey, the whole of 
radieal London rose indignantly against the Government's shame
ful act, and protest resolutions were carried at numerous mass 
meetings. In St. Martin's Hall, a meeting was held under the 
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presidency of Edward Mia1l, M.P., at which Ernest Jones. 
delivered an impassioned speech, and in support of which a letter 
expressing sympathy was sent by Cobden himself.· Similar 
demonstrations were held in the provinces, particularly at New
casde. The local Foreign Affairs Committee, led by Joseph 
Cowen, drew up a letter of congratulation to Victor Hugo, and 
Harney at the head of a deputation delivered it to him at 
Guernsey.t With the assistance of the International Committee,. 
a special Guernsey Exile Committee was formed for the benefit 
of the deported French exiles. This Committee organised the: 
collection of funds, and on New Years' Eve held a great inter
national soiree in honour of the political refugees. The meeting 
was addressed, among other speakers, by Erl!-est Jones and Ruge. 
A manifesto on the national question was drawn up, in which the:
right of every nation to self-determination was emphasised, and 
the principle of nationalisation of the land, money (sicJ) and 
transport was proclaimed, ending with the motto: .. Vive la 
R~publique D~ocratique et Soclale ''': As a result of all these 
demonstrations further repressions ceased, the Government's plan 
of renewing the Aliens Act (on Napoleon's request) was given up, 
and even the arrested Pole was set at liberty. It was a great 
victory for the democracy, which was, however, marred by a 
comic, yet characteristic incident. The International Committee. 
in defiance of the Government, published the above-mentioned 
letter to the Queen in the People's Paper, as wdl as in leaflet 
form, which gready enraged Kossuth. He was' convinced that the 
letter in question had been penned by .. foreign socialists" in the 
Committee, among whom .. there were probably many police
spies." He got in touch with Ledru-Rollin and Mazzini, and the:
three of them published a joint statement in which thcy protested' 
against the Committee's action and refused to have any dealings. 
with the .. Socialists." For this they were severely dealt with bY' 
the People's Pap_particularly Ledru-Rollin, who barely two
years previously had shouted himself hoarse at a Polish meeting ill' 
favour of a .. democratic and social republic."S 

The following year, 1856, may be deseribed to a certailt 
extent as a historic one. The International Committee displayed 

• P~ple's Paper. Nov. 17, 1855. 
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particular activity, and in February, jointly with the French 
Revolutionary Commune, it held a mass meeting in honour of the 
February Revolution and the League of Peoples in St. John's 
Street Institute, Tottenham Court Road. In April a delegation 
of workers from Paris arrived in London for the purpose of 
founding an Universal League of Workmen.· The announced 
",bject of the League was the social emancipation of the working 
class, which was possible only through the unity of the workers 
of all countries as against international capital. Of course, there 
were to be no politics: the goal of emancipation was to be attained 
"by means of forming producers' and consumers' societies. In the 
five principal countries of Europe there were close on 20,000,000 

workers; if each one of them would make a small contribution, a 
great amount of capital could be accumulated, which might be 
used for the establishment of bakeries, slaughterhouses, and other 
undertakings, gradually and painlessly ousting the sway of capital. 
The good news was hailed with particular joy by O'Brien, and 
immediately, with the assistance of Pyat and Tallandier, a big 
mass meeting was called which approved the draft, elected an 
executive committee, and decided to issue a manifesto to the trade 
unions. It was the old Owen story, only upon an international 
'basis, and of course it soon collapsed, not, however, without having 
a stimulating effect upon the International Committee. In May 
'it issued an interesting manifesto, addressed .. To all nations," in 
which it was declared: 

.. The device of all, in democracy, is not only Universal 
Republic, it is Universal democratic and social republic. •• • In 
<effect, the universal republic, the alliance of the peoples in peace, 
liberty and justice, depends as much on the internal constitution 
of the people, as on the mode of. their external activity. It is even 
right to say that the internal constitution determines the external 
policy •••• Monarchy, empire and aristocracy, are war. Republic, 
'liberty, equality, are alone able to say: we are peace. But 
monarchy is not only in the Government, it is in the workshop, 
in property, in the family, in religion, in the economy, the manners, 
the blood of the people. It is from everywhere that we must ruen 
it away, and everywhere, for all the people, the social problem is 
the same: to substitute labour for birth and wealth as origin and 
"Warrant of rights in society. The International Committee has 
C"ecognised from the first day of its formation that there is no 
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solution whatever-in conformity with the equality of conditions 
between peoples--to the problem of international relations, so long 
as the solution of the social problem of the equality of conditions 
between men is not found ... • 

These were the old empty phrases with which the exiles of 
1848 liked to intoxicate themselves; but in the concluding part of 
the manifesto a new note is struck, for the promoters of the new 
organisation go on to say that they thought it necessary to outline 
a definite plan for the further extension of the influence of their 
work. This plan was to consist in the extension of the existing 
International Committee, which, owing to· its small membership 
and lack of funds, was almost doomed to impotence, into an 
international IISsociation open to the people of all countries, and 
made up not of an International Committee in one European city 
only, but of international committees in the largest· possible number 
of cities. It was further explained that no details could yet be 
outlined as to the means of establishing such committees or as to 
the concentration of the funds and activities of such an Inter
national Association; but it was intended, should the plan find 
favour, to issue membership cards for the payment of dues to the 
amount of sixpence per quarter, entitling the bearer to membership 
in the International Association and to a vote at both national 
and international meetings (congresses). In this manner it was 
expected to create a powerful organisation, rich in membership 
and funds. 

The . manifesto was signed by the Secretary of the Inter
national Committee, John Nash, at No. 10, Charlotte Street. The 
organisational scheme of the International Association, outlined in 
the manifesto, down to the name of the organisation and the idea 
of the universal membership card, was in sub~ce the sclieme 
later adopted by the first International. The plan, no doubt, 
would have been realized in IB48, had the project of an inter
national workingmen's congress been carried out then; but since 
this was not the case, the date of the formulation of the 
organisational scheme of the International should be put down 
as 1856. 

As mentioned above, the plan had been suggested by 
O'Brien's attempt to form an Universal League of Workmen in 
connection with the arrival of a delegation of French workmen. 
Steps towards carrying out the plan were taken· in the month of 
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August of the same year.· The International Committee, jointly 
with the French Commune, held a mass meeting in memory of 
the French Revolution of 1792 at the Literary Institute in St. 
John's Street. A resolution was carried, proposing to the Inter
national Committee, the Revolutionary Commune, the German 
Communist Club, the Society of English Chartists, the Society of 
Polish Socialists (?), and .. to all others who, while belonging to 
no organisation, were entitled to membership in the International 
Committee," to organise an Alliance for the purpose of mutual 
support in the fight for a democratic and social republic. The 
resolution went on to say:-

.. The said societies engage themselves, in fine, to use all their 
power to induce the citizens of all countries to organise socialist 
and revolutionary national societies, to bind them together by means 
of the general association in order to make the international 
propaganda profit by the strength of the association of all the 
individuals, and the various national propaganda profit by the 
strength of the association of all the peoples, and so prepare the 
success of the future revolution--success which the past revolu
tions could not achieve for not having known and practised tbe 
law of solidarity, outside of which there is no salvation either for 
the individuals or for the peoples." 

It is not worth while to waste any words about the fine 
phraseology of· the resolution: it bears the stamp of the current 
revolutionary slang imported from France. It is more important 
to note that with this all our sources of information suddenly 
come to an end, and we are unable to find any direct data as to 
the fate of the Alliance, and even of the International Committee. 
In fact, at this point, we lose the thread of the history of the 
organised international movement in England. An explanation 
for this is to be sought not only in the decline of the Labour move
ment generally, under which all stimulus towards intellectual 
activity disappeared, but more especially in the total collapse of 
the Labour press. True, the People's Paper continued to exist 
for some time, but it was already moribund, and the few news
papers which followed contain little of interest, and soon vanished. 
Nevertheless, from a brief report in the People's Paper concerning 
the .. political soirees" organised by Jones in those days-tbey 
consisted of political discussions spiced with recitations and music 
-we learn that the International Committee was still in existence 

• Reynolds' NelVspa!'", Aug. 17. IBs6. 
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in the beginning of 1857, and jointly with the French Commune, 
celebrated the February Revolution in St. Martin's Hall? 
Speeches were made on that occasion by Schapper, Pyat, Tallandier, 
Nadaud and some others of our old friends. Two years later, in 
November 1858, in the same hall, the anniversary of the Polish 
insurrection of 1830 was celebrated under the chairmanship of 
Oborski, with the assistance of Schapper,t at which a particularly 
long speech was made by Edgar Bauer; we do not know, how
ever, whether the International Committee took part in it. 
Presumably it was still in existence; nay, it had apparently grown 
into an International AS&Ociation, of whose existence we learn 
something from the publications (mostly edited by Wilhelm 
Liebknecht) of the German Communist Club. Thus, we read 
that in the beginning of 1852 the International Association pro
posed to issue some sott of remonstrance against Mazzini, whereat 
for unknown reasons the Poles fdt offended and withdrew from 
the organisation.: They soon came back and, as it seems, took 
part in a memorial meeting to the February Revolution which was 
held on February 24th.§ We learn further about other meetings 
held by the International Association in the same year, on June 
24th, in commemoration of the sanguinary June days, 1848, on 
September 29th, in commemoration of the Polish insurrection, 
and so forth. II On September 9th, the memory of Robert Blum 
was honoured; but, apparently, the affair was organised not by the 
International Association, but by the German Communist Club. 
Nevertheless, an appeal was made at that meeting to all those 
present to join the International Association.~ In those days. 
apparently. the Germans were already playing first fiddle, $iDce in 
the reports of nearly aU the meetings we find the. names of 
Schappert Liebknecht, and Lessner mentioned, but very tardy 
those of the French. Two facts should be mentioned here: first, 
that some organisations. as for instance, O'Brien's National Re
form League. were still not affiliated to the International Associa
tion;·· and second. we accidentally learn that the latter had its 
branches in other countries, and even in America. known as 

• People', Paptr, Feb. 28. 1857. 
t tabi, .. , Ne",.,.ptr, Dec. 4, ISs8. 
t Nt"e Zei, (London). Feb. 5, 1859. 
§ JbiJ., Feb. 26, 185er 
II Dat Volk (London), July 25, ISs9 . 
• H ....... ~,. (London). Nov. 12, 1Ssg. 
•• Reynoltls' Ne",.,.ptr, April II, 1Ssg. 
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Decuri.e, which <;arried on a correspondence with the Central 
Committee in London. * Nothing further can be learned of those 
organisations, but judging by the fact that special bodies were 
subsequendy formed on various occasions-for the reception to 
Garibaldi in 1862, and for the celebration of the Polish anniversary 
in 1863-and that at the time of the formation of the International 
there existed an Universal League-one may surmise that in the 
beginning of the 60'S neither the International Committee nor the 
International Association were any longer in existence. 

This concludes our very inadequate sketch of the history 
which preceded the International. On September 26th, 1864, a 
great meeting was again held in St. Martin's Hall in connection 
with the Polish anniversary. Again there arrived French work
ing men with .. a plan for the promotion of a better understanding 
among peoples," and again an enthusiastic resolution was carried 
in favour of establishing an International Association. When 
reading of these events in the histories of the International hitherto 
written, it always sounds a wonderful and new idea. But now, in 
the light of the foregoing, we know that all these things were old 
and quite natural. There had been numerous mass meetings 
held in St. Martin's Hall before; the English working class and 
democracy had already formulated their attitude on the Polish 
question upon numerous previous occasions, and formed, in con
nection with it, international alliances; even the visits of French 
workingmen and their appeals for fraternisation were not quite 
so new. Furthermore, having regard to the fact that barely two 
years elapsed between the end of the last and the formation of the 
new International, and that the traditions of the former, pardy 
through personal associations, and pardy in other ways, were still 
very much a1ive-even the organisational form of the new Inter
national appears to be a simple reproduction of that of the old one. 
Indeed, in the eyes of its original founders the new International 
might even have appeared a simple continuation of the old one. 
And since the latter, through the medium of the International 
Committee, was a simple continuation of the Fraternal Democrats 
who from the beginning had thought of an international party 
embracing all countries, it appears that from 1845 down to 1864 
there had been a continuous chain of ideas and efforts working all 
the time in one direction and finally resulting in the foundation 
of the historic International. If one were to indulge in specula-

• Das Yolk, June II, 1859. 
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tion (for the rest, i.nadmissible in historic research) as to .. what 
might have been if " etc., one would have to admit that even the 
new International would not have fared any better than its pre
decessors, had not the movement been joined by Marx who, fully 
alive to the new eircumstances--the proletariat was everywhere 
recovering from its defeats and beginning to move forward-gave 
a new content to the old ideas, whilst retaining the previous forms 
of organisation. As a result, the International not only rc;mained 
alive, but displayed an activity by which it alone acquired historical 
importance. This was the work of our great master, and this 
constitutes his immortal service to the international proletarian 
cause. But historical science, if it wishes to remain scientific, 
must in this case, as in all other cases, point out the fact that even 
great men do not work in a vacuum, that their activity as the 
Demiurge of history owes its effect precisely to the fact that they 
continue the work already begun, and erect their edifice upon the 
foundations already laid by preceding history. As in the whole 
of their theoretical and practical activity, Marx, and partly also 
Engels, in forming and leading the International, were the 
successors upon a higher plane to the work of others who, though 
not in possession of such ereative powers, must be remembered by 
us as the forerunners of our great masters in this domain, and 
honoured as such: George Julian Harney and his Society of 
Fraternal Democrats, and Ernest Jones and his International 
Committee. 



PABT TWO 

THE PERIOD OF TRADE UNIONISM 

CHAPTEB ONE 

THE IDEOLOGY OF OPPORTUNI~M 

I N the summer of 1924 there died not far from London one 
of the oldest leaders of the British working class, forgotten 
by his contemporaries, but once famous in England and 

abroad. We speak of Robert Applegarth, at one time a member 
of the General Council of the First International, for many years 
the leader of one of the foremost trade unions in England. and 
for a quarter of a century one of the most prominent men in the 
post-Chartist trade union movement in general. He is described 
by Mr. and Mrs. Sidney Webb. in their History of TrflJ~ 
U fJio";sm, as .. an ideal representative of the English Labom, 
movement in the political world," while Mr. Humphrey, the: 
author of a Hiswry of LAbour RepresmlflliofJ, wrote enthusiastic
ally in praise of him as a modd Labolll' leader deserving study 
and admiration even t<HIay. By using this typical English 
Labour leader of the second half of the nineteenth century as an 
example, we may conveniendy and profitably study the mental out
look of the Labour movement in England in the period which 
followed the breakdown of Chartism. 

Applegarth was born in 1833, and at the time of his first 
appearance on the Labour stagc-he was then only about twenty 
years of age-Chartism had already ceased to exist. He lived and 
acted when disappointment and passivity were prevalent among the 
working class: not only militant and revolutionary methods, but 
politics in general, had been abjured, and co-operation, emigration 
and trade unionism were in great vogue. 10 his autobiography, 
Thomas Cooper, once a prominent Chartist leader; then a deserter 
to the camp of the bourgeois reformers, recalling the days of 
his youth, ruefully wrote: .. 10 our old Chartist time, it is true, 
Lancashire workmen were in rags by thousands; and many of 
them often lacked food. But their intelligence was demonstrated 
wherever you went. You would see them in groups, discussing 
the great doctrine of political justice-that every grown up, sane 
man ought to have a'vote in the dection of the men who were to 

N 
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make the laws by which he was to be governed; or they were 
in earnest dispute respecting the teachings of Socialism. Now, 
you will see no groups in Lancashire. But you will hear well
dressed working men talk, with their hands in their pockets, of 
co-ops, and their shares in them, or in building societies ... • This was 
written by Cooper in 1872, but his words can also be applied to the 
50's, although the workers were not :;IS yet well dressed. Similar 
testimony to the change in the average type of English working 
man is borne by the Edinburgh Ref/iew which, recalling at the end 
of the 50's the stormy Chartist days, wrote: .. Since then, time 
has solved all these problems-the discovery of the gold-fields in 
California and Australia, the absorption caused by the Crimean 
war, and, latterly, the enormous increase of our commerce and 
manufactures, resulting from our successful commercial policy, 
have changed the whole complexion of our labouring classes. 
Penury has given way to plenty; idleness to employment; dis
affection to content. • • • The good which they (the workmen) 
expected to result from the six points of me Charter has descended 
upon them from an unexpected quarter. Although the feding 
among them in regard to their admission to the franchise it 
genuine and strong, it is altogether different, not in degree only 
but' in kind, from that which auimated the Chartists in 1848 ... t 
No doubt the worthy journal, in speaking of the material benefits 
which .. descended .. upon the working class in the 50'S, indulged 
in some exaggeration. It is true that the capitalist class was 
amassing wealth as never before,t and some crumbs did fall to 
the working class. The workers, however, were far from living 
in a state of plenty, and the crumbs were not thrown to them 
without severe fighting, as is evidenced by the numerous pro
tracted strikes and lock-outs which rook place in those days. Still, 
the condition of the working class had undergone a change and 
its psychology was, indeed, different. Lord John Russell himself 
could not help admiring the changed mentality of the working 
class and even considered it worthy of the vote which he had so 
long and persistendy withheld. .. To my mind," he declared in 

• The Life 0/ Thomas Cooper. p. 393. 
t Edinburgh Review. vol. cxxxiii., p. 283 (quoted by Joseph H. 

Park, in The English Reform Bill of 1867. '920). 
~ The Times io its annual review 00 Dec. 31, 18590 wrote>: "It 

may be doubted whether greater accumulations of wealth have ever 
takeo place in a riod of ten yean in any age or country." (Quou:d 
by Park, op. eil. 
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the House of Commons in 1854,* .. the sentiments, moderation 
and common sense, manifested by our people in IB48, have shown 
that considerable elements of the population, still deprived of the 
suffrage, have grown quite ripe for it, and by being given parlia
mentary representation, would benefit our State and social system." 
In a word, it was a time when even the capitalist elass gready 
admired the workers who had at last become .. practical " and had 
turned their backs upon revolutionary gods and shibboleths. 
Such was the time of Robert Applegarth's activity and leadership 
among the working masses. 

It should be observed that he by no means belonged to the 
worst type of leaders of that period. Compared with the 
generation of leaders whic\l sprang up some twenty or thirty years 
later-real flunkeys. of capitalism-Applegarth was almost an 
idealist. Among his associates and contemporaries he was dis
tinguished by a broader oudook, as may be seen from the fact of 
his having joined the International and served. upon its General. 
Council. Among other things he was not an advocate of .. pure 
trade unionism "j on the contrary, he persistendy advised the 
workers to give their attention to politics. For instance, in 1862, 
when the Manhood Suffrage Association was formed, Applegarth 
joined it and wrote its first manifesto, in which he said to "the 
workers: .. Hitherto our efforts have been directed to the removal 
of one evil only, forgetting, or only partially remembering, that all 
the evils under which we suffer have a common origin--namely, 
an excess of political power in the hands of those holding a higher 
social position •••• We must not forget that we are citizens, and, 
as such, should have citizens' rights. Recollect also that by 
obtaining these rights we shall be able more o;ffectually to secure 
our legitimate demands as unionists. Our object is to create an 
organisation for the purpose of obtaining our rights as citizens; 
or, in other words, our just share of political power." 

Four years laier, in one of his circulars to the members of his 
own union, he wrote: .. We have wondered in the past, when 
hearing of Trade Societies cry out • No politics,' if they really 
unders~ what they said, and often grieved to see the gross 
injustice to which they have been frequendy subjected while they 
themselves have been parties U! their own suffering by neglecting 
to use the means at their cOmmand towards removing the cause 
of it. • • • What is more natural than that trade unions should 

• QUOIN by Park, IbUl., P. 311]. 
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protect their members from bad laws as well as protect their 
wages?" 

Applegarth was by no means opposed to politics, and 
denounced those who wanted to keep politics out of the trade 
unions. But this is the interesting point. When the Chartists were 
fighting for the suffrage, their leaders always declared: .. By 
means of the suffrage we shall win political power, and by means 
of political power we shall rebuild society." As to how they 
would rebuild society, the Chartists, as we know, held very vague 

'and conflicting views. But -Applegarth was not concerned with 
the reconstruction of society. Nor did he aim at winning aU 
political power. He only noticed that other classes had an 
.. excess" of power; and as to the practical benefits to be derived 
from the suffrage, they amounted, in his opinion, to the satisfaction 
of the .. legitimate demands" of the trade unions, which in those 
times were legal recognition of the unions, the right to picket, 
and a few other reforms. Such were the political claims of even 
those Labour leaders who were urging the workers to take part in 
the political struggle I This is not all. In the same circular, he; 
a member of the General Council of the International, went on 
to say: .. Let us then unite with dignified firmness and rest not 
until our unions have that protection to which they are entided, 
and I trust that with such protection and a few more years' 
experience, we shall have established a new era in the history 
of labour, have gained the full confidence of our employers, 
adopted arbitration as the first resort in our differences, and freed 
our unions from the expenSe and anxiety of strikes as far as it 
is possible to do so, and we might then-' material' as we are-
turn our attention to the establishment of a system that would 
embrace education for the young, employment for our surplus 
labour, the erection of meeting houses apart from public houses, 
as well as homes for our aged members." 

This is a totally new objective: gaining the confidence of 
employers instead of fighting them, abolishing strikes and resort
ing to arbitration, as the logical outcome of the policy of gaining 
the confidence of the masters instead of fighting them, and 
ultimately, the transformation of the trade unions into peaceful 
organisations of the Friendly Soci~ty type which foster the spirit 
of .. self-reliance .. among the working class and at the same time 
save bourgeois ~ty and the State a good deal of anxiety and 
expense. This was ,the social programme of the Labour leaders 
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who dreamed of opening a .. new era in the history of labour." 
It :was, indeed, a new era, not in the revolutionary sense, but rather 
in the sense of an active adaptation to capitalist society. 

What were to be the means towards the consummation of 
this sublime ideal? Of course, the most .. moral " ones I The 
rules of the Manhood Suffrage Association contained a speCial 
clause that" moral agitation alone be employed, such as meetings, 
petitions, circulars, addresses, deputations, and requesting ·to be 
heard at the bar of the House of Commons"; 'while in the 
manifesto drawn up by Applegarth we read: "Let us work, work, 
work-unitedly, consistently, and persistently; and our voice will 
be heard within the walls of Parliament. The friends of progress 
there will support our demands, and Sovereign and people. will, 
at no distant date, celebrate our victory." Five years later, in 
1867, the .. Sovereign and people" did celebrate the victory of 
bestowing the franchise upon the working class in the towns, a 
victory in which the .. friends of progress" both within and 
without the walls of Parliament played a prominent part. This 
triumph of .. moral force" had been preceded by the affiliation of 
the trade unions to the International and. by riots in London, 
whereupon the .. Sovereign and the friends of progress .. decided 
that it was best to hearken to the voice of the workers before it 
turned into a revolutionary roar. 

In the same year (1867) the first practical illustration was given 
of that gospel of social peace to which Applegarth devoted himself. 
The Tory Government, having passed the Reform Bill, hastened 
(as is usually done in England in such circumstances) to call for 
new elections, hoping to continue its stay in office by the aid of 
the grateful new constituents. The workers of Sheffield also 
decided to take part in the elections and put up a candidate of 
their own. It must be borne in mind that the workers of Sheffield 
were at that moment the object of furious attacks on the part of 
.. public opinion," i.e.. the capitalists and their press. The 
workers at one workshop had killed one of their mates for refusing 
to join the union, and this was eonstrued as proof of the 
crimil\aIity and social harmfulness of labour associations and of 
trade unions in particular. As the English workers were at that 
time agitating against a legal decision which denied legal protee
tion to trade union funds, the terrorist act at Sheffield furnished 
capitalist public opinion with a convenient pretl!xt not only to upltold 
the decisions of the courts but also to insist upon the mmirud • 
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responsibility of trade unions for offences committed by their 
officials. The agitation-which ended in the appointment of 
a Royal Commission and in the satisfaction of the - workers' 
demands-was at that time in full swing, and in the midst of 
it the Sheffield workers decided to put up a parliamentary 
candidate. Whom did they choose? Acting upon Apple
garth's advice they chose a Mr. Munde1la. Mr. Munde1la was a 
wealthy Nottingham manufacturer, hailing from the centre of 
the lace and hosiery industry where the workers had once 
destroyed machinery during the Luddite movement. Since then 
the relations between the local manufacturers and the workers had 
become more .. normal "; the workers had gradually forgotten 
the time when they were independent hand loom weavers work
ing in their homes, while the manufacturers had become more 
-enlightened exploiters. Munde1la himself was one of the first 
man,!Jfacturers in England to introduce arbitration for the settle
ment of disputes with his workpeople. It was a big step forward, 
in that it implied the recognition of the workers' unions and of 
collective bargaining. The employers had also graciously 
admitted the workers to be worthy of sitting with them at round 
table conferences. Mundella was therefore considered a man of 
progress and a friend to the workers not only in England, but also 
abroad. He had been described in the foreign press as a pioneer 
in the domain of social PeaCe, and the Count of Paris-the 
Orleans pretender-accorded him a place of honour in his book 
on English trade unionism, the first serious work on this subject. 

This manufacturer was adopted as candidate by the workers 
of Sheffield- who had just obtained the suffrage and were for the 
first time making use of this political weapon-the same for which 
the workers of the preceding generation had fought with such 
heroism and self-sacrifice under the banner of Chartism. Apple
garth wrote in the local press: .. We have had some dismal fore
bodings as to the method in which ·the working classes would use 
their newly-acquired power; especially has it been imputed to trade 
unionists that they would launch their votes in one compact mass 
against the institutions and the property of the country. Well, 
here we have the first example of the working class using that 

• Mundella, when a member of the Liberal Cabinet in the 9"'s, 
established at the Board of Trade a Department of Labour, which at 
once became an important centre for research work and for the settle
ment of industrial disputes. This department was later reorganised 
as the Ministry of Labour. 
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increased power, in Sheffield above all other places. The Sheffield 
workers have selected as a candidate for Parliament one in whom 
they have full confidence, and one in whom they believe they have 
a faithful representative of their interests. And who -is the 
candidate they have selected? Is he a • firebrand' from among 
their own ranks; a blind advocate of their interests regardless of 
the mterests of others? No; he is an employer of labour who, 
6y extraordinary energy, ability and an honourable life, has won 
the position he now occupies and is equally respected by his fellow 
manufacturers as he is by his workpeople •..• And why? Because 
while employers and men have elsewhere been engaged in conflict 
he has, for the last eight years, battled successfully with the 
prejudices of both employers and employed in his own district, 
and has substituted for an almost chronic state of social warfare 
a system of even-handed justice, a business-like for a barbarous 
method of adjusting questions affecting the vital interests of the 
nation." 

Reading this pzan to the glory of social peace and in praise 
of the rejection of a revolutionary struggle for a new society, it 
is hard to believe that scarcely two decades had passed since the 
English proletariat had fought for the overthrow of the .. cannibal 
system .. (a favourite expression of Bronterre O'Brien), marching 
in solid masses behind their leaders who, in fiery speeches, agitated 
for a relentless struggle against the capitalists. And this was the 
first time the workers were making use of the vote, in a city where 
they had suffered from the victimisation and terrorism of the 
master class as nowhere else I Clearly, the working elass already 
stood firmly on the platform of bourgeois society, its only dream 
being to merit the confidence of that society, to refrain from all 
irritating action and to convince it that the workers should not be 
pushed on to the path of militancy. These words of Applegarth 
represent a programme which really opened a new era in history. 
The English worker was at that time still at the head of the 

-international Labour movement, and as his revolutionary struggle 
in the past had mapped out the course to be followed by the 
Labour movement of other oountries, so did his present policy of 
compromise with bourgeois society open up a new road. The 
workers in other oountries in their turn followed the same OOurlC. 

Class harmony now became a fetish, and Applegarth was one of 
its most fervent worshippers, although as we have pointed out he was 
by no means one of the most reactionary leaders of the time. In 1868. 
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under the chairmanship of Gladstone, a mccting was held of the 
Social Science Association (a well-known body of Liberal reformers 
engaged in studying problems likely to bring the working class 
into the net of bourgeois ideas) which was to be addressed by Sir 
James Kay Shuttleworth, a pillar of Liberalism, on the question 
of the relations between masters and workmen_ A resolution was 
moved by the speaker to the effect: "That strikes and lock-out9, 
now of frequent occurrence, the interference with private judg
ment by harassing regulations regarding piecework, overwork, and 
so forth, and the intimidation '10 often employed in enforcing such 
regulations and maintaining strikes, although they may result in 
temporary victory on either side, and in the long run to lower 
both wages and profit, show a great and lamentable ignorance of 
the natural laws which regulate wages and demonstrate the im
portance of at once taking measures to remove the ignorance." 
By "natural" laws of wages, of course, was meant the notorious 
doctrine of supply and demand and the theory of the Wage Fund, 
which was already being rejected by some of the more serious 
representatives of bourgeois political economy, like John Stuart 
Mill, but which was still served up to the workers by the apologists 
of the manufacturing class. Applegarth, himself a member of 
the Association, attended that meeting in the company of Ludlow, 
another luminary of that dark period, artd introduced an amend
ment to the effect that strikes and lock-outs betrayed .. a great 
and lamentable ignorance of the interests which employers and 
employed have in common, and the duty which should bring 
together all classes of society." By taking the sting out of the 
resolution, this amendment emphasised the most important problem 
which confronted the new Labour leaders, a problem aggravated 
by such "stinging" ,resolutions as the one submitted by Shutde
~orth. It was fully realised by !he Association that Applegarth 
and Ludlow were right, that their amendment would be more 
beneficial to the capitalist class than the provocative resolution, and 
the author of the latter therefore withdrew it on the ground that 
"it was not worth while debating verbal differences." Indccd, it 
was not worth while debating the point as the amendment was a 
much better bait for catching the simple-minded worker. 

Many illustrations could be given to indicate the mentality 
of this member of the General Council of the International who, 
together with his friends like Odgers and Howell, caused so much 
annoyance to Marx. But enough has been said to show the great 
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gulf which separated the new leader of the English workers from 
the old Chartists and to appraise his political thinking at its true
worth., We shall only refer to the reasons which prompted him 
to resign the general secretaryship of his union in 1871. The
Webbs, in their History of Trade Unionism, modestly explain 
his resignation as having been due to "various personal disputes 
in the Society ... • Humphrey is more explicit about these
.. disputes." In 1871 a Royal Commission was appointed. to 
enquire into the problem of venereal diseases, and the work
ing class was .. honoured" by the inclusion of Applegarth> 
among its members. The Excc.utive Committee of his union
the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and Joiners-was 
indignant. In 1867, when a Royal Commission on Trade
Unionism had been appointed in connection with the events at 
Sheffield, the Government could not be prevailed upon to include
a representative of the workers upon it for fear of arousing the
resentment of the capitalists. In 1871, however, a Labour leader 
with no special competence on the subject was invited to serve on' 
a commission dealing with a question with which the workers 
had no direct concern. The Executive of Applegarth's union' 
adopted a strongly worded resolution: "We shall not allow our 
society to be tickled by the mere sentiment which has been im
ported into this question,' such as • the honour reflected on our 
society by the General Secretary having been selected as a member 
of a Royal Commission.' We have yet to learn that any honour 
can be reflected on our body by an enquiry into such a loathsome
subject, or that members of our society are specially affected on 
the question, or possess any special knowledge of the matter .... 
The Executive Committee demanded that Applegarth should" 
decline such an insulting appointment.' Applegarth, however, 
preferred to resign his position in the union, stating in justification 
of his conduct, that before accepting the appointment he "had' 
consulted some workers whose opinions he valued, and had also 
taken the advice of many persons, non-workers, known through
out the land as sincere well-wishers for the working class, whose' 
personal friendship was one 'of his most valuable acquisitions.'" 
The advice of .. friends" was apparently more important to

Applegarth than the wishes of his colleagues on the Committee, 
with whom he had worked for a great number of years. This. 

• Sidney and Bcsmce Webb, If History of T,.tle UniOflimt .. 
P·237· 
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fact alone is sufficiently characteIistic of him as a Labour leader. 
Equally characteristic is his great friendship with boUIgeois well
wisheIs, which he prized above the interests of his own organisa
tion and class. It was a friendship with such people as Mundella, 
and social reformeIs, radicals and Christian Socialists, like Professor 
Beesly, Frederick Harrison, Lloyd Jones and Thorold Rogers, who 
acted as links between the laboUI world and boUIgeois society, and 
permeated the minds of the trade union leadeIs with their 
ideology. It was· this connection which proved the undoing of 
these weak-kneed and vanity-stricken successors of the great 
Chartists: it ended with the political demoralisation of the leadeIs 
of the English working class, a state of affairs which acted as a 
powerful solvent in the English working class. When--to quote 
a few instances from recent history-the death of the miners' 
leadeI, Benjamin Pickard, revealed the fact that for a number of 
years he had heen receiving a salary from Liberal Party funds; 
when, on the retirement of an even greateI Paladin of English 
(fade unionism, RobeIt Knight, the leadeI of the model BoileI
makers' Union, which had known no strikes for decades, renowned 
for his incessant denunciation of " politics," it was revealed that he 
had heen a shareholdeI in the shipbuilding and dock companies 
against which his union had to fight; when, forced to resign afteI 
numerous unsuccessful strikes, Richard Bell, geneIal secretary of 
the Railwaymen's Union and predecessor to the Rt. Hon. J. H. 
Thomas, who is still at his job, was immediately given a berth at 
the Board of Trade; when Mr. David Shackleton, after many 
years as a Lib-Lab. leader, during which time he occupied the 
same position in the counsels of the Parliamentary LaboUI Party 
and of the Party Executive itself as that now filled by Mr. Arthur 

,HendeIson, suddenly resigned and accepted a knighthood and a 
GoveInment post at the Board of Trade at a good salary-when 

. we read and recall all these and numeIOUS sinIilar.cases,· we know 
,that they were not accidental, but WeIe the logical and natUIal 
outcome of that policy of opportunism, of conciliation with capitalist 

I 
society through the medium of the middle class "friends" which 
Applegarth had helped to found. 

, Applegarth him~lf, having begun by supporting a Liberal 

, • The list might be supplemented by the case of Mr. MacDonald, 
! who, while Labour Prime Minister of England, accepted a gift of 
'1.30,000 from a wealthy manufacturer, who afterwards received a 
baronetcy. 

i 
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reformer in the elections of 1867, gradually slipped down the steep 
incline to the verge of rank treachery. His biographer tells us 
the following story. In the ']O's there was a big agitation over 
the Criminal negligence with which shipping companies were 
overloading their freightships. Frequendy the ships were &0 old 
as to be practically foredoomed to shipwreck in the /irst stormj 
just as frequendy the ships were loaded above the waterm~kj no 
lifebuoys were carried, and there was hardly any inspection. 
Indignation ran high over the frequeney of .. accidents" at· sea, 
particularly among seamen. Plimsoll, who persistendy brought 
up this question on the lloor of the House of Commons, in one 
of his famous Parliamentary speeches in 1875, called attention 
to the rotten ships used by a firm with which a Mr. Norwood, 
M.P. for Hull, was connected. Norwood fdt offended, and 
decided to sue Plimsoll for criminal libel. But Mr. Norwood 
was a member of the Liberal Party, and since the Liberals were at 
that time in opposition and posed as paragons of virtue, it did not 
suit the Liberal leaders-notably our old friend Mundella-to 
allow such a scandal in the noble Liberal family. The worst of 
it was that Mr. Norwood intended to subpEna Munddla as a 
witness, while Mr. Mundolla who, apparendy, knew a thing or 
two about Norwood's firm, was anxious to avoid giving evidence, 
as Norwood was a generous subscriber to the Liberal Party funds. 
Without more ado, Mundella sent his friend Applegarth to talk 
matten over with Norwood. The reason for this choice of the 
former secretary of the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and 
Joiners as mediator was that Applegarth, had supported Norwood 
in his dection campaign. At /irst Norwood would not be per
suaded. Applegarth then informed him that he had in his p0sses
sion convincing proof of the fact that Norwood's firm was, indeed, 
carrying on shipping in "lIoating coffins," as they were then 
called, on a large scale, that only recendy one of those ships, the 
wooden sides of which had been painted to resemble steel, but 
were in reality rotten, had gone down with all her crew, and that, 
therefore, if the case came to court, Applegarth would be com
pelled to give evidence against him. This threat proved effective, 
the c~ was stopped, the reputation of the Liberal Party saved, 
and Applegarth's biograpber was put in Ii position to record the 
remarkable diplomatic talent of his hero. 

Needless to say, \!his intimate incident in the political life 
of Applegarth does not appeal to us in the way intended by the 
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enthusiastic biographer. A Labour leader, although no longer 
on active service, gives his support to a capitalist to -get him 
elected to Parliament, knowing full well that the latter sends 
many of his fellow workers to sure death for the sake of gain, 
and when this fact becomes known, does not confirm the fact, 
but conceals it from the public and from the working class, taking 
advantage of his knowledge only to save the prestige of .•. the 
Liberal Party I It is qu;te obvious that if there had been no 
danger to the I:.iberal Party, Applegarth would have continued to 
suppress the facts known to him, and Plimsoll, the noble defender 
of the life and health of the seamen, might have gone to prison 
for all he was concerned. To a Labour leader the interests of 
the Liberal Party and the friendship of members of the middle 
class were more important than the life of the seamen and the 
interests of the working class as a whole. Such was the eventual 
outcome of the passion for compromise which originated in the 
innocent wish to substitute .. business" methods for the 
.. barbarous method" _of settling disputes with the employers! 
No wonder the bourgeoisie loved him, as it subsequently loved 
the Pickard., the Knights, the Bells, and the Shackleton.. In 
1871, when he stood as candidate in the first elections to the newly
constituted London School Board, he was not only supported by 
John Stuart Mill, Huxley, Thorold Rogers and Jevon., but his Con
servative opponent actually withdrew in hi. favour and subscribed 
£20 to his election fund as a token of his esteem. This generous 
opponent was none other than the secretary of the London Master 
Builders' Association-that is, of the very capitalist group which 
Applegarth, while secretary of his union, and hi. union itself, had 
had to fight for many years I It stands to reason that such tokens of 
esteem are shown by capitalists only to select leaders of the working 
class, with whom it i. a pleasant and profitable business to deal. 

It remains to be added that Applegarth, on resigning his 
post, started a business for himself, established the first electricity 
company in London, put up the first .e1ectric light standard in 
London, and eventually retired with a small competence supple
mented by an annuity subscribed by his friends. 

In giving this character sketch of Robert Applegarth, we 
have, as the reader may have noticed, described the new school of 
English Labour leaders who appeared upon the stage in the second 
half of the nineteenth century, and divlrted the Labour move
ment from revolutionary to opportunist, from proletarian to' 
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middle class, from political to trade union lines. The operation 
was carried out with such ease and completeness that the later 
history of the English LaboUl movement -reads, not as a CXln

tinuation of the old, but rather as an entiIely new history having 
nothing in common with the preceding one. There were new 
leaders, new methods, new interests, and new aims, and the traces 
of the old vanished so quickly that its very memory was all but 
oblilerated in the next generation, and the few survivors, like 
O'Brien, Harney and Ernest JonC!l seemed living anachronisms, 
almost curiosities. Men of great talent, great temperament, of great 
and profound erudition, who but a few years previously had sbaken 
the very foundations of capitalist society and had been £ollowed by 
hundreds of thousands of factory workers, were now lonely 
figures moving in obscUlity, misunderstood by the majority, 
understood only by small groups of ·the selected few, while their 
place was taken by new men who did not possess II fraction of their 
intellect, talent and character, and who attracted similar hundreds 
of thousands of workers by the shallow gospel of "look after the 
pennies" and the need of coming to an agreement with the em
ployers on this subject, even at the price of class independence. The 
break between the two periods seemed to be complete; neverth~ 
less the thoughtful historian will discover the connection between 
them. After all, the tendencies which prevailed in the second 
half of the nineteenth centUIy were not quite so new as they 
appeared to be: they had existed before, struggling hopelessly 
against other* tendencies- favoUIed by circumstances of the time. 
We are told by the Webbs, t who had access to the archives 
of the trade unions, that as far back as 1'45, the StclD~ 
masons' Central Committee repeatedly cautioned their· memben 
.. against the dangerous practice of striking," advising them to 
avoid it as they would" ferocious animals." FoUl years later the 
Liverpool Lodge of .the same union made the bland proposition 
.. that our society no longer recognise strikes, either as a means to 
be adopted £Or improving our conditions, or as a scheme to be 
resorted to in resisting infringements." Even in 1835. we read 
that the London compositors denounced all .. violent" methods of 
fighting the employers, recommending to use only the 
.. irresistible weapon of truth and common sense," just as Appl~ 
garth did a generation later, when he declared before the Royal 

• See Chap. VIU., .." 0"" ... The Break-up of Chartism." 
t Hinory 0/ T..u UrUoairtto. 1930 EeL. pp. 198-9-
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Commission on Trade Unions: "I set out from the first day 
that I took office with the determination that I would not have 
anything to do with the violation of the law, and that if there 
were any violation of the law in connection with our society I 
would down it. "* Obviously the servile mentality of the Labour 
leaders' of the second half of the nineteenth century had its roots 
in the preceding period, but it could not get hold of ,the minds of 
the workers until such time as the collapse of Chartism had 
created a vacant place for it. 

We have seen in the preceding chapters how this came to 
pass. The breakdown of political revolutionary movements 
invariably leaves behind it a sense of profound disappointment 
with the previous methods of action and previous forms of 
organisation, and throws the masses back to petty humdrum work. 
This is what happened in England after the defeat of Chartism 
which had embodied the highest revolutionary ideals of that time. 
Not only did the workers turn to .. practical " problems, but the 
very rejection of the higher aims was extolled as the sublimest 
wisdom. All the Lovetts, Holyoakes, Coopers and others, who 
even before had not felt themselves quite at home in the revolu
tionary movement, now became the advocates of small deeds and 
humble virtues, and thclT voices met with a lively response among 
the wide masses of the proletariat, tired and weary, bleeding from 
a thousand wounds. This, we say, is the usual corollary of post
tevolutionary periods: between the defeat and the rallying of 
new forces for the resumption of the struggle there lies a period 
of moral and even physical depression. But in England this 
period was protracted for a whole half-century, and the reason for 
this must be sought in the circumstances described in our previous 
chapters. As against the position of the working class of other 
countries in similar circumstan~, the English proletariat did not 
find itself isolated, but became the centre of the attention of bourgeois 
cdormers who quite correcdy realised thcir mission: when the 
workers grew disappointed with the revolutionary struggle, these 
reformers showered their "love" on them, built a moral bridge 
between them and the capitalist class, enabled them to reorganise 
upon a new platform, compelled the capitalist class to yield a lime to 
the workers' demands in regard to wages, working hours and work
ing conditions in general, and since that period happened to coincide 
with a spell of great industrial prosperity, from which some crumbs 

• Humphrey, op. &it., p. 138. 
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would in any case have accrued to the workers, the ideas preached 
by the .pormers struck deep roots among the masses and became an 
integral pan of the mental oudook of the English proletariat. 

The distinguishing feature of this mental oudook was acceptance 
of capitalist society, which acceptance found its expression in the re
jection of political action, and in the recognition of the teachings of 
wlgar political economy of the harmony of interests as between the 
employing and the working class. Out of this ideology arose the 
classical trade unionism, that specifically British form of "economism" 
with which we have been familiar for the last three generations. It 
is non-political, not because it considers political action an ineffective 
means towards the social revolution, as was the case with Owen. 
but because it repudiates the very idea of social revolution. con
centrating its whole attention on partial ameliorations of the con
dition of the workers, or rather, of its own members. It is 
significant that as recendy as 1894 the historians of trade unionism. 
Sidney and Beatrice Webb, defined" Trade Union" as .. a con
tinuous association of wage-earners for the purpose of maintaining 
or improving the conditions of their employment."· In other 
words, even as late as the 90's of the last eentury the aims of the 
trade unions were understood by historians intimately acquainted 
with them, as not proceeding beyond the limits of capitalist society. 
as being confined to partial improvements within the framcw,!rk 
of the capitalist system. t No other ideals were held by the 

• Sidney and Beatrice Webb, op. riI. (1920.) 
t It i. characteristic, that in the 1920 edition of their book the 

Webbs thought it necessary substantially to alter their definition of 
a trade union. Instead of .. the c:onditions of their employment ,. 
they introduce the rather awkward term, .. the c:onditions of their 
working life," expJaining that the old lam had been .. objected to as 
implying that Trade Unions have always c:onlmlplated a perpelUal 
c:ontinuance of the capitalist or wage system. No sUch implic&tion was 
intended," they decWe. Trade unions have, at various dates during 
the past century, at any rate, frequendy had aspirations toward ... a 
revolutionary change in socia1 and economic relations." As though ~: 
authors theinse\yes had not c:onsidered in 1894 those aspirations as 
travesties, deviations from the normal and, so to speak, immanent 
aims of the trade union movemeot I The new lam .. c:onditions of 
their working life .. devised by them was intended to rectify this .. mis
taken "'idea of the nature of Trade Unionism, without lDIparting to 
it any revolutionary tendencies, without breaking at the very outset the 
c:ontinuity between the definitions propounded by them in III9-t 
and 19200 At the dose of the book, in the IIlPplemeritary chapter writ
ten f« the 1920 editioo, our authors becoaie more outspoken wheD 
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English workers in the post-Cbartist paiod, and this made it 
possible foe such men as Appkgartb. Odgers, Allan, and otgen ID 

bcmme kadc:rs, men who entirely assimilated the mental outlook 
.of the bourgmis rdonners, and eventually degenerated inlD simple 
1Urdings of capital. like die heroes enumerated above. 

However, one must DOt suppose that this process of adapta
tion ID bourgeois ~ ran alrogether smoothly. An essential 
<ondition foe successful adaptation was a certain minimum of 
<oncessions and decent treatment of the workers on the pan of 
-the capitalist class, but, in reality, one group of employers or 
another would at times take up such a reactionary attitude that a 
.... nIlict h<cune inevitable, and at arute moments all the line 
-theories about harmony of inte=ts would vanish overboard. This 
bappencd in the 60's, which were marked by a vast number of 
provocative 1ock~1S and by victimisatiolL of every kind. It was 
~uring those years, too, that the more reactionary of the capitalist 
dass, cnc:oumgcd by the situation brought about by the terrorist 
act at Sheffield, suddenly made the discovery of an ambiguity 
-in the law on trade unions and with the help of the law courts 
attacked the right of combination itself. The answer ID this was an 
1Inexpc"C'"Cd revival of the political movement among the workers, 
which, while oonfining itself ID putting up .. independent .. 
Labour candidates in parliatnentary elections on a trade unionist 
.and hourgmis-refonnis platform, nevertheless augured ill if the case 
·which aroused the excitement were allowed ID drag on and become 
Ibey deeIare (p. 717): "The object and purpose of the w..-ken, organ
Ucd vocatiooaI1y in trade onioDs and professioDal associati ...... and 
politically in the Labour Party, is no mere in=ase in wages ..- reduc
tion of hours. It aJlDprists noIhing It:ss !han a m:oostruction of 
~, by the elimination of the capitalist profi.t-maker from. the 
Nation's industri<S. .. And in their work .If C~ for tAe SoeitdlSl 
c_,......-w. of Great Bnuu. (192") !bey go even farther, ddining 
Trade Uniooism as " the organ of "",oIt against the capitalist system .. 

{po 274). How far the Wcbbs bad moved in their learned terminology 
from the views of 111941 This progress. no doubt, rdIectcd the revo
lutionary tendmcy in favour of "direct action" which ..,.. mani
fcsu:d by the trade onioDs in 1919"20, and by the gmeally revolutionary 
atmospbae of the period which followed the October revolution in 
Russia and the wide sympathies f« it em the part of the masses ~f 
the EagIish workers who, in the summer of 1920, stopped by their 
inrervention the preparations of the British Government f« a new 
military attack em Soviet Russia. What most be thought of "scica
ti6c • hisIorians who chang<: their dc:6nitions under the IIRS1I of the 
-.mcnt? 
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acute. The more intelligent among English public men and poli
tician .. remembering the past and realising the importance of trade 
unions' as safety valves, intervened in time and succeeded with the 
help of the enlightened section of the Gilpitalist class in removing 
the danger by legislation. The working class returned to its 
"economist" position and continued to identify itself with capitalist 
society. The literature of that period abounds in instances of this 
opportunist mentality, in which the workers themselves proclaim 
their devotion to bourgeois ideology and even defend it against 
the bourgeoisie themselves. By way of example, we may refer 
to a pamphlet written by a Bolton stonemason in defence of trade 
unionism against the furious attacks showered upon it in con
nection with the Sheffield outrages.· The author sets out to prove 
that .. the principles and practices of trade unions, in the main, 
are not antagonistic to the principles of political economy," that 
is, of the vulgar political economy of the apologists of capitalism • 
.. We contravene," he continues, .. no law of political economy; 
but trade unions are essential and indispensable to the working 
man in order to give effect to those laws, that is, in order to 
effectively remove the intermeddling of avarice, which would 
suspend or otherwise injuriously interfere with the ordinary and 
beneficent operation of those laws. • • • Let me ask, did the law 
of supply and demand give cheap bread to the toiling million, of 
this country when the iniquitious and abominable corn laws pressed 
like a huge incubus upon the energies of the people? Of course 
it did not; and the whole lifetime of the indefatigable, unconquer
able, and immortal Richard Cobden and his coadjutors has been 
spent in a oontinued warfare to overthrow monopolies, and give 
effect to the laws of political economy, which Adam Smith and 
other great thinkers have revealed the existence of." The" laws " 
of vulgar political eoonomy-notably, the alleged law qf supply 
and demand--re aclaimed as .. beneficent "; Cobden, one of the 
most vulgar heroes of this vulgar period of English capitalism, ~ 
extolled as the .. immortal " fighter against" monopolies," and the 
attitude taken up by trade unions is defended not from the stand
point of the class struggle, but from that of the Manchester school 
of laisser f~. The reader might perhaps think that in speak
ing of monopolies the author aimed at these who monopolised the 
means of production, the capitalist class. Nothing of the kind I 

• William Graham, "" Dimusioll 011 'M Principles /ifill Objedt oJ 
T ... Il~ UniON, 1868. 
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.. Let it go forth to the world," he writes, " that the trade unions 
are not organised to contravene, but to give full, practical, and 
beneficent effect to the laws of political economy .•.. We seek 
to give those laws their practical effect, not by extorting that which 
is compatible with the manufacturing and commercial prosperity 
of the country, but by seeking to establish the rights of labour on 
a solid foundation,. by securing for the working man a fair and. 
legitimate share of the profits of his -toil .••• " Beyond a .. fair 
and legitimate share" in the product of labour the ambition of 
our author did not go, for as he says in another place, the real 
interests of masters and men are not opposed to one another but 
identical. Hence his wish that "the trade unions and the employers 
associations might, at last, one day be combined in reasonable and 
harmonious actions." 

Such was the ideology of a leading trade unionist in the 60's, 
and such it remained until our time. Exactly forty years later, in 
1907, Richard Bell, in a book on trade unionism (it is noteworthy 
that the trade unions, in spite of all their efforts -to win the 
" confidence" of the capitalists, have continually been on the 
defensive, have had to prove their usefulness to bourgeois society I), 
wrote: 

" Our trade unions have benefited industry, i.e., the capitalists 
as well as the workmen. The very essence of character and 
morality is the restraint of immediate impulses for the sake of 
eventual advantage. It demands a money sacrifice and a certain 
amount of discipline. Without these trade unionism could not 
exist. The more developed it becomes, the more highly ordered 
it becomes. • • • Our trade unions have rendered great service in 
establishing good and stable relationships between employers and 
workmen. This has been, and is, an enormous advantage in the 
keen competition with other countries •••• The growth and con· 
solidation of trade combinations among workmen forced employers 
to organise also, and from these two powerful organised forces 
a new order of things has been brought about. Instead of fight
ing and quarrelling over every subject of difference between them, 
they developed consultations and deliberations, mutual under
standing and respect instead of ill-feeling and antagonism, and 
with these arrangements were made for providing machinery for 
regulating differences according to changing circumstances and 
conditions .... Without trade unions the grievances of workmen 
would be greater and their passions quite unrestrained and the 
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result would be that there would never be complete fredom from 
strife ,nd strikes. Happily, strikes are becoming. less frequent 
each year ... • 

In the course of half a century· we hear the same speeches 
repeated by successive generations of Labour leaders: such 
constancy of ideology is not to be met with in any other country 
or at any other age. Obviously this period was one continuous 
whole, and may be analysed in one general survey. t 

• Richard Bell, Tf'GtJe Unionism ([907), pp. 66-68,7[' 
t In the preface to a new edition ([9"") of his book, Socialism: 

Critieal 4ntJ Constrtu;tille, Mr. J. R. MacDonald writes: "It cannot be 
over-emphasised that public doles, Poplarism, strikes for increased 
wages, limitation of output, not only are not Socialism, but mar mislead 
the spirit and the policy of the Socialist movement." By "public doles" 
are meant the grants given to the unemployed; .. Poplarism" stands 
for the tnlerably generous policy of unemployed relief practised by the 
Poplar Board of Guardians; while" limitation of output" is the stock 
obJection of the capitalist class against the trade unions I And a most 
prominent Labour Leadet repeats all the .. charges against the working 
Class just as any employer of labour might do. 



CHAPTBll Two 
THE PRACTICE OF OPPORTUNISM 

R EPUDIA TION, not only of revolution, but of politics in 
~neral, and concentration on purely economic trade union 
action-this was the main background to the British 

Labour movement of the post-Chartist period. This does not 
mean that'the workers, as individuals,. did not interest themselves 
in politics. On the contrary, many of them would attend political 
meetings, vote at dections for one candidate or another, and 
frequendy join one or the other of the political parties. All this 
did not in the least contradict the slogan of .. No Politics" which 
was now followed by the working class: the watchword applied 
only to the organised forms of politics based upon the class 
struggle. In other words, every individual worker could privately 
engage in politics as much as he desired, but when organised with 
his fellow workers he was to quit politics the moment he entered 
his organisation. Naturally, by thus atomising himself politically, 
by refusing to use in the interests of his class, that which constitutes 
his main strength, ;.e., organisation, the English worker fell an 
easy prey to the organised force of bourgeois party ideology and 
and became a Conservative or a Liberal, unconsciously introducing 
thcir ideology into his own non-political trade union. Even when 
forced by circumstances, as for instance, by the attacks of the 
capitalists against the. workers' right of combination, which meant 
an attack upon the very existence of the trade unions, to take up 
political action again (as was the case in the 60's and "]O's) by 
sending their own representatives to Parliament, the workers never 
went beyond the idea that they were simply exercising their right of 
protecting their professional interests in the same way as lawyers, 
doctors, bankers, railway companies, and other professional and 
industrial groups do, when sending their own people to Parliament 
to look after their particular interests. No sooner did the need 
for such protection pass, than the workers would stop electing their 
own men to Parliament, and those who were already there would, 
according to their personal tastes, join one or other of the bourgeois 
parties-chiefly the Liberal Party which was astute enough by 
Radical watchwords to lure the majority of the Labour politicians 
into its political net. At all events, the struggle of the British 
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working class up to the fonqation of the Labour Party, in the 
first years of the present century, was carried on exclusively on the 
lines of non-political trade unionism. under the banner of pure 
AI economism." 

What was this struggle? While carrying on with a persist
ence worthy of a better cause the policy of compromise with the 
employen, the workers could not avoid periodical conflicts with 
them. first, because necessity in general knows no law, and 
secondly, because, as usually happens, their conciliatory tactics were 
in themselves a considerable temptation to the employers. Not all 
employers were as clever and as enlightened as Mundella, and it 
took them a long time to appreciate the extent to which the new 
policy of the working class was to their own advantage. If we 
had complete statistical data for the whole of the period under 
review, we could no doubt trace by the records of industrial 
disputes how the workers gradually overcame the obduracy of the 
employers and in proportion as the latter became more and more 
prosperous and realised the advantages of their point of view, won 
their "confidence." Unfortunately, precise and complete statistics 
of such disputes, i.e .• of strikes and lock-outs, begin only in the 
90'S, after the ocation of the Department ~f Labour by Mundclla. 
Even so, at the md of the period under review, the situation seems 
remarkable. For the space of 17 years from 11193> when statistics 
were first collected, until 1910, which year, as we shall see, marked 
a radical change in the situation, we get the following picture of 
the movement of trade disputes.· 

[SEa TABU AT TOP OP NEXT PAGE] 

In studying this table it is necessary to bear in mind that 
among the number of workers involved in disputes (strikes and 
Iock-outs) are included those who did not directl1 participate in 
them. but were reduced to idleness on account of the conflicts in 
other branches of industry. If work is stopped in a weaving 
mill on aCClOunt of a strike or Iock-out in the spinning branch, 
the weavers are included among the workers involved in the 
dispute, and entered in the third oolumn. This strange statistical 
me~ leads to an artificial swclling of the figures quoted in that 
oolumn. On the other hand, English statistics entirely ignore 

• These and other statistical tables relating to the Labour _ 
meat which are quoll:d in these pages are taken from the Board of 
Tnde publications, e.g., A."_ 01 Ubo", S~ for 1M Utliletl 
KiIIpo ... TrUe U.iollS. Strikes .. ~ Loet-. eIr. 
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Number of W~rk-people Number of 
Years disputes Involved working days lost 
1893 613 634,3°1 3°,467,765 
1894 929 325,248 9,529,010 
1895 745 263,123 5,724,670 
1896 926 198,190 3,746,368 
1897 864 230,267 10,345,523 
1898 711 253,907 15,289,478 
1899 719 180,217 2,516,416 
1900 648 188,538 3,152,694 
1901 642 179>5~ 4,142,287 
1902 442 256,667 3,479,255 
1903 387 116,901 2,338,668 
1904 355 87,206 1,484,220 
1905 358 93,503 2,47o,l~ 
1906 486 217>775 5,028,816 
1907 601 147,498 2,162,151 
1908 399 295>507 10,8J4,1~ 

1909 436 300,819 2,773,986 

conflicts which last less than one day, or involve no more than 
ten workers. This tends to reduce the figures in the second 
column, as compared with the actual state of affairs. Of course, 
petty conflicts are of no great importance as indices of the pre
vailing conditions in a country of large-scale industry such as 
England. Nevertheless, as a means of calculating the extent of 

I conflicts which peaceful proceedings could not avert, exhaustive 
statistical data would have been exceedingly useful; it would have 
been even more useful to confine the statistical survey to the 
workers directly involve<:\ in the disputes. Such is the method 
used in contemporary German statistics, which does not leave: out 
a single conflict however insignificant, and takes into account only 
those workers directly" involved in the strike or lock-out. Even 
with these defects, the above table is highly instructive. With all 
the fluctuations in the figures in the second column, their down
ward tendency is quite obvious; at the end of a long period the 
number of open conflicts between the employers and the work .. s 
continued to decline, and in the first ten years after the beginning 
of precise statistics fell by nearly one-third. The lowest level was 
reached in 1904, and although un upward tendency is later notice
able. it is very slight. In a country of such colossal capitalist 
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development, with 14 million people employed in trade and 
industry, thCIe were no more "than 355 strikes and lock-outs in a 
whole year. The tendency towards .. social peace" is even more 
patent in the third column, whCIe the figmes of workCIs involved 
in disputes gradually drop from 600,000 to 87,000; indeed, with 
the exception of the first year, the whole period under consideration 
docs not involve more than some two or three hundred thousand 
out of a total number of 14,000,000 workCIS I This gives some 
idea of the nature of the struggle going on in those years. Bear
ing in mind what has been said of the make-up of these figmes, 
we may conclude that as a matter of fact there was no struggle 
whatever between labour and capital in England in the' direct 
meaning of the term, and if disputes did occur in the"COursc of 
the year the number of workCIS involved was frequendy so 
insignificant as to be almost negligible. The last oolumn, in the 
light of the two preceding ones, acquires a particular meaning; 
since the number of disputes is small and gradually dwindling, 
and since the numbCI of workpeople involved grew less, the, 
number of working days lost indicates the length of the oonflicts,. 
i.~.. the stubbornness on both sides. Here again the general 
tendency may be violendy upset by the fact of a few hundred 
workCIs refusing to resume work, or being kept out of work by 
the employers, for a oonsiderable length of time. This occurred 
during the famous strike at the Penrhyn quarries in South 
Wales at the beginning of the 90's, which involved only a few 
hundred people, but lasted for sevCIal years, oontributing to the 
high figure in the fourth oolumn for the year 1893, although the 
downward tendency is quite unmistakable and bears out the 
genCIal picture presented by the table. 

No revolutionary Mamst would make a fetish of strikes, as j 

was done in the good old days by the Revolutionary Syndicalists. 
The strike was nevCI oonsidered by revolutionary Marxists as a 
.. revolutionary exercise," but was regarded as a very serious 
measure dictated by the arrogance of the capitalists, after all peace
ful efforts had proved unavailing. The amazing decrease in the 
number of trade disputes, as we have seen in England, would 
talt it~f arouse any ill forebodings. but would, on the oontrary, 
suggest a state of .. sweet reasonableness" and enlightened 
liberalism on the part of the employCIS were it not acoompanied 
by certain phenomena suggesting that the reason for this decline 
lay not in any particular virtue on the part of the employCIS 
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ready to meet their workers half-way, but in the substitution of 
compromise procedures in the place of struggle, which impaired 
in advance the will power and the freedom of action of the 
workers. For instance, the 70's saw the introduction of the 
system of automatic regulation of wages by the notorious sliding 
scale arrangement: if the sale prices of the articles produced went 
up, wages increased, and vice versa. This meant that no 

. account was taken of changes in the price of articles of mass 
consumption, or in the cost of living generally; nor of the 
fact that a decline in the sale price of the product might have 
been caused by improved technical methods and machinery 
(which, by the .way, often compelled the workers to take up a 
hostile attitude to technical and economic progress). The only 
criterion for the adjustment of wages was whether or not the 
employer was making sufficient profit. Here was a most cynical 
way of making the needs and the well-being of the workers 
dependent upon the interests of the capitalists' pockets, and a form 
of conciliation of interests which left no room for any action for 
the improvement of the conditions of the wage-earners. Never
theless, the sliding scale system flourished in the coal mining 
industry for many years, and was only gradually dropped. (It 
is still prevalent in the iron and steel industries.) Even more 
efficient and durable substitutes for trade union action were 
devised. In 1893> the famous BrookIands Agreement was Signed 

, in the cotton industry, which made it incumbent on either side to 
submit all disputes to a local (and in the case of a failure to come 
to an agreement, to a central) conciliation board consisting of an 
equal number of representatives on either side, and pending their 
decision to abstain from all hostile acts. It was further provided 
that changes in the rates of wages coUld take place only once a 
year, and that to the extent of not more than 5 per cent.' either 
way. Here again the cost of the necessary commodities entering 
into working class coll6umption was considered to but a limited 
extent, since in fixing the new rates of wages on the basis of a 
5 per cent. increase or reduction, the state of industry, i.e., the 
profits of the masters were necessari1y considered also: if the 
profits were high, a 5 per cent. increase in wages would be granted, 
if not, it would be refused or a reduction imposed. Just as under 
the system of the sliding scale; so under the BrookIands Agree
ment the profits of the employers were the deciding factor. Thus 
the interests of both sides were brought into harmony, i.e.. the 
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rate of wages was made dependent upon the rate or amount of the: 
employers' profits. Of course: the cotton spinners were at.libcrlJ' 
to strike if dissatisfied with the findings of the conciliation board;. 
but it is remarkable that in the course of two decades, with one: 
or two exceptions--with which we sball deal later on-" peace , .. 
in the amon industry was never disturbed. No wonder that this. 
diplomatic instrument became a modd for other industries. Con
ciliation agreements after the modd of the Brooklands Agree
ment were introduced in many of the important industries, which.· 
prevented open conflicts and pledged both sides to submit their 
grievances ·to a hierarchical series of conciliation bodies before: 
resorting to the sbarp weapon of a strike or lock-<lut. In. 
lOme industries, e.g., in the bootmaking trade, the reciprocal 

. obligations were stlengthened by a money deposit as security, to
be forfeited by the party which infringed the statutory rules of, 
the . agreement. In the bootmaking trade the deposit amounted, 
to a considerable sum, and for every iD.fringement of ·the agree-' 
ment as much as boo was to be forfeited. This method proved: 
so cflicacious that between the year 1895, when the agreement 
was signed, and the year 19.12, i.e., in the course of 17 years, the· 
workers forfeited only £688, and the employers only boo In.. 
other industries the mutual obligations ·were guaranteed not by 
money deposits, but by a peculiar system of collective responsibility •. 
Thus, in 1909, an agreement on the Brooklands modd was signed< 
between the employers' association and 26 trade unions whose' 
members worked in the sbip-yards of the north-eastern district. Here: 
the final court for the settlement of all disputes after exhausting; 
all the intervening links in the forf!\. of local and special joint. 
committees (pertaining to the particular trade), was a general. 
meeting of representatives of .11 the sbipbuilding firms and of .Il! 
the 26 trade unions concerned. This meant that the finai decision
as to war or peace was to be given by the 26 executive committees. 
of trade unions, not at all anxious for the sake of a minority_· 
perhaps a small group-to allow a complete stoppage of work. 
which would make their own members unemployed. Natura!ly,. 
the decision of such a super tribunal was invariably in favour oil 
compromise and "peace." 

The devdopment of machinery for the prevention of opeD' 
disputes is a distinct feature in the relations between employers; 
and workers in England towards the dose of the period under 
consideration. It was not, one may say, so much the hancliwor~ 



.2oS PROM CHARTISM TO 'LABOURISM 

of the employers themselves as that of the workers, or at least 
o()f their leaders, who were exceedingly proud of their victory over 
the stubbornness and obscurantism of the employers, and gained 
ior themselves a world-reputation as good fellows. - Eventually the 
State itself, which had hitherto allowed full liberty and initiative to 
the "unfettered forces" of both classes, found it possible as well as 
-expedient to take this important business under its wing, and in ISg6 
took the first step in this direction by drawing up model schemes of 
«lnciliation and arbitration boards as well as model rules of pro
<edure for the settlement of industrial conflicts. These boards 
were not made compulsory, but the prestige of the Government 
"upplied a sort of guarantee for the impartiality and equity of 
their decisions. Eleven years later, in 190''' the Government, in 
the person of Mr. Lloyd George, then President of the Board of 
"Trade, went one step further by intervening in the railway dispute 
then raging and establishing, with the consent of both parties, a 
'highly complicated conciliation apparatus for the prevention and 
settlement of disputes. In the, following year the Government 
set up panels of representative Labour leaders and employers 
from which the parties in dispute, in particularly difficult cases, 
.could select members for an arbitration court or an .. impartial" 
.chairman of a conciliation board. In 19II--that is, the beginning 
.of the new period, with which we shall deal later on-the 
.oovernment itself formed a so-called "Industrial Council" made 
up of an equal number of well-known trade union leaders and 
.capitalists or lawyers, under the chairmanship of Sir George 
Askwith, a high official at the Department of Labour experienced 
"in such matters, to serve as a supreme Conciliation Board for the 

• settlement of such conflicts as could not be settled directly between 
the employers and their workers. Thus gradually the State itself 
-officially recognised the importance of the principle for which the 

• A characteristic sFoh by one of the pillars of Trade Unionism 
-of the post-Chartist perIod, Alexander MacDonald, delivered in x875, 
'is quoted by the Webb. in their History of Trade Unionism (x92" 
..,dition, p. 338): "Twenty-five yean ago, when we proposed the princi
ple of arbitration, we were then laughtd to scorn by the employing 
interests. But no movement has ever spread SO rapidly or taken a 
.deeper root than that which we set on foot. Look at the glorious state 
of things in England and Wales. In Northumberland the men now 
-meet their employers around tlie common board. . . In Durhamshire 
a Board of Arbitration and Conciliation has also been formed, and 
"75,000 men repose with perfect confidence on the decisions of the 
'Board. There are 40,000 men in Yorkshire in the same position." 
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Labour leaders and the more enlightened section' of the employers 
had been fighting so long, and gave it practicaI. assistance. In 
1910, apart from loeal wage agreements, of which there were 563. 
there were in operation in England 1,103 collective agreements as 
described above, 30 sliding scales, and 282 conciliation boards or 
comJ;llittees, including 265 which covered definite branches of 
industry, and 153 which also provided for arbitration. 

After this, it is not surprising that the number of strikes and 
lock-outs steadily decreased. In fact, most of the disputes in 
English industries were settled by conciliation before any open 
confl.ict occurred as will be seen from the. following table:-

Number of Number of Number of Number ot 
Conciliation Disputes Disputes Disputes 

Boards .ettling before settled settled 
Year Disputes Boards by Boards by action 
11198 53 1,324 762 40 
1899 56 . 1,232 678 40 
1900 67 1,190 611 30 
1901 51 1,406 roB 37 
1902 60 1,402 104 27 
1903 65 1,633 799 28 
1904 57 1,418 650 28 
1905 60 1,726 839 25 
1906 78 1,561 797 46 
19<YJ 73 1,545 668 ~ 
1908 83 1,842 8<YJ ~u 
1909 101 1,997 1,025 65 
It will be seen that the conciliation boards (including arbitra

tion) displayed a lively activity from the time of their official 
recognition. The number of disputes referred to and setded by 
them increased year by year and until 1906 there was a steady. 
growth in the number of disputes sewed before action was taken, 
as may be seen from the last column. On comparing this table 
with the preceding one giving the number of strikes and lock
outs (see p. 204), we can see how far every year the number of 
disputes setded by peaceful procedure exceeded that of open con
flicts; in 1909, 1,025 disputes were setded by arbitration and con
ciliation as against 436 which developed into strikes and lock-outs. 

It is :well known that conflicts do not invariably arise when
ever demands are made by one side or the other. Changes in 
the conditions of employment are taking place every day without 
leading to particular disputes, and indeed, industrial statistics in 
England show that in a great majority of cascs--affecting hom 80 to 
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90 per cent. of all employed workers--wages rise and fall without 
any conflicts whatever. How does this come about? If the reader 
thinks that it is lrchieved by simple and direct exchange of 
opinion, by negotiation between the two parties, he would be 
mist:aken; conciliation procedure occupies so large a place in the 
regulation of the relations between the employer and the worker 
that it plays an important part even here, although there are no 
actual disputes to be settled. In order not to weary the reader 
with extensive tables, we shall merely mention that between 1898 
and 1909 the number of workers whose wages were setded as 
the result of direct negotiations decreased .from 764,622 to 
175,338; there was also a decrease in the number of workers whose 
wages were changed by means of sliding scales (from 165,953 to 
37,833); on the other hand, the number of workers whose wages 
were settled by conciliation procedure increased from 29,509 to 
787,758. This clearly demonstrates the great part played by the 
machinery of conciliation. More and more effectively it abolishes 
the free play of forces which, in a latent form, is represented even 
by simple direct negotiations between employers and employed, 
'and replaces it by a compromise, accepted in principle by the 
workers in advance. The fond dream of the pacifists of all 
countries was thus realised in British industry: no more wars, 
no more armed and mutually menacing powers--only a tribunal 
settling all disputes in a peaceful, impartial and eqnitable manner. 

In such oonditions, what was to beoome of the trade unions, 
those great organisations on which the attention of the English 
workers was so exclusively ooncentrated during the second half of 
the nineteenth century? It is argued· by international pacifists 
that if all disputes arising between Powers were regulated by 
peace tribunals, there would be no further need lor armaments, 
and swords could be beaten into ploughshares. Such a con· 
ception of complete disarmament was, it is true, never reached 
by the English workers; they were prevented from attaining such 
a high level of idealism by the capitalists themselves, who from 
time to time reminded them-and none too gendy-that with all 
the blessings of conciliation and arbitration, they would be well 
advised to keep in reserve their trade organisations! But, while 
not dissolving their organisations, the trade anions necessarily 
assumed a peculiar form. In the first place, the methods by 
which they endeavoured to define and to regulate their relations 
with the employers left little room lor the activity of the masses. 
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Negotiations are not carried on, nor are agreements reached by 
great numbers; these jobs are entrusted to select representatives, 
the "leaders," i.e., the higher officials of the Unions. The masses, 
that is the members of the union, the union itself, were pushed into 
the background. In this way the leaders acquired an authority 
and power which went far beyond the functions of an executive. 
It is true that theoretically they were controlled by the union, and 
in ·the majority of cases their actions-notably the agreements 
made by them with the employers-had to be sanctioned by the 
executive committee, by a delegate oonference, or, in particularly 
important cases, by a referendum of all the members of the union. 
'fhi. control and sanction (usually exercised pOSI factum) were of 
a purely formal character in view of the authority wielded by the 
leaders. For the "leader"-the secretary-or president of the union, 
or an influential member of the executive oommittee-4.l'rives at 
his position as the result of gradual and careful selection in virtue 
of such qualities as organising capacity, an intimate knowledge 

-of his particular trade, and, most of all, ability for treating 
with the employers, i.e., for carrying on diplomatic negotiations 
with them. "Nearly all the leaders of .the larger unions in 
particular," we are told by Richard Bell, "are men of ability, 
and possess more knowledge, insight and judgment than the rank 
and file can have; they also understand better the need and value 
of moderation and compromise,''' Elsewhere we shall deal with 
the social and political aspects of these aCCXlmplishments; at this 
juncture it is enough to point out that under the prevailing policy 
of oompromise pursued by the working class in the second half of 
the nineteenth century, the leaders were bound to possess them, 
and to that extent to occupy an exceptional position to the detri
ment of the part played by the union itself. 

In the second place the policy of opportunism, carried to 
the extent of avoiding direct negotiations with the employers and 
seeking the setdement of disputes in arbitration or oonciliation, 
gready reduced the importance of the organisation generally. 
What need was there for a strOng organisation, or for propaganda 
amont the unorganiscd workers, if questions of wages and work
ing oonditions were to be setded on the basis of the market prices 
of commodities, or of the profits made by the employers ("the state 

• TrUe UltioNism, p. fig. 
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of industry"), and generally on terms of mutual goodwill (in 
conciliation committees) or by fair and impartial judges (in arbitra
tion boards)? Such efforts seemed superfluous. The trade union 
becomes a sort of privileged organisation for a higher type of 
worker, an exclusive corporation seeking to promote the interests 
of its members only, and jealously protecting its privileges from 
the grasp of uninvited outsiders. 

In the third place, if fighting be a .. barbarous" method, 
and the strike a .. ferocious animal .. to be avoided at all costs, 
then the strike fund itself was a bad thing, since it might at 
a critical moment facilitate a decision in favour of fighting. To 
be entirely without it was impossible: it would mean giving up 
the unions altogether; but its existence constituted a danger which 
had to be constantly watched. A way out of the difficulty was 
found by transferring the disposal of the strike funds from the 
local branches to the central committee, by separating it rigidly 
from the general funds to be used for the most part for the pay
ment of benefits in case of unemployment, sickness, old age, 
death etc. Furthermore, in order to discourage the rank and 
file from clamouring for strikes, the sums accumulated in the 
strike fund were to be invested in various securities and even in 
landed property. This rendered access to them difficult, increased 
the inconvenience of declaring a strike, and thereby fostered and 
encouraged a readiness to compromise and to settle disputes peace
fully. This idea of investing the strike funds to render them 
inaccessible was introduced for the first time, as approvingly 
described by the Webbs, by the Amalgamated Society of Engineers 
in 1851, and gained wide popularity on account of its usefulness. 

The net result of all this was to reduce the British trade 
unions to a state of stagnation:-

Number Number Number Number 
Year of of Year of of 

Unions Members Unions Member. 
1892 1,188 1,5O~),53" 19"1 1,:065 1 ,<)66,'}61 ' 
11193 1,221 1,488,457 19"3 1,232 1,953,307 
'1194 1,259 1,477,57' '9"3 1,2,8 1,93',043 
11195 ,,281 1>4' .... 800 19"4 1,188 1,1195,'09 
11196 1,294 1,50:>,7'4 19"5 1,181 1,9"",373 
1897 1,286 1,6"3,016 19"6 1,200 2,1l3,806 
1898 1,287 1,6880531 1907 1,173 2,406,746 
1899 1,282 1,8iB,57° 19"8 1,11>5 2,3~ 
1900 1,~1 1,955,1"4 1909 1,153 2,347>461 
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The British working class began organising into trade unions. 

as far back as the beginning of the nineteenth century, and fought 
numerous battles for the right to combine. The continent of 
Europe was still entirely unorganised when the English trade 
unions had behind them a great history of stress and struggle, 
and were held up by Marx and Engels, and later by William 
Liebknecht as models for the proletariat of other countries. 
What were the facts? Out of a total of 14,000,000 wage-earners 
engaged in industry and trade in 189.:r-the first year for which we 
have precise data-only 1,500,000, that is, hardly II per cent. 
were organised in the trade unions. When in' 1874 they met iu 
Manchester to discuss the danger threatening their rights to com· 
bine, it was reported that the delegateS' attending the congress 
-represented a total of 1,191,992 organised workers. Perhaps the 
figure was exaggerated, perhaps a number of those organised 
workers existed only on paper. Nevertheless, -the trade _ unions 
must even then have represented an inIposing force, otherwise 
the Government would not have been scared into making con
cessions. Two decades later the total membership was still no 
no more than 1.500,000, and it was only after 15 more years that 
it reached the second million. Subsequently they gained 300,000 
new members in a single year, but soon began to lose them. 
Altogether during the eighteen years under review the trade unions 
gained 800,000 new members, which meant less than 45,000 per 
annum. During the same period in Germany the number of 
workers organised in the trade unions-<ounting only the so-called 
free or Social-Democratic unions-increased from 237,094 to 
1,832>667, making an' annual increase of 90,000, or about double 
the number of the corresponding increase in England. True, 
this increase took place in exceptional circumstances. Capitalist 
development in Germany had begun long before 1B92. the German 
proletariat had long desired to organise, and the repeal of the Anti
Socialist Laws opened the flood gates hitherto barring the tide, 
which now streamed on with irresistible force. In England, too, 
capitalist development was by no means arrested and there was 
still a huge mass of unorganised workers who, as was shown by 
subseqlRDt experience, were capable of being organised. Clearly 
then, the cause for the period of stagnation in the English trade 
union movement should be looked for, not outside, but rather 
within it, in the fact that the English workers, thoroughly imbued 
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;as they were with the spirit of compromise with the capitalist 
.cIass, attached but small importance to organisation. 

It is necessary to note the peculiar state of trade unionism in 
:England. While the GeIman trade union movement of that 
period was concentrated in slighdy over 50 industrial and other 

.unions, the English movement was broken up into more than 
1,000 different craft organisations, this number even increasing 
towards the middle of the 90'S, thanks to an improvement in 

,general industrial conditions. Taking as an inStance the year 
1907, when the number of organised workers increased consider
.ably, we find that the miners had no less than 75 unions, the 
.textile workers 263, the builders 77, metal workers 222, transport 
-workers 62, wood workers 100, clothing and shoe workers 40, 
;and so on. All these were independent organisations, some of 
.a purdy local charaeter, others national; some embracing only one 
.craft, others covering a group of crafts; but all competing with 
.each other, sometimes even to the extent of blacklegging, and all 
busily engaged in mutual quarrds about overlapping etc. In 
:the building trades for instance, the bricklayers, the stonemasons, 
the carpenters, the tilers, the plumbers, the plasterers, the painters, 
!the glaziers and the unskilled labourers were not only separately 
.organised but were themselves divided into several unions; the 
painters for instance were divided into two national competing 
unions and 21 independent local unions competing with the 
'l\ational unions, many of them covering but one town or even a 
part of a town (e.g., the painters and paperhangers in the East 
End of London). To be sure, not all unions were equal in point 

.of importance. At the close of 1907 there were not less than 376 
unions with a membership of about 100. On the other hand there 
were 21 unions with a membership of over 50,000. 011 the whole, 
.over 60 per cent. of the total number of organised workers, or 
1>457,856 workpeople were enrolled in 100 unions. But this .,cry 
faet of the existence of such a number of sma1l unions shows how 
unorganised the English workers really were. This is not affeeted 
by the existence of the so-called federations. At the close of 
1907 there were 19 federations in the building trades, II of miners, 
17 of metal workers, 35 of textile workers, altogether 106 federa-

. tions including one general federation of trade unions; but with 
the exception of the Miners' Federation, not one of these organisa
tions could compare with the big GeIman Verbande; the former 
were loosely connected bodies which met cardy or never, had no 
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central executive organs and served only for purposes of re-insur
ance. Even the General Federation, intended to correspond to 
the Central Commission of the German Trade Unions or to the 
French Confederation of Labour, did not in reality embrace even 
one-half the number of the existingtr2de unions, and had a!most 
no other function but that of granting supplementary financial 
assistance to affiliated bodies in cases of emergency. At the end 
of 1907 it counted altogether u6 organisations. The federations 
were constructed on the same principles as the trade unions, there 
being local and national federations, 'craft and industrial, every
where competing with each other and fighting each other. 

It was in fact sheer chaos, arising from the fact that the 
militant function of trade unionism ha<l. been relegated to the 
background. Its main function can best be seen from an analysis 
of expenditure on different objects. _ Below we give a table show
ing the expenditure of the above mentioned 100 leading trade 
unions in the course of 18 yearsi' the amounts are shown both in 
absolute figures and as percentages of the total expenditure:

Year 

Strike and Lock- Unemployment Friendly Society Total Ex-
out Benefit Benefit Benefits penditure 
Amount Amount Amount 

l % l % l % l 
398,035 27.8 324,869 32·7 458,145 32.2 1,426,613 
588,373 31.6 . 460,484 24.8 553,214 29.8 1,858,949 
167,050 n·7 451,578 31.5 536.671 37-4 1,432,841 
196,686 14.2 422,427 30.4 518,167 37-3 1,38!j,207 
171,817 13·9 165,955 21.6 532,833 42.4 1,231,977 
646,434 34.2 330,164 17·5 544,583 31.5 1,888,352 
326,428 21.1 233,613 15·9 607,140 41.1 1,476,337 
"9,979 9.6 184.564 14.8 I20,soS 44·5 1,252.011 
153.516 10.6 261.295 17·9 679.556 46.6 10456.716 
209.709 12.8 324.821 19.8 613.779 37.8 1.6370572 
219.844 12.2 429.418 23.9 653.251 36,4 1,798.1179 
176.350 9.2 512,575 26.8 694.726 36,3 1.915.709 
n7.232 5-7 654,181 32-0 7~8,823 36,7 2,043,161 
2n.898 10·3 523.766 25·4 785.932 38.0 2,065.009 
153.179 1·5 4240398 :11.6 819.721 41.8 l.jI6o.I69 
136.122 6.6 462,739 32·5 875.230 42.1 2,055,999 
615,350 19.2 1.000,685. 31.3 927.614 28,9 3,210,530 

1909 154.991 5.8 944.802 35.2 921•686 34-3 3.687.104 
. The tabl~ reveals the very essence of English tr2de unionism 

as It evolved. In th~ oourse of half a century. The expenditure 
oonnec~ wuh strtkes and lock-outs, i.e., directly with the 
economIC struggle, decreases steadily, and although from time to 

p 
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time there is a sudden upward leap indicating some big strike 
or lock-out, the tendency of this item of expenditure is towards 
the vanishing point. On the other hand, the trade unions were 
spending a good deal on the relief of the unemployed, whose 
number naturally grows during years of industrial depression and 
during great strikes which frequendy lead to a complete stoppage 
in allied trades. Of course, it is the duty of the trade unions 
to take care of their unemployed members. It is characteristic 
to note that down to 19II there was no State Insurance for 
unemployment in England, and the English workers, who had 
won the suffrage as far back as the 60's and had been represented 
in Parliament since the middle of the following decade, did not 
even_raise the question ot State Insurance, but were patiendy, and 
even willingly, maintaining their unemployed members out of 
trade union funds. We say willingly, because to the trade unions 
the payment of unemployment benefits was but one part of the 
friendly society functions which had become most important, as 
can be seen from the figures in the fourth column. The expendi
ture on sick, death, superannuation and other benefits, was steadily 
growing, usually amounting to not less than one-third of the 
tota! expenditure, and frequendy more; if we add to these 
unemployment benefits, it will be seen that fully two-thirds of the 
budget was expended by the trade unions on objects which had 
nothing to do with their militant functions. Although the funds 
intended for fighting the employers were held separately from 
those for friendly benefits, the existence of the latter exercised a 
strong, though indirect, effect upon the general policy of the trade 
unions, drawing into them those elements which are least inclined 
to militancy and therefore most likely to play at decisive moments 
a testraining part. We are told by the Webbs, in their History 
0/ Trade Unionism, that these friendly society functions were 
originally introduced into their trade union by the engineers 
with the object of attracting members and at the same time pre
venting "reckless" strikes. This succeeded so well that about 
00 per cent. of the trade unions turned from militant to mutual 
benefit organisations of the friendly society type. so dear to the 
heart of the English bourgeoisie, since for a long time they 
prevented the introduction of State Insurance. and even now play 
an important part in saving State expenditure on public relief.-

• This is what Gladstone said about the Friendly Societies in the 
House of Commons, 186.t (quoted by Humphrey. op. Qt., p. 53):-
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It was with perfect justice that John Burns; in the days when he 
was still a revolutionary social-democrat, wrote about this com
bination of functions in the trade unions: .. Constituted as it is, 
Unionism carries within itself the source of its own dissolution •••• 
Their reckless assumption of the duties and responsibilities that 
only the State or the whole community can discharge, in the 
nature of sick and superannuation benefits, at the instance of the 
middle class is crushing out the larger unions by taxing their 
members to an unbearable extent. This so· cripples them that 
the fear of being unable to discharge their friendly society 
liabilities often makes them submit to encroachments by the 
masters without protest. The result of this is that all of them 
1i.ave ceased to be unions for maintaining the rights of labour, 
and have degenerated into mere middle. and upper class rate
reducing institutions ... • In other words, the opportunist policy, 
which became the basis of the Labour movement of the post
Chartist period, changed the very. structure of the English trade 
unions, converting them, to a large extent, into simple friendly 
societies; in its turn the new structure intensified the tendency 
towards opportunism and encouraged the further devdopment of 
the policy of compromisc.t 
.. Nothing is morc satisfactory·and congenial, nothing morc harmoni
ous with the best Eoglish ideas than to see men of the labouring classes 
associating together, in the true and real spirit of self-government, for 
the purpose of providing against the contingencies of old age. sickness 
and death; and OD societies of such a sacred character I would oot lay 
a finr::." 

Quoted by the Webbs, of'. cit., p. 385. 
t In his book TNde Unionism Old a"d Nelli, ISgI, p. 126, 

George Howe11 Slates that in the course of 39 years (ISsI-18Sg) the 
Amalgamated Society of Engineers expended OD funeral bcnClits 
£2OfJ,917, accidents £.52,630, sickness £680.314> unemployment 
Lr.9U>2Ii.f, sUperanDuatlOD £682.270> and OD dispuJC$ £86,6% all 
told I 



CHAPTER THllEl! 

TIlE FRUITS OF OPPORTIJNISM 

W E have made a discovery, so to speak; the post.Chartist 
period of the Labour movement in England was not at all 
a period of economic struggle on trade union lines, as is 

usually supposed, but a period of the gradual repudiation of this 
form of action; it was a period of reaction from the trade union 
point of view, a period of adaptation an4 approximation to 
bourgeois society, a period of deliberate compromise with it, and 
accordingly, a period of striving for the establishment of a peace· 
ful collaboration of classes. In consequence of this striving, the 
new form of organisation of the Labour movement in the post
Chartist period, trade unionism, degenerated into an amorphous 
mass of semi-guild, semi-charitable organisations which were com
pelled only by direct necessity to discharge the militant functions 
ordinarily belonging to trade unions. This disposes of the legend 
that the British working class in the second half of the 
nineteenth century had given up political struggle in order to 
concentrate upon the economic struggle. 

What were the resnlts of this transformation of the British 
working class movement from revolutionary Chartism to pacifist 
trade unionism? In the Labour movement, as in any other move
ment, and in any sphere of human activity, the question of method 
amounts, in the last resort, to the question of its effectiveness. 
No method Is good or bad in the abstract: any method is good 
if it leads towards the goal, and bad if it does DOt. The same 
may be said in regard to the question whether the policy adopted 
by the English workers in the post-Chartist period was right or 
wrong. After all, we can only judge of it by results. Did the 
results justify the policy? Did the repudiation of the political 
class struggle and the adoption of the policy of conciliation and 
compromise in the realm of trade unionism lead to valuable 
achievements? This is the question we must put concretely, 
whatever the beliefs we hold; and in the following chapters we 
shall endeavour to answer it. 

In an earlier chapter of this book- we have pointed out that 
the 50'S marked a turning point in the history of wages in 

• See Part I, pp. 85-86 • 
• 
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England. Beginning with that period the wages of the workers 
increased steadily until the 70's. A few ligures will show the 
importance of this change. We shall first of all take the cotton 
industry, that classical and characteristic industry of England. 
One of the foremost English statisticians, Mr. Bowley,· has drawn 
up the following weekly rates of wages for cotton spinners in 
Lancashire at different years in the nineteenth century: 

Year. s. d. Year. s. d. Year. 
1806 ... 24 2 1839 22 II ISs4 
1810 30 6 1841 22 0 1859 
1815 28 II" 1848 19 II 1865 
1833 27 I 1850 20 5 1874 

s. d_ 
20 a 

30 0 

33 0 

We see that beginning with 1810 the wages of the Lancashire 
spinners declined continuously until 1B48, when they began to 
go up again, reaching the former level fifteen years later and 
surpassing it in the following decade. Another statistician, Mr. 
Wood, in his excellent work, A History 0/ Wages i" the Cotton 
r"duslrj. has independently worked out the ligures of the weekly 
wages of the Lancashire workers in that- industry and drawn 
up the following index numbers, wages in 1886 being taken as 
100: 

1810-16 
1823-24 
1832-33 
1B40-41 
1849-50 

79.66 
73.00 
71•00 
65·66 
65·66 

70.50 

71•66 
88.66 

100.00 

_ Here again we see a steady decline of wages after 1810, 
stopping in 1840, and remaining at a stationary level for about ten 
years. After 1855 wages rise, and by the middle of the 70'S reach 
the level of 1886. The difference in the ligures of the two 
statisticians is due not only to the natural discrepancy likely to 
occur in the calculations of two independent investigators using 
different methods, but also to the fact that Mr. Wood's ligures 
relate not merely to cotton spinners, but to all classes of workers 
employed in the cotton industry, not of the whole of Lancashire, 
but only of Manchester and its neighbourhood. For the whole 
of l.ancashire, together with Scotland, Wood has drawn up a 
different table, showing the movement of wages of all classes of 
workers in the cotton industry, taking the wages of 1886 as 100: 

• A. L Bowley. W.ps i" the U"iktl K;"gdom. 19"0> p. liB. . 
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1833 52 1860 
1839-41 51 1871 
1849-50 50 1874 
1855 54 

Unfortunately, the figures for the first third of the nineteenth 
century are missing, but it seems certain that they would only 
bear out the general tendency, that is of a steady drop in wages 
down to the middle of the century and then a gradual rise until 
the middle of the 70·s. 

The same tendency, though not so clearly. defined as in the 
cotton industry, can be seen on the whole in other branches of 
industry. Mr. Bowley gives the following figures of the daily 
earnings of miners in Lancashire: * 

Year. s. d. 
18U-2Q 

1821-30 
1831-40 
1841-50 

4 3 
4 2 

4 0 

3 0 

Year. 
1851-00 
18611'0 
18711'5 
18j'6-80 

s. d. 
3 8 
3 9 
6 10 
4 -4 

The same curve in the wage level is apparent, descending 
until 1850, and then rising, and even making sudden leaps during 
the second half of the century. Similar movements can be 
observed in other industries, such as the wool1en or the building 
trades. For these industries the fol1owing table of index figures 
was calculated by Mr. Bowley, 1900 being taken as 100: * 

Worsted. Woollens. Building Trades. 
1823-24 -lOS 1815 1I5 1810-25 57 
1827-31 lOS 1825 1I0 1827-30 53 
1833 90 1835 75 1831-40 57 
1838 90 1845 80 1850 58 
1855 75 1857 85 1860 68 
18~1 81 1860 95 1870 76 
186&68 94 1870 100 1880 87 
1874 lI5 

In some industries the rise began somewhat before 1850, in 
others it started later; but the general tendency was for wages 
to drop in the first half of the century, and to rise in the second 
half. it may therefore be said that there was an appreciable 
improvement in the position of the working class in England 

• Op. ci, .• p. ICY]. . 
t Article in the Journal 0/ 'he Slillistkal Society. March, 1901. 
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during the first 30 years after the breakdown of Chactism. True, 
in the majority of cases the improvement amounted only to a slow 
return to the CIOnditions which had prevailed in the first ·years of 
the cennuy; but after a number of years of declining wages the 
very cessation of the decline was a relief, while the slow, but 
steady rise which followed was bound to have a great psychological 
effect. 

What followed after the middle of the ']O's? . We shall 
quote general figures first of all. The Department of Labour 
have published annual index figures of wages showing the 
relative rise and fall in wages before and after 1900 (taken as 100)' 

divided into the following industrial groups: (I) teXtiles, (2) build
ing trades, (J) CIOal mining, and (4) metal trades. In each of the 
groups the average is deduced from the wage rates of the most 
important branches. But as we are not at present intCICSte~ in 
the actual amounts of wages, but in. their movement, it is 
immaterial to us whether the figures refer to all workers in the 
given industry or only to certain sections of them. On the other 
hand it is necessary to note that the workers in all these industries 
were the best paid and best organised, and therefore, the progress 
in the movement of wages shown in the table represents what 
may be termed the maximum. 

The table below is taken from the Annual Abslt'tll:t 0/ Lahaut' 
Statistics for 1!)OO-1907, supplemented by data for 1909 from the 
1911 issue: 

[SIiB TABLE AT TOP OP NEXT PAGB] 

In each of these groups singly, and in all of them together, 
• the year 19o1 marks the peak of the upward curve of the figures 

since 1879, after which they descended again with or without 
intermission until about 19G5, when the upward trend was 
resumed. Only the figures of the SCCIOnd group (the building 
trades) .. on reaching 100.00 in 1901, remained at that level until 
the end of the period under CIOnsideration. But the wages both 
of this group and of the group of the teXtile and metal trades WCIC 

at the close of the ']O's at a pretty high level, whereas the wages of 
the CIOal-miners then stood very low. The greatest advance, th~ 
fore,' was made in the wages of the ~ miners, who by 1901 

increased their wages by nearly 32 points above 1879- As against 
this, the wages of the teXtile workers during. the same period 
increased only by I~ of the builders by s1ighdyover 130 and of the. 
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Years. Textile. Building. Mining. Metal. All Groups. 
r875 r04·89 84-45 79.38 88,99 89·93 
1879 88.01 86.67 62. II 87.86 81.16 
1880 89.78 85·55 61.45 88.05 81.21 
1885 90.22 84045 63.10 B9.¢ 81·93 
1890 95.12 86.6; 85.85 91.72 90.08 
1895 94·97 92.22 72 .54 93.18 88.23 
1896 94-97 93-33 71.90 96,75 89·24 
1897 94·97 94045 72.60 98.18 90.05 
1898 94·97 97.78 78.60 99.19 92.64 
1899 98.22 98.B9 83·53 99.61 95.06 
1900 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 
1901 100.00 100.00 93·95 100.29 98,56 
1902 100.00 100.00 87·53 100·29 ¢.¢ 
1903 100.00 100.00 84-92 99·93 96.21 
1904 100.00 100.00. 82.31 99·93 95.56 
1905 102.6; 100.00 81.02 100.05 95·94 
1906 106.22 100.00 83.36 100.83 97.60 
1909 107·II 100.00 89.20 - 101.32 99.41 

metal workers by rather less than 13 points. All the groups 
together succeeded in raising their average wages between the end 
of the 70'S and the beginning of the new century by a little more 
than 17 points. What was the increase for the whole period of 
thirty years, from 1879 until 1909? During that period the textile 
workers succeeded in advancing their wages slighdy over 19, the 
builders by slighdy less than 14, the coal-miners by 27, the metal 
workers by slighdy more than 13, and all the groups together by 
18 points. This was slighdy more than 0.5 per annum I During 
approximately the same period (1881-1908) the foreign trade of 
England increased from £568,000,000 to £9II,000,000, an increase 
of about 60 per cent.; the tonnage of the mercantile marine in
creased from 6.8 million to 11.5 million, i.e., by nearly 70 per 
cent., and the aggregate taxable income of the propertied classes 
increased from £601,000,000 to £1,OII,ooo,ooo, i.e., by 68 per cent. 
It is quite evident that the workers in these selected groups, which, 
as we have pointed out, belonged to . the best paid and ,best 
organised sections of the workers, were receiving nothing like a 
proportionate share in the general economic improvement, or one 
corresponding. to the share appropriated by the capitalist class. As 
a matter of fact, their share of the social product in 1909 was pro-
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portionately less than it had been in 1879. This is tantamount to
bankruptcy on the pan of trade unionism. 

In drawing our comparisons we started with the last year of 
the 70's, which marked the beginning of the rising curve. We
have, however, given in italics the figures relating to the middltr 
year of the same decade, up to which we brought our figures of 
the previous period (p. :uo). Had our comparison been made with 
these earlier figures, the progress would appear even more insigni
ficant. We would find that in the textile group wages at the emr 
of the 70's and the beginning of the 80'S were lower than in 1875 
and although they rose afterwards, this rise was so slow that as; 

late as 1905 wages were still lower than in 1875. And this in ao 
first class industty' It was only in 1906 that wages began to rise
above the level which had been attained in the middle of the 70's. 
so that the entire advance for th~ years 1875-1909. amounted only
to :a.5 points. The situation in the coal-mining industty wall' 
slighdy better. There too, the figure for 1875 was higher tharp 
those of the following years and was only reached again fifteen· 
years later, in 1890, but only for a moment, as wages immediately 
fell again, surpassing the level of 1875 in 1899 and the following
years. In this way the miners' wages rose by four points in the
course of :a3 years, and the entire advance over the period under 
review, that is during 34 years, amounted to some ten points. 
Among the metal workers things were lime better, but even so~ 
wages in 1885 stood below the level of ten years previously. After" 
1885 they began to rise and finally reached the level of :ao per cent. 
above that of 1875. Even this figure, the result of the struggle of 
various unions in the metal trades over a whole generation, is' 
exttemely low. The building trades showed the greatest advance. 
Their wages began to rise not at the end, but in the middle of the-
70's and surpassed the level of 1875 by 14 per cent. towards the 
close of the century. At that figure they remained stationary for 
the next ten years, so that these fourteen points cover the entire 
advance for the period 1875-I!!09-U though the wages suddenly 
grew tired of advancing rapidly, and for very weariness coulcf 
move no longer. The aggregate result for all the four groups' 
amounts to this: the figures for 1875 were surpassed by about 0.5-
points at the end of the 15 years following and were definitely 
left behind in 1897, that is, after :a:a years; while over the periodl 
of 34 years, the net result was an advance of about 9 points. This 
looks more like stagnation than progress, and reIIccts the achieve-
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ments of the policy which inspired the actions of the working 
.class during the second half of the nineteenth century. Let us 
·not forget that the above four groups constituted, so to speak, the 
,aristocracy of labour, the proud organised upper sections of the 
working class which set the pace for the whole of its economic and 
-political life. We now know that all its proud achievement 
~mounted to was that during the period of the greatest prosperity 
o()f capitalism in England, it succeeded in increasing wages by 
-rather less than 10 per cent. in the course of more than 30 years, 
'and by even less for the cream of that aristocracy, the textile 
·workers. To realise concretely how the wages of these groups of 
'English workers moved, we shall quote a few examples from the 
o()flicial reports of the Department of Labour. * At the Bolton 
mills a piece Tate agreement was drawn up in 1858 which formed 

'the basis for the subsequent annual changes in the rates of wages. 
'During the next 50 years, down to 1909 wages moved 5 per cent. 
-upwards ten times, 10 per cent. upwards twice, 5 per cent. down-
-wards nine times, and 10 per cent. downwards four times. As a 
-result the Bolton operatives were in 1909 receiving lower wages 
'than in 1858. Or take the Blackburn weavers: among them piece
work rates were established in 1853. In the course of the first 
'fourteen years, down to 1866, the wea.vers obtained one advance 
o()f 10 per cent. and another of 5 per cent. over the original level; 
-during the remaining years of the same period, the rates moved 
'neither one way nor the other. IIi 1876 the basic rate was changed 
:and continued till 1892. During this period it was modified 
fourteen times, and each time downwards: once by 5, twice by 10, 

,and eleven times by IS per cent. In 1892 the basic rate was again 
-changed and up to 1905 underwent the same process: twice it was 
lowered by 10, twice by 7}t., and once by 2}t. per cent. In 19Q6 

-wages were restored to the basic rate and remained there until 
19.09. It will be seen that with the exception of the first period, 

-marked by episodic increases, the workers throughout the subse-
-quent long period were paid either below or at best according to 
'the basic rate. These general figures indicate the movement of 
wages in the post-Chartist period, down to the end of the first 

.decade of the present century, although they might be supple
mented with advantage by other figures published by the English 

>Government on a different occasion. A Liberal Government was 

• Seqenkent" Abstrtlt:' of Labour Sl4hstics for ,"e U"iktl King
.Jom, 1906"7' 
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in power in 1908 and set out to prove to the workers the' baseless
ness of the arguments of the Tory protectionists that wages 
suffered on account of Free Trade. A special investigation of 
working conditions in the industrial districts was undertaken, and 
a series of reports were published in the course of a number of 
years, down to the outbreak of the war, under the general tide of 
Earnings and Hours of Labour of Worlcpeople in the United 
Kingdom in 1906. The reports give the rates of wages for a 
selected week in September or October, I!)OO, with supplementary 
estimates of earnings on the assumption of employment during 
a whole year. This assumption is exceedingly bold, and the 
average figure of earnings shown in the reports and given below 
suffers from considerable exaggeration. Taking the textile 
industry, we find the following weekly earnings:-

Industry Adult Adult Juvenile Juvenile Averag.: 
Male Female Male Female Earnings 

Cotton 71)16 18/8 1116 loll 1917 
Wool... 76/10 18/10 8/ro 8/4 15/9 
Linen ... aa/4 10/4 7/8 6/7 12/-
Jute ..• 21/7 13/5 lo/n 9/8 14/3 
All industries... 28/r 15/5 ro/s 8/n 17/6 
After a century of development of an industry in which 

English capitalism occupies the world's leading place, and in 
which the workers are very well organised, an adult full-time 
,",orker was earning 28s. and all workers on the average less than 
20S. a week. Of course, these are but average figures. In the 
textile, as in other industries, there are different categories of 
workers, including for example fine cotton spinners who earned 
sometimes more than £2 a week. But the low average shows 
how very small was the number of such lucky fellows. Weekly 
earnings, in I!)OO, were distributed as follows:-

Industry Male Weekly Female 
" Shillings " 

Cotton ••• 59-7 Under 30 "59·3 
••• 40·4 .. 25 23·9 

Woollen ••. 67.. .. 30 2+7 

Linen 

Jute .~. 

Silk ... 

... 15.2 .. 20 55.6 

••. 36.7 
4404 

•.• ]6.0 
41).1 

•.• 5+0 
IH 

From :ao to 30 
Under 20 

From :ao to 30 
Under 20 

From 20 to 30 
Under 20 

10·7 
4!}-1 

41.7 
66 .. 
46.2 
47·8 
38,9 

Weekly' 
Shillings 
Under 20 

.. 15 
From 15 to 20 

H 10 It IS 
Under 15 

From 10 to 15 
Under 10 

From 10 to 15 
Under 10 

From 10 to 15 
Under 10 
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It will be seen from this table how high was the percentage, 
even among adult workers, of those who earned less than 205. a 
week" while the number of .those who earned less than 30S. a week 
was never below one-third, often exceeded one-half and sometimes 
even reached two-thirds of the total number of workers. This in 
all conscience is very little for the premier industry of the premier 
capitalist country of the world. The textile industry in all its 
branches employs women and juveniles driven into the factory by 
the low earnings of the men, thus reducing men's. wages still 
further. Out of the total number of workpeople employed in the 
textile industry in the period under review there were no fewer 
than 680,000 women, or more than half the total, and about 32,600 
half-timers under 14 years of age--half-time, which in the course 
of half a century was abolished over and over again and still 
survived. In 1886 an enquiry was held into the textile industry 
which to some extent may be compared with that of 1901i. We 
say to some extent because 1886 was a year of crisis and was, there
fore, marked by lower rates and lower earnings, while 1!)06 was 
:I prosperous year accompanied by good earnings. The more 
remarkable is the insignificance of the progress rellected in the 
following table:-

Weekly Weekly 
Industry Male Earnings Female Earnings 

1886 19'J6 1886 19'J6 
L ~ L ~ L ~ L ~ 

Cotton 23 7 :z8 10 15 0 18 0 
Woollen 23 3 26 10 12 7 13 10 
Linen 19 9 22 4 8 8 II 10 9 
Jute 23 0 ~ 5 8 9 7 '3 5 
All together 22 II 27 7 12 9 '3 7 
The figures of 1886- were below while those of 1901i were 

above the normal level. We can therefore imagine how insignifi
cant was the progress made in the course of these 20 years when, 
in the most favourable conditions, the difference amounted to about 
5S' per week for men, and 4S. for women. 

We shall not deal in detail with the other industries investi
gated in 1901i, but shall simply give a few characteristic samples 
of wages prevailing at that date in different industries: 

[SEE TABU AT TOP OF NEXT PAGE] 

From these examples, taken from official, that is, from 
optimistic sources, it may be seen how miserably the workers were 
paid as late as the beginning of the present century in the 
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Industry Adult Adult Juvenile Juvenile Avctage 

Male Female Male Female Earnings 
Pig Iron 34/4 1:1./ n 33/4 
.Enginccts ... P/5 13/1 9/7 8/," '"5/n 
Shipbuilders 35/n 14/8' n/lo 7/4 30/7 
"Tin Plate .•• .•• 4'"/- 14/9 1:1./4 8/10 32/1 
Iron and Steel 39/1 13/- 36/10 
METAL INDUSTRY ••• 33/11 12/8 10/4 7/4 :'7/4 
Wholesale Clothing... 31/8 15/5 9/n 6/4 14/1Q 

"Tailoring .;. . .. 3I/n l:1./n 9/9 6/4 14/8 
Boot, Sboe ... ,.s/8 13/1 10/6 5/10._ 19/10 
ci.omINC INDUSTRY ••• 30/2 13/6 9/8 S/9 IS/I 
Pa.!"'r ••• ,.s/n n/7 10/10 7/4 au/IO 

Pnnting ... 36/10 12/3 8/7 6/4 .'"3/10 
Bookbinding ... 34/1 1:1./10 8/8 6/- 16/4 
c..P.DBOAJ.D INDUSTRY 28/10 12/3 10/3 6/1 I2/S 
PAPEIl AND PaINTINc 

TRADES 34/4 12/2 8/11 6/4 
Pottery and China. •.. 32/4 n/n n/," 6/," 
Glass ... 38/4 8/9 1'-/4 7/1 
Chemicals '"9/1 10/8 10/3 7/4 
CHINA. AND GLASI 

INDUSTRY... 29/2 11/10 11/6 7/-
Baking. etc. ••• ••• 38/n u/8 9/6 6/5 
Brewing .•• :&6/3 9/4 10/5 7/5 
Tobacco 30/6 . 12/- 9/9 6/," 
FOOD. DJ.INJ.AND 

TOBACCO ••• ••• 26/4 II /S 10/- 6/6 
Saw Milling ••• 27/4 1'-/5 9/8 8/4 
Furnishing ••• 33/- 13/1 8/7 6/2 
WoonwOP.J.INO 

INDUSTRY ••• 
Gas Workers 
Tramways •.• 
Water Supply 
MtINlClPAL SERVICES 

32 /
p/6 
30 / 6 
28/8 
28/1 

12/11 
12/6 
n/3 
1'-/9 

11/10 

9/6 6/10 

20/-
19/8 
:&6/6 
27/5 

23/6 
,-,"/8 
24/3 

13/10 

wealthiest capitalist country and in the best organised large-scale 
industries. The earnings of adult worken may in some cases 
appeal more or less adequate if we overlook the fact that the 
figures relate to full·time employment, which is generally most 
unusual for any length of time in modern industry. England 
particularly. working for exports and importing her raw material. 
is highly. sensitive 'to fluctuations on the world market, and the 
course of her production constandy experiences changes. Nowhere 
in the capitalist world is there, even in good years. so much unem-
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ployment and such sudden and frequent changes in me state of 
employment as in England. While me real earnings of adult 
male workers were below me figures given in me official report, 
me earnings of female and juvenile workers were wretched even 
according to me official data. Weekly earnings in the above 
industries were distributed as follows:-

Industry 

Metal Trades 

Clothing ... 

Paper and Printing 

Pottery, G I ass, 
Chemicals, etc. 

Food, Drink, 
Tobacco, etc .... 

Woodworking ... 

Average Average 
Male wee~ly Female wee.kly 

workers earnlOgs workers earnmgs 
(% of total) (in shillings) (% of total) (in shillings) 

41.0 Less than 30 
24.0 " " 25 
54.2 30 45.1 From 10 to 15 
7.2 " " 20 21.6 Under 10 
36,5 " " 30 52.2 From 10 to '5 

6.8 
" " 

20 26,5 Under 10 

58,4 " " 30 49·7 From 10 to '5 
9.1 " " 20 31.0 Under 10 

71.8 30 44.2 From 10 to 15 
16.4 20 37.8 Under 10 

.65.0 30 54.1 From 10 to 15 
14.3 "" 20 25.0 Under 10 

Even among adult workers mere was a considerable propor
tion earning less man 2OS. a week on full time, while from 30 to 
70 per cent. earned less !han 3os. per week. It was estimated by 
Mr. Bowley on me basis of mese data, mat in me United King
dom mere were about 8,000,000 people permanendy employed, 
whose weekly earnings were as follows:-

Weekly Earnings No. of Persons 
(in Shillings). Employed. Per cent. 
Less man 15 320,000 4 
From 15 to 20 640,000 8 

20 " 25 1,600,000 - 20 

25 " 30 1,680,000 21 
" 30 " 35 1,680,000 21 
" 35 " 40 1,040,000 13 
" 40 " 45 560,000 7 

Over 45 480,000 6 
These figures, of course, cannot claim to be scientifically 

exact and are probably optimistic. Nor is it quite clear what iJ 
meant by .. permanent employment" under me capitalist system 
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of production, and what becomes of the remaining six millions. 
employed in trade and industry, mentioned by the census reports. 
Even wi-th these limitations, the table shows that about one mi1lion 
workers, or I~~ per cent. of the total number .. earned less than 
~s. per week, while one-half the total number--or to be more 
precise, 53 per cent.-earned less than 305. Nobody will oontend: 
that the oondition of the working class in England at the close of 
the fifty years period after the oollapse of Chartism, as illustrated 
by these figures, was anything like satisfactory. Would other 
methods of fighting have yielded better results? Or were the. 
English industries rcally unable to stand a larger expenditure on· 
wages? On the occasion of the enactment of .the Minimum 
Wage for the coal mining industry, a oonfidential memorandum 
was sent out to its members by the Mine Workers' Association of 
Northumberland and Durham, giving the movement of wages in 
these districts for a number of years. It showed that the rates for 
a two shift day were: in February 1812, 6s. 6d.; in July 18pr 
8s. o~d.; in March 1873, 9s. I ~d.; in April 18740 8s. 6J4d.;. 
and in October 1874, 7s. 8d. But in the year of grace 1912, II> 

minimum wage of 5S. 6d. was established by law for the miners, 
and a minimum wage of not more than 6s. ¢. for the highest 
paid category of miners, the hewers, a rate that is, very much 
below that of 40 years before. Had the. ooal mining industry 
been ruined in the oourse of these long fears? Nothing of the
kind. Since the 70'S there had been a tremendous development 
in technique and productivity in the mining industry, and the ooal 
magnates had amassed great wealth. But the miners in .these two 
districts were, until very recently, among the most determined< 
representatives of the ideology of the post.Chartist period; they 
had adopted the sliding scale, and for a long time even refused to 
join the Miners' Federation, as they were wholly opposed to 
governmental interference in such .. private" business as the regu
lation of working hours, which formed one of the main planks in 
the platform of the Federation. The only explanation for the
decline in their wages as compared with the 70'S is to be found 
in the effectiveness of their methods of dealing with the employers. 

From the figures quoted at the beginning of the present 
chapter, we may oonclude that practically the same oonditions as 
in the poa1 mining industry obtained in other trades: the low 
wages prevailing at the end of the last and .the beginning of the 
present century were the closing figures in a downward serle!> 
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which began in the middle of the 70·s. We must also bear in 
.mind that the official figures with which we are operating are 
:based on a fiction that the wekIy. monthly or annual earnings of 
.the workers can be calculated arithmetically on the basis of wage 
zates (piece-time or other rates) by the simple use of multiplication. 
In reality. owing to the constant changes in employment, the earn
ings of the workers are continually fluctuating. as may be seen 
from the official reports on changes in wages in the most important 
industries. such as the building trades. mining. iron and steel. 
-shipbuilding and engineering-in fact, in all except railways • 
.agriculture and one or two others. A record of these changes was 
;taken from IB93. and although the period covered is short, the 
.figures are highly instructive. 

No. of workers with Amount of Incr. + 
Years wages affected by Incr. Deer. Deer.-

Increase Deerease l l 
a:B93 142.36 .. 256"'73 23.2<1° 10.813 +12 • .p6 
~~ 175.615 ,.B8.357 7.425 520517 -45.091 
1895 79,867 351.B95 6.147 34.358 -28.210 
1896 382,225 167.357 33,721 7,128 +26,592 
~B97 560,707 13,855 32,861 1,354 +310507 
aB98 1,003,290 1l,86s 81,601 786 +80,815 
IB99 1,17 ......... 1,132 91.009 10" +90,905 
1900 1,209,28 .. 23,010 211",12 2,822 +208,590 
1201 '129>715 489>318 "°.790 117>377 -76,587 
-902 91,812 789.B91 5.526 77.921 -720595 
1903 21,327 87 ... 721 1.542 39.8~ - 38,327 
190 .. 16,054 78 ... 00,. 1,202 40.432 - 39.23° 
z905 319>3°" 2<19,586 16.333 '18,502 -2,1~ 

i9Q6 1,097,98 .. 5,1,,0 58,'109 512 + 57,B97 
1907 1,242,534 2,93° 201.152 2<10 "+200,912 

-908 119,327 464,216 7,z60 66.'131 - 59.171 

1909 18>371 131,505 986 ~'908 -68.922 

Year by year the wages of thousands of workers went up 
and down in accordance with the changing conditions of trade. 
In the last column are given the results of these changes: in the 
course of 17 years the workers (in the industries for which the 
figures, are given) sultered a reduction in the wages nine times, 
and obtained an increase eight times. The total amount of the 
ceduction in wages was £"30,302 per week, while the increases 
.aggregated to £709,6"" per week, giving a net increase in wages 
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of 1.~342 per week, or £140515,614 per annum. If we forget 
that this figure represents the rumulative result of a development 
of 17 yean, that it was distributed among millions of workers 
employed in those industries, and that in the following years it 
might be reduced to zero- it may appear fairly imprpsivc. By 
comparing it with the figures of the income of the propertied 
classes, we see how insignificant it is. These figures of the income 
of the bourgeoisie are to be found in the Reports of the Inland 
Revenue Department:-

From Owner- Total amount 
ship of Land. Business of income 
Houses, etc. concerns, etc. from property 

Years. <1.1,000,000) <1.1,000,000) <1.1,000,000) 
1893"4 207 357 cry4 
1894-'5 208 340 b;7 
1895-6 211 357 cry8 
18¢1 214 377 705 
1897-8 216 401 734 
1B98-9 224 416 763 
1899-1900 228 436 7lP 
1900"1 233 466 833 
1901•2 238 488 ·867 
1902·3 242 492 880 
1903"4 252 502 903 
1904"5 255 504 912 
1905-6 259 509 925 
1906-7 z6<f 519 9.44 
1907-8 2Ci7544 980 
19fiS9 270 s66 1,010 

• In point of fact, this did not happcn. From 1910 me workers, 
as we shall see, tonk up a clilf=nt policy and in the years that fol
lowed waF show an upward movement. In 1910 wap in=ased 
by 14 millions, in 1911 by 34 millions, in 1912 by 139 millions, and in 
1913 by 175 millions. During the war the upward IIlmelDeDt of wap 
continued, and, thanks to war bonuses, n:ached a very bigh level. ·In 
1917, for instance, over ISO millions were added to total wages.. But 
since the war wap have been on the down grade, and the gains of me 
prosperous years are being npidll!educed. In 1921 the total of wap 
was !educed by more than 6 millions a week, in 1922 by more than 
" million, a week, and in the lint eight monlhs of 192) the total 
!eduction .amounted to lIl9>ooo a week. In the aggtega'" for three years 
wap were !educed by 1G,43O,ooo. TM Lt.""'" y_ Boo~. 19240 
P. 173· 

Q 
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This presents an entirely dilJermt picture: no lIuctuations, no 
ups and downs, but continuous and steady increase. In the course 
of 17 years the IOtal income of the landlords and propcrty~wncn 
increased from £207,000,000 10 £ZlO,ooo,ooo, and the total income 
of the industrial, commercial and professional bourgeoisie increased 
from 1.357,000,000 10 £s66,ooo,ooo, while the aggregate income of 
the possessing classes increased from £674>000,000 10 £1,010,000,000. 
The bourgeoisie is not exactly in love with the tax collector, and 
partly to evade the payment of taxes, and partly for commercial 
reasons, it does not very readily discIosc its income even to an 
official organ of its Govcmmcnt. Conscqucndy, there is every 
reason to assume that these figures arc mnsidcrably below the 
actual figure: but even an advance from £674>000,000 10 
£1,010,000,000 constitulCS a net increase of f.336,ooo,~ 
dilIcrcnt from the paltry £14>500,000 which represented the in
crease in the workers' wages during the same period. It is IrUC 

that this £14>500,000 does not represent the IOtal increase in the 
wages of the working class as a wbole; they refer only 10 certain 
trades making returns 10 the Department of Labour. But they 
are the leading industries, and employ the major portion of the 
workirig class, so that the sum of £14>500,000 probably reprcscnrs 
mon: than half the total increase in the wages of the enlin: 
working class. Assuming that the increase in the wages of the 
rest of the working class amounted 10 about the same sum, so that 
the IOtal increase of wages during this period amounted roughly 
10 1.30,000,000, it is sti1l but a small £raaion as compared with the 
growth in the income of the bourgeoisie. Who, in the face of 
these figures, will be so bold as to assert that tronomic dcvdop
mcnt in England did not permit of a greater share of the annually 
growing wealth of the country to accrue 10 the working class? It 
is clear that the workers took but little advantage of the economic 
possibilities which offered themselves. And the chief responsibility 
for this failure must be laid at the door of the poliey of ~ 
promise with the capitalist class conducted by the leadcrs of 
organised labour. 

A tclling illustration of the foregoing is furnished by the 
railwaymen, a typical group of the English proletariat which went 
through all the phases of the evolution of the English Labour 
tIlOvemcnt of the last half century. Although railways were first 
built in England as far back as the 30'S, and had become towards 
the middle of the century a great industry, the workers employed 
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on the railways remained for a long time unorganised, owing to 
their being scattered over about a hundred different lines md 
detached from their fellow workers by the very nature of their ' 
occupation. It was only in the middle of the 60's that they began 
to form organisations, but these> were chiefly of a friendly society 
character under the patronage of philanthropic directors md 
wealthy shareholders of the railway companies. In 1B7z there was 
formed the Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants, the first 
railway .trade union of the regular type with extensive charitable 
functions, but still under the patronage of wealthy benefactors, 
which explains the fact that, having started with a membership of 
more than 1:1,000, the union was left with 6>3:10 members a decade 
later. Subsequendy, the union recovered, and in 1890 reached a 
membership of :16>360. But as late as 1903 it still had no more 
than 5:1,000 members, and in 1906, ~n the eve of a great fight and 
after a vigorous agitation. it reached a membership of 70,000 .• 
In 1880 the Associated Society of Locomotive Engineers and Fire
men, and the United Signalmen and Pointmen were formed. In 
1889 the General Railway Workers' Union was formed and later 
on the Railway Clerks' Association---timost .d infinitum. All 
these unions represented one or mother of the privileged groups 
of railway employees, DOW compcting"With each other for members 
among the lower grades, now limiting their activities to one district 
only, now trying to embrace a larger territory and so on. As a 
result of, such confusion and competition we find that as late as 
1910 only 100,000 workers on the railways were organised out of a 
total of 565,000 employees. 

What was the lot' of the railwaymen in such a state of 
organisation, and with a policy which allowed a leading influence 
in the unions first to bourgeois friends, md then to such labour 
leaders as Richard Bell and afterwards James Thomas? In I~ 
the average wage of railwaymen of all grades amounted to 

23S' o~d. per week, md ten years tater to 24S. 3~ per week, 
having risen by the princely sum of IS. 3d. per yveek I An 
inquiry carried out by the A.S.R.S. in 1907 among railwaymen dis
closed the fact that over 100,000 or nearly :10 per cent. of the total 
were receiving from 201. to 30s. per week. These figures were 
challenged by the Board of Trade, which undertook m investiga-

• q. Cole and Arnot: Tnuk U"ionism on tile RAilwttys. London, 
19'7; t.elbuscher, Tile S"."ggle of tile Eng/is" RAilwtty W .... ~ers. 
Munich, 19'3. 
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tion of its own and published its report in 1912. We can under
stand the reason for this delay when we learn that according to 
these official data, there were ¢,ooo men 011 the railways receiv
ing 19s. a week and less. Of course, these are all average 
figures. Among the half-a-million workers there were guards on 
passenger trains receiving 295. 3d., guards on goods trains receiv
ing even 315. :zd.; there were also signalmen, firemen, enginemen 
etc., earning as much as 46s. per week. These fortunate workers 
were only an insignificant minority, while at the other extreme 
there was an equally small minority whose wages were as low as 
16s. per week. This in a rich and thriving industry which yielded 
huge incomes to directors and shareholders I 

In justification of such low rates of wages it was usually 
argued that there was no unemployment on the railways, while, 
on the other hand, there were superanuation benefits, promotions 
etc. But there was an obverse side to these advanta~ne 
need only pass from the static to the dynamic aspect of this form 
of exploitation. We have seen how slowly wages rose; we must 
now note certain attendant circumstances. Since the end of the 
last century the methods of working the railways in England have 
changed completely through the introduction of so-called American 
methods. . They are stated in the annual report of the A.S.R.S. 
for 19.05 as follows: .. In spite of the added responsibilities involved 
in working these mammoth locomotives, and the great difficulties in 
working longer and heavier trains the men's conditions of service 
remain unaltered upon practically all railways. Their remunera
tion is not increased and their hours of labour are not reduced ...• 
As less men are required ... short time ..• and dismissals have 
been the recognised order of the day. Promotion is also at a 
standstill. Formerly, firemen could reasonably expect to secure 
promotion in some 7 or 8 years, but owing to less drivers being 
required, no such promotions have taken place for the last four 
or five years." 

Exact figures illustrating these facts were given by Mr. 
Thomas at the A.S.R.S. conference in that year. In 1904, he said, 
the railways carried 34,000,000 tons more than in 1901, and the 
revenue increased by £2,435,000. At the same time, owing to 
the new methods of working, a saving of 17,900,000 train miles 
had been effected, yielding an economy in wages to the amount 
<If £71,000. If the old methods had continued, Mr. Thomas 
went on to explain, I,m new enginemen would have been taken 
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on; but since they had been changed, thousands of enginemen 
had been put on short time, and hundreds compelled to. do the 
stoking, while the firemen were. obliged to work as cleaners. 
Similar facts were quoted in the report of the union for 1906. 
In that year the number of train miles decreased by about 400,000, 
while the freight carried increased by u;ooo,OOO ·tons .. In the con
ditions prevailing in 1900, it would have been necessary to intro
duce 2,500 new engines which would have meant employment for 
1.0,000 men; instead of that the number of engines was reduced by 
1,200 and the number of men by 6,000. 

It is clear that even with the small increase in wages shown 
by the figures for 1896 and 1905 the material conditions for the 
railway workers became worse. A larger volume of the work 
had to be performed by fewer men, and that meant a greater 
strain, longer working hours. and more frequent accidents. An 
inquiry carried out in 19"7 revealed the fact that more than one
half of the workers employed on the railways (51.1 per cent.) were 
working 60 hours a week and more, nearly 4 per cent. (3.9) were 
working 'J2 hours and more, and only about 7 per cent. were 
working less than 54 hours per week. On the basis of a six-day 
week (assumed in the inquiry) this meant that one-half of all 
the railwaymen were working not less than 10 hours a day, and 
some as much as I:I hours a day and longer. The average week 
of enginemen and firemen amounted to 62 hours; of signalmen 
57·5; of guards, 61.4; of cleaners, 55; and so on. All these figures 
were in a way theoretical, since in reality the railwaymen-par
.ticularly the enginemen and firemen-were often called upon to 
work overtime, sometimes for twenty-four hours at a stretch; as 
was brought out by the numerous inquiries held in oonnection 
with railway accidents.· The results of excessive work were 
rdlected in the statistics of accidents on the railways, as can be 
seen from the following table:-
Year Fatal Non-Fatal 
I B9'7 566 140402 
1898 542 I:I,979 
1899 584 15,582 
1900 631 15,~8 
1901 56s 14,740 

1902 485 13,858 
1903 497 140356 
1904 448 14,561 

Year 
1905 
1906 
1~7 

1908 
1909 
1910 

1911 . 

1912 

Non-Fatal 
140335 
16,256 
21,514 
24,181 
24,095 
26,44 
27,818 
·28,200 
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These figures deserve close attention. In 1899. and 1900 
"American" methods were introduced, and the number of 
accidents in both categories at. once leapt upwards. Later on, 
however, the worken adapted themselves to the new methods, 
and since the Government took alarm and in 1900 introduced a 
number of measures for the prevention of accidents on railways-
the "Prevention of Railway Accidents Acts"-the number of fatal 
accidents gradually decreased. True the decrease did not go very 
far, for their number continued to fluctuate berween 400 and 500 
annually; nevertheless, some improvement in respect of fatal 
accidents could not be gainsaid. It was different with the non
fatal accidents. Their number rose rapidly in 1899 and 1900, 
but instead of falling later, they increased and were nearly 
doubled in the course of 16 years--and that in spite of, or rather 
because of the decrease of the number of men working on the 
railways. According to a statement made by Mr. Thomas in the 
House of Commons in February, 1914, in the course of the debate 
on the King's Speech, between IgDl and 1910 the freight traffic 
on the railways had increased by many million tons, and the 
passenger traffic by many millions of passengen, but the number 
of workers employed had been reduced by 13,000. We cannot 
wonder that the number of accidents was doubled. Rather 
should we be surprised that the railwaymen patiendy sulfered this 
state of affairs for so long. It was only towards the middle of 
the first decade of the new century that a movement began 
among them for better organisation and for a change of policy
a movement which changed the entire situation on the railways 
and brought the railwaymen to the front ranks of the organised 
and militant proletariat of England. We shall prcscndy see in 
what circumstances this change took place. 



CHAPTEII FoUll 
THE FRUITS OF OPPORTUNISM (Concluaeti) 

W
AGES are such a decisive factor in the condition of the 
working class that failure of the trade unions to solve· 
problems relating thereto is sufficient evidence of the 

futility of their methods of action. There are other factors in 
the condition of the working class which, although not so 
direcdy susceptible to the influence of the organised power of the 
proletariat, are good criteria of measurement. We shall dwell on 
them briefly, since we are not engaged in studying the condition 
of the working class in England, but are only searching for an 
answer to the question, whether or not the opportunist methods 
of the trade unions were justified in practice. 

We shall deal in the first place with the length of the wor~ 
ing day. Next to wages, hours of labour are the . matter of 
greatest concern to the trade union organisations, and it is there. 
fore interesting to learn what has been done by the English 
working class towards shortening them. Government inquiries 
in 1886 and IgOO recorded the fact that in the course of those 
twenty years the normal working week in the cotton .industry 
was reduced from 56 ~ to 55 ~ hours, that is, by one hour. This, 
of course, was not very great progress, considering the excep
tionally favourable circumstances in which the cotton manufac· 
turers were working. 55~ .hours a week means more than 9 
hours a day, whereas the Io-hour day had been introduced in 
cotton spinning mills as far back. as 1&J7! Even this slight 
advance loses its importance from the fact that the 56 ~ hour week 
had been introduced in Lancashire in 1871. This means that the 
reduction of the working week by one hour represented the 
progress made not in 20 but in 35 years! AppJ'O![imatdy during 
the same pcrlod, according to a statement made in ParIiament 
in 1913, by one of the Lancashire Labour representatives, Mr. Gill, 
the speed of machinery, and consequendy the intensity of labour 
of the Lancashire spinners, had inc:rea.!ed by 20 per cent. 
Lancashire spinners were among the most peaceful workers in 
England, and enjoyed the leadership of such men as Mawdsley, 
who oSiciaily belonged to the Conservative Party, and adopted such 
a beneficent diplomatic instrument as the Brookiands Agreement! 
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No better was the position of the engineers, those pioneers 
of the post-Chartist trade union movement. A1l far back as 1871 
they had won the ~hour day, while in Scotland the normal work
ing week was fixed at 51 hours. In 1874 the Scortish engineers 
too were forced to accept the 54-hour week-i) hours a day, and 
at that figure it stayed-until the World War. In IB97 this 
IOOdei trade union inadvertently became involved in a dispute 
which was both a strike and a lock~ut, and put forward a demand 
for an 8-hour day. After five months of fighting, having 
exhausted all their funds, the workers were defeated because there 
were only about 70,000 men in the union, out of a total of 300,000 
in the industry. 

In the preceding chapter we dedt with the hours of labour 
on the railways. Here we propose to quote some official data 
on the hours of labour worked in various industries, * in order 
that the reader may judge for himself the state of affairs in a 
country where the working class for half a century carried on a 
policy of compromise:-

Average weekly 
Industry. hours of labour. 
Metals 53.2 
Iron & steel 55.2 . 
Shipbuilding 52.9 
Paper, printing etc. ... 52.5 
Pottery, glass etc. . 53.7 

Average weekly 
Industry. hours of labour. 
Food, tobacco etc. 54.1 
Textile 55.5 
Building trades 52.8 
Clothing, boot & shoe 52-7 

How these figures compare with those of the 50's or of the 
70's it is difficult to tell, since no precise and complete data are 
available. All we know is that even in those cases where the 
hours of labour were ostensibly regulated, they were so only on 
paper, since the workers had to work overtime, for which they 
were paid time-and-a-half, and sometimes even less. Even from 
a formal point of view, the advance conld not have been con
siderable, judging by such model industries as the cotton and 
engineering trades first quoted. Even in the coal mining 
industry, where progress had been achieved in some districts and 
for some of the workers (for instance the Durham hewers had 
been working less than 7 hours a day even before the enactment 
of the Eight Hour Day in 1909) the average working day for all 
categories of workers in all the districts was 9 hours and 3 minutes, 

• &m;"gs .n. Hours ollAJxnw. 19"6. 
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so that the Eight Hour Act was ,hailed as a blessing, although 
it permitted 60 boUrs overtime per year, and was calculated for 
the time spent at the coal face only. Of course, there were quite 
a number of firms which themselves introduced the 8-hour day 
as a means of increasing the productivity of labour. In Durham 
and Northumberland the shorter day had been intrdouced at the 
instance of the mine owners, who preferred to work their mines 
on two or three shifts although men above ground worked not 
six or seven, but nine and ten hours a day. Such exceptions, 
however, do not count, whereas the fact that as late as 1912 the 
Trades Union Congress put forward a demand for a 6o-hour 
week for shop assistants shows how Small was the improvement 
in the hours of labour in, ibis branch of employment. The 
policy followed in the post-Chartist period also ,failed in regard 
to hours of labour. ' • 

The regulation of wages and hours of labour is the main 
field of the trade unions' direct activity. Indirecdy their influence 
extends to numerous spheres which help to determine the material 
conditions of the working class. The trade unions seem able to 
exercise least effect upon unemployment, the main evil which 
besets the industrial proletariat of to-day. Unemployment, i.e., 
the existence of a reserve army of labour, is an essential condition 
for the existence of capitalist production, and one would think 
the organised working class was helpless in the face of it. Never
theless, both the First International, and the International Con
gress at Paris in 18119 proclaimed the 8-hour day as one of the 
palliative measures against unemployment, and the trade unions 
themselves at their congresses repeatedly demanded an all-round 
reduction in the hours of labour during slack periods, instead of 
the dismissal of men. Such a system of .. short time" is 
practiced in some industries, particularly in the Lancashire cotton 
trade. At any rate, there is an obvious connection between hours 
of labour IlDd the problem of unemployment, and to an extent the 
trade unions might have exercised some influence on its dimen
sions and intensity. What are the actual facts? Note, first of 
all, that before the war the English labour market was relieved 
of large numbers of workers every year by emigration. This 
peculiar method of bloodletting, as we have seen,. began in the 
middle of the nineteenth century and WcDt on steadily until the 
war, with slight abatements in the ']O's and 90'S. The volume of 

• See Part I •• pp. 8s.8g. 
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this human stream is shown in the following figurer (the nJ 
balance of emigration over immigration):-

1876-80 435,201 19.01-<>5 586,818 
1881~5 934>263 19<J6 194.671 
188~ 794,060 1907 235,092 
1~1"95 447,911 1908 91,156 
1896-1900 278,122 1909 139,~3 

18,&-1909 ... 4>147,007* 

These figuIes refer exclusively 10 British subjects, and are of 
considerable significance as indices of the economic condition of 
the working class which furnished the main impulse to emigration. 
Emigration on sucIJ a large scale took place from Germany only 
during the period of the anti-Socialist laws, and in the years 
inImediately preceding the war from such backward and poverty 
stricken countries as Galicia and Italy. Clearly, English capitalism 
was unable 10 feed its own wage slaves. Still the workers who 
remained behind did not find sufficient employmenL The 
following percentages of members unemployed were compiled 
from the returns made by certain trade unions 10 the Department 
of Labour:-

J'ercentage of Membership Unemployed 
Year % Year % Year % 

187li 3-7 1887 7.6 IB98 2.8 
1877 4·7 1888 4-9 IB99 2.0 
1878 6.!t 18~ 2.1 1900 2·5 
1879 11-4 IB90 2.1 1901 H 
1880 5·5 I~I 3-5 19;02 H 
IS81 3·5 I~ 6.J 1903 4·7 
1882 2·3 1~3 7·5 1904 6.0 
1883 2.6 1894 6·9 1905 5.0 
1884 8.1 1B95 5.8 19<J6 3.6 
1885 9·3 I¥ H 1907 3-7 
1886 10.lI IB97 H 1908 7.8 

1909. 7·7 
The trade unions making these returns belong 10 the best 

organised and most important branclJes of industry, comprising 
textiIes, metals, furnishing, coal mining, printing etc. But in 

t Britislt .1IIl Ftm:ip TrUe ,,1IIl ,,,tlustTitd CO"tlitiOlU, Cd. 1761, 
19130 with additions from JI",,11111 Jibs,,", of lAbo ... Stlltistiu. 
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spite of the great advance in the production of these industries as 
«lmpared with the 70'S, and of the emigration of over 4,000,000 

people from England during that period, there was no decrease 
in unemployment. Unemployment in bad years did not, perhaps, 
reach ,the dimensions of thirty or forty years previously, but as 
against this, the amount of unemployment in good years was not 
less than in the past, and on the average was even in excess of 
previous levels. Unemployment unquestionably increased from 
the middle of the 70's and assumed a more permanent character 
in England than, for instance, in pre-war Germany. The 
figures show no trace of the trade unions ever taking steps to 
oombat unemployment by fighting for a reduction in the hours. 
of labour, and when in 1910, with a Liberal administration, an 
Unemployment Insurance Bill was introduced by Lloyd George, 
no one was more surprised ,than the trade unions themselves. To 
them unemployment was a visitation from God to which they 
oould only submit, while paying regular benefits to its victims. 

Closely oonnected with the question of duration of the 
working day, which the trade unions have done so litde to shorten, 
is the occupational right, that, is, the liability to injuries and 
death in oonscquence of accidents. In face of the progress in 
technical equipment of factories and works, and the usually 
anendant intensification of labour. it should have been the busi
ness of the trade unions to concentrate their attention not only 
upon the enactmem: and the development of special legislation, 
not only on the proper discharge of their functions by the 
inspectors, but also on the question of fatigue which depends in 
the first place on the length of the working day. It has been 
established both by scientific research and by practical observa
tion that beyond a certain maximum of working hours, a stage in 
the procest of labour sets in when physical and nervous exhaus
tion, unobserved by the worker himself, make oonditions favourable 
to accidents, the latter growing in frequency with every additional 
hour of labour. Most of the accidents in works and factories 
occur during the seoond half of the day, and the most dangerous 
time appears to be the last hour or two. There is scarcely any 
need to argue about the imperative need of shorter hours for 
work in elosed premises, even if well ventilated, or on material 
which is in itself injurious to health. What do we find in 
England? Below we give the statistics of accidents in English 
industries since 11195:- . 
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Year Total No. of No. of No. of No. of 
accidents accidents in accidents in accidents on 

factories and the the 
workshops mines railways-

Non- Non- Non- Non-
Fatal Fatal Fatal Fatal Fatal Fatal Fatal Fatal 

t895 No data 455 No data 1.042 No data ",89 7.4Bo 
18lJ6 No data 490 32.9'>8 1.025 No data 490 14>110 
18<J7 ... 4.262 63.856 518 39.816 930 No data 566 14>402 
.898 ... 3.810 79.633 577 49.642 908 4.079 542 12>979 
1899 ... 4.619 ~.369 682 - 61.083 916 4.II5 584 15.582 
1900 ... 4.753 104>303 816 68.456 1.012 4.434 631 15.~8 
1901 ... 4.622 107.286 782 72.709 1.101 4.004 565 14.740 
1902 ... 4.516 112.128 851 77.692 1,D24 3.745 4B5 13.858 
1903 ... 4.154 115.564 752 79.107 1.072 3.822 497 14.356 
1904 ... 3.985 "50515 728 79.289 1.055 3.754 448 14.561 
1905 ... 4.268. 122.386 780 99.546 1.159 3.646 437 140335 
1906 ... 40369 135.693 804 110.788 1.142 3,839 483 16.256 
'907 .. ·4.453 156•278 852 123,'46 1.245 5.892 509 21.5'4 
1908 ... 4.154 1580356 767 121.112 1.308 5,860 432 2'\.181 
1909 ... 4.133 154.357 700 116.554 1>453 5.859 372 24.095 

The table shows that in the course of fifteen years between 
1895 and 1909. the life and health of the workers became more 
and not less exposed to accident. Particularly great was the 
number of both fatal and non-fatal acicdents in workshops and 
factories. while the number of non-fatal accidents on the railways 
was more than trebled. Even in the mines, to which particular 
attelltion was paid by protective legislation and inspection. the 
number of fatal accidents increased, although the curve of the 
non-fatal accidents fluctuated: rising and dropping and rising 
again rapidly. .This was due to the fact that prior to 1<)06 
mining inspection registered only severe accidents which disabled 
the worker for a period of not less than seven days, while since 
it registered all accidents without exception. Outside factors. 
such as legislation. improved methods of registration. and more 
frequent inspection. naturally influence the figures. and this cir
cumstance is often brought forward by official English statisticians 
in order to reassure the workers and the public at large. More
over. whenever possible they point to the expansion of production 
as a factor causing an increase in the absolute figures. but reduc
ing their relative importance. This is not quite the truth. 
Granted that the figures for the previous years are incomplete 

• (A repetition. for the sake of completeness. of the ligures on 
p 235·) 



THE FllUITS OP OPPORTUNISM 243 
for one reason or another and· minimise the actual number of 
accidents, how is the fact to be accounted for that in the last years, 
when no changes occurred in the outside conditions, the number 
of accidents still continued to grow? How is one to explain that 
the number of accidents caused by new machinery in the factories, 
driven by mechanical power and entirely unaffected by protective 
legislation, increased three times as much as accidents from other 
causes?· As to the expansion of production and the correspond
ing increase in the number of workers employed, we have seen 
that on the railways the very opposite was the case, it was a 
reduction and not an increase in the number of workpeople em
ployed, that was responsible both for the absolute and the relative 
multiplication of accidents. The same was the case in the coal 
mining industry. There the number of workers. did increase 
during the last years of the period under consideration, but the 
only result was that whereas prior to 1902 the number of fatal 
accidents in the mines was 1.34 per 1,000, it increased in 1906-10, 
according to official data, to 1.41 per 1,000. And small wonder, 
as the upper seams in the coal mines are exhausted, the mine 
owners are prompted by greed to dig deeper and deeper, reaching 
at times a depth of from aoo to 300 yards where the temperature 
is so high that the least misadventure may cause an explosion. 

Thus considering the connection which exists between the 
number of accidents and the length of the working day the growth 
in the number of accidents is further evidence of the bankruptcy 
of the trade union policy in England. As a matter of fact, this 
connection between the number of accidents and the length of the 
working day had been repeatedly stressed by the trade unions 
themselves, but they never went further than passing resolutions 
and sending deputations to wait on Cabinet ministers. The 
question of the safety of the industrial processes was for them a 
matter of secondary importance. It sufficed to show that the 
accidents had been brought about by the .. carelessness" of the 
workers themselves or were due to something outside .. human .. 
control, and excitement would come to an end. Never, in the 
whole history of trade unionism, had the workers declared a strike 
for the principle of labour protection. 

Many times on the ~lways the question was raised of intro
ducing automatic coupling 80S a guarantee of safety; but never was 
a strik& declared on that issue. In the coal mines the workers 

°Jolll'fllll 0/ Royal SItllisIiaU S«i~ty. 1911, Mr. Verney's paper. 
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on more than one occasions downed tools on the question of 
check -weighing, but never was a battle fought over such questions 
as ventilation or pit props. We referred in another chapter 00 

the efforts of Plimsoll, who in 1876 finally succeeded in wresting 
legislation on the load line. Exactly thirty years later the line 
was raised again by Mr. Lloyd George, who was then at the 
Board of Trade, reducing the safety of vessels, but increasing the 
profits of the shipowners. Neither the Seamen's Union nor the 
organised workers in general replied 00 this act by a strike. 

We Should never finish if we were 00 enumerate all the 
questions which the trade unions could have iolluenced in some 
way or another, but failed 00. No less important is the fact 
that the trade unions had proved incapable or unwilling 00 organise 
the working class as a whole. Their aristocratic exclusiveness, 00 

which we have referred above, and which was the result of their 
repudiation of a militant policy in favour of a. pacifist diplomacy, 
caused the overwhelming mass of the working -class 00 remain 
unorganised, because they did not possess the qualifications which 
formed the monopoly of the skilled workmen who had passed a 
course of apprenticeship, while the skilled workers themselves, 
jealous of this monopoly, insisted on ruooing the unions on a 
craft and not an industrial basis, which would have included the 
unskilled. The majority of unskilled workers remained 
unorgaoised until the close of the So's, when the London dock 
labourers, after their famous strike, founded a union and were 
afterwards followed at greater or lesser intervals by other classes 
of gener;il labourers, such as carr and 'bus drivers, tramway em
ployees, gas workers, and so on. 

These unions were fairly small, their districts frequently out 
of touch with each other, and, what is more, they copied the 
opportunist tactics of the old trade unions. As a result; the 
strength of the working class continued to be dissipated. At least 
six-scvenths of the proletariat remained unorganised, a circum
stance which is as characteristic of British trade unionism as the 
condition of its organised section. For trade unionism, after all, 
was and is a form of the working class movement. Having 
taken the place of the political revolutionary form of the prole
tarian struggle, it was not the intention of trade unionism 00 confine 
itself to the skilled upper layer of the workers; it aimed at open
ing new paths for the whole mass of the workers oppressed by 
capitalism. Even when this claim had been proved unjustified 
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by the course of events, trade unionism did not cease to pose as 
the leader and spokesman of the working class as a whole, claim
ing that in looking after the interests of the organised sections it 
was fighting for the working class as a whole. We are therefore 
entided to put the question in its broadest aspect: what bad been 
achieved by the trade unions, even indirecdy, for the unorganiscd 
section of the working class, for the mass of the workers as a 
whole? The answer to this question was given as far back as 
I897 by none other than Mr. Sidney Webb, the panegyrist of 
trade unionism, whom no onl:" will suspect of undue hostility to 
the bourgeoisie. In his well known pamphlet written on the 
occasion of Queen Victoria's diamond jubilee, Labour in the 
Longest Reign, he wrote:-

.. Under every heading it may be shown that, while the 
position of a large section of the wage-carners has gready 
advanced since I837, the other sections have obtained litde, if 
any, share in the general growth in wealth and civilisation. If 
we took each departinent. of life in turn, and fu,ed a datum line 
below which we considered that the workman could not decendy 
live, we should find, alike. in wages, hours of work, dwelling wd . 
general civilisation, that the percentage of those who fell below 
the line is less now than it was in I837. But we should discover 
also that the lowest level reached was quite as low as at that 
·time, and that the total number falling below our assumed datum 
line is, in actual magnitude, probably greater than in I837. The: 
depth of poverty. is as great as it can ever have: been; its actual 
breadth even is as great or greater." 

As to that .. great advance" in the conditions of the 
fortunate aristocracy of labour, of which Mr. Webb speaks, we 
shall say a word or two later; in the meantime, suffice it to 
note that even according to the testimony of sud a mild critic of 
bourgeois society as Sidney Webb;' poverty at the"CJld of the 90's 
waS even wider and deeper, i.e., embraced larger sections of the 
working class and was more intense than at the end of the 30'S. 
Since then, in spite of further accumulation of wealth by the 
capitalist class and in spite of incessant emigration and the con
tinual development of social legislation, the condition of the work
ing class has not improved. * Whole sections of· the working 

• Here again we may quo~ the evidence of Mr. Sidney Webb. In 
his ConstitutiON fo, • Socialist CommONwealtll of GrNt BriltIin, while 
d'71ari~ th~t the aim of Socialism. is to secure the individual owner
ship of • pnvatc property" (I), which at present constitutes the right 
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class continue to live and to work in oonditions which have 
scarcely changed since the days when Marx pilloried them in his 
Capital or even still earlier, when Engels described the con
dition of the working class in England in 1877. Both Marx 
and Engels wrote of the sweating system, of the .. white slaves of 
England" left untouched by the progress of .. civilisation." The 
sweating system continued to exist, serving as the object of keen 
debates and even of investigations by Royal Commissions in the 
80'S and 90'S, down to the very eve of the World War, w)len 
at last, after 75 years of talking, the Government was forced to' 

pass specific legislation regulating wages and working conditions 
in the sweated industries. The first of these Trade Boards was 
established for the most classical of all the sweated industries, 
that of chain-making in Sheffield and district, where the condi
tions then prevailing can be indicated by the fact that the minimum 

of a handful of people, he draws the following picture of the present 
condition of the working class: .. At present in Great Britain, as well 
as in other countries of advanced industrialism, more than two-third. 
of all the citizens find themselves in fact excluded all their lives long 
from anything that can reasonably be called private property-from 
anything beyond their current wages, their exiguous hoards against a 
rainy day, and as much old furniture as would go in a cart. Of all 
the amenity and charm and the development of family life that may 
be given by the secure possession of a permanent home the bulk of the 
wage earners are, under modern capitalism, deprived. • • Hardly the 
smallest fraction of working class families find their savings and their 
earnings sufficient to provide for their children, either the constant per
sonal care during the first few years, or the educational surroundings 
during childhood, or the skilled medical attention, or the technical 
training, or even the outfit on leaving home, that fathers and mothers 
in all classes yearn to give their children, and that the average parent 
of the professional class considers absolutely necessary for the hC";lth 
and well-being of his own progeny. When the manual working 
parent dies--on an average, prematurely, at a much earlier age than 
among the class provided with property-there is left, in nine eases out 
of ten, hardly sufficient estate to pay the funeral expenses; very seldo!" 
e,'en the most modest provision for a surviving spouse or young chil
dren; and practically never the sort of pecuniary guarantee _ against 
suffering through misfortune which fond fathers and mothers 1':1 Qther 
cia .... aspire to leave for their own children. The awful insecUrity, and 
continuous apprehension of privation involved in the lack of private 
property are the common lot to-day of at least three-fourths of all the 
families in the Kingdom." Such, after all the eulogies, was the actual 
condition of the working class in England after a century and a half of 
colossal development of the forces of production under capitalism, and 
after seventy years of trade union activity I 
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wage as fixed by a Commission, amounted to :I~d. per hour. 
Indeed. prior to this the workers in that .. industry" had been on 
a piecework rate (there were DO IiIne rates) of 35. ]d. for a 
hundredweight of chains. The work was mostly done by women 
at small forges, one woman turning out about two hundredweights 
of chains per week and earning the princely sum of 61. 6d., from 
which she bad to pay 2s. for fuel and ]d. for the use of the forge. 
Her net earnings for a week of intense labour amounted, there
fore. .to 45. No wonder that the establishment of a minimum rate 
of 2~d. per hour was hailed as a great boon by these women, 
who could now =kon on the magnificent earnings of lOS. 6d. 
per week. This example suffices to show what the conditions in 
the sweated iodustries generally were. For buttonhole makers 
and button-sewers in the tailoring trade the minimum rate was 
fixed at 3d. per hour for women aod 6d. for men, whereas pre
viously 24 per cent. of the women engaged in this occupation 
earned less than lOS., and ']0 per cent. of the men earned less than 
15$. per week. In the cardboard box making industry about 
10,000 women were earning less than los. per week. aod the 
Ininimum rates fixed by the Trade Board were 6d. per hour for 
men aod ]d. for women. In the Nottingham ·lace industry the 
home workers were earning from Id. to I ~d. per hour, with 
deductions for .. bad thread," so that the earnings of an adult 
woman amounted sometimes to only one shilling for a full day's 
work. The minimum wage was fixed by.the Trade Board at 
:I ~ d. to 3d. In these four iodustries alone about 200,000 home 
workers were employed, ']0 per cent. of whom were women. 
This figure does not nearly exhaust the. dimensions of the sweat
ing system. in which, according to approaimate estimates, the 
total number of workers amounted on the eve of the war to 
600,000. The existencz of such a vast category of workers of 
both ICXCS alongside of and inside the gigantic apansion of 
English industry is characteristic both of the social aod ecoooInic 
development of the country and of the Labour DIOVCIl)ent itself, 
which failed to reach these sections of the proletariat aod to raise 
their social status, and particularly their wages, to an alent that 
would have compelled the employers to adopt modern forms of 
production and to transfer these white slavu from their .. homes .. 
into the factory_" 

• Tho literature on this question is very aWlSive.· A usefuJ sum
mary an be found in the LA""'" Y _ Boo-\ of 1916, po. 213-221. 

a 
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Partly <onnectcd with the sweating system and partly inde
pendent of it is the exploitation of children and juveniles; the 
history of child labour forms one of the most disgraceful pages 
in the disgraceful history of English capitalism; in spite of 
numerous inquiries and various legislative enactments beginning 
with 1802, child labour in most inhuman forms continued to 
flourish. The law before the war prohibited the employment of 
children under 12, while for children between 12 and 14 years 
of age the so-aIIed half-time system was in practice. The half
time system was repeatedly the subject of protracted discussions by 
enlightened social reformers and educationists, and many were the 
solemn pledges given to eliminate' it by legislative"' measures. 
Nevertheless the practice continued. Half-timers were permitted 
to work in textile factories up to 27~ hours per week (what 
precision I), and in other factories as much as 30 hours per week, 
which, together with school attendance amounted to from 40 to 
44 hours of labour per week. There was this legislative regula
tion of child labour in industrial establishments, but what was 
there to prevent the exploitation of children even under twelve 
outside the factories at home or in the streets? Nothing at aliI 
In 1907 a select committee found that children between the ages of 
4 and 12 were employed without let or hindrance in the sweated 
industries: in the Nottingham lace industry, in match-boll 
making, in the making of paper bags and artificial flowers in 
London, in the carding of hooks and buttons in Birmingham, and 
so on. The mothers would fetch the work home, and the 
children on returning home for dinner would immediately sit 
down_to work, without even removing their out-<lf-doors clothes. 
Having worked through the dinner hour the children, munching 
their " dinner," would go back to school, and on returning home 
at four o'clock would again sit down to work till late at night. 
The remuneration for the making of match-bolles, an operation 
involving the pasting together of seven parts-was from 1 ~ II. 
to 2y.d. per gross, and a woman assisted by four children earned 
from IS. Id. to u. 4d. per day by working 12-14 hours a day 
and compelling her children-frequently tiny mites of four and 
fiv~ help her in the morning hours before school, during the 
dinner hours, and after school until late at night. In one par
ticular case a woman, working 15 hours a day on the stringing 
of coral beads, earned from IS. to IS. 6d. per day, but she was 
assisted by her three children. The oldest, eight years of age, 
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on being questioned by the visitor said: .. I like work only I feel 
so tired." In another case a mother and three children of nine, 
six and five years, respectively,. were engaged in the making of 
paper /lowers earning I ~ d, for a gross of .. violets" and 21. 6d. 
for a gross of .. loses.... They worked from 6 in the morning 
till school time and till midnight after school. 

The reader might think these stories were taken from 
Section III, Chapter VIII of Marx's Capital. No, these facts 
have been taken from the reports of the select committees of 1897 
and 1907, the successors to· the Children's Employment Com
mittees iv,stanccd by Marx. Truly, as the French say, plus f" 
cll"tlge, plus c'est 111 mIme cllose. We have only touched upon 
the fringe of the vast and dark domain where child labour hides 
from the eye of legislative inspection. Side by side with the 
factories and workshops there were shops which employed 
children and juveniles, both as half-timers and full-timers to do 
.. odd jobs" and run errands, streets where children trade etc. 
'In 189.7 there were not less than 144>000 children attending school 
half time, and before and after school hours and during the 
dinner hour working in assisting barbers, selling ncwspapers, 
carrying parcels to customers' houses etc. About 99,000 of them, 
; ••.• 70 per cent., were working 20. hours a week and less, about 
::17,000 from 20 to 30 hours a week, about 10,000 over 30 and less 
than 40 hours a week, and the remainder So, 60 and even 'JO 
hours a week. It should be noted that by Parliamentary, Act, 
passed in the 90'S, the maximum time of child labour between lZ 

and 14 was fixed at 74 hours per weeki Among the cases investi
gated in 1897 was a l::I-year-old boy who got up in the morning 
between three and four to rouse zs adult workers, afterwards 
selling papers from 6. till 9, and then going to school, where he 
would usually fall asleep. Another boy was running errands 
for a grocer, getting IS. 6d. per week for working on school days 
from 8 till 9 in the morning, from II till 1.30 in the afternoon 
and from 4.30 till 7.30 in the evening,' and on Saturdays the 
whole day from 8 a.m. till 10 p.m., altogether 41 ~ hours a 
week, in addition to ::17 ~ hours spent at school. Another boy 
was working.as a lather boy in a barber's shop, working daily 
from 4.30 till 10 p.m., except Saturdays, when he worked from 
8 a.m. till midnight, and Sundays when he worked from 8 a.m. 
till ::I p.m. Altogether he worked 49 ~ hours a week besides the 
school Iiours. These were not isolated, but typical cases recur-
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ring again and again in subsequent investigations. The inquiry 
of 1907 registered about 57<>,000 children under fourteen years of 
age who were in work of various kinds. 6o,oop of them were 
already working the whole day in shops and factories, having 
secured the necessary exemption hom school; 34>535 between 12 

and 14 years of age, were working as half-timers in industrial 
establishments, and so on. 

This harrowing state of affairs is in itself an excellent com
mentary on the level of the earnings of those groups of workers 
whom the trade unions were either unable or unwilling to admit 
into their organisations. But it is also characteristic of the 
organised workers themselves, for they themselves had been the 
stoutest opponents of legal restriction on child labour! Particu
larly striking in this respect were the Lancashire textile workers 
who had consistendy opposed this reform, whose representatives 
in Parliament had repeatedly voted against the abolition of the 
half-time system, and whose prominent leaders, and the most 

. influential leader in the Labour Party at the time-Mr. (now Sir 
D.) Shackleton-had the sorry courage to plead even at the Trades 
Union Congresses for the right of parents to supplement their 
insufficient earnings by those of their children I As a matter of 
fact, since the famous Ten Hour Act of 1847, not a single legis
lative measure for the limitation of child labour was passed upon 
the demand of the workers: such reforms were invariably 
sponsored by bourgeois reformers, philanthropists and educa
tionists. It is interesting to note that even the Acts of 1833 and 
1850 forbidding night-work for juveniles between 14 and 16 years 
of age were virtually repealed by the Act of 1867 for the iron, 
paper and glass industries, and when shordy before the war a 
committee was appointed by the Government to examine the 
question, Mr. Arthur Henderson himself, as a member of the 
Committee, declared that legislative abolition of night-labour of 
juveniles in these industries would be .. inexpedient." Mr. 
Henderson was not only the secretary of the Labour Party, having 
succeeded Mr. Shackleton in that post, but also the leader of the 
Iron Founders' Unionl The responsibility for the continuance 
of the exploitation of children and juveniles may be laid entirely 
at the door of the trade unions, which seek to increase the earnings 
of the organised workers, not by militant methods, but by the 
easier method of enslaving the children. 

From this brief survey of the sweating system and of child 
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. labour it may be seen how perfccdy right was Sidney Webb in 
stating some 25 years ago that the poverty of the working class 
had grown botlt wider and deeper. At the end of the 80'S a 
statistical inquiry into the working conditions of the working 
people of London was carried out by Mr. Charles Booth aided 
by a large staff of investigators, and approximately ten years later 
a similar investigation was conducted at York by Mr. Seebohm 
Rowntree. A voillminous report was published by Mr. Booth, 
in which he proved .that more than a million people in London-
32 per cent. of its entire population-were living under conditions 
which failed to satisfy the minimum requirements, not of cultured, 
but of bare physical existence; while Mr. Rowntree in a less 
voluminous, but. scientifically constructed work, demonstrated the 
existence of fairly similar conditions in the provincial town of 
York. On the basis. of these data, the late Sir Henry Campbell
Bannerman, then Liberal Prime Minister, expressed in the House 
of Commons in 1906 his opinion that not less than 12 million 
people in England wen; living on or under the poverty line. In 
London alone from 50 to 60 people annually are found dead or in 
a dying condition, found by subsequent inquests to have been due 
to starvation. There are numerous lodging houses in London 
where a night's lodging can be secured for a few pence, even 
less. They are always crowded, and the 20,000 persons of either 
sex, including married couples, who inhabit these houses, are 
sufficient evidence of the destitution ,which exists in that city, the 
wealthiest in the world. There arc always hundreds who cannot 
produce the copper required for a night's lodging. At one time 
a census of the homeless was taken by the police on a winter 
night in February, and in 1901, it was found that no fewer than 
2,747 people were without shelter. On the night of February 
28th, 1927, five persons were found sleeping under arches and 
!Ii people sleeping in the streets. 19 persons were discovered in 
the crypt of St. Martin's. There were 14,724 persons in the 
lodging houses, 802 in Shelter and Labour Homes, 5,072 in 
Rowton House and m in casual wards and in hostels of the 
Y .M.C.A.-<Tim~s. March 3rd, 1927). 

Nowhere arc there so many charitable institutions and such 
a wide system of public relief as in England. In London alone 
in 1913 there were no fewer than 731 private charities with a 
combined budget of £7,000,000 to £8,000,000. These institutions, 
in spite' of the humiliation accompanying the receipt of assistance 
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from them, were working at full pressure, so that for every 
individual dying from starvation or lack of shelter, there were 
thousands who escaped such fate by applying to them. This is 
particularly true of public relief by the Boards of Guardians, who 
by law are forbidden to grant relief except in cases of extreme 
distress. In 19.07, in which year the last three months were 
marked by bad trade, no fewer than 1,709,436 people applied for 
relief to the Boards of Guardians, including 526,449 men, 618,673 
women, and 536,314 children. Out of that number, 1,434.829 
persons obtained relief only once during the year, 171,641 persona 
twice, and 26,179 persons five times or more. This meant that 
in that year there were in England over 1,500,000 people who were 
compelled to apply at least-once to the detested .. Guardians" to 
save themselves. It is interesting to observe, furthermore, that 
out of this number only 203,909 persons, i.e., less than 12 per 
CCDt., were relieved for one week or less; while 326.527 persons, 
i.e., over 19 per cent., were relieved for a period of from 1 to 
4 weeks, 277.764 persons (16.3 per cent.) from 4 to 13 weeks, 
158,105 people (9.2 per cent.) from 13 to 26 weeks, 204.451 (12 per 
cent.) from 26 to 52 weeks, and finally, not less than 538,680 
persons 81.5 per cent.) received relief for a period of a whole 
year. These summary figures speak volumes: over 1,500,000 

people could not exist through the year without the assistance of 
the Guardians, whilst nearly one-third of them were compelled 
to apply to them for public relief during the whole year I 

Do these figures represent an improvement in comparison 
with the preceding years? Unfortunately, it was only in 1907 
that such a detailed census was carried out among .. paupers." 
The earlier official returns of pauperism refer only to two days 
in the year, January 1St and July 1St, and on that basis they cal
culate the approximate average figures for the year. This, of 
course, does not furnish exhaustive data, but it is quite sufficient 
for purposes of comparison. The following table shows the 
extent of pauperism in the course of 50 years (excluding the insane 
and vagrants):-

Year. 
1859 
1869 
1879. 
1889 

No. of 
paupers. 
813,¢5 
955>302 
701,812 
716,144 

Per 1.000 
of population. 

41 .8 
43.6 
28.0 
25·5 
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No. of Per J,ooo 

Year. paupers. of population. 
1899 728,113' 23.2 
1904 722,fYJO 21·7 
1905 ?64,5~ 22·7 
1906 774,209 22.8 
1907 769,160 22·4 
1908 772,346 22·3 
1909 793,851 22.6 

The 50's and 60's were marked by a great increase in 
pauperism, which declined in the 70's and then remained more 
or less stationary, although the absolute figures rose by nearly 
70,000 in the first decade of this cCJltury. These figures relate 
only to England and Wales; if Scodand were added, the figures 
would be higher. Their import is quite clear: in the wealthiest 
capitalist country in the world the working class had so lime 
succeeded in placing its existence on a firm foundation that as 
many as 800,000 workers yearly, in Great Britain alone, were 
forced to apply for parish relief. This fact stands out still more 
clearly iI the .. paupers" be examined according to age groups. 
It will be found, according to the results of an inquiry held in 
J 891, that the number of perions applying for parish relief between 
the ages of 16 and 60 constituted only 3.2 per cent., those between 
60 and 65, 13.2 per cent.; between 65 and ']0, 20.6 per cent.; 
between 70 and 75. 31.3 per cent.; i.ctwccn 75 and 80, 39..4 per 
cent.; and above 80, 41.3 per cent. of the entire'population in 
these age groups. Since, however, the whole population includes 
both rich and poor, the percentage of old people of the working 
class applying for parish relief is considerably higher. Mr. Charles 
Booth, in giving evidence before the Commission on Old Age 
Pauperism in 1~3, declared that: .. It might be stated that about. 
80 per cent. of our paupers came from those industrial classes 
whose labour was not sufficiendy remunerated, constituting by 
their numbers about 40 per cent. of the entire population. If 
that be so, then no less than two out of three people of those 
classts were forced to apply in their old age for parish relief in one 
way or another." This means that the industrial worker in the 
years when he was fully able to work, did not cam enough to 
secure himself in his old age, or to· take care of his aged 
relatives, with the result that they were compelled to apply for 
parish "l"eiief (since 1908 they have been getting old age pensionS 
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from the State). Such is the security gained for the English work
ing class by trade unionism I 

Earlier in the foregoing chapter we asked: did the oppor
tunist methods of trade unionism justify themselves, and we can 
now answer with an emphatic .. No." It is usually assumed, 
and has been frequently argued in learned books, that the English 
workiRg class, having turned its back on revolutionary methods 
and action, having repudiated the very idea of revolution, and 
having ooncentrated its efforts on pacifist trade union action, has 
succeeded in achieving material security and a high standard of 
life. Now we sec that this is a myth, that by his pacifist trade 
unionism the worker was not able to maintain his wages even at 
the levd reached in the middle 70'S, that his achievements both in 
regard to wages and other working oonditions were of the smallest, 
and that the position of the mass of the working dass in gencral
which the specific methods of trade unionism has even prevented 
from beooming organised-remained just as precarious as it had 
been in the past. 



CHAPTBR FIVE 

~E ROOTS OF OPPORTUNISM 

W
Eare now confronted by an enigma which, in a sense, 
we may describe as the essential problem in the whole 
history of the English Labour movement, bewnning 

with the middle of the 70's and ending with our own times: he 
who solves it will have understood that history. 

We have seen how, beginning approximately in the middle of 
the last century, the wages and the general working conditions in 
England began appreciably to improve. English capitalism, 
having secured by the repeal of the Corn Laws and other protec
tionist legislation and practices, a steady flow of cheap raw material 
and foodstuffs, began to make gigantic strides; the export trade 
grew by leaps and bounds,. and wealth from all over the world 
flowed abundandy into England. Thus a fund of wealth was 
formed, out of which the workers, through their trade unions, 
could secure something for themselves. This accounts for the 
rise in the level of wages which we have observed. But, begin
ning with the middle of the 70's, the upward movement of wages 
ceased, and sometimes changed into 'a downward one. Never
theless, faith in the trade unions, in purely economic methods of 
fighting, remained unshaken and even seemed to grow in strength, 
accompanied by a marked ascendancy of an opportunist mentality. 
The 80'S and 90'S of the last century represent the lowest point 
in the class-consciousness of the English workers: action, even in 
the shape of innocent Labour candidatures as in the middle 70's, 
was definitely abandoned; individual workers voted either for 
Liberal or Tory, the very word .. revolution" elicited a scornful 
shrug of the shoulders, if not direct abuse, while drunkenness and 
betting became particularly prevalent. The last quarter of the 
last century stands out in the history of the Labour movement, not 
only of England but of the whole world, as a period of unparalleled 
stagnation, decay, and complete absence of any vitality. It was 
a huge stagnant pool covered with a thick crust of motionless 
slime. 

How can this extraordinary fact be explained? How could 
..• I~ aggregate val~e. in ~Ss4 was lu8. ~lion, in ISs9 b59 

milhon, m 186.t l218 milhon, m IIi69 l241 million, and in IBn 1.317 
millrt.n; i.e., it nearly trebled in the course of 20 years. 
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the English working class, faced with no improvement in its 
wages and with the manifest bankruptcy of trade unionism, con
tinue to support and stand by it even when its very foundation had 
been radically changed, and nothing but miserable remnants were 
left of its original functions? In a word, how to· account for the 
continued power of opportunism at a time when· the historical 
conditions which gave it birth seemed to have disappeared?-

The explanation is to be found in the remarkable movement 
in the prices of commodities of prime. necessity during the period 

* The answer to this question, among others, is sought by Som
bart in his SodaJum and SodaJ Movements (German 8th edition, 1919, 
pp. 215-221.) Sombart discards the current .. idealistic" explanation 
which ascribes the .. pecu1iar course of the social movement in 
England" to the wisdom of the ruling classes, and notably to the 
propaganda of the Christian Socialists. Sombart wishes to give a .. re
alistic .. explanation of this phenomenon and finds it, first, in the prac
ticalness of English character, which avoids systematisation and 
theorising; second, in the economic devdopment of England, which 
has reduced the economic fluctuations (e.g., crises, unemployment etc.) 
and enabled the capitalists to pay the workers rdativdy higlt wages. 
and third, in the shrewd appreciation of their own interests by the 
English employers who gave timdy recognition to the trade unions, 
who passed important legislative measures for the protection of lahour, 
who yidded on the question of the suffrage, and so on. To such a 
.. realistic" explanation one would like to rejoin in the words of Cicero 
S; 14I:,uSJes philosophru f,uSJes (Had you been silent, you would have 
been a philosopher) I It is obvious that the reference to the practicalness 
and other features of the English character is not" realism," but one 
of the stock phrases of philosophers and historians which they are fond 
of employing whenever they lack any other serviceable explanation • 
.. When thought is wanting, a word is interposed," said Goethe. In
stead of solving anything, Sombart himse1f raises a probkm. In this 
particular instance his explanation is the more irrelevant, as the English 
worker in the Chartist period showed that he, too, could be carried 
away by enthusiasm (which, for the rest, is acknowledged by Sombart 
himsdf), and it was the trade unionist policy which had proved 
the essence of unpracticainess. As for the lesser trade fluctuations, we 
have seen this to be a mere myth. English industry, more than any 
other is most closely dependent upon world markets, and reacts pain
fully to the least disturbances in them, so that unemployment, fluctua
tions in wages etc., do not cease for a momenL More correct is his 
observation concerning the ability of the English employer to pay higher 
wages; but the troub1e, as we have seen, is that he failed to do so 
after the second half of the 'seventies. Finally, the reference to the 
wisdom -of the ruling classes in general, although it savours a good 
deal of the .. idealistic" explanation rejected by Sombart, contains a 
considerable amount of truth, not in the aspect in which it is given by 
Sombarr" but in quite a different one, with which we shall deal later, 
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under consideration. We shall take as one instance the prices of . 
wheat, a most important article of consumption. The price 
movements are shown in the following table:-* 

Year. s. d. Year. s. d. 
1840 66 4' 1875 45 2 
1845 50 10 1880 44 4 
1850 40 3 1885 32 10 
1855 74 8 1890 31 II 
1860 53 3 1895 23 I 

186s 41 10 1900 25 8 
187D 46 II 1902 2B I 

In spite oE- the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846, the pric'c 
of wheat oontinued at a fairly high level until the beginhing of 
the 70's, subject to sharp fluctuation. . Since the close of the 70's 
the United States of America, and later on Canada, exported 
enormous quantities of wheat, and the prices began to fall steadily, 
decreasing by about one-half in the course of 20 years. Taking 
the wheat price of 1871 as 100, the course of wheat prices may be 
expressed as follows:-

18~ 100 
1872-81 88.1 . 
1882"91 61.6 
1892-1901 48.0 

Disregarding casual and light fluctuatiolloS in individual years, 
and oonsidering the movement by decades, we find the price of 
wheat to have been about halved in the oourse of thirty years. 
The same is true of the price of many other articles of food. The 
following table gives the percentage of such prices on the basis 
of the year 1!lOO as 100:-

45 products 
Year Wheat Beef Milk Tea Sugar combined 
1871 210·5 In.2 120.7 192.5 282.0 136.0 
1875 167·8 127.6 152.0 195.9 236.0 141.4 
1880 1~'1 122·4 131.1 15707 228.0 129.6 
1885 122.0 108.6 121.6 141.2 141.2 107.1 
1890 n8.6 100.0 110·3 124.1 127.3 104.0 
1895 85.8 93.1 106.1 112.3 103.7 91.0 
1900 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
1905 ... 110·5 94·8 m.o 84.8 115.8 97.6 

• The Jigwesgiveo here and below are rakeo from BritisA .. ,,4 
Fortli". T~dc: .,,4- I"dustrial Co"di';oru. '903. A",,1IIIl Abstrllel of 
Lah911f' SlIIlUtles. Vol. XVII., and various issues of the 10llmal of tA. 
Royal SlIItistieal Soekty. 
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In explanation of the last column it should be mentioned 
that the 45 combined products were not only food and prime neces
saries in general, but also many things of industrial consumption, 
e.g., cotton, wool, coal, iron etc., entering as raw material into 
the production of articles of immediate consumption. Even so 
we see since 1875 a steady decline in prices, which begin to 
manifest an upward tendency only in 1905. The prices of meat, 
milk and tea maintain their downward movement to the end of 
the period, and only sugar rises in price after the base year, 1900. 

All these figures relate to. wholesale prices. For the sake of 
greater precision we shall quote from the official reports the index 
figures for articles of consumption; though they refer only to 
London and begin only in 1877 they are very instructive. Taking 
the prices of 19fY7 as 100, we get the following:-

All com-
Year Flour Potatoes Bread Meat Tea Sugar Buncr bined 
1877 200·7 18I.! 158.2 f41.1 120.0 160.0 97.6 143.0 
1880 160.0 178,3 152.5 142.1 120.0 130.0 90.1 136.0 
18Ss 102.9 134.0 118.2 122.8 120.0 ,80.0 Ss.8 111.0 
IB90 100.0 "4·7 130.6 96·3 HO.O 80.0 92.7 102.0 
1895 77.1 133.8 91.8 96·3 90.0 60.0 88.1 91.0 
1900 97.1 91.5 107·5 100.0 100.0 60.0 101.0 96.0 

A close examination of this table will show the great 
advantages gained by the workers from the decline of prices in the 
last quarter of the last century, in the sense of an increase in their 
real wages. In the period between 1877 and 1895-the period of 
the triumph of Free Trade, which enabled England to derive full 
benefit from the huge decline in prices on the world markets-
the retail price of flour in London dropped over 120 points, 
that of potatoes 47 points, of bread over 66 points, of tea 30 
points, of sugar 100 points, nearly one-third,· of butter-for 
which prices had been stable until the appearance of large 
quantities of Canadian and Siberian butter on the English 
market-by slightly over 9 points. Taking it all in all, the 
budget of a working class family in London so far as prime 
necessities were concerned, dropped over 50 per cenL during that 
period. This was the precise extent to which the real wages of 
the workers increased, although nominal wages remained 
stationary. One of England's foremost statisticians brought out 

• That was the time when Germany and Russia began to pay 
export bounties on sugar, and Russian sugar was used for feeding 
pigs in Yorkshire. 
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this important fact with great clearness in the following table, in 
which the index figures of nominal wages were taken from official 
reports, using those of I!!OO as 100 :-* . 

Nominal Real Nominal Real 
Year. Wages. Wages. Year. Wages. Wages. 
1879 83.3 lal 1897 90.8 170 
1880-84 84.9 131 1898 93·a I~ 
1885-89 84-3 141 1829 95-3 1']6 
1890'94 9O.a 157 1900 100.0 179 (max.) 
1895 89.1 163 I905 97.0 163 
18¢ 89·9 170 1907· .. 101·7(max.) 170 

It was computed by the author of the table that in 1907 
nominal wages had reached their maximum, standing at aa per 
cent. over the figure for 1879, but that real wages had increased 
during the same "period by 44 per cent., or by 48 per cent. ·when 
taking the maximum figure reached in 1900. The rise in real 
wages, as distinguished from that in nominal wages, was subject 
to very little fluctuation, going on steadily from year to year. 

Here we find the key to the history of the English Labour 
movement during the whole post-Chartist period till 1910, in all 
its aspects. The middle of the 70'S had marked a tprning point 
in the fortunes of English capitalism. It had sustained a severe 
blow from the crisis of 1873, unprecedented in its intensity and 
duration, and the crisis was followed by the growing competition 
of the new industrial countriea--United Germany and an America 
emancipated from slavery. English exports, which stood at 
1.317,000,000 in the year of the crisis ('m the preceding year it 
had amounted to more than /'321,000,000), went down to 
/'249,000,000 in 1878. Then exports began to rise again, reaching 
/.313,000,000 in 188a, and after that fluctuated within fairly 
narrow limits, around the figure of /.280,000,000 to /'290,000,000. 
down to the end of the century. In the middle of the 90'S exports 
were about /'285,000,000, after which they began to rise again, in 
line with the rising prices on the world markets. English 
capitalism lost its industrial monopoly, and henceforth its fortunes 
progressed more slowly and more hesitatingly. The English 
capitalist, realising the change in the circumstances, began to 
tighten the strings of his purse. Accordingly, the British worker 
was finding it more and more difficult to push his demands 

• G. H. Wood in the Jollr1Ull of RoJllll SIIIWIierll Society. June, 
1!lld. 
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through the machinery of conciliation and arbitration, there was a 
halt in the rise in wages, and finally they came to a standstill. 
Not content with this, English capitalism assumed the offensive, 
attacking the organisations of the working class, and cutting 
wages wherever possible. One would have expected the working 
class, in such circumstances, to have suffered disappointment in 
its methods of action, for the sliding scales were used against 
the workers as profit and prices were falling, and the whole 
machinery of conciliation and arbitration ceased to give satis
faction. Nevertheless we find the working class unusually calm, 
and even its fight for the right of combination does not lead to 
any revolutionary action. Why was it so? Because from that 
. time onwards the prices of prime necessities began to fall, and 
what the workers, in different circumstances, would have had to 
fight for, now came to them quite painlessly, without any effort, 
almost automatically, as though falling from the skies. Wages 
did not increase, or they did so only very slowly. Sometimes they 
dropped, but the worker, instead of experiencing distress, was, on 
the contrary, feeling appreciable relief, as though being paid 
dividends. For the same shilling or pound, which he had been 
getting for several years without variation, he was now receiving, 
month by month and year by year, more bread, more meat, more 
sugar and more tea-he, who had hitherto been accustomed to 
wear the cast-off clothing of his .. betters," was now able to buy 
cheap but new clothing and footwear, * and could even afford the 
luxury of buying an evening paper, an occasional theatre ticket, 
and, in the course of time, a week's trip to the seaside. What did 
it matter to him if wages did not increase, so long as his money 
was buying 20, 30 and even 50 per cent. more than before? Why 

• Down to the middle of the 'seventies there were very few 
workers who could aflord to purchase new clothes. Usually they wore 
second-hand clothes procured from the great army of dCalers which 
had grown up in that line. Cheap clothing appeared in England as a 
result of the influx of poor Jewish emigrants from Russia, Rumania 
and other countries where they were persecuted. Those emigrants 
were the pioneers in the manufacture of wholesale clothing, reducing 
the cost of production to such an extent that bespoke tailoring was 
retained by a few shops with a wealthy clientele. The part played 
by alien immigration may seem to introduce a new factor which has 
nothing in common with the one put forward, but the aliens who had 
concentrated in the tailoring trade were only able to live and to work 
~ cheaply because of the steady decline in the prices of commodities 
m general. 
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should he fight' and go on strike for an increase of five or ten 
shillings on wages when he was getting it without any fighting, 
without any unpleasantness and without privations? It is worthy 
of note that simultaneously with the progressive decline in prices, 
substitutes came generally into usc; instead of China tea there 
appeared on the market the cheaper herb from India and Ceylon, 
also described as tea, but a good deal worse than the genuine 
article; similarly there appeared cheap Virginia tobacco instead 
of the Turkish brand; margarine instead of burter (margarip.e w~ 
imported and then manufactured at home and obtains a large 
sale thanks to its cheapness and ample advo;rtisement); frozen meat' 
imported from Australia was boomed by the eulogistic testimonials 
of the best doctors and is sold at half the price of English meat; 
then came imitation leather, imitation wool, and even imitation 
jewellery, and a hundred and one other cheap substitutes for 
the consumption of the working class. ,The worker may have 
realised that he' was not getting the real stuff, but his shilling was 
now buying not only II pound of tea, but also getting a premium 
in the shape of a teapot or a cup and saucer; not only a pound of 
margarine, but also an extra pound of overweight; he could even 
afford to make his wife or daughter a holiday gift of some cheap 
jewellery (glass), or of a pair of dainty slippers (with paper soles), 
and get himself a suit of clothes purchased for 205. Even pianos 
were now to be obtained at £12 to £15 apiece by monthly instal
ments of a few shillings. A new light dawned upon the little 
world of the working class family, and when old people told 
their reminiscences of the by-gone years, the young people could 
only thank their lucky star for their newly found happiness. * 

• At one time Liberals of all shades were shedding tears of hap
piness over the lucky lot of the British worker and tried to prove 
that he was happier than his brethren on the Continent. 10 1908 the 
Liberal Government itself supported this thesis in the course of the 
controversy with the tariJf reformers and published a voluminous 
statistical Blue Book on the question of the comparative cost of living 
in England and German)" showing the advantages eni7ed in all 
these aspects by the British worker. In this ,connection published 
an article in the Neue Zeit (November 'ZI, 1908) from which I may 
perhaps be, allowed to make the following quotation, apologising in 
advance for its length: 

.. What has the Blue Book shown~ It has shown that the Ger
man worker inhabits smaller and dearer tenements, that he also pays 
more for his food and that he works longer hours and carns less per 
hour. or per piece than the British worker. The conclusion is that 
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No wonder that, receiving all these blessings without struggle 
and without politics the worker finally and utterly dismissed all 
thought, of them and spoke with profound contempt of his 
Continental brethren who apparendy did not possess such 
mysterious and generous benefactors, and had to fight strenuously 
for every lime gain they made. Since the capitalists too were 
extremdy ddighted with a dispensation of a divine providence 
under which the worker was having a good time, whilst he, the 
capitalist, was not called upon to make any sacrifices out of his 
own pocket, peace and goodwill were established between the two 
classes as never before. Why quarrd indeed, when both sides 
were enjoying life, without having to make any sacrifice? Had 
not experience shown that the capitalist had not the slightest wish 
to gobble up the worker, nor the worker to gobble up the 
capitalist? Both could exist side by side, hdping one another, 
because-mark you-the whole secret consisted in the increase of 
industrial output enabling the country to exchange its produce 
the British worker is better situated than the German. But this must 
not be applied to the British proletariat as a whole, because it is valid 
for only one section of it. Let us take housing conditions. It is true 
that rent forms the most important part of the costs of a dwelling, 
but it is not the only one. To inhabit a house or a tenement involves 
lighting, heating, and cleaning it, and each of these items is very 
high in consequence of certain peculiar conditions of English life. 
Gas or oil may be cheaper in England than in Germany, but iI used 
in England much more than on the Continent because of the misty, 
foggy, smoky and sooty air in English towns, which makes it darker 
at an earlier hour, especially in the winter, and oftcns turns day into 
night. It is the same with heating. Coal is certainly cheaper in 
England, but because of the open fire-places it must be used in enor
mous quantities if the house IS to be kept warm. The dirty air of 
English industrial towns Ii1Is the house with dust and soot and the 
English housewife has to devotc immense labour and time to cleaning. 
Thus, what the British worker gains in lower rent is lost by him in 
other directions, and the cost of living so far as housing conditions 
are concerned is approximately the same as on the Continent. As 
regards the number of rooms in English houses, English rooms are 
on an average considerably smaller than the German, and are used 
in England much more than on the Continent, where social life out 
of doors, in restaurants, cafes and public parks is much more wide
spread. Hence the importance of a more roomy house in England 
cannot by any means be measured by Continental standards. In Eng
land a smaII house iI quite unbearable, and a four-roomed tenement 
contributcs to the amenities of life in England no more than a three
roomed house on the Continent. As for clothing, linen, shoes etc., 
they may be cheaper in England, but involve greater 'expense than on 



THII !lOOTS OF OPPO!lTUNlSll 263 
with the whole world, while Free Trade brought in the maximum 
profit on foreign trade. Hence the moral: Work, work, work; 
stick to Free Trade. and ••• no class strugglel Not Marx, but 
Cobden is the benefactor of the working class. 

Hitherto it has been customary to explain the opportunist 
mentality and sentiments of the English prolet:zriat as chiefly due 
to one fact-British predominance in the industrial world, which 
has enabled the English capitalist to dole out more or less con
siderable crumbs 10 the working class. This explanation is 
obviously inadequate, since the opportunist psychology of the 
English worker became particularly noticeable at the. very period 
when England's industrial world-monopoly had come 10 an end, 
and English capitalism grew rather niggardly. Our explanation 
furnishes the only effective key 10 the solution of this extremely 
interesting and important historical enigma, which, be it noted 
in passing, was not a>Dfined to England alone, but existed in 
milder and more disguised form, in other countries of capitalist 
development, particularly in Germany. The progressive decline 
the Continent because the atmosphere in English. industrial towns 
destroys everythin~ in a short time and necessitates constant renewal 
and washing. It II prohable that an average working class family in 
En~and does not expend on clothing or personal linen more than a 
similar family in Gennany, but this economy is achieved in the same 
way as in heating-clothes are threadbare and the standard of life 
is lowered. This, br the way, explains the phenomenon which strikes 
every Continental vISitor, namely, that the British worker does not 
look nearly so clean and neat as the foreigner. Lastly, it is 10 be 
observed that the fi~ in the Blue Book refer· to but a few groups 
of the working class, and those the best situated. The three industries 
investigated arc among the best orRaDised in England and Germany; 
the three budget groups which arc ihe subject of comparison in respect 
of food and prices arc also the best paid, and only rents are quoted 
for nearly all sections of the working class populauon. Undoubtedly 
the highest earnings, etc., arc higher in England than in Germany, 
but the lowest arc lower than in Germany, while the middle earnings 
arc roughly the same. The highest paid section in England is smaller 
than anywhere e1se, while a far greater part of the proletariat enjoys 
• much lower standard of life. Nowhere is the gulf 'between the best 
and the: worst paid ~tions of the working class so broad, so deep, 
and so unpassab1e as m England. The progress of the British working 
class. of which so much haS been written both in England and abroad 
must be placed almost entirely to the account of the labour aris~ 
craey whtch numbers. about D;"e sixth, and certainly not more than 
one fourth of the enure working class. The CXlDdiuoo of the rest of 
the masses is certainly not better, and probably even worse, than that 
of the c.Wrespooding sections in all other. civilised countries of Europe." 
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in the prices of commodities was the faaor which assuago:! the 
distress among the working class, blunted its militancy against the 
employers, and promoted and consolidated the policy of oppor
tunism with all its logical consequences. 

The same key will hdp us to solve some other mysteries 
which direaly or indirealy COIlttl'll the fortunes of the English 
working class. In the first place, the progressive decline in prices 
has preserved the existence of the lower middle class (petty 
bourgeoisie)--the small shop-keeper and even the small producer 
-in the very teeth of the growth and con(entration of capital 
and large scale production. The lower middle class in England 
was saved in time by the ~ of the Com Laws and the in~ 
duction bf Free Trade (rather, of me imports), which, by 
cheapening consumption, enabled it to bold its own against the 
big capitalists. The lower middle class then deseru:d the Chartist 
cause and made its peace with the new order, and the worken 
were isoIared and defeated. A similar service was rendered to the 
lower middle class by the progressive decline in prices which began 
in the middle of the '/O's, when its existence was again imperilled 
by the development of ro-operative trading and by the invasion of 
capitalist joint stock enterprise into the retail trade in general. 
The low cost of living saved it once again from disaster, and even 
enablod it to recruit from the working class: the unemployed 
en~ or tailor occa.<ionally su=oded in establishing himself as 
an independent artisan, or the worker in regular employment, 
earning fait wages, opeoed a little shop for his wife. Such 
proximity between the working and lower middle class was 
bound to affect the mentality of the former, strengthening its 
opportunist tendency. 

Secondly, the progressive decline in prices, while blunting 
the intttest of the English worker in higher wages and, come
quendy, the cIesiR! to fight for !hem, aeated in him an inaeased 
intttest in the cheapening of commodities, in other words, it 
aeated the psJChology of the CDDSUJDeI'. From a militant prole
tarian the English worker tumod into • petty bourgeois interested 
DOt so much in the income as in the expenditure side of his 
budget. This explains his admiration for Free Trade which 
enabled him to oInin commodities from all parts of the world at 
the 10_ market prices. FlU: Trade became to him • son of 
fetish whose sanctity admitted of-'DO debate. This, in its turn, 

caused him to give his allegiance to the Liberal Party which had 
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made the maintenance and development of Free Trade the main 
plank in its programme and built upon it its scheme of national 
budgets with low taxes and excise duties and the gradual reduc
tion of the National Debt by 'means of a sinking fund which 
ensured the stability of English currency on the world market. 
Gladstone ,as far back as the 50'S, based his budget upon Free 
Trade principles, having reduced the sugar and tea duties and 
introduced the income tax for the purpose of balancing the 
budget. Since that time the reduction of indirect and the develop
ment of direct taxation became the main fiscal cry of the Liberal 
Party, which gained it great popularity among the English work
ing class. For a long time it constituted one of the strongest 
links in the chain by which English Liberalism had fastened to 
itself the English proletariat, and it was only the formation of a 
Labour Party, equally pledged to Free Trade and a consumers' 
platform, that gradually loosened the bond. He who studies the 
historical problem of the influence of Liberalism in England 
should not lose sight of this fact. Many were the instances in 
the social history of England when the Liberal Party, merely by 
raising the cry: .. Free Trade is in danger," could make the 
workers forget all its transgressions, as well as their own misery, 
and give it a further lease in office by supporting it at the polls. 

Favourable price conditions in various ways strengthened the 
opportunist policy which was originally used after the breakdown 
of Chartism, in the favourable industrial conditions of the 50'S 
and 60's of the nineteenth century. It must be admitted that the 
second period was more dangerous and monstrous than the first, 
since the very course of economic development rendered militancy 
superfluous, as it were, by automatically eliminating action between 
the workers and the employers, blunting it when it arose, and thus 
imbuing the workers with a belief in the uselessness, and even 
bannfulncss of the class struggle. True, t,hcy saw how the em
ployers were growing rich, and how cleverly and unscrupulously 
they were making use of the machinery of conciliation and arbi
tration to obstruct the workers' demands, and how shamelessly 
they themselves were betrayed by their own leaders who at times 
thwarted their efIorts to apply coercion where the usual method 
of persuasion proved unavailing. Nevertheless they did not break 
witli the opportunist tactics, as their material condition was im
proving in .pite of everything; thus improvement created a 
mentality to which militancy seemed needless effort. 



CHAPTER SIX 

STEMMING mE TIDE OF SOCIALISM 

C LASS-CONSCIOUSNESS. as all consciousness. is deter
mined by existence; existence, however. is not limited to 
the existence of one class. but also embraces the inter

action of classes. The lack of class<onsciousness among the 
English proletariat of the post-Chartist period, which assumed the 
specific forms of opportunism, cannot be thoroughly understood 
from the conditions of existence of the proletariat alone, detached 
from the rest of society: we must include in our field of vision the 
relationship between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. which. 
as the dominant class, could- render the circumstances propitious 
or otherwise for the development of an opportunist mentality 
among the workers. In this connection it may be quite definitely 
stated that the political skill and sagacity of the English bourgeoisie 
played a prominent part in fostering and shaping the opportunist 
ideology of the English proletariat. To be sure, this political 
sagacity in the long run was no mystical product of .the .. race OJ; 
it was itself the result of historical practice born of the objective 
conditions of the development and existence of this bourgeoisie. 
However that may be, the circumstances had so .shaped themselves 
that there happened to be in existence an astute and experiencd 
bourgoisie to take advantage of the sentiments which arose among 
the working class as the result of increased wages, followed by a 
decline in prices, in order to foster and direct them by a suitable 
policy. Examples of this political sagacity we have seen already 
on the day after the break-up of Chartism. In the person of 
Mr. Mundella we have met a representative of the same subtle 
art. If the reader will delve into the earlier documents of the 
Labour movement he will find such astute bourgeois minds as 
far back as the 20'S of the nineteenth century, during the cam
paign for the repeal of the Combination laws, when the noted 
economist J. R. McCulloch, a friend and associate of Francis 
Place, wrote his famous plea on behalf of trade unionism in an 
article in the Edinburgh Review Oanuary, 182.\) • 

.. All the means which the intelligence. the cunning, and the 
privations of workmen can suggest, for defeating and thwarting 
their (the combination laws') operation, are resorted to from a 
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thoroUgh conviction of their gross partiality and unfairness. 
Unfortunately, however, the mischief does not stop here. The 
mere breaking through an unjust and absurd regulation, if it Qe 
a fault at all, is certainly one of a very venial description. The 
real eVil consists not so much in what is aetually done, as in what 
it stimulates to do--in the contempt which it is but too apt to 
generate for all the institutions which have reeeived the sanction 
of society and which are neCessary to its existenee. Men of 
reflective habits distinguish between those laws which are either 
oppressive and unjust or unnecessary and inexpedient, and those 
which conspire to seeure the property, the liberties and the rights 

. of the different classes. But the generality of men are DOt 
actuated by such motives. . •• The generality of men invariably 
lay the abuse of a principle to the charge of the principle itself, 
and because the legislature have unjusdy prevented workmen from 
combining together to raise wages, they may not be disinclined. 
should a convenient opportunity present itself, to revenge them
selves by combining together to overthrow the legislature." 

Here we have the lint, and almost classical, formulation of 
the idea that the trade unionS constitute a sort of safety valve, the 
regular working of which insures bourgeois society against revolu
tion. No doubt, in another sense, trade unions are an evil. 
More than once did reactionary-minded eapitalists and feudal 
aristocratic cliques savagely attack not only the working class, but 
even the liberal minded section of the bourgeoisie, on the question 
whether to accept this evil confronting society in order to ward off 
the greater but still problematic one of revolution. Iu in the 20'S, 

when the question at issue was the right of combination in 
general, so throughout the subsequent stages of the struggle for 
the rights of the trade unions, the victory in the end remained with 
the enlightened elements of the ruling class, who continued the 
traditions of Place, McCulloch and their friends. This was the 
great historical advantage of the English over the Continental 
bourgeoisie, which possessed neither the courage nor the strength 
to seek in peaceful trade unionism insurance against revolutionary 
tendencies among the proietariaL 

We cannot deal here in detail with this remarkable develop
ment of relations between the English bourgeoisie and the Eng1isb 
working class, but some of its most important aspects are worthy 
of mention. We have already seen the profound impression pro
duced on some sections of the English proietari.at, at a moment of 
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extreme tension in the campaign against the trade unions, by the 
conciliatory policy of one great capitalist, Mr. Mundella, who was 
put up by the workers of Sheffield as their Parliamentary candidate 
at the first elections which followed their enfranchisement. The 
same capitalist, whose activity has not been adequately appreciated 
even in England, set an example of intelligent treatment of the 
trade unions in another direction. In 1872 an emergency congress 
of the trade unions was held at Nottingham. It was a year of 
fierce reaction in Europe, scarcely recovered from its fright at the 
red spectre of the Paris Commune. The congress itself had been 
called for the special purpose of discussing the savage attacks on 
English trade unionism, which threatened it with destruction 
thanks to the clever lawyers and unscrupulous courts who were 
continually discovering new cracks in the legislation regulating 
the existence and activities of the trade unions. Was the congress 
suppressed, and its members arrested? Nothing of the kind. 
Acting upon Mr. MundeIla's advice, the town authorities with the 
Mayor at their head attended its opening and solemnly extended 
a hearty welcome. Later an official banquet to the delegates was 
given at the Town Hall, where they were entertained by the 
feaQing citizens, including Mr. Mundella himself. There were 
also excursions, "at homes," and other "honours" showered 
upon them. It was a rare sensation, and the Labour delegates 
themselves were quite taken aback at first. .At one of these 
banquets, given at the Town Hall-so we are told by one of the 
historians of trade unionism;o~ne of the delegates, in reply to 
the toast of" The Queen," shouted" Flunkeyism," and remained 
seated, together with some half-dozen of his comrades. The 
example set by the bourgeoisie of Nottingham found imitators, 
and from that time trade union congresses invariably met with 
receptions and ceremonies given by city authorities and Liberal 
manufactum"S and landlords, symbolising a sort of inter.c\ass 
solidarity. The workers, on thelr part, soon acquired a taste for 
this Kind of -treatment, considering it a tribute to their power, and 
a proof of their class equality. Liberal publicists on the Continent 
have always expressed their admiration for this touching display 
of cordiality between the classes, which was smothering the last 
spark of class dignity and cJass.consciousnes in the proletariat. 
In England the master class knew what it was about. It wanted 
to demonstrate to the workers that there was no opposition 

• Howell, Conpit:ts 0/ Capilill and Utbou" p. 436. 
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between their interests and those of the bourgeoisie; and for this 
purpose it was prepared to go to any length. When the workers 
in 18740 in answer to the campaign waged against the trade uniona 
by reactionary employers, proceeded to put their own parliamentary 
candidates in the field, and backed by prominent radicals like 
Frederic Harrison, Prof. Beesly and John Stuart Mill, and even 
won scats, the bourgeoisie was at first scared to death, but it soon 
rallied and bravely met the demands of the workers. The Con
servative Government, then in power, made baste to redress by 
legislation the decision of the OOurtB which bad encroached upon 
the right of oombination that occasioned the revolt of the workers, 
while the Liberals suddenly disoovercd that the cause of the 
workers was their very own, that it was the duty of the Liberal 
Party to help the workers in furthering their trade union rights, 
and that therefore the Labour candidates should be included in 
the Libcrallists and supported by the party. Indeed, in the by
elections in 1878 there were two. trade union leaders among the 
Liberal candidates, and two years later in the gcneraI election quite 
a number of oonstituencies were set aside for Labour by the 
Libcral Party. Lcd by Gladstone; the Libcrals went even further. 
On taking office; they not only passed an Employers' Liability 
Act long since demanded by the workers (although in a rather 
mutilated £orm), but even provided for the appointment of worken 
as facrory inspectors, an office which had hitherto been a JDOnopol y 
of bourgeois professionals. A trade union leader was £orthwith 
appointed at a handsome salary. Not oontent with this, the 
Libcral Government passed an Act for the remuneration of justices 
of the peace; and iInmediately appointed £our Labonr justices. 
Those familiar with the social history of England, and particularly 
with the historical chapterS in the first volume of Capillll. know 
what a bulwark of .the landed aristocracy this institution had been 
in the oourse of centuries, and will milise what an unheard of 
.. honour" was bestowed by this reform upon the working class. 
We use the term .. honour " advisedly, because since the 30'S the 
real importance of the justices of the peace in England had been 
reduced almost to nil, and this very fact acoounts £Or the generous 
Liberalism of Gladstone's government, the greatest b1uffa.-if one 
might say so-in the JDOdern social and political history of 
England. Even this fairly platonic honour proved of great moral 
ellect, which was further amplilied in 1886, when two prominent 
Labour leaders, Messrs. Burt and Broadhurst, were given under-
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secretaryships in the Liberal Cabinet. This was quite the 
.. limit"; members of trade unions, pariahs but a short while 
since, had been made members of the Government. How was this 
achieved? ·Not by revolutionary proclamations and risings, as 
practised by the· Chartists, but by a sane policy of compromise 
and conciliation, by the recognition of the rights of the employers 
and of bourgeois society as a whole--in a word, by the policy 
pursued by the trade unions of the post-Chartist period. Of 
course, this participation in the government of the country was a 
mere illusion, which brought a mocking smile to the lips of many 
a Gladstonian Liberal. But in certain conditions even an illusion 
may play a historical part, and in this case the part was a 
decisive one. About this time, the middle of the 80'S, a Socialist 
movement of modern type arose in England, but thanks to the 
clever tactics of the Liberal bourgeoisie it met nowhere with such 
strong opposition as in the ranks of Labour itself, captured as it 
had been by Liberalism. At the Trades Union CongTess in IB90 
a resolution was moved by the Socialists calling upon the Govern
ment to establish the legal eight-hour day. A proposal of this 
kind did not then sound such wild heresy as it would have done 
in the earlier years when Liberal individualism had been in its 
prime. Among the radical reformers of those days were to be 
found such exalted personages and politicians as Lord Rosebery, 
and the Fabians themselves were already enjoying popularity in 
high Liberal quarters. But to the Labour leaders the idea of the 
legislative regulation of the working day seemed an unwarranted 
interference in the practice of voluntary agreements with the em
ployers, and the Social Democratic proposal was subjected to 
scathing criticism. One of the speakers declared that .. he did 
not belong to those who would ask others to do that which they 
might do for themselves "; another one opined that" to invoke 
the aid of Parliament was a very risky experiment whose danger 
outweighed the advantages that might be obtained"; a third 
simply ridiculed .. the meekness of those who would appeal to 
Parliament for assistance." These arguments expressed the political 
stupidity of smug aod well-fed men wbo had sold themselves body 
and soul to the masters. At the same Congress another heretical 
resolution was moved by the Socialists, in favour of the organisa
tion of municipal worksbops and State agricultural farms for the 
unemployed. This proposal was of doubtful scientific and 
practical value; but the Congress attacked it from the standpoint 
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of .. principle": perhaps the Socialists would like ID municipalise 
the moon? was the sarcastic observation of an opponent. As the 
SocialistS persevered in moving their impractical proposals at every 
trade union oongress, the leaders resolved ID make a little txnIp 
11'1l1li. and in 11195 the method of representation at the oongttss 
was changed by acluding from them the local trades oouncils, 
in which, thanks ID their broader outlook, the SocialistS had 
succeeded in gaining oonsiderable inRuence. This drastic change 
put an end ID the Socialist agitation at the oongresses, as SocialistS 
no longet had the same opportunities of appearing as delegates. 
This measure; by the way, had £Or its author none other than 
John Burns, who a few years before had been a revolutionary 
leader of Social-Democracy, but in 11193 supported in the House 
of Commons the action of the Home Secretary, Mr_ Asquith, in 
ordering the shooting "Of miners on strike at FeatherslDne.. Burns 
afterwards obtained his reward in the shape of a seat in the 
CabinelS of Sir H_ Campbell-Bannerman and Mr_ Asquith. 

Faced with such behaviour on the part of the Labour leaders, 
the Liberal bo11l'g!lOisie was naturally elated with the suca:ss of 
its educational work, and cherished trade unionism as the apple 
of its eye.. This was strikingly demonstrated during the 
engineers' strike of 11197, one of the severest battles between 
capital and labour in those days_ . At the head of the Employers' 
Association was an American plulDcrat by the name of Colonel 
Dyer_ This fact largely acoounts £or the spirit of aggressive 
energy and domineering, so alien ID. the British practice of the 
previous two decades of fostering friendly relations between em
ployers and workmen, and which caused a dispute about bours of 
labour ID develop inlD • strike, and the strike ID develop inlD a 
general Iock~ut in the entire industry_ In addition, the em
ployers declined ID negotiate with the union, on the ground that 
it had only 70>000 members whereas there were about half a 
million people employed in the engineering trade, and insisted on 
direct bargaining with the strikers.. In this way the dispute was 
oonverted inlD a bitta' fight on the principle of RmgDition or 
non-RmgDition of the union_ In a way the employers were not 
allogether wrong: the Amalgamated Society of Eoginecn-one 
of the £ounders, as the reader will remember. of post-Chartist 
trade unionism and an aposde of opportunism, was one of the 
most aclusive arisrocratic trade unions and really had DO right 
to sppk on hehalf of the large masses employed in the industry_ 
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Nevertheless, the position taken up by the employers was a menace 
to the heritage, if not to the existence of trade unionism, and this 
gready excited public opinion in England. So long as the dispute 
was proceeding on the usual lines of bargaining between the 
employers and the workers, it aroused but litde interest in bour
geois circles, whose sympathies, if any, were rather on the side of 
the employers. But the situation instandy changed when Dyer's 
organisation took up the "un-English" position of being "masters 
in their own shops." The Liberal and Radical press began to 
assail the provocative policy of the employers, to collect subscrip
tions for the Strike Fund, and to appeal to the Government to 
intervene, and ·to prevent further disaster. The disasters of which. 
the Liberals were apprehensive were clearly stated by the late 
Canon Barnett, Warden of Toynbee Hall, who, in sending his 
contribution for the benefit of .the strikers' families, wrote in a 
letter to the Daily Chronicle that he supported the appeal 
launched by that paper on behalf of the strikers " in the firm con
viction that if the trade unions were destroyed, their places would 
be taken by forces dangerous to the life of our country." And 
in its leading article the Daily Chronicle wrote:-

" If Colonel Dyer and the fighting masters had their way, the 
A.S.E. would have been by now reduced to a • goose club,' as 
someone apdy said at Exeter Hall; this result would have been 
hailed, for the moment, with Tory acclamations. But it would 
obviously have meant the beginning of a period of violent labour 
struggle by the methods of political action, and the elections to 
every governing body in the country would have been the batde
.ground of the industrial class •••. Now, trades unionism is a force 
which on the whole makes for rational conservatism. It gives 
responsibility to those men who are marked out as the natural 
leaders of democracy. It is a school of government. It is cer
tainly a barrier against the more formless and ill-considered kinds 
of socialist theory. • • • England is being pushed into perilous 
courses by men who do not understand the traditions and temper 
of her people. It is in the interest of those who desire in the 
main to keep her as she is, sustained by the same general balance 
of forces as to-day hold her free and stable, to intervene before 
the basis of workmen's politics and the character of the relations 
between class and class undergo a vital and alarming change." 

One cannot refrain from a tribute of admiration for the 
class wisdom shown by these words. Even the Conservative 
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Government, then in power, took them to heart, and after some 
hesitation requestal Lord Rosebcry. to take upon himself the 
part of a mediator. Both sides accepted, and the suike was 
settled .. before the basis of workmen's politics" had undergone a 
change. It is interesting to note that a prominent part in the 
agitation fur the speedy restoration of social peace was taken by 
one of the foremost bourgeois economists of the time, Dr. L. 
Brentano, who enjoyed a great reputation in England. In a 
letter to Mr. George Barnes, the secretary of the A.S.E., he wrote 
as follows:-

.. Your lOCiety gave the proof that it was possible it} the 
aisting order of things for the. working classes to rise to a greater 
share in the culture and improvement of mankind. Its working 
and its sua:esses were by far the strongest argument against all 
revolutionary endeavoun <Ill the part of the working classes. • • • 
Its downfall would, I am afraid, be mnsidered all over the world 
as the definite failure of trade unionism. But the failure would 
by no means mean the triumph of the employers. It would mean 
the strengthening of the revolutionary tendencies all over the 
world. England, which hitherto boasted of the absence of a 
revolutionary Labour Party of any serious importance, would 
henceforth rival in this with the ContinenL" 

This is bow the capitalist c1ass of the whole world appreciated 
English trade unionism at the time of its great devotion to the 
policy of mmpromise with the bourgeois world. This apprecia
tion was perfectly justified. The capitalist world had in trade 
unionism II barrier to Socialism much more effective than any· 
legislative measures or military fora:. In faa: of this is it to be 
wondered at that the Socialist movement in England remained for 
II long time so weak~ 

There used 10 be in the past a good deal of discussion and 
perpIaity as to the reason fur the absence of a Socialist movement 
of any strength in England. After what has been said in the pre
ceding chapters, there.is no cause for perplaity on that score. On 
the mntrary, there would have been much justification for per
plaity if II strong Socialist movement had sprung up in those 
circumstances The fact of the matter is that Socialism in England 
did not arise from the revolutionary sentiments of the working 
class. It did not emerge from the ranks of the workers at all, 
and it did not reflect in any way the ideas and aspirations of any 
amsiderable ec:ctions of the masses. It was started by a small 
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group of intellectuals disappointed in Liberalism, and only in the 
course of time did it attract a small number of the more respon
sive elements from among the ranks of the working and lower 
middle class. An attempt by a group of workers to form a 
Labour Socialist Party proved an abject failure. Socialism came 
to England from without, not from within, and for this reason 
it remained a movement of ideas, and not one of the working class. 
It was the time-the beginning of the 8o's--when under the stress 
of new and growing foreign competition, aggravated by the con
tinuous industrial depression, the force of Liberal ideas began to 
wane, to lose their external attractiveness, and to yield to the 
pressure of the new demands of industrial capital. Capitalists in 
England, watching the example of the German Empire, and ex
periencing the tremendous pressure of its well organised political 
and economic life, involuntarily asked themselves whether the old 
slogans of laisser-faire and free trade, of self-help and the sufficieney 
of the individual entrepreneur and pioneer, slogans with which 
in the past they had conquered the world, and whose political 
rellection was Liberalism, with its" administrative nihilism "-as 
Huxley called it-its negative doctrines of the State and the 
Empire, its idealisation of small nationalities and the " autonomous 
individual," were really imprescriptible and eternal. In accord
ance with this new tendency of thought, the first new movement 
was started in favour of protectionism-in the timorous disguise 
of the "Fair Trade Movement "~f closer co-operation with the 
Colonies and Dominions in one compact Empire, of a more active 
State economic poliey, of a more active and imperialist (" for
ward ") foreign poliey, and so on. Liberalism, as represented by 
its greatest leader, Mr. Gladstone, could not resist the clamour of 
these new ideas which, in their totality, amounted to a repudia
tion of all its former principles and, as demonstrated by the im
perialist adventure in Egypt and the barbarous coercion laws in 
Ireland, was gradually gliding into neo-conservative channels. 

The Democratic (three years afterward§ changed into Social
Democratic) Federation founded by Hyndman in 1881 was the 
expression of the disappointment which had overtaken a portion 
of the· English intelligentsia as a result of the new tendencies in 
Liberalism. Hyndman himself, coming of a wealthy middle 
class family, had hitherto been a radical, and having lost faith in 
Liberalism and the Liberal watchwords, was for a long time 
politically at sea until he came across Marx's Capital. Adisted 
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by a band 'Of intellectuals in the same position as himself, and a 
small group of workers, he founded the organisation which he 
expected In become a mass party. All his efforts, however, as 
well as those of his friends, proving unavailing: the mass of the 
workers-particularly those organiscd-turned a deaf car In all 
appeals. To the contempt for Liberalism which had betrayed ilB 
own principles, although it still held in moral captivity the upper 
ranks of organised labour and through them, the masses-Hynd
man and his friends DOW added a profound scorn for trade 
unionism as a form of organised labour barring the way In the 
revolutionary development of class consciousness. Leaving the 
trade unions severely alone, the Federation made its appeal to the 
unorganised masses of the workers, such as the unemployed, who 
seemed to promise larger revolutionary possibilities. The work 
performed by the Federation among these elements was truly 
colossal: it extended over a number of years, and was renewed at 
every industrial crisis throughout the course of the Federation's 
career. It formed a tradition, which has DOW passed on to the 
Communist Party as the direct successor in direct line to the: 
organisation founded by Hyndman some forty years ago. It 
£rcquently looked as though this agitation would at last arouse the 
mass of the workers-the genuine lower ranks of labour-from 
their state of political apathy, and lead them on to revolutionary 
self-assertion and revolutionary action. But such hopes invariably 
ended in disillusionment, since even the unorganised section of the 
working class shared in the ideology fostered by those organised 
in trade unions, and the latter held aloof from this agitation and 
were even opposed to it. One thing was achieved by the agita
tion: it taught the uoorganised .. general labourers .. the value of 
action, and at the close of the So's and the beginning of the'9O's 
some sections of thCJIl---e.g., dockers, gas workers, van, cart and 
cah drivers, girl workers in match factories-ame out il\ open 
fight against the capitalists, and founded their own trade unions. 
This SO<alled .. new:' trade unionism, however, also turned out 
non-revolutionary, and hrought no mass adherents to the Federa
tion. So it oontinued throughout the period under review. By 
dint of enormous efforts and self-sacrifice the Federation succccded 
in enrolling a few thousand members of the working class, but 
these small bands could on! y engage in propaganda, and had no 
political inRuence on the mass of the workers demoralised by 
op~nism. The parliamentary candidates put up by the 
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Federation were invariably defeated, finding themselves every 
time at the bottom of the poll; and although its members, as we 
have seen, managed to get into trade union congresses, and even 
to get Socialist resolutions adopted, the practical importance of the 
latter was quite insignificant. It may be said that the Federation 
(which afterwards changed its name into the Social Democratic 
Party, and finally into the British Socialist Party) remained a small 
propagandist organisation all the way through, failing to exercise 
any direct influence upon the working class. 

From the foregoing analysis it is clear that it could not have 
been otherwise. What room was there for revolutionary Marx 
in a working class whose peculiar economic conditions prevented 
the development of c1ass-oonsciousness and which therefore 
remained non-political, opportunist and counter-revolutionary 1 
This can be seen to-day; but it was not quite so clear to the men 
of that time, some of whom ascribed the failure of the movement 
founded and led by Hyndman to the incompatibility of Marxist 
Socialism with English conditions, while others ascribed it to the. 
incorrect application of Marxist methods to the solution of the 
tactical problems of the English Labour movement. Among the 
latter were Marx and Engelsthemselves-soon afterwards, Engels 
alone, who first welcomed the withdrawal from the Federation 
of some prominent members led by William Morris and the 
Avelings. They formed the Socialist League, and supported the 
independent agitation for an eight-hour day carried on by the 
Avelings and Mr. Will Thorne in the East End of London, as the 
means towards the creation of a new Labour movement based on a 
Socialist platform which bridged the gulf between economics and 
politics. These efforts were even more fruidess than those of the 
Federation. The League Came out with a programme of Socialist 
education, then denied the value of parliamentary action and of 
politics in general, adopted an Anarchist platform, and finally 
broke up towards the close of the 80'S. William Morris and the 
Avelings rejoined the Federation. As for the eight-hour day 
agitation, it fizzled out without having promoted any new move
ment or organisation. 

More serious were the attempts of those who denied the 
Marxist doctrine altogether, and its application to English condi
tions in particular. First in point of time were the Fabians, with 
Mr. Sidney Webb and Mr. George Bernard Shaw at their head, 
who had formed their organisation as far back as 1884. It was 
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not intended by its founders to be a political party at all, but merely 
a propagandist society engaged in spreading the doctrine of Fabian 

. socialism, the only genuine English brand of Socialism. Ti.te class 
theory of society and the theory of class aliltagonisms wae, dis
carded, and so wae, of course, the tactics. of the class -struggle. 
The very idea of revolution was denied and, of course, the 
Labour theory of value. Society develops by small functional 
and structural changes, evolving step by step, passing at the given 
moment into the socialist commonwealth by means of reform. 
The reforms consist in substituting public; and State ownership for 
individual and private ownership, so that the abolition of the toll
gates, the construction of public gardens, slaughter-houses and 
baths, municipal tramways and municipal water supply, a 
nationalised post office and nationalised railways etc., all are 
Socialism or so many instalments towards the Socialist Common
wealth, .legislative reform on these being the road to Socialism. 
In otha words, State Socialism (including the municipal variety) 
is real Socialism and the ultimate goal of mankind. But such 
Socialism is identical with capitalism, since it retains the institution 
of hired labour' Quite ~d Fabians-for hired labour would 
not be abolished under Socialism. A well-ilrdered national and 
municipal economy in which all those able to work are giving 
their services for a fair remuneration--this is Socialism, and to this 
is the modan development of society leaning. For a long time 
the Fabians could not well explain who or what was driving 
society to such a course of de~opment and, refaring to the 
bankruptcy of individualist ideals even among the Liberals, WCIC 

inclined to consida them as likely promoters of "collectivist" 
reforms. To this end they tried to influence them, proclaiming 
a policy of .. pCImeation," the only correct policy for Socialists. 
The results WCIC fairly barren. True, Lord Rosebery conSented 
to become the chairman of the newly formed London County 
Council, which was to play the raIe of a model municipality in 
the Fabian sense, and even Mr. Sidney Webb became a membCI 
of that body. Anotha aristocrat, and Gladstone's most influential 
successor in the Liberal Party, Sir William Harcourt, declarcd 
publicly: "-We are all Socialists n()wadays '" Still, nothing came 
of those auspicious expCIiments, and the Fabians, in despair, 
turned to the working class, and are at present OO-ilpCI3ting with 
the Labour Party. But while they WCIC engaged in "pCImeating" 
Liberalism, they became themselves so thoroughly pCImeated by 
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Liberalism that it was difficult to distinguish a Fabian Socialist 
from the newer sort of Liberal: both advocated the extension of 
the functions of the State, both were inclined to reformism and 
protectionism, and when the Boer War broke out, both found 
themselves in the imperialist camp. In short, Fabian Socialism 
was the English edition of the German Staats-Sozialismus of the 
time of Bismarck, or of the subsequent National-Sozialismus of 
Naumann and Maurenbrecher-a mixture of reformism from 
above and strong bureaucratic State authority (Sozial-Monarchie, 
according to German terminology)-and as such, of course, it 
had nothing in common with the movement of the working class. 

As against this, the movement founded by Keir Hardie at 
the end of the So's in Scotland, and a little later in England, 
from the very first aimed at becoming a mass movement of the 
working class upon a political and Socialist basis; in other words, 
it pursued the same aim as the Social Democratic Federation. 
But Keir Hardie and his associates, so far from being Marxists, 
on seeing the failure of the Marxist propaganda, proclaimed 
Marxist doctrine and practice to be both wrong and mischievous. 
Himself a member of the working class, a working miner since 
early boyhood, Keir Hardie thought it useless and tacdess to 
preach class war and revolution, and only aimed at organising the 
working class into an independent political party upon a minimum 
socialist platform for the everyday struggle in Parliament and the 
municipal bodies. The organisation founded by him in Scodand 
in 1889 avoided even the title of Socialist, and discreedy called 
itself the Independent Labour Party-Q name adopted by the 
larger organisation founded by him for the whole of Great Britain 
in 1893 in Bradford. If such a policy had been dictated by con
siderations of a revolutionary, that is, Marxist character, as a means 
of getting at the masses of the workers in England in those days, 
it might have been commended; in fact it did get the approval 
of Engels, who quite righdy placed the practical solution of the 
problem of the political mobilisation of the English working class 
above all revolutionary programmes and watchwords. But as a 
matter of fact, there was not even a shadow of revolutionary 
strategy in the policy of Kerr Hardie and his friends. Kcir 
Hardie himself, muddle-headed as he was, may have entertained 
some hazy revolutionary plans and hopes, but his associates were 
opportunists of the most ordinary type, whose oudook did not go 
beyond the immediate problems of the day, who to the solution 
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of these problems imparted common Liberal reformism, and to 

, whom parliamentary activity seemed the highest form Df political 
action. In fact, to get returned to Parliament, by hook or by 
crook, became the Qbject of the Party, and since the easiest way. 
to attain it was by adapting its programme and slogans to the 
ideology prevalent at the time among the workers, there was soon 
very litde left of the original Socialism of Keir Hardie and his 
associates of the I.L.P. Keir Hardie himself, having been 
returned to Parliament in 1892 with the aid of the Liberals who 
had withdrawn their own candidate and given him their votes. 
delivered from time ,to 'time Socialist speeches of the sentimental 
and academic type from the floor of the House of Commons, but 
did not create a militant atmosphere either within or without 
its walls. It is characteristic to note that shordy after his election, 
remembering no doubt the services rendered by the Liberals, 
Kcir Hardie declared that .. he was not opposed to the main 
planks of the Liberal platform," but that he would be irrecon
cilable .. on Labour questions."· This, however, did not save 
him in the next General Election of 1895. Although the Liberals 
again refrained from putting up their candidate against him, and 
although one of the chief items of his election, campaign was a 
promise, if elected, .. to get the Government to build two cruisers 
and an ironclad at West Ham (his constituency) to provide work 
for the unemployed, "t he failed to secure his seat, and the Con
servative was returned. It was not until five years later that Keir 
Hardie was returned to Parliament by a mining constituency in 
South Wales. Here again he was not deprived of the assistance 
of the Liberals: as it was a two-member constituency, the Liberals 
ran only one candidate, leaving the other seat to Keir Hardie, the 
two parties pledging themselves to support one another against 
the respective Conservative opponents. It is worthy of note that 
Keir Hardie's Liberal colleague was Mr. Thomas, subsequendy 
Lord Rhondda, one of the wealthiest mine owners in the district 
and in Great Britain generally. It was he who, in accordance 
with the pact, was supported by the votes of the .. independent" 
Labour Party. Besides Keir Hardie, not a mngle member of his 

, • A. W. Humphrey, if Hislory 0/ !.abo",. R~-.l4Iio". page 
127 el #'1' 

t Ibid., p. 137. The reader will recollect that a promise to build 
warships to relieve unemployment was also made by the MacDonald 
Government. In this respect the traditions of the party have been well 
preserved. 

T 



280 PROM CHAlI.TISM TO L.\BOUllISM 

party got into Parliament until 1906, when they were carried 
there upon the crest of the wave of .. Labour Representation," 
with which we shall deal below. 

We have reealled these parliamentary adventures of Keir 
Hardie in order to help the reader to gain a clear idea, first of 
the lengths i'D which the opportunism of the Socialists of the 
Independent Labour Party were prepared to go; and second, of 
the tremendous difficulty of getting into close contact with the 
working class of that period even at the cost of narrowing down 
the party programme and slogans to a minimum, and abjuring 
most Socialist principles. As a matter of fact, the Independent 
Labour Party, with all its opportunism, failed in its main object 
of winning the masses of the workers as much as its Marxist rival. 
Although stronger in numbers than the latter, it still remained 
hanging in the air, counting in its organisation a score of 
thousands of individual workers and semi·lntellectuals who repre
sented nobody but themselves, and exercising no influence what
ever upon the large masses of the workers. Its main achieve· 
ment consisted in gaining a fairly large number of municipal 
seats, thanks to in .. Consumer's Socialism" which enlisted for 
if the sympathies of small shopkeepers and co-operators, and in 
enrolling among its members a certain number of trade union· 
leaders, like Barnes, Clynes, Wardle and others who, with few 
exceptiODs, eventually turned out to be traitors to the working class. 

Even in this gready diluted form, Socialism proved unpalat
able to the Liberal and opportunist stomach of the English workers 
in the So's and 90's. This need not arouse astonishment: even 
diluted Socialism, if not theoretically, at least in practice, demanded 
the organisation of the working class into a separate party for 
independent politiCal action, a demand which ran counter to the 
ideology prevailing among the masses of the workers at that time. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

THE LABOUR PARTY 

ABOUT twenty years after the beginning of Socialist 
agitation there arose in England a political mass party of 
the working class, the Labour Party as we know it to-day. 

It looked like the fu1fi1ment of the aims long since pursued by 
the two Socialist organisations, and of the goal for which Engels 
had striven, when he stated that however primitive the original 
platform of an organised political movement of the English work
ing class might be, it was eventually bound to assume a more and' 
more pronounced class and revolutionary character.. At first 
sight it might appear a contradiction of the material and moral 
conditions described by us in the foregoing pages. In reality, its 
fortunes have most strikingly confirmed the fact that opportunist 
ideology presented an insurmountable obstacle to the development 
of a genuine, potentially revolutionary, political class struggle of 
the proletariat. As a matter of fact, the party arose as though by 
accident, on, so to speak. an external matter, and was saved 
from an early extinction by a similarly external accidental matter. 
The occasion for its formation was the constant friction and con
/licts in election contests between two sets of Labour candidates--'
those put up by the Socialist parties and thOse sailing under the flag 
of Liberalism. . All through the 90'S it frequently happened that 
a Socialist local oommittee, or even some big local union would 
put up a Labour candidate who was a Socialist, whilst the Liberals 
put up a Liberal-Labour man against him. The quarrels. which 
were apt to arise from such competitions scandalised even the 
hackward sections of Labour and caused at the same time a good 
deal of heartburning even to the Liberals, as the usual result in such 
cases was the return of the Conservative candidate. Still more 

• .. The first great step in a COUDtry which enters, the movement 
for the first time is to COIIStitute the workers as an independent Labour 
party. DO matter in what way, so long as it is a distioct Labour party ••• 
The masses need both time and opportunity to develop. and thiS oppor_ 
tunity they will obtain only on having a movement of their OWD-<lO 
matter in what form. as long as it is their own movement-in which 
they will be driven forward by their own mistakes, and acquire ,.;.. 
dom by their failures." (Engels in a letter to Sorge dated November 
29> 1886. Ct. also his letter to Madame Vishnevetski dated December 
29 of the ,same year.) 
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scandalous was it when a Socialist worker-andidate was opposed 
by a Liberal who was not a worker, but a wealthy local man or 
manufacturer backed in his election campaign by prominent trade 
union leaders. Gradually a situation developed which was ad
vantageous to nobody, and the question was raised at the Trades 
Union Congress of IlI99, by a Social Democratic delegate from the 
aactionary Railwaymen's Union, Mr. Holmes, backed by a 
reactionary representative of the socialistically inclined Dockers' 
Union, Mr. Sexton. The resolution adopted on that occasion ran 
as follows: .. That this Congress, having regard to the decisions 
of fprmer years and with a view .to securing better representation 
of the interests of Labour in the House of Commons, hereby 
instructs the Parliamentary Committee to invite the co-operation 
of all co-operative, Socialistic, trade union and other working-class 
organisations to co-operate joindy on lines mutually agreed upon 
in convening a special Congress of representatives from such of 
the abOve named organisations as may be willing to take part ro 
devise ways and means for the securing of an increased number 
of Labour members in the next Parliament." 

As the dissolution of Parliament was close at hand, the pur
pose of the resolution was to co-ordinate the plans of the different 
organisations in the forthcoming General Election, so that they 
should not interfere with but rather help one another. Not a 
word was said about independence as regards the other political 
parties. The sense of _the resolution, apparendy, was that the old 
system was to be continued: Labour candidates might be either 
Liberals or Socialists of the various shades, but they should not 
hinder one another. Thus, the birth of the Labour Party (that 
was to be) was an event of small significance at the moment, the 
future of which could be by no means foreseen. 

The resolution was cordially welcomed by both Socialist 
parties, who had long since given up the hope of rallying the 
masses of Labour around themselves. It is true that attempts 
had already been made in the past to organise parliamentary 
candidatures of Labour on a national scale, and in 1874> for 
instance, the so-called Labour Representation League put up at 
the election candidates of whom two were actually returned. In 
the middle of the So's another organisation, the Labour Electoral 
Association was formed, which co-ordinated the electoral activities 
of various Labour organisations and could SOOD boast a Labour 
group in Parliament of eleven members. The League was 



THE LABOIIIl PAIlTY 283 
founded without the &»operation of the trade unions, by the 
eJJortJ of a few influential Labour leaden and bourgeois radicals 
who sympathised with the idea of the parliamentary representa- _ 
tion of Labour, whilst the Association was directly formed by the 
Trades Union Congress, like the subsequent committee appointed 
by the Plymouth Congress of 1899. Neither of the organisations 
existed very long, as the Liberal Party undertook to include the 
Labour candidates in its lists and to suppon them. On the other 
hand, the worken ~ves desired nothing else than to be 
represented in Parliament by .. their own" men, i.e., by the 
secretaries and presidents of the trade unions, regardless of their 
political convictions, hoping that they would defend their interests 
on questions directly affecting them. Thus originated the Liberal
Labour representation of which We have already spoken, and 
which benefited only the Liberal Party, giving it the reputation of 
a party representing the national interests of the people, as against 
the Conservative Party which, of course, championed only elass 
interests. This was the clever handiwork of Gladstone, who, on 
this account, became famous as the most remarkable stateSman of . 
England. 

Although past experience warranted no exaggerated expecta
tions, the two Socialist Parties met the new attempt half way, each 
after its own manner. The IL.P. was anxious only for the 
formation of a Labour group in Parliament independent of the 
Liberals; the question of its programme did DOt interest them in 
the least. Moreover, since IDOst of the Labour leaden who were 
to form the parliamentary group belonged to the ordinary type 
of Liberal, while they themselves were .. Socialists," the I.L.P. 
considered the framing of a programme for the parliamentary 
group, let alone for the wbole movement, both futile and harmful, 
as it would inevitably lead to a split. Let the workers, so they 
thought, at least learn to stand politically on their own legs
and eventually they will learn to walk in the proper direction: 
The Social Democrats viewed the question from a different angle: 
there could be DO truly independent Labour Party or independent 
Labour group in Parliament so long as they had no independent 
and clear·oll political line. The English working class, they 
argued, was not the inexperienced working elass of a new COUDtry 

which was only entering the political arena and beginning to 
organise on political lines. It had behind it a long history and 
great traditions, and to think that it still needed to be put on its 
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feet was the greatest delusion. Even if the Labour group be 
organised independendy of the Liberals, it would continue to go 
hand in hand with them, left untramme1led by any definite 
political instructions. One might ask, what if the parliamentary 
group and the trade unions refused to accept such instructions? 
In that case, of course, there was ,no hope in the new movement; 
then the Social Democrats had no place in it, and it would be 
better for them to hold aloof so as not to discredit themselves and 
their principles and to continue their direct agitation among the 
masses. 

At the initial conference of the trade unions and the Socialist 
organisations in' February, 1900, the two sections met in batde. 
The Social Democrats moved that the working class should fonn 
a .. distinct party • • • separate from the capitalist parties, based 
upon the recognition of the class war, and having for its ultimate 
object the socialisation of the means of production, distribution and 
exchange "; whereas the IL.P. moved that the working class 
representatives in Parliament should establish .. a distinct Labour 
group who shall have their_own Whips and agree upon their 
policy, which must einbrace a readiness to co-operate with any 
party which, for the time being, may be engaged in promoting 
legislation in the direct interests of Labour, or in opposing 
measures having an opposite tendency." The I.L.P. proposal 
manifesdy followed the line of least resistance, and expressly 
sanctioned that which should have been avoided: co-operation 
with the Liberals. For this reason the Social Democratic proposal 
was overwhelmingly defeated, and that of their opponents 
adopted. It is further characteristic to note that in selecting the 
name for the new movement, or rather for the permanent joint 
committee of trade unionists and Socialists to be appointed by the 
conference, it was decided to adopt the modest name of Labour 
Representation Committee, without emphasising the independent 
character of the Representation, and only five years later the name 
of Labour Party was adopted, again without further adjectives. 
All this was quite in keeping with the policy of following the 
line of least resistance. 

For the rest we should remember that the LL.P., in 
initiating this line of tactics, was only adapting itself to the ideology 
of the rank and file of the workers. It also adapted itself to the 
parliamentary .. careerism .. of the trade union leaders as well as 
to its own opportunism which considered the gaining of parlia-
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mentary seats the fundamenra! aim of the Party. A General 
Election was to take place in 1900, and neither Keir Hardie and 

, , his friends, nor the leaders of the trade unions, desired to do any
thing which would deprive them of Liberal support. Hence their 
loud protestation of their readiness to co-operate with any party 
friendly to Labour, aod their reluctance in selecting a name for 
the Party, to suggest any independence by, it. This policy was 
not justified by the results. Keir Hardie, as we have mentioned 
before, managed to get returned in the oompany of a Liberal, in 
a double oonstituenCYj Mr. Richard Bell, too, the secretary of the 
Railwaymen's Union, met with equal success in a like oonstituency. 
But the thirteen candidates of the committee were defeated. As 
against this, ten Labour candidates were elected who sailed under 
the Liberal flag and refused to associate themselves with the 
committee. It was clear that .. independence" even of a formal 
character, even if existing only in the shape of resolutions, was an 
unoomfottable thing, and interest in the new movement cooled 
off to a considerable extent. When, in February, 1901, delegateS 
from the trade unions and the Socialist parties again assembled at 
a oonfercnce, it appeared that in the course of the past twelve 
months, not more than 25 small unions (out of a tora! of over 
1,000) had affiliated, and that the tora! membership had only 
increased from 375,000 to 4li9,000, and as, at that time, great and 
more interesting events connected with the funeral of Queen 
Victoria were taking place in town, the delegates, having hastily 
defeated for the second time the resolution introduced by the 
Social Democrats in favour of a class platform, rushed off to 
London. It might have been predicted that' the new venture 
would prove as barren as the League and the Association of twenty 
aod thirty yean beforej the Social Democrats, indeed, left the 
Conference, having given it up as a had job. 

At this juncture there occurred the celebrated Taff Vale and 
Denaby Main cases, which gave rise to the well known legal 
decisions, destructive of the elementary rights of the trade unions. 
It is unoecessary to recapitulate the details of the two cases here. 
Suffice it to mention that the virulent Press campaign against the 
trade unions as the cause of the failure of British industry to hold 
its own against German and American competition, which botli 
preceded and £oIIowed the decisions, showed that the judicial 
attack on the unions was a deliberate move, against the working 
class. Indeed. even such mainstays of die Liberal Party and 
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eminent lawyers as Asquith and Haldane loudly voiced their 
approval of the decisions of the Supreme Court (the House of 
Lords), arguing that the trade unions had hitherto enjoyed 
privileges inadmissible from the point of view of civil law. 

It was this unexpected occurrence that saved the life of the 
new party. In 19.02 the number of unions affiliated to the Labour 
Representation Committee jumped up to 127, and the total member
ship increased to 861,000, in 1903 the numbers were It>; and 
969,000. At the same time the Committee began to score electoral 
victories. In a bye election in 1902 Mr. Shackleton was returned 
under its auspices, and one year later, also in a bye election, 
similar successes attended the candidatures of Messrs. Crooks and 
Henderson. When the General Election took place in January, 
1906, 29 candidates of the Committee were elected, and only 14 
of the Liberal-Labour group. Henceforth it became advantageous 
to fUn for Parliament under the auspices of the Labour Party. 
- Of decisive moment in this second birth of the Labour Parry 
was, of course, not ilS opportunist poliey, but the revolt of the 
masses of the workers against the arrogant attack of the capitalist 
class on their right of combination. It was a repetition of what 
had taken place at the end of the 60's and the beginning of the 
70'S, when the attack on the trade unions in connection with the 
Sheffield outrage was met by the workers joining the International, 
running a campaign for the reform of Parliament, and successfully 
carrying their first candidates to the poll. 

It looked as though the problem of the political mobilisation 
of the working class had at last been solved, and that henceforth 
it would be plain sailing towards the open and wide sea of class
consciousness. So, at least, it appeared to the Social Democrats, 
who were probably regretting their rash withdrawal from the 
Labour Parry. Unfortunately, their regret turned out to be pre
mature: the old problem had not yet been finally solved, and the 
smooth sailing ended in the boat being stranded. The cause of 
this failure was that econoInic conditions, although gradually 
changing, as we shall see below. -did not yet exercise sufficient 
influence on the mentality of the workers. Regardless of the 
shock which they had received from the Tall Vale decision, the 
rank and file of the workers were still swayed considerably by the 
old opportunist ideology, and their leaders wbolly so. This was 
shOwn by a number of striking incidents. 

Amongst the three successful parliamentary candidates of 



THI! LABOUR PAaTY :z87 
.1902-3 was Mr. Shackleton, the champion of child labour in the 
mills, now holding high office in the Department of Labour. 
Trying to profit by the excitement caused among the workers by 
the House of Lords decision, the L.R.C., in search of a suitable 
candidate for their parliamentary vacancy, could find no "better 
champion of the rights of the working class than this gendeman, 
because he was so dear to the hearts of the capitalists and there
fore had the best chances of success in the election. As a matter 
of fact, bOlh lilt! Libt!rals and IIIe CotlSt!NIalives wilhdrew IIIt!i, 
eandidaus in llis favour, and he was returned with flying colours. 
The whole of me Liberal press welcomed this precious acquisition 
to Parliament, and the newly founded Liberal Three Dozen gave 
a banquet in his honour. In the Woolwich bye election in March, 
1903, the choice of the Committee fell upon Mr. Will Crooks, 
known throughout England as a Liberal and a capitalist flunkey, 
who as such, had already made his mark on the London County 
Council. As it was a traditional Tory seat, the Conservative did 
not withdraw in his favour, but the Liberals not only withdrew 
their own candidate, but placed the whole of their machinery 
at his disposal. Mr. Will Crooks gained a brilliant victory 
which brought tears of joy to the eyes of all Liberal editors. The 
third Labour candidate elected in 1903 was Mr. Arthur Henderson, 
for many years a Liberal agent and at the same time a local 
Methodist preacher. These two jobs he held concurrendy with 
his position as secretary of the Iron Founders' Association. On 
the eve of his decision to stand as an .. independent" Labour 
candidate he resigned his position as Liberal agent, and for this 
the local Liberals could not forgive him. Accordingly they put 
up a candidate of their own in opposition to him, so that Mr. 
Henderson had to fight a three-cornered contest. But the head
quarters of the Liberal Party disapproved of the position taken up 
by the local organisation, and the London Press supported Mr. 
Henderson wholeheartedly. One of the London Liberal news
papers recommended him to the electors as a .. splendid Liberal, 
an advanced democrat, and no Socialist at alII" Henderson, 
thanks to such recommendation and support, defeated both his 
opponents, to me great joy of the Liberals, particularly of the 
.. Three Dozen," which gave a banquet to him, too. 

Such was the kind of man selected and sent to Parliament 
by the Labour Representation Committee, and such was the 
manner in which they were elected. These were to be .. inde-
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pendent" Labour M.P'sl* Of co~se, this .. independence" was 
but a fiction, possible only because the working class, and par
ticularly its leaders, were still under the spell of opportunist ideas 
and entirely devoid of class-consciousncss. Matters did not 
change one whit when, in 1906, the number of such Labour 
M.P.'s increased to 29. True, there were among them no fewer 
than 14 Socialists, i.e., members of the Independent Labour Party, 
followers of Keir Hardie. But apart from the fact that they were 
opportunists to a man, and not averse to flirting with the Liberals, t 
they owed their success largely to Liberal support: in 25 out of 
29 constituencies in which the L.R.C. candidates were successful, 
the Liberals did not run candidates and voted for them. Here 
again, as in the old days, the Liberals sized up the political and 
moral qualities of the Labour representatives and boldly went out 
and met them half-way, as hunters do who know and .. play" 
their game. In 1901, shortly after the Tafl Vale decision, a young 
Liberal politician--a nephew of Mr. Gladstone and the executor 
of his wiIl-Mr. Alexander Murray (subsequendy Lord E1ibank) 
published a remarkable letter in the Times, which revealed the 
whole substance of Liberal policy in regard to Labour candidatures. 
The letter was written in connection with an incident in a 

• Early in 1905 a radical change was made in the formula of 1900. 
Instead of the willingness to C<H>pcrate with other parties, a point was 
adopted restraining the Parliamentary group from .. identifying them
selves in any shape or form" with the other parties and from .. sup
porting their interests." This change was made necessary by the scan
dalous conduct of Messrs. Shackleton and Crooks, who had addressed 
I:.iberal meetings on bchalf of Free Trade, and chiefly Mr. Richard 
Bell, who dIlce had the temerity to congratulate a Liberal candidate on 
his victory over the Labour Party's nominee I 

t Mr Humphrey in his History of lAbour RepresnJtation (p. 155) 
cites a curious .. Open letter" addressed by K.eir Hardie to Lloyd 
George and published in the official organ of the Independent Labour 
Party (the lAbour Leader of March 7th, 19"3) in which he invited the 
Radical leader to quit the Liberal Party and to join the Labour Party: 
.. Here," he said in that letter, .. is a leadership to gratify the highest 
ambition and satisfy the loftiest aspirations." In the same book (p. 
140) Mr. Humphrey quotes a glowing tribute to Mr. Gladstone, written 
by Keir Hardie on the occasion of the Liberal leader's death: .. To 
him, freedom was the one condition of value in human life.'. • 
Wherever men proved their desire for freedom, by struggling to 0b
tain, his support was never long withheld." In the same article Hardie 
enthusiastically recalls an incident in the lobby of the House of Com
mons when Gladstone refused to be introduced to him I 
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Scottish bye-clection in which the Conservative candidate was 
opposed by the miners' candidate, Mr. Robert Smillie, but where 
local Liberals decided to put up a candidate of their own, in spite 
of die danger of .. splitting" the democratic vote and letting the 
Conservatives in. The Conservative candidate, by the way, was 
a Mr. Harmsworth, a brother of the future Lord Northcliffe. 
Mr. Murray, in his letter, protested against this action of the 
Liberal Party. He wrote: 

.. If the struggle between capital and labour, which seems 
looming in the distance, is to be averted, th~ Liberal Party might 
do worse than drop their red tape officialdom, and in constituencies 
where the workers are preponderatingly overwhelming, such as in 
North East Lanark, encourage the candidature of men like Mr. 
Smillie. Otherwise, radical electors will be more than ever 
driven into the most extreme camp, and what was once the life
blood of Liberalism will be dried up and the Party system such as 
we know it, cease to exist. Mr. Gladstone, with his wonderful 
intuition, particularly when democracy began t9 raise its head and 
realise its power, led the politically emancipated masses by the 
hand. . . • He did not attempt to drive them. The candidature 
of Mr. Harmsworth renders clear and distinct the cleavage and 
demarcation between capital and labour; and if the policy be 
generally persisted in without due consideration to local circum
stances, the old restraining forces 01 moderate Liberalism will 
disappear. We shall be grouped into two great camp~pital 
and labour-a prospect to which no true Liberal can look forward 
with equanimity." 

In these words the young inexperienced politician naively 
disclosed the great secret of English Liberalism, at the same time 
indicating the right policy for the Liberal Party to pursue in 
regard to the newly formed Labour Party. This was the line 
followed by the Liberals in 1902 and 1903, as well as in the General 
Election of 19Q6, although they were greatly sUIprised with the 
gift of a group of 2~ M.P's, among whom were several 
.. Socialists "; a rather unwelcome gift, some thought, but they 
did not care to show it. The newly founded Liberal monthly, 
the I"depende", Review, wrote:-

-.. We heartily welcome the new Labour Party which is now 
to make its first bow to the House of Commons •••• It will be 
a gain to the cause of social reform, since no pressure from within 
the Liberal Party CXluld prove so strong as the appearance of the 
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Labour Party •••• We cannot suppress a smile when noting the 
alarm caused in a section of our press by the victory of the workers. 
The latter are asserting that the rich are now confronted with 
grave peril, and should exert all their efforts to overcome the 
enemy. We hold a dillerent opinion. Probably no less than 23 
out of the 29 new M.P.'s will eall themselves Socialists. But their 
socialism is rather an ideal, a point of view, than a practieal pro
gramme of action. We are well aware that, in practice, these 
people will meet with opposition on the part of some Liberals, 
and we shall never hesitate to criticise ourselves the new Party 
when we think it deseTves it; but as far as we can foresee at pre
sent, we are convinced that we shall never have occasion to diller 
from ito" 

It appeared from this utterance that the appearance of a 
Labour group in Parliament was a veritable blessing to the 
Liberals, who had been so anxious to engage in .. social reforms " 
that they couldn't move until the application of this new stimulus I 
And of course, it was true that one would have to search high 
and low to discover such a choice brand of .. Socialists" as those 
who were now in the majority in the Labour group of M.P.'s. 
Their chief spokesman, the theoretician and strategist of the Party 
as well as its secretary, Mr. J. R. MacDonald, contributed an 
article to the same Review in which he stated the Socialist creed 
of the new Party:-

" The future of the Labour Party is to be determined by its 
success in making its principles clear to itself and the country. 
If it narrows ilself to a class movement or a trade movement, or 
a manual workers' movement .•. it will weaken and finally dis
appear. • • • Those conclusions are reached, not by a process of 
econoJPic reasoning or of working class experience. They rest 
upon conceptions of right and wrong common to all classes." 

The Liberals could surely be content with such Socialists who 
looked for support .. in the ideas of right and wrong common to 
all classes." But the Liberals themselves were, for reasons ex
plained in a previous chapter, no longer the ideologically homo
geneous party which confronted the working class in the middle 
of the 80'~ and "led it" by the hand, and strikingly revealed 
during the Boer war in the formation of a Liberal Imperialist 
League. Among them were avowed reactionaries embodying 
the new psychology of English industrial and financial capital, 
and the Liberal Government formed by Sir H. Campbell-Banner-
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IIWl, a Libcral of the Gladstonian type, found it DO easy task to 
carry out the old and tried tactics. We saw that the most eminent 

. lawyers of the Liberal Party who entered the new Cabinet, 
Messrs. Asquith and Haldane. bad approved of the legal decisions 
of the House of Lords; small wondel that when the roung Labour 
group in the Howe: of Commons, born of these very decisions, 
put forward a claim for legislation to =tore the rights of trade 
unions it met with very definite unwillingness on the part of the 
Government to accede to it in a manner satisfactory CO the workers. 
It needed a good many vigorous attacks both within and without 
the walls of Parliament to compel the Imperialist section of .the 
Cabinet to give in and to allow a free hand to the Premier and 
hi. Gladstooian mlleagues who appreciated the imponmce of a 
speedy =toration of the historical barrier against Socialism. 
Abt:r a stubborn and protracted fight the workers succeeded in 
wresting the ~egislation which nullified the House of Lords 
decision and secured to the trade unions their old rights. Even 
then the vanquished group of Liberals was for a long time unable 
to regain its composure. Not only their mnvictions, but their 
-_ profIIY smarted under the defeat inflicted upon them by 
the Labour group. This was taken full advantage of by the Con
servative press, which endeavoured to magnify this defeat into a 
mmp1ete surrender of the Liberal Party to the .. Socialists." In 
lurid mloun it painted the .. revolutionary peri1" which threat
ened .. Society" from the dictatorship of the rd>ellious working 
class, and lashed the Liberal Party for flirting with it. The more 
pusillaoimous among the Liberals muld DOt Stand this ftagellation. 
one of them being Mr. Murray, who had since betome the Chief 
Whip. By an irony of fate a bye.dcction occurred in the same 
Stottish toostituency as before, and again the local workers selected 
Mr. Smillie as their candidate. Again the Liberals put up a 
candidate of their own. and again the Conservative was returned. 
But this time Mr. Murray spoke in quite di1Ierent Iaogoage. At 
a public meetiJlg of Stottish Liberals, he declared:-

.. There were new forces awakening in the muntry, and as 
a Whip, he muld see how they were shaping themselves. In 
the Howe: of Commons they had the Independent Labour Party 
which he wou1d prefer to call by its real name, which its members 
would DOt disclaim. the Socialist Party. • • • The Socialist Party 
was very powerful. They had opened war on the Liberal Party 
and he was DOt very certain that it would DOt be IKUSsaI')' in the 
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future for the Liberal Party to embark upon another crusade. 
They had just completed one crusade against protection, and he 
was not sure that circumstances would not force them to embark 
upon a crusade against Socialism. • • . Some years ago, when a 
gentleman, for whom personally he had a high regard (Mr. 
Smillie)-he did not know at the time he was a Socialist-alD
tested North West Lanark, he supported him because at that 
date he did not appreciate or realise what had since been forced 
upon him about the real cleavage between Socialism and 
Liberalism, viz., collectivism and individualism. He thought 
there was room for union between the Liberal and the Labour 
forces, but observation of circumstances had convinced him that 
Liberals had now to stand upon their own legs. Liberalism had 
never thrived upon Socialism." 

This new utterance by Mr. Murray was as foolish as the 
previous was wise. It clearly echoed the campaign of the Con
servative press which had christened the Labour Party .. Socialist " 
in order to frighten the Liberals; at the same time it betrayed the 
angry feeling of the Liberals who had been defeated in Parliament 
by the Labour Party. Mr. Murray's words met with ready 
response in the entire Liberal press, and Mr. Haldane himself 
could not refrain from openly threatening the " Socialists," whom 
he denounced as corruptors of the trade unionist elements. 

" If in the name of Labour," he declared, " Mr. Keir Hardie 
or anybody else brought forward abstract propositions which con
flicted with Liberal principles, the Liberal Party would cross 
swords with him. . .. When he brought them into the political 
field in the House of Commons, or in the selection of candidates, 
they ·would see what was the strength of those who asserted that 
Liberalism was played out. ••• ". 

The quarrel between the Liberals and the Labourites was 
obviously assuming dangerous forms, so that in the end the more 
responsible elements in the Liberal Party-including Mr. Asquish 
himself-found it necessary to disown their too talkative 
colleagues, and to assure the Labour Party that they were not a 

• It is interesting that the same Haldane WaJ a member of the 
Labour Cabinet of J. R. MacDonald. Apparently he had disCDvered 
that the .. abstract principles of the Labour Party were not incompati
ble with the Liberal principles."-A fact particularly remarkable since 
Haldane, as we have seen, bel0DgM to the imperialist wing of the 
Liberals. 
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bit afraid of it, and that they did not believe in the possibility 
of Socialism in England. 

This equivocal compliment ended the quarrel between the 
Liberals and Labour in the House of Commons. As a matter of 
fact, the whole quarrel had been started, by the Liberals, whilst 
to the Labour men even to fight for the rehabilitation of the trade 
unions was but a painful, necessity. When, a few years later the 
same indefatigably reactionary House of Lords made a second 
breach in the trade union law by deciding in another suit (the 
Osborne case) the levying of members for political purposes was 
illegal, we find such .. leaders" as Mr. Shackleton declaring the 
decision to be just, and urging the workers to subtnit to it. For 
this he was subsequendy knighted and given II Government job, 
when the indignant workers foreed him to clear out of the move
ment. 

At present, however, the Labour Party, having carried' the 
fight for the rights of the trade unions to a victorious conclusion, 
was eager to have a rest, and joyfully grasped the olive branch., 
It rapidly caught the .. tone" of the House, with, its "terrace 
teas" and parties given by Cabinet Ministers and even by the 
King, \II and when the Licensing Bill was introduced by the 
Government, the Labour Party threw itself with great zest into 
the fight against the liquor interests, declaring the measure to be 

. the greatest social reform I It goes without saying that the 
Labour Party unreservedly voted for the budget, including expendi
ture on the army and navy. and supported the Government every 
time it was threatened by the opposition. Virtually it became 
the Left Wing of the Liberal Party, thus emulating the example 
of its predecessors in the 70's and 80'S. 

However, the honourable task proved not quite so easy this 
time. Under the dlcet of changes in eoonotnic conditions a new 
tendency began to make itself felt among the working class (of 
this later on), and this, combined with the intolerance of the new 
Liberalism, appreciably interfered with the pleasant and even 
progress of the Labour Party in Parliament. In I9fY], II bye-

• The first to accept an invitation to the King's garden party was 
Mr. Will Crooks, who, for a long time afterwards, could not lorget 
the honour bestowed on him, a former workhouse waif. Messrs. Keir 
Hardie and MacDonald thought themselves slighted by not being 
invited, consideriog it an insult to the Labour Party. Alu:r the war 
the .. Socialists" Obtained satisfaction: they regularly atwlded the 
King's parties, at which ~cy appeared in "democratic" morniog coats. 
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election occurred at Yarrow, which was considered a Liberal 
stronghold. The local Labour people, however, decided to run 
a candidate, and the L.R.C. had to agree to it, as the candidate 
chosen was Mr. Peter Curran, a popular Labour leader and a 
Socialist of the Keir Hardie school who nevertheless declared right 
away that Socialism was his .. private business." To the surprise 
of everybody, and to the great disgust of the Liberals, Curran was 
elected. The Liberals bitterly reproached the Labour Party for 
stealing from them in broad daylight a traditional Liberal seat 
without any compensation, and when at a subsequent bye-election 
in the CoIne Valley the workers again nominated their own candi
date against the Liberals, the L.R.C. stepped in with its veto. 
To the great consternation of the L.R.C. and of its Liberal 
friends, however, the CoIne Valley workers not only disobeyed 
their leaders, but even selected as their candidate an unknown 
young Socialist and syndicalist, Mr. Victor Grayson, who refused 
to stand as a Labour candidate simply, but loudly proclaimed him
self a Socialist in his election address and in his platform speeches, 
and carried the constituency I There was a great hue and ery in 
the bourgeois press, and the Labour Party made haste to disavow 
the unbidden guest and to boycott him in the House. Neverthe
less, its favour with the Liberal Party was greatly impaired, and it 
felt very depressed. On the other hand, the Conservative press 
took up the jubilant .. I told you so" tone: had it not always 
declared that the Labour Party, ostensibly so harmless, was merely 
the advance guard of revolutionary Socialism? What would the 
Liberal Party do? Would it continue to patronise the Labour 
Party as before, or would it form a united front with the other 
law-and-order elements against the Socialists? These questions 
were raised, no doubt, within the inner councils of the Liberals, 
but the advocates of the Gladstonian method were victorious once 
more. k was realised by them that a hostile campaign against 
the Labour Party would only strengthen the extreme tendencies 
among the working class, whereas a conciliatory attitude, supported 
by reforms, would restore its prestige, strengthen the opportunist 
tendencies of the trade unions, and restore the moral barrier 
against Socialism that existed before the unfortunate attacks on 
the rights of trade unions had been made. .. The Liberal Party," 
said the Daily Chronicle, .. has to show its ability to carry out 
social reforms, within the limits of our fiscal system on the one 
hand, and without recourse to the expedients of revolutionary 
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Socialism on the other hand. By its success' in this respect 
Liberalism will ultimately stand or fall." The same newspaper 
,was even the mouthpiece of Mr. Lloyd George, whose weight in' 
the Cabinet and in the Liberal Party had~particiJIarly on aCcOUnt: 
of his successful settlement of the Railway Strike-:-becomlf by this ' 
time sufficiently grea{to make them 'accept 'his ' plaJi of the intro
duction of a land taX and' a graduated income tax' in o~der' to 
finance the State scheme of old age pension and' s6ciaiinsUrance. 
Those were to be the social reforms based on Free Trade (I.e., 
withoUt the aid of tariff customs as advocated byth~ protectioniStl;) , 
spoken of' by the Liberal' newspaper. The same idea was' 
repeatedly urged' by Liberal Cabinet' Ministers, 'including Mr. 
Winston Churchill-at that time a' RadiCaI~whO' declared' in a' 
speech given at a' banquet; that': .. he hOtled" that; after' the 
victory of the Liberal PartY' in I9OIi, Liberalism" would, have a' 
long, steady run; but' they' woiJId 'not' suCCeed' in reapihg· the' 
legitimate harvest of democracy unless ,they' were ,able to keep" 
their' hold on the peoplc·shearts." How'was th~' hold"to 'be' 
kept? .. Civilisation; which' had brought, and ilciehce'whlch' gave, 
'many fine things to a large portion of the populadob;' had given' 
nothing to the poorest and weaKest among us. • • • The Liberal' 
Party must devote itself'tO the 'task' of 'solving that problem: ' ••• 
He was not one of those who said everybody Should be equal, but 
what he did say was that no on~ should have anything, unless 
everybody had' something. The general trend of Liberal' policy 
must be increasingly to build up the m;n;m",,/"stan~ant of life 
and 13bour in this country,' and they must say' that below a certain 
limit men should not be allowed to labour."·' 

With such a commendable programme the Liberal Govern
ment, led by Mr. Asquith. after the death' of Sir Henry Camp
bell-Bannerman, set to work, and in: the next few 'yearS carried out 
with remarkable energy' and great' 'e,ffort 'aserie$ of :social reforms 
which in this respect placed England 'again in the forefront of 
bourgeois countries. Old 'age pensions, t State insurance against 
sickness lind unemployment; labour 'exchanges, an eight-hour' day , 

• TM Timet, Fcbrii8ry 'S; 1908: 
tOld Age Pensions were wretched-:-ori'tJie aVerage, ,five shillings 

a week_nd ~ intended for persons reaching the 'a~ of ']0, an age , 
seldom attained by members of the workin~ class. ,(Since 1~7 Old 
Age ~ensions have been' in~ to. ten shilllQgs pet w,eek, for persons 
reachlQg the age of 65.) Nanonal lQsurance agauut .. c:luiess eII:. was 
based on the principle of contributions of fourpence a week by the 

v 
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for miners, Trade Boards for the sweated industries, and even 
a minimum wage for miners (after a general miners' strike, it 
is true), followed in rapid succession. At the same time a great 
fight was carried on against the House of Lords, which had thrown 
out the budget. providing for a tax on land---il fight accompanied 
by a severe constitutional crisis and the dissolution of Parliament 
(in 1910), and leading to a great victory for the Liberal Govern
ment. Liberalism suddenly emerged like a phcenix from its ashes, 
radiating a great light which blinded, first of all-the Labour 
Party. Although the reforms were paid for by the workers ana 
were classic examples of the skill with which the bourgeoisie hood
winks the working class, the representatives of the latter in Parlia
ment showed the greatest enthusiasm for, and exhibited the 
greatest energy in supporting them and the Government. As 
during the World War, the Labour M.P.'s stumped the country 
advocating the great social reforms initiated by the Liberals, and 
at the two General Elections in 1910 came out openly as their 
allies and iatellites. Of that independence which was demanded 
by the rules of the Party there was not a vestige, and coming back 
after the second General Election, in gready reduced numbers, 
they became the slaves of the Liberal Party, on which they were 
henceforth dependent for any chances of re-election. The trade 

worker and threepence a week each by the emrloyers and the State. 
The workers therefore paid nearly one half 0 the premium. The 
Labour Exchanges became bureaucratic institutions, which soon de
vdoped ioto agencies for the supply of strike-breakers and cheap labour 
geoerally. The miners' eight hour day was a belated concession to 
demands made for many years, and did not include the time spent 
in getting to the actual working places, although the distances are, 
in English mioes, considerable, owmg to the exhaustion of the upper 
seams and the deep location of the coal. (not iofrequeody under the 
sea), while overtime was allowed to the amount of sixty hours per 
annum. Lastly, the Trade Boards fixed mioimum rates for the 
sweated iodustries, not io order to abolish, but to .. humanise" them. 
On the other hand, the budget which had to creaa: the funds for 
these reforms shifted the main burdeo of taxation on the working 
class by the iodirect taxation of the prime articles of consumption, 
sugariog the pill by a reorganisation of the iocome tax on a progressive 
scale and by a tax on land to the amount of one halfpeony per L 
assessed value, which did not eveo cover the costs of collection. This 
tall was called a campaign against the landlords. In substance the 
precious reforms were paid for by the workers themsdves, .ioee the 
increased reveouc from the new income tax was swallowed by the 
growiog naval expenditure in face of the so-called German menace. 
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union M.P.'. felt quite oomfortable, but their Socialist partners 
were rather ill at easc. The rank and file of the Party repeatedly 
voiced their disoontent with the oonduct of the leaders, and an 

. opposition arosc in its midst which nearly led to a split. Matters 
reached such a pass that not only the rank and file, but even 
prominent leaders like Mr. Snowden'" began to utter aloud their 
disappointment with the policy of alliance with the trade union 
leaders within the Labour Party, and demanded a revision of its 
oonstitution. But the warnings came too late. Down to the very 
outbreak of the World War, both sections of the Labour Party
the Socialists as well as the trade unionists-oontinued to play the 
humble rale of the wagging tail of the Liberal Party. Trade 
unionism oontinued to play its part in barring the way of revolution. 

• "Labour representation in Parliament is now chiefly at the 
merc), of the Liberals, and when ·that support will be withdrawn, it 
will disappear." Thus Snowden, in the Labour LeatJer, of June Z2, 
1913. Mr. Snowden has since then left his .own I.L.P. as being too 
Socialist. 



CaunI .. EIGHT 

THE RISE.' OF THE TIDE 

T HE:. half century examined in the preceding chapters 
1 falls,. as. we have seen, into two equal parts; the,· first 
. half-185D-1875-was characterised by high prices and 

anlupward movc:mcnt in wages, while the seoond half-1875-19OO 
and· a olinlc further-was marked by stationary wages, but also 
a ~ ·drop. in prices... Ia the first half the opponunist ideology 
arose among <thc: working class; in the second half it strengthened 
andaeached' its highest development. We. now reach the new 
stage, whichi. may be. described as one of" revolt." It begins 
approximately with the end of the first decade of the current 
century and is violendy interrupted by. the outbreak of the World 
War, It 'covers only a few years; nevertheless it is of profound 
interest. DOt only. in point of its inImediate content, but also by 
what it indicateS for the future. 

The basic material feature of this period is the upward move
ment of prices. There used to be at one time extensive arguments 
and discussions as to the cause of this rise in prices. Reference 
was made to increased output and the lowering of the cost of the 
production of gold, to the increased absorption of agricultural pro
duce and raw materials by the enormously extended industries of 
the United StateS and the consequent reduction of their exports, 
to the high and increasing protective tarilIs in all eountries except 
England, and so on. We do DOt propose to enter into an analysis 
of these and similar theories: suffice it for us to observe the fact 
itself of the radical change in the movement of prices. Since 
absolute figures (m shillings and pence) do DOt interest us in this 
c:ase. we may use inda figures, continning the tables in the 
preceding chapters (see p. 257). 

Turning first of all to the wholesale prices of the combined 
45 articles of consumption (the prices of 1900= 100), we find:-

Year. 45 Articles. Year. 45 Articles. 
1905 97.6 1910 loS.8 
1906· 100.8 1911 109·4 
1907 106.0 1912 114·9 
1~ 103.0 1913 116'5 
1909 104.1 1914 117·2 
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We have repeated the: figure for 1905 in order to show the 

rapid rise of the price curve. We may' get somewhat-greater 
precision if we single oot the prices of foodstuffs from among the 
other articles consumed by working class families. Taking the 
prices of 1900 as 100 we get the followingser:ies:-
Year., Foodsruffs. Year. Foodsruffs. Year. :Poodstuffs. 
1871 144.1 1901 10J.J 1908 '1O'J.0 
1875 148,9 , IC)02 '101-4 IC)09 108,7 
1880 140.9 IC)03 1100.6 19.10 109.2 
'188s 115-4 IC)04 '101.2 1911 116.6 
18g0 108.5 1905 'IOI.:l '1912 119-9 
I~ 911-9 il<)06101.0 1913 '117·7 
1900 100.0 1<)07 '105.5 :1914 '121.0 

We have swtaI from 1871, u the: Ql"1ier ,figures werellOt 

given in the preceding tables. In conCon:nity with whanre 'know 
from previous tables the level of priCICS stood uniformly higb until 
the middle of the 70'S, after ,which it began to 'fall -rapidly. 
Towards the middle of the tp's, 'i.l •• about 20 years Iater,pri_ 
stood at 50 points lower than 1875. Then 'prices began 'to 
rise again, but so slowly that after the lapse 01 10 years the in
cruse amounted to but a little over 2 per cent. Between '1<)06 
and 1<)07 there was a sudden jump of +5 per cent., IlIld from 
that prices continued steadily to increase. 

The movement in the retail prices of foodstuffs was '5Jigbdy 
different. Below we give the index figures fur 23 products enll:r
ing into the CXlnsumption of working class families (1900=100):-

Index lndex 'Index Index 
Year Fig.= Year 'Fig.= Year 'Fig.= Year Figure 
1895 ... 92-1 1903 ... '102.8 ,19'71 ••• 1105.0 11911 •.. "1"9-4 
1900 ... 100-0 1904··· 102-4 1!)08 •.. 111']·5 1912 ... 1I+5 
1901 .•. 100-4 1905 •.. 102.8 1909 ... 111'].6 1913 ...• 11+8 
1902 ... 101.0 1906· .. 102.0 '1910 ... 1"9-4 1914 •.. n6.8 

Wbereas the upward movement in wholesale pri_ began 
very dowly in the middle of the 90'S, retail ,priocs made a rapid 
jump of over 8 points between .J~ and 1901. This is to be 
expected in retail trading. Tbereafter. however, until 19o6, the 
growth .was slow, both wholesale and retail pri_ increasing only 
by one point in the COID'SC of five years. 1letween 1<)06 and 1<)07 
the prices rose by 3 per cent., and after that the inc:n:ase mntinued 
at lUI a.xeIerating pace until in 191'" '011 the outhreak of the 
World War, it reached the figure of 15 points above that of 19o6, 
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and 24 points above that of 1895. It has been calculated· that 
the expenditure on food of an average working class family, 
amounting to 205. 4d. in 1895, went up to :US. in 1900, to :us. 7d. 
in 1905, to 245. in 1910, and to 25s. ad. in 1914, i.e., it increased 
by over 5s., or 25 per cent. Or, to put it in other words, the 
purchasinH power of :lOs. in the hands of a working class house
wife in 1895 went down to 185. "5d. in 1900, to 17s. lid. in 1905, 
to 16s. lId. in 1910, and to 14S. 7d. in 1914.t 

This great change, which manifested itself in the new 
century, is of cardinal importance. If in the preceding period 
stationary wages were masked and compensated for by the pro
gressive decline in prices, the rise in prices fully revealed to the 
workers the real state of affairs, and the Labour movement in a 
short space of time became almost unrecognisable. 

The change came about gradually.~ In 1905~ a strange 
movement came to be observed among the Ininers in South Wales 
--a movement for getting the unorganised coal Ininers to join 
the union. Until that time, as we have stated, the British trade 
unions zealously guarded their exclusiveness and put every 
obstacle in the way of those wishing to join. Now, on the COil

trary, the coal Ininers in South Wales began to force the un
organised into the union by violence, tracking them down as 
traitors and cowards, holding demonstrations against them etc. 
Eventually the whole district broke out into sporadic strikes to 
force the mineowners to employ none but union men. This was 
so unprecedented as to attract universal attention. The explana
tion lay in the fact that the South Wales Inining district wu 
distinguished by peculiar conditions which made the workers ex
tremely sensitive to changes in econoInic circumstances. On the 
one hand, the rapid development thanks to extensive concentra
tion of the coal Inining industry in that district had attracted new 

• Ct. Labour Year Book. 1916. p. 212. The calculations were 
based on data published by the Board of Trade. 

t ct. J. A. Hobson's article Tile COSIO/ Lif/ing, ibid. p. 206. 
:t The analysis which follows is based largdf upon my own writ

ings published in the Neue Zeit for 12~o-1913, particuJarlf on my articles 
Trtl" Union Changes in England (November 18, 1910), Tile Englislo 
Miners' Strike (March :z:z, 1912), Tile Gre..I Strike and lIs Lessons 
(April 26 and May 3, 1912), and Breaking lile Daum (November 28, 
1913). See also Ben Tillet's History O/Ille London Trtlnsf'O"! W arkers' 
Slrike, Londoo, 1911, and Cole and Arnot, Trtltle UnIonism Ofl ,lie 
R4iJlIJays. London, 1917. 
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workers from various parts of the country, who, as yet unorganised 
and unaccustomed to loca1 conditions, were easily tempted to 
undercut one another as well as 'the organised workers in order 
to secure employment, On the other hand, there was the 
emotional Celtic temperament of the local population, which had 
already revealed itself during the Chartist movement.* Every 
new revival of the Labour movement finds a ready and early 
response among the .mining population of South Wales, which 
constitutes in this respect an excellent barometer; and it was for 
,this reason that the South Wales coal miners were the first to, 
react to the pressure of high prices during the new period by 
taking up a militant position. Seeing before them the united' 
body of capitalists and the unorganised workers competing with 
themselves, they tackled organisation as the preliminary condition 
to success in a direct light with the mine owners. This was a 
step towards a truly .. new" trade unionism, the direct antitheses 
of the trade unionism established by the engineers 55 years 
previously. It is characteristic that in' the same year 19Q6 they 
were the first to raise the question of a minimum wage for coal 
miners, a question which pointed to the source and the background 
of the .. unrest" which had seized upon the working class. 

The meaning of this strange movement of the South Wales 
miners had scarcely been realised by the public when the .. unrest .. 
also invaded another class of workers, the railwaymen, who, as 
we have seen, had been hitherto among the least organised and 
most passive sections of the working class. In 19Q6 the Amal
gamated Society of Railway Servants suddenly came out with the 
demand for an all grades increase in wages as well as for the 
recognition of the union by the railway companies. This was 
also a somewhat unusual phenomenon, causing all the more SUI'" 

prise as it at once assumed a threatening character and took, the 
following year, an agressive form. The railwaymen talked of a 
general strike, and when the companies bluntly refused to have 
any dealings with the union, began to prepare for it. Towards 
the autumn the movement reached a high state of tension, and 
by a majority of 80,000 against 1,850, the union decided in 
November to declare a strike. As we saw, the railwaymen's 
action was defeated, thanks to the dexterous diplomacy of Mr. 
Lloyd George allied to the treachery of the union's leader, Mr. 
Richard Bell; but the significance of the movement remained as a 

• Sec above, p. 66. 
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revelation of the p.ew tendencies in the English Labour movement. 
If the railwaymen were distinguished by their backwardness 

in organisation and by. their passivily, the workers in the cotton 
industry belonged to the highest aristocracy of the English working 
class: they were among the best organised, at the same time were 
famous as. the most law-abiding and the least revolutionary 
elements in the labour world. We have seen how they originated 
the ,so-called Brooklands Agreement for the prevention of 
industrial conllicts, and how they even furnished an example of 
exceptional political "broad-mindedness" by allowing one of 
their most popular leaders, .James Mawdsley, to belong to the Con
servative Party. Now, in 1908, a strange thing happened in con
sequence of the prevailing trade depression causing substantial 
losses to the manufacturers; the latter invoked the Agreement of 
]893 and asked for a 5 per cent. reduction in wage rates of the 
spinners, 3J1d the workers, instead of agreeing, went on strike. 
This was an unheard of violation of all the rules of class harmony, 
and in particular. the written constitution of the cotton industry. 
The employers retaliated by declaring a general .Iock-out. The 
fight we!lton for seven weeks--the first in the course of 15 years 
--and ended in a compromise: wage reductions were postponed 
for three months. Here again the workers lost, but the conllict 
as such sounded .the death knell of the policy of opportunism, 
while pointing at the same time to the causes of. the unrest. 

:EquaUy .remarkable, but in another aspect, was the unrest 
among the engineers and other workers in the shipyards of New
casde and the North Eastern district. The unrest began in the 
spring of 1909 and took the. shape of a series of sporadic strikes 
remarkable by the fact that 'not only were they accompanied by a 
Clisregard of all procedures of conciliation and arbitration pre
scribed by the agreements, but in' many cases involved acts of 
Clefiance of their own .leaders and committees, as they often broke 
out spontaneously with the latter's consent, and continued in 
spite of the leaders' advocacy of setdement by compromise. 
;rnings went so far .that Mr. George Barnes, M.P., the inlluential 
secretary of the Society of Engineers and the leader of the strike 
and lockout of ]897, saw himself constrained to resign. Event
ually the conllict was sewed by a "treaty" signed by the ship
building yards and the 26 unions, to which we have already 
referred elsewhere. - Nevertheless, the discontent amongst the 

• See above, pp. '1.O'J, '¥II. 
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workers went on, and £rom the time of the solClDll conclusion of 
the treaty in November, 1909, up to the ful\pwing July the 
workers broke it J;IO fewer than 27 times by sporadic strikes, so 
the employers were forced to issue ;l ,warning to the workers 
threatening a general lockout if the unions signatories to the 
,treaty did not discipline their members and did not, deposit 
security for their good behaviour. In fact, in August, 1910, on 
the occasion of the twenty-eighth strike, it nearly ~e to a general 
lockout over a local dispute, but the incident was settled by the 
timely intervention of the leaders of the union. 

All this caused ,surprise and consternation not only among 
the .. public," bllt also among the' leaders, who were not at all 

. used to such rebelllous outbreaks and disregard for solemn agree
ments and their own leaders. on the part of their practical and 
level-headed members. All the engineers, wtton .spinners, boiler 
makers. coal mineu etc., who were now trampling underfoot the 
time honoured traditions of trade unionism, were not' the common 
. sort of labourers, as were the nondescript mob of the. dockers or 
carters, but the very arisroerats ~f trade unionism, its lfounders and 
priests, the pride of the whole English working class and of the 
benign and friendly middle class I What strange tricks were 
being performed by these aristocrats I There was, for instance, 
the particularly favoured group of railwaymen employed by the 
North Eastern Railway, which, being more .enlightened than the 
other companies, had been treating its employees with comparative 
decency, was paying them above the average rates and had even 
half recognised the union. They had joined the strike of 1907 
with great reluctance, and were particularly vociferous in their joy 
over the settlement ellected through the mediation of Mr •. lloyd 
George. In 1910, these same railwaymen suddenly, and without 
consulting their ,union .or warning the company, went on strike 
and held up the whole traffic on the railway for three days on 
account of some insignificant local incident, and then calmly 
returned to work without offering so much as an apology I Equally 
interesting was the case of the Northumberland and Durham 
miners. These miners formed, so to speak, the right wing of the 
workers employed in the coal ,mining industry: for a long time 
they had opposed the oidea of legislative regulation of working 
hours, and were the last to join the Miners' Federation and the 
Labour Party. In fact, they were an aristocracy even among the 
coal miners, working less and getting tnore pay than their com-. 
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rades in other districts, and their chief leader. Mr. Thomas Burt. 
was one of the two Labour representatives who had entered Parlia
ment in the 70's. and was at one time an under-secretary in Mr. 
Gladstone's Cabinet. Now these sturdy stalwarts became infected 
with the new spirit of anarchy: on January 1St, 1910. the new 
Miners' Eight Hours Act was to come into force. and more than 
one-third of the miners in these districts refused to accept the 
new rates and new rules which had been agreed upon by their 
leaders after prolonged deliberations with the employers. For a 
perind of more than three months the rebellious miners refused 
to go back to work. disregarding all the efforts of the leaders and 
openly attacking them as traitors and deceivers. Their old leader 
had vainly appealed to them to save the good name of the trade 
union movement that had been sullied by the unlawful strikes and 
the disregard of solemn agreements. and warned them against the 
fatal consequences of such actions. 

Alas, the disappointed veteran miners' leader. when penning 
this circu1ar in August, did not foresee that before two months 
had passed the phenomena so deplored by him would assume such 
a volume as to make the year 1910 a red year in the annals of the 
English Labour movement. As though acting by accord. all these 
groups of workers, and many othen. were again suddenly seized 
by a great excitement and, throwing all discipline to the winds, 
indulged in a regular orgy of strikes. It will be sufficient for our 
purpose to dwell on two particularly striking instances. One 
relateS to the cotton spinners. We saw how the masters. in the 
autumn of I!J.Oll. had enforced a 5 per cent. reduction in w,ages on 
the plea of hard times. Since then two years had elapsed, but 
though there was a great improvement in the trade, there was no 

. increase in wages. On the contrary. in April, 1910, when the 
trade again became "slack," the masters asked for a further 5 
per cent. decrease in wages, threatening a lockout in the "cot of 
a refusal. The conciliatory machinery under the Brooklands 
Agreement was set to work, but with no effect. The situation 
became critical. when the death of King Edward afforded both 
sides a decent excuse for adjourning the final decision. Upon the 
resumption of negotiations the masters, out of respect for the 
memory of the great peacemaker, withdrew their demand, but the 
workers on their part had to agree that no change of wages should 
take place during the next five years I On this basis of five years' 
bondage for the workers social peace was restored; but alas, not 
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for very long. The agreement was signed on August 8th, and on 
September 12th the Cotton Masters' Association had to call a full 
meeting of its members to discuss the question of a general lock-

. out in the cotton industry to take effect on October 1st. What 
had happened? One of the unions-the. cardroom operatives
had declared a strike in a mill where one of their members had 
been put on a job which, in the opinion of the union, had nothing 
to do with cardroom work. All arguments of the firm to the 
contrary and all appeals to submit the case to arbitration by the 
Board of Trade failed, and the cardroom operatives, in spite of the 
Brooklands Agreement, went on strike. In answer, the masters 
threatened a general lockout if the cardroom operatives did not 
put a stop to such anarchical practices. But the men did not give 
in, and a lockout was declared on October 1St. After a few days 
the dispute was settled through the mediation of the Board of 
Trade: the operative who had caused all the' trouble was trans
ferred to another factory, and the question 'whether the firm had 
acted rightly in giving him that job was to be decided by Board 
of Trade experts. Formally the workers had lost, but it was not . 
the result that mattered but the circumstances in which the conflict 
had arisen. For the first time since the signing of the famous 
agreement of 1893, a powerful and exemplary trade' union of 
textile workers had revolted against the methods of peaceful settle
ment and had wantonly violated its agreement with the employers. 

The redeeming feature in this case was the fact that the 
executive of the union had acted hand in hand with the members 
engaged in the fight. It was di.tJerent in the shipyard conflict. 
Hardly a month had passed since the settlement of the general 
lockout, when the boilermakers in two of the shipyards, dissatis
fied with the rates fixed by the local conciliation committee, went 
on strike, thus disregarding both the findings of the committee and 
the general agreement of 1909 between all the employing firms 
and all the unions. As the executive of the union had set its face 
against the conduct of the rebellious workers and refused to 
recognise the legality of the strike, there arose an additional con
flict with the leaders themselves. The employers, exasperatd by 
this-the twenty-ninth-violation of -discipline, announced a 
general lockout of boilermakers, and declared that they would not 
reinstate them until they had given material guarantees of good 
behaviour in the future. They had in their minds the deposit by 
the Boilermakers' Union of a substantial sum of money to be 
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forfeited in the event of any further violation of the agreements. 
The executive asked for authority to negotiate with the employers 
upon this question, but the men refused, preferring to appoint 
special delegates to negotiate, and that on condition that any 
future agreement, when and if arrived at, be submitted to a ·vote 
of the men. This was tantamount to a vote of want of confidence 
in the leaders, but the latter thought it prudent to hold their 
tongues. The negotiations were of a protracted nature, eventually 
ending in a compromise: the members of the union guilty of 
violating the agreements and of declaring an unauthorised strike 
were to be lined by the union; the line was to be paid by . the 
union into a special fund for the widows and orphans of· the 
workers, under, the auditing control of the employers, and then 
collected from the offending members; in the event of their refus
,ing to pay, they were to.be discharged by ·the employers and not 
reinstated until they had repaid their debt to the union. Ai com
pared with the past practice of money deposits to guarantee ·the 
faithful execution of agreements, this compromise looked quite 
decent; nevertheless it was voted down by the workers. In vain 
did the executive and the delegates urge that no amount of 
bargaining would yield any better conditions, and that the union 
was short of means to continue the struggle since its funds were 
immobilised ia non-liquid securities. The workers declared that 
they would not allow the masters to interfere in the internal 
affairs of the organisation, and that if the leaders were unable to 
obtain better results, they, the workers, would choose others ,in 
their place. 

This unusual light of the workers on two fronts-against the 
employers and against their own leaden-lasted for several mQ.nths 
and terminated in a complete victory for the men: they persisted 
in voting down all the agreements reached by their leaders with 
the employers until the employers agreed to setde the matter 
without any guarantees or penalties. Not content with this, the 
boilermakers repudiated the basic agreement of 1909 and dis
claimed all responsibility for its further existence. 

This episode was all the more remarkable since the boiler
makers had hitherto been the stoutest advocates of peaceful 
methods, and the most exemplary trade unionists in the sense of 
internal discipline and respect for the leaden and funds of the 
union. If they now rebelled not only against the masters, but 
also against the leaders; if they now violated not only the agree-
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lDent' with ,the employers, . but also alI . the traditions oE opportun" 
ism; they, must have had very weighty" reasons. Indeed, the, 
drop in .the real value,of wages, owing to the rise' in prices, had., 
.revealed:to them and 'to the.workers a number of-other'realities" 
besides, which had hitherto perhaps been' noticed by, them, but 
had not affected ,them ,to ,such, ,all extent' aathey did now; First 
of all,. they met with the stubborn refusal of the employers to' 
meet them halli way. Being under the. spell of the theory and, 
practice of opportuniSDl\ the. workers had failed to note the 
changee which had taken place in ,world economic conditions, and, 
consequendy also, in the psychology of English capitalists, and, 
were now· astounded to see .. the absence of any desire on the pan 
oEthe employers to sacrifice any of their' profits to satisfy the needs' 
of the workers. The greed of the employers ,was, on the contrary,. 
manifesdy assuming, an' aggressive. 'character; and; contrary to' alL. 
past assertionsu ,to the identity',oiinterC5ts between capital and" 
labour. which wen: profuse in the days when the workers wen:· 
obtaining 'benefits -without :any' mrresponding sacrifices on the part 
of ,the. emplOfers,was pushing. them.to hostile acts against the 
workers.' Moceover, the:employers in the meantime had formed 
excellent organisations for the: fight both. against their foreign 
llOmpetitorll ,and their' workpeople ~at homer and,. were now in a' 
much better position than. before to dictate the terms cf ... peaceful 
co-existence " to> the working class, which had overlooked the need·, 
of organisation in its enthusiasm mr' peaceful diplomacy. Whilst 
the trade' unions persisted in. ,thei~ .old methods of loose organisa
tion and· continued,' to narrow, dOwD their' organisations. to a 
minimum; theemployc:rs united into powerful trusts and syndicates .' 
and created a. machinery, for. mutual support in thl: event':of con
flicts ,with; the, men. Now. dawned upon' the workers that it 
was not harmony 'Of interests, but foree -which determined the out
come of 'negotiations in every ,individual case, and that foree was 
on the side of· the' employers. Finally" it \VaS' realised by the 
workers that the very' machinery, for the· peaceful setdement of 
conflicts was 'primarily, if not .exclusively, serving the interests of' 
the employers" who, had no scruples in using it for the purpose of 
protracting and obstructing all .negotiations and all conflicts. In 
citing the instances of sudden strikes decl~ by the workers, we 
have· advisedly ,omitted to mention <the fact that the action of'thi: 
workers was in, every case a reply to provocation by 'the employers,· 
who for months had· lailed to return an answer to' the workers' 
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oomplaints and had been delibcrately dragging out the negotiations 
in the various committees. .. In many cases," oomplained the 
secretary of the Boilermakers' Union, .. the ships had not only 
been built, but had even gone to sea, and sometimes the very 
builders of the ships had died, before the oonciliation committees 
had managed to give their decision on any dispute that had arisen 
in the oourse of their oonstruction." A similar situation prevailed 
in the mining industry and on the railways, particularly on the 
latter: thanks to the machinery created on the railways by Mr. 
Lloyd George in 190'70 the greatest grievance presented by the 
workers had to travd through an endless series of committees 
before reaching the final court which was a court of arbitration; 
even then the railway companies invariably found grounds for so 
interpreting the decision, or so carrying it out, as to compel the 
workers to complain again and to repeat their pilgrimages through 
the circles of the conciliation inferno. Matters were no different 
in the cotton industry: between 1908 and 19IO the workers 
inccssandy asked for a return to the rates of wages which had 
existed prior to the last reduction, but the masters had skilfully 
protracted the proceedings until the industrial situation grew worse 
again, when they asked for a further reduction in rates instead of 
giving an increase. In fact, the whole machinery of oonciliation 
and arbitration was converted by the much more dexterous and 
stronger employers into an effective instrument of obstruction. 

This was the source whence Bowed the new tendencies 
among the workers and caused so much heartburning to old Burt 
and other leaders. Some of them took a fairly .. materialistic" 
view of things: for instance, Mr. Appleton, the General Secretary 
01 the General Federation of Trade Unions, after the lockout of 
the cardroom operatives in 19090 declered in a special circular to 
the members that the recent strikes had drained the funds of the 
Federation and added that .. happily there were no further dis
putes of such magnitude, and it was the duty of the Federation, as 
far as possible, to prevent them in the future." Other leaders 
viewed the situation from a still narrower staodpoint, from that of 
their own comfort and ambitions to which the good will of the 
capitalist class was essential. If Mr. Robert Knight, for many 
years secretary of the Boilermakers', who boasted of never having 
admitted strikes, was secredy a holder of shares in shipbuilding 
firms, he naturally could entertain no sympathy for the spirit of 
revolt manifested by the workers in his union; neither could there 



THII RISII OP THII TIDII j~ 

be any revolutionary sympathies held· by Mr. Cummings, his 
suocessor, who was promised a soft job in the Department of 
Labour, and eventua1ly got it on being forced by the workers 

. to resign after causing their defeat in a strike. Of such leaders 
'there was a goodly number, far more than those of the type of 
Burt, a man nurtured in the old traditions of Liberalism, who 
was sincerely sorry to see the break-up of the old order of things. 
No wonder the revolt of the workers against the masters and 
against the former methods of opportunism was accompanied by 
their revolt against the old discipline which had delivered the 
Labour movement into the hands of the leaders and converted it 
inte a pedestal for their exaltation. The masses became more 
independent and articulate, were developing great activity, and 
were compelling the leaders to submit to their will. 

From this moment onward something like an epidemic of 
strikes began, which grew more and more fierce and extensive. 
As though aroused from prolonged lethargy, one set of workers 
after another began to stir, to come out in smaller and larger 
detachments, to declare strikes here and there, disregarding all 
agreements, all discipline, and all conditions of the market; fre
quently losing, but just as frequently catching the employers 
unawares, and winning; and finally beginning to move in large 
masses, on a scale unprecedented in England since the time of the 
Chartists, and shaking the very foundations of the bourgeois order. 
In the summer of 1910 a movement was started by the labourers 
in the London Docks, who belonged to several unions. The 
dockers asked for an increase in wages and presented a complete 
programme of demands for improvements in their working con
ditions; their example was emulated by the Seamen's Union in all> 
the porl'S. At the same Wne the d,ockers took the initiative 
characteristic of the times, in proposing the formation of a Federa
tion of all the unions of transport workers for the purpose of 
joint action upon a united programme. The plan was enthusias
tically taken up by all the numerous unions of the workers 
employed on the docks; the carters joined in; and a Federation 
was formed in the autumn. After a few months of agitation and 
organisation, the Transport Workers' Federation, in the summer 
of I9II, presented an ultimatum to the employers' association in 
the port of London, and receiving no satisfaction, declared a 
strike. This was the first mass movement in London in the 
whole of its history, far ex~g in size the dockers' s¢ke of 
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I~ which had started for the organisation of the unskilled. 
The strike was so complete and thorough that everything was 
brought to a standstill not only in the port, but in'the whole city. 
Delivery of foodsulIs and goods from the port and the railway 
stations was stopped; factories and works were forced to curtail 
production; the newspapers were forced either to cut down their 
circulation or to cease publication altogether, and only such institu
tions as hospitals, or public services like drainage and waterworks 
etc., obtained the necessary permits from the strike comminee. 
Iu usual, the employers and the union leaders quickly came to 
terms and drew up an agreement; but the workers rejected it and 
disowned the negotiators. The Government, scared out of irs 
wits, called out troops and police reserves, and threatened to send 
25,000 soldiers into the port to serve as strikobreakers; but 
eventual1y it came to its senses, and began to negotiate with the 
workers. Having started with a membership of 140290 in all the 
affiliated unions, the Transport Workers' Federation in 1911, after 
the victory, had more than 200,000 on its books. 

Scarcely were the thunder-daps of the Transport Workers' 
strike over, whdla strike broke out on the 'railways. Exasperated 
by the procrastinating tactics of the local railway company, which 
had been systematically ignoring the men's demand for the 
summoning of the conciliation comminee to examine certain 
grievances, the Liverpool railwaymen downed tools in August, 
1911, and were joined by the railwaymen of Manchester and other 
places. None of them asked the sanction of or informed the union, 
but from everywhere arose such a clamour for a general strike 
that the executives of the union.i-of which there were no fewer 
than four-werc:compe11ed to give in. A demand was presented 
to the railway companies for a join. conference to discuss the 
men's complaints about the work of the conciliation committees, 
and on meeting with refusal, the unions gave notice of a general 
strike. The strike, warded off in 19P'lo broke out now, and 
although it proved far from gen~nly about 200,000 men 
joined in--dle disorganisation of the railway traffic was felt 
keenly. The Government again tried the former IIl3JKeUvre of 
Mr. Lloyd George, offering the appointment of a Royal C0mmis
sion, but the offer was firmly rejected by the workers. The 
Government then caI1ed out the troops and threatened to militarise 
the railways. Particularly provocative was the attitude of Mr. 
Churchill, then Home Secretary. The workers, however, refused 
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to be intimidated, and the GovclDment had to beat a retreat. It 
compelled the railway companies to agree to a conference, and as 
a result the companies agreed immediately to consider all the 
grievances, and a Royal Commission was appointed to reviSe the 
whole of the conciliation machinery. The workers went back to 
work, but when the Commission completed its labours, and the 
workers again invited the companies to a conference for the joint 
Cxamination of its findings, the companies, again proved ebstinate, 
refusing to recognise the right of the unions to speak for the mass 
of the railwaymen. The country was again confronted with the 
menace of a general strike, on which a vote was already being 
taken; but Parliament intervened and passed a special resolution 
calling upon the companies to comply with the demands of the 
workers. In this case again the direct result of the militant policy 
was the growth in me membership of the organisations involved. 
In 1910 the total membership of the A.S.R.S. amounted to but 
7,000, and together with the other unions represented a force of 
about II6,000 men; in 1911 it increased to 180,000, in 1912 to 
200,000, and in 1913 to the big total of 326,000. In the same year 
three of the unions amalgamated to form the National Union of 
Railwaymen. 

Capitalist England was to experience a yet greater shock in 
1912, when it was flooded by the tremendous wave of a general 
miners' strike. It was preceded by a fierce battle in the South 
Wales district, where a group of 70 hewers in one of the mines, 
after vainly asking for the satisfaction or at least for an examina
tion of their grievances, at last lost patience and dOwned tools. 
For this violation of the agreement all the 950 workeR in the, 
mine were discharged. After. some fruidess negotiztions, all of 
the 12,000 people employed bt the firm involved declared a strike. 
The employers brought in blacklegs to work under poliCe protec
tion, riots accompanied by bloodshed ensued, and the miners 
called upon the leaders to declare a general strike in the whole of 
the South Wales mining district. The leaders refused, and the 
workers continued the heroic struggle alone. Vainly did the 
leaders try to find a way of compromise out of the conflict: the 
wOlkers stubbornly rejected all the agreements worked out by the 
leaders joindy with the employers. Having started in the autumn 
of 1910, the strike went on until August 19II, whCl) the workers, 
utterly cxbausted and having rejected the last compromise, 
surrendered unconditionally. . 

w 
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This unusual fight caused the greatest excitement in all the 
mining areas, and severely strained the relations both with the 
employers, and with the leaders. In the dections to the South 
Wales Miners' Union in October, three of the old leaders, Mr. 
Brace, M.P., Mr. Richards, M.P., and Mr. Onions, were defeated, 
and three young Socialist-Syndicalists were elected in their place. 
Even Mr. Abrahams, one of the oldest and most honoured leaders 
of the South Wales miners, an old member of Parliament and a 
Privy Councillor, after wbom a monthly day of rest was named, 
was forced to resign. The temper of the men was everywhere 
such that when, two weeks after the settlement of the conllict in 

__ South Wales, the general strike on the railways broke out and a 
_ movement in favour of an immediate general strike throughout the 
coalfields arose. the miners would no doubt have joined the 
railwaymen if the latter's strike had not been settled in the mean
time. This explains the unusual step taken by Parliament in 
directly intervening in the conllict on the railways. On their 
part, the miners' leaders did everything in their power to prevent 
a clash, but the miners were obdurate and insisted on presenting 
an ultimatum to the mineowners in all the coalfields, containing 
a number of demands, of which the principal one referred to the 
establishment of a fixed minimum district wage. For a period of, 
four months the leaders were engaged in negotiations with the' 
employers, but with no result: the laner refused on principle to! 
accept such an unheard of proposal, although the leaders were; 
willing to make every concession, arbitrarily reducing the figures! 
and abandoning other claims. At the dcventh hour the Govern
ment intervened, suggesting the recognition of the principle of the 
minimum wage while leaving it to the local conciliation com
mittees to establish the precise figures. Neither side agreed to 
this compromise, and on February 29th the general strike began. 
It lasted five weeks and ended in failure, thanks on the one 
hand to the fact that during the four months of negotiation the 
mine owners and the principal industries had had ample time to 
take in sufficient stocks of coal to prevent disorganisation in pro
duction; and, on the other hand, to the fact that the Labour 
Party supported the Government in carrying through a bill 
making its previous offer binding on the workers. This result 
was a bitter disappointment to the masses and_created a feeling 
which led in the following year to the formation of the .. Triple 
Alliance" of the miners, railwaymen and transpon )Vorkers for 
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the purpose of a united general strike in the near future. The 
outbreak of the war, however, postponed this gigantic encounter 
between capital and labour. 

The war prevented a· great many things. Throughout the 
year 1913 and the first half of 1914> strikes never ceased; but 
although none of them were of such magnitude as the railway
men's or the miners' strike, they served morally to oonsolidate the 
ranks of the working class and to imbue them with a high degree 
of class consciousness. In 1913 there was a general strike of 

_ transport workers in Dublin, which destroyed the myth of Irish 
national unity and ended in a mass shooting of the workers. 
Irish affairs, in spite of their drama, had hitherto failed greatly to 
excite the working class in England; this time the Irish strike 
called forth a wave of universal sympathy which was shown in the 
refusal of the railwaymen to handle freights intended for Irish 
ports and in the shipment of large supplies of foodstufls to the 
Irish strikers and their families by the English trade unions. 
The transport workers even discussed the question of a sympathetic 
strike, and had not the loaders been successful in delaying a 
decision upon the matter, England would have witnessed for the 
first time the outbreak of a strike dictated by elass solidarity. The 
hare discussion of this plan was a sign of the times, and it is not 
surprising that the capitalist press began to talk about an imminent 
revolution. 

We thus see how, in the course of a few years, English trade 
unionism became utterly transformed. The spirit of opportuni~ 
vanished as if by magic; the simple faith in the goodwill of the 
capitalist class made room for bitter hatred, and even the position 
of the leaders was severely shaken. The masses began. to act 
independently; the craft spirit of exclusiveness was yielding more 
and more to the sense of solidarity not only with kindred organisa
tions, but with the working class as a whole, and the mass actions 
recurring more and more frequently were hammering out a 
revolutionary consciousness which was bound sooner or later to 
atend to the political field. After all, class-consciousness is one and 
indivisible, and the achievements in the economic field are bound 
to have their eventual repercussion in the field of political action. 
In the meantime, trade unionism began perceptibly to show 
syndicalist tendencies, IIIId the syndicalist agitation of Tom Mann 
and others, fed by the scandalous behaviour of the Labour Party 
in Parliament, was meeting with some success. It was during 



314 FaOM CHAItTlSM TO LABOIIJ.ISM 

this period that the idea of .. direct action" originated which 
found such a striking practical application in the post-war period. 
In the period under consideration it was still in the stage 01 
inception, finding its practical expression in the frequency of 
strikes and in the growth of the Labour organisations. We have 
seen'" that by the year 1908 the number of disputes dropped to 399, 
and the number of workers involved was less than 300,000. The 
following year, with its 436 strikes and lockouts, belonged to the 
new phase, but the decisive turn of the curve was not revealed 
until 1910. The character of these- years can be seen from the 
following ligures:-

Year. 
1910 
1911 

1912 
1913 
1914 
(incomplete) 

No. of 
Disputes. 

531 

903 
857 

No. of Work
people Involved. 

.515,165 
961,980 

1,463,281 
688,925 
4460305 

No. of Work
ing hours Lost. 

9,894,831 

10,319,591 
40 ,9.14>675 
11,630 ,73'2 

These ligures paint a totally different picture from the one 
observed by us during the whole of the preceding half century. 
The growth of disputes was naturally accompanied by a corre
sponding growth in the number of workers organised in the trade 
unions. The following table shows the growth of the member
ship in the trade unions in the various industries:-

Textile Building Coal Metal Transport Railway All 
Year workers workers miners workers workers workers categories 
1909 ... 366.-445 16z,2"]8 j'22,639 359,838 320\.037 U2,130 2>369,067 
19IO ... 379,6.H 156,958 731,305 370,055 245,:023 116,214 2,<j46,w 
19II •.. 436,927 173,182 75%>419 415,176 513,538 1Ss,513 3,018,903-
1912 •.. 478,097 203m3 757,147 4790471 514,774 202,329 3,287,884 
1913 •.. 515,684 248,647 915>734 538,541 698,852 ]26,192 3,987,115 

In the course of some live years the trade unions increased 
their membership by more than a million and a half, and in each 
particular case there was a very rapid growth in the activity dis
played by the respective sections of the workers. This was par
ticularly noticeable among the miners, whose Federation had 
always been fairly strong in numbers, but gained over 150,000 
new members after the strike of 1912. Similarly the Transport 
Workers' Federation made about 200,000 new members after the 
strike of 1911. The same was true of the railwaymen. This 

• See above, p. 204. 
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bears out the dictum of Karl Marx that ," the greater the extent of 
historic action, the greater becomes the mass taking that action." 
In this case both the depth of the action and the growth of the 

, mass presented the two sides of one and the same phenomenon: 
the growing perception by the working class of its situation under 
the stress of rising prices. The change in the eoonomic situation 
had tom aside the veil which had hitherto disguised the fact of 
stationary wages, and the working class realised this, as it did the 
selfish greed of the capitalists, its own weakness, the incapacity of 
the leadeIS, and the fallacy of the traditional policy of opportunism. 

Did .the working class gain by this change of policy? The 
answer to this must be a decided affirmative.' In spite of the 
bitter opposition of the employers, and in spite of the short time 
the workeIS had at their disposal for a thorough re-organisation, 
the level of wages began appreciably to rise, as can be seen from 
the official statistics which are, of course, far from being exhaus
tive. Continuing our table of wages from page 222, we get the 
following figures:-
Year. Textile. Building. Mining. Metal. All Groups. 
19.09 107.1 100.0 8g02 101·3 9904. 
1910 108·9 100.0 8g.7 102.0 99.7 
19II 107.1 100.0 88.8 103.2 99.8 
1912 102·5 102.5 104.0 102.5 

1913 105·3 
The great strikes, as we saw, did not always arise direcdy 

on questions of wages, and were, not always setded in favour of 
the workeIS; nevertheless there was decided progress for all 
groups, and the general curve of wages shows an increase of 6 
points in five years. Of course, during. the same period, as we 
have seen, wholesale prices of necessities rose by 13 points, and 
retail prices (in London) by 9 points, so that the workeIS were in 
reality still the losers, which circumstance was bound to lead to 
a further intensification of the class struggle. It is quite obvious 
that if the workers had adhered to their former opportunist tactics, 
their position would have grown even worse; while, on the other 
hand, had they started sooner on the road of active militancy, 
their position would have been much better. 

Thus, in the last years before the war, there was growing up 
in England the new Labour movement which promised to revolu
tionise the whole internal situation in the classic cradle of 
capitalism, as well as the whole international position of the pro-
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letariat. True, this process, as we have seen, was still based upon 
trade unionism, i.e., upon the purely economic struggle: but 
trade unionism itself was being transformed by abandoning its 
aristoeratic exclusiveness, by developing a remarkable growth in 
the self-ilependent activity of the masses, and by reducing the rille 
of the leaders to that of simple functionaries carrying out the 
instructions of the members under their strict control. It was not 
without justification, that the railwaymen, on the eve of the war, 
having amalgamated into one big union and acquired new 
premises, placed in the main hall the statue of .. Labour Emanci
pated "; it was the symbol of the new consciousness which had 
at last penetrated the bulk of the working class after half a century 
of lethargy. 
, The war I'Mhuffied all the cards, creating a -vast number of 
tremendous new problems, putting the working class under the 
united pressure of patriotic propaganda and military laws, and in
creasing the inIIuence of the opportunist leaders, who from the 
very first took up the attitude of a national truce. All the 
organising activity and agitation of the masses of the workers was 
stopped. The railwaymen, who had been drawing up an all
grades programme of demands and actions, were now confronted 
with the new problems imposed on them by the necessities of war 
transport; a number of contemplated amalgamations of kindred 
unions in the transport and engineering trades and among the 
general labourers remained in suspense, while the famous .. Triple 
Alliance" for joint action by the miners, railwaymen and trans
port workers, now that another war had broken out, adjourned 
the negotiations. The strike lIlOvement aIlIlOst entirely ceased. 
In July 1914 the number of industrial confliets reached 99, but in 
August there were only 14. Altogether during the last live 
lIlOnths of 1914 there were 137 disputes involving 23,000 work
people, whereas in the first seven lIlOnths of the same year there 
had been 836 disputes involving 423,000 men. Subsequently, it is 
true, there was a revival of the economic struggle, because the 
employers were not slow in taking advantage of the national 
truce to /ill their pockets, while .. freezing" the level of wages at 
the pre-war rates. It may be said that until the beginning of 
19150 the level of wages. with few exceptions, remained stationary 
while the cost of living had already risen by 16 points in August, 
and by 17 points in December, above the July prices. The 
funher'rise in prices, however, caused considerable unrest among 
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the workers, the Government intervened, and wages began to rise 
again. This is not to say that the period of the war was entirely 
free from labour revolts, but they were caused by problems of a 

. different kind, wbich, in spite of their acuteness, were of a tem
porary character. Such was the question of the employment on a 
large scale of women and .. unskilled" workers in the war 
industries wbich involved the abandonment by the unions of cer
tain rules relating to the admission of outsiders to skilled work, 
the rates and modes of remuneration, the transfer from one branch 
of industry to another etc. Such.also was the question of the 
right to strike in the war industries and of the freedom of passing 
from one firm to another. All these questions caused friction 
and endless quarrels, led to open revolts and to reprisals by the 
Government and the courts, and generally disturbed in a very 
unpleasant manner the patriotic harmony ·of classes. The workers 
were, of course, cheated and exploited all the time in a most un
ceremonious fasbion, and had the war gone on much longer, the 
internal front would no doubt bave collapsed, as it did in 
Germany. Since tbis did not happen, all these incidents had only 
a passing effect. They no doubt left some moral traces behind 
them, but they did not enter as an organic phase the general. 
development of the Labour movement. In Scotland, for instance, 
where the engineers refused from the very first to accept the 
national truce, the constant friction between them and the em
ployers and the leaders on the above-mentioned question, led to 
the rise and the growth of a strong Shop Stewards' movement, 
which rapidly gained the upper hand as against the official com
mittees of the trade vnions. It played a large and pretty dramatic 
role, and seemed tl offer the promise of an interesting new 
development in the revolutionary trade union movement of 
England. But towards the close of the war it began to lase its 
inAuence, and after the war disappeared entirely. Equally 
remarkable was the movement for the formation of Workers' 
Councils which -arose after the February revolution in Russia, 
when a National Council was formed at a large representative 
congress in Leeds, with local Councils in various parts of England. 
This movement, too, proved ephemeral. The only thing which 
survived was the strengthened position of the leaders who had 
succeeded during the war in establisbing 'most intimate relations 
with the capitalist class and the ruling cliques, a fact wbich has 
played a big role in the post-war period. 
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The war thus put an abrupt end to the process of the growth 
of revolutionary consciousness which had been maturing in the 
years preceding it. Class antagonisms were pushed to the back
ground in the minds of the workers, not so much perhaps because 
of their patriotic intoxication, as under the stress of the numerous 
new problems which now confronted ~em and urgendy demanded 
attention. In this way the direct line of progress, which had been 
more and more clearly coming to be adopted by the workers, 
became entangled and mixed up with other problems and finally 
lost itself. in the general chaos. The war had to end and the 
specific. problems connected with it had to be setded before the 
Labour movement could once more find its normal course and get 
on to the basic line of attack against the capitalist class. 

Here we must stop. Our aim in this part of our work has 
been to discover and to define the fundamental tendencies which 
guided the English Labour movement after the breakdown of 
Chartism, and lay bare the basic factors which governed those 
tendencies. In so doing, we endeavoured to furnish a key to the 
understanding of the intricate picture of the movement in the past, 
as well as to indicate the line which, in all probability, it will 
follow in the future. So long as English capitalism was in the 
ascendant and was practically holding a world monopoly, it could 
afford in one way or another to allow a tolerable existence to the 
working class and from time to time to grant political and social 
reforms which fostered the intellectual and moral growth of the 
workers. The working class therefore made peace with bourgeois 
society, although struggling from time to time against its most 
flagrant abuses. When the flourishing period of capitalism in 
England had passed, ,.,hen the bourgeoisie became more reac
tionary and more niggardly, the period of declining prices began, 
which strengthened the harmony between the working class and 
bourgeois society. This was the period of stagnation in the 
English Labour movement and of the complete captivity of the 
minds 9f the workers by vulgar bourgeois ideology, which evoked 
the admiration of the bourgeoisie all over the world, and aroused 
the despair of International· Socialism. With the change in the 
direction of the movement of PAces the factor which had disguised 
the rcal rdations between labour and capital disappeared, and 
the working class began to move, with an ever-increasing 
impact and power, until the war intervened and placed a heavy 
and opaque screen across its path. It was only after the ter-
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mination of the war that the Labour movement revived. but in 
new conditions, though still on the same basis of a continuously 
rising cost of living. complieated by the new oonditions of inter-

. national and English economy. Accordingly rbe Labour move
ment assumes new forms and passes through new phases, but on 
the whole is ml1llibting the same tendency towards a relendess 
class struggle as it did on the eve of the Wat. The process of 
revolutionisation of the proletarian masses in England is, perhaps, 
proceeding slowly. but is' gaining a hold irresistibly over the 
majority of them. To the future lU'totlan belongs the task of 
analysing rbis process. which will lead to me decisive battle. 



APPENDIX 

1148 IN ENGLAND 

§I 

Geflfflll Co"ditions ""d Poiilieal Currellls 
In the panorama of the revolutionary even~ of 1148 a very modest, 

an almost microsoopi~ place is usually 8c:corded to Englarid. by the 
historians. In that ycar~they tell us-there was some UDreSt among the 
En~lish working classcs who were suffering from a severe indusaial 
cris.ts; an attempt was made by the Chartists to take advantage of the 
situation in order to organise on the 10th of April a mass dcmonstra
lion and a procession to the Houses of Parliament; but the Government 
took energetic measures and the whole affair ended in a miserable 
failure. That ends the story. Thus, in a score or so of lines are the 
events of 1148 in England dismissed even in voluminous works having 
for their subject the political history of England. * 

In reality, that year in England marked a most important turn
ing point in her history, and its events played a momentous part, not 
orily in her own life, but also in the fortunes of those very revolutions 
which lent such fullness to the year 1148. For if in France the revolu
tiOA of 1148 marked the birth of the proletariat as a distinct class, 
conscious of itself and of its opposition to the bourgeoisie, if in Ger
many it called into being a similarly class-conscious bourgeoisie opposed 
to the landlord class and to the autocratic regime of government, in 
England the revolutionary events of that year marked, after many years 
of stubborn struggle, the 6nal victory of the bourgeoisie Ollef' the prole
tariat. The consequences of that victory are still in evidence to-day, 
after the lapse of three-quarters of a century, whilst in its own day 
it reinforced the rear of the retreating Continental reaction, enabling 
it to rally its forces and to start an offensive. In other words, bour
geois England in 1148 succeeded not only in crushing the revolution
ary proletariat at home, but also in checking the course of the entire 
Continental revolution. Herein lies the meaning of that year's events 
in England, and for this reason they deserve our attention. 

Towards the beginning of '",8, England presen~d the following 
picture: The country was in the throes of a severe financial and indus
trial crisis, originating in railway speculation, then ex=ding to the 
hanks, which in many cases suspended payment, and even to the Bank 
of England, which was permitted by Parliament to suspend the free 
exchange of bankno~, and eventually paralysing the whole of industry • 

• An instance of .. bia kind is furnished by the la-volame PoIitiCtJI 
"ioto", of, Sftgland, .dit..d by William Hun~ and Reginald Poole (1914 
Edition), n which exaelly 2Bi lin .. are allotted \0 !.he event. of 1848. 
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The workers were thrown out of employment by tens and hundreds of 
thousands, and the people in Ireland were dying of starvation-those 
who could, saved themselves by emigration to America or England . 

. To characterise the situation it will be sufficient to mention that between 
August, 1847 and August, 1848 no fewer than 4>258,609 persons of 
both sexes, comprising one-seventh of the total population, received 
public relief at the hands of the Boards of Guardians in spite of all the 
degrading conditions which then, even more than now, were imposed 
by law upon the recipient, and the cxpenditure under this head reached 
the record figure of over £8,000,000. Such pauperism had not been 
witnessed in England since the time of the Indwtrial Revolution, when 
entire villages .. threw themselves" upon the parish. On the other 
hand, however, the revolutionary Chartist movement, which ooly a few 
years previowly had been drawing the masses into a general strike, 
monster mass demonstrations and even an attempt at armed insurrec
tion, was now in a state of decline, due both to the natural reaction 
aIter the failure of the first revolutionary surge and to the relative fras
perity of the intervening years which followed upon the Repeal a the 
Corn Laws in 18.¢i, and the Ten Hours Act in the textile indwtry. 
The first of these measures, which opened the era of so-alled Free 
Trade in England was passed against the stubborn opposition, not 
only of the Tory landlords, but also of the Chartists, who jwdy con
sidered it as a means for the capitalist manufacturers to lower the 
price of labour and at the same time to draw the weaker elemena 
away from the political movement by promises of the untold blessings 
which were to be showered upon the working classes by the cheapening 
of commodities. And, indeed, Chartism was deserted, not ooly by ia 
middle class supporters, but also by the proletarian elements who had 
not yet shaken off the mentality of the independent artisans and crafts.. 
men from whose ranks they had sprung. Although the high hopes 
set before the public by the Cobdenites failed to materialise in the ncxt 
few years the disappointment of the working classes did not reach an)' 
serious dimensions, owing to the financial and industrial crisis which 
was reasonably assumed to be a hindrance to the realisation of the 
effects of the reform. 

As to the Ten Hour Day in the textile industry, that reform was 
to come into force ooly in May, 1B48, and in the meantime the workers in 
that industry who had fought for this reform for many years by Parlia
mentary methods under the leadership of Tory philanthropists were 
not inclined, in spite· of great unemployment, to resort to other, that 
is to revolutionary, methods, since the manufacturers were still agitating 
for the repeal of the Act and the parliamentary fight was flaiing up 
again. This section of the working class was now one of the most 
docile and tractable-so much so that many years afterwards (in 186.t) 
Gladstone could publicly declare in the House of Commons that the 
Ten Hour Act had been hillhly beneficial, .. both in mitigating human 
suffering and in attractiog unportaot classes of the community to Par
liament and the Government. .. • 

• Hodder, Life of tAe Earl 0/ 84a/I"""'II, Vol. II. p. 208. 
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portionately less than it had been in 1879. This is tantamount to
bankruptcy on the part of trade unionism. 

In drawing our comparisons we started with the last year of 
the 70's, which marked the beginning of the rising curve. We
have, however, given in italics the figures relating to the middll!" 
year of the same decade, up to which we brought our figures of 
the previous period (p.' 220). Had our comparison been made with
these earlier figures, the progress would appear even more insigni
ficant. We would find that in the textile group wages at the end' 
of the 70's and .the beginning of the 80'S were lower than in 187; 
and although they rose afterwards, this rise was so slow that as' 
late as 1905 wages were still lower than in 1875. And this in II' 

first class industry I It was only in 1906 that wages began to risC" 
above the level which had been attained in the middle of the 70's, . 
so that the entire advance for th~ years 1875-1909, amounted only
to a.5 points. The situation in the coal-mining industry waS' 
slightly better. There too, the figure for 1875 was higher thaIP 
those of the following years and was only reached again fiftecll' 
years later, in 1890, but only for a moment, as wages immediately 
fell again, surpassing the level of 1875 in 1899 and the following
years. In this way the miners' wages rose by four points in the
course of a3 years, and the entire advance over the period under
review, that is during 34 years, amounted to some ten points. 
Among the metal workers things were little better, but even so,. 
wages in 1885 stood below the level of ten years previously. After' 
1885 they began to rise and finally reached the level of ao per cent. 
above that of 1875. Even this figure, the result of the struggle of 
various unions in the metal trades over a whole generation, if' 
extremely low. The building trades showed the greatest advance. 
Their wages began to rise not at the end, but in the middle of the-
70'S and surpassed the level of 1875 by 14 per cent. towards the 
close of the century. At that figure they remained stationary for 
the next ten years, so that these fourteen points cover the entire 
advance for the period 1875-1~ though the wages suddenly 
grew tired of advancing rapidly, and for very weariness could' 
move no longer. The aggregate result for all the four groups' 
amounts to this: the figures for 1875 were surpassed by about 0.5' 
points at the end of the 15 years following and were definitely 
left behind in 1897, that is, after 22 years; while over the period' 
of 34 years, the net result was an advance of about 9 points. This 
looks more like stagnation than progress, and reflects the achieve-
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ments of the banquet campaign. One month Iall:r the Chartists were 
categorically asscning that the RVolution in Frana: was only a q~ 
tion of a few days. The Society of Fraternal Democrats, an organisa
tion led by Julian Harney, and afterwards Ernest Jones, declared in an 
.. Address to the Proletarians of Francz," drawn up early in February: 
.. The signs of the times proclaim coming changes of vast magnitude 
and importance to your order .•. It requires not the power of prOo 
pbecy to foretdl your speedy liberation from the degrading and disas
trous yoke under which Frana: has groaned for the last 17 years:" 
It is worthy of note that the Address was direeted to the French 
pro/etarU.I, and not to the bourgeois politicians who were holding 
.. opposition banquets"; and that the coming revolution was considered 
by the authors of the Address as fraught with important issues to 
the working eIass. On the very day when the RVolution finally broke 
out, a public meetiog was being held by the Fraternal Democrats 
(still uninformed of the event) to commemorate the anniversary of 
1he Cracow rising of 1l46, where a great speech was delivered by 
Harney, which may serve as an explanation of the above words in the 
Address ... Emancipation of labour," he said t .. is the only worthy 
object of political warfare. • • That those who till the soil shall be 
its masters, that those who raise the food shall be its first partaken, 
that those who build mansions shall live in them. • • In all the RVolu
tions the working men have been the principal worken and sulieren, 
but the rewards were reaped by their masters. But now at last the 
hour has come of the doom of the rule of the bourgeoisie." Such being 
the meaning of revolution, the lessons to be drawn from it for England 
followed by themselves. In a leading articlc headed .. The Tocsin," 
in the N orthem SUr, dealing with the reports of the first hattles in the 
streets of Paris, Julian Harney wrote: .. WhateVer may be the results 
of the conflict in France, the immediate dIcct upon Europe generally 
will be immense. Germany will be roused to action, and Italy will 
at once burst her Austrian fellnS. Furthermore, the English people 
are bound, by all their hopes of liberty, to sympathise with those who 
are struggling to achieve freedom. • • If Eng1isiuncn are not the most 
despicable of slaves they will at once set about the worlr.-pcaccably 
and legally-of struggling foe their Charter:' Of course, the wordJ 
.. peaceably and legally" were merely used as a protection against 
police persecution, for, in making the announcement of two public 
mcetiogs to be held, Harney goes on to say: .. Let every true democrat 
and Chartist attend both meetings and testify adhesion to the principle 
that: 'Whenever a Government vioIatcs the rights of the people, in
surrection is for the people the most saered of rights, and the most 
indispensable of duties:" 

In this way the events in Paris had a dim:t dIcct in England in 
reviving the energy and the hopes of the Chartists. Indeed, no SOODeI" 

had the slogans been launched by Harney and Jones than mass mectiogs 
were organised both in London and in the provinces, at which the 

• Naru. ... Btar, Feb. 5. 
tlbitl., Fob. 86. 
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in power in 1908 and set out to prove to the workers the' baseless
ness of the arguments of the Tory protectionists that wages 
suffered on account of Free Trade. A special investigation of 
working conditions in the industrial districts was undertaken, and 
a series of reports were published iIi the course of a number of 
years, down to the outbreak of the war, under the general title of 
Earnings and Hours of Labour of Workpeople in 'he Un;,etl 
Kingdom ;n 1906. The reports give the rates of wages for a 
selected week in September or October, 19Q1i, with _ supplementary 
estimates of earnings on the assumption of employment ,during 
a whole year. This assumption is exceedingly bold, and the 
average figure of earnings shown in the reports and given below 
suffers from considerable exaggeration. Taking the textile 
industry, we find the following weekly earnings:-

Industry Adult Adult Juvenile Juvenile Average 
Male Pemale Male Female Earnirigs 

Cotton 29/6 18/8 u/6 10/1 19/7 
Wool... 26/10 18/10 8/10 8/4 15/9 
Linen ... 22/4 10/4 7/8 6/7 12/-
lute .. , 21/7 13/5 lo/n 9/8 14/3 
All industries... 28/1 15/5 10/5 8/n 17/6 
After a century of development of an industry in which 

English capitalism occupies the world's leading place, and in 
which the workers are very well organised, an adult full-time 
",orker was earning a8s. and all workers on the average less than 
20S. a week. Of course, these are but average figures. In the 
textile, as in other industries, there are different categories of 
workers, including for example fine cotton spinners who earned 
sometimes more than £2 a week. But the low average shows 
how very small was the number of such lucky fellows. Weekly 
earnings, in 19Q1i, were distributed as follows:-

Industry Male Weekly Female 
% Shillings % 

Cotton ... 59-7 Under 30 "59-3 
... 40.4 "as 23·9 

Woollen ... 67·4 .. 30 24.7 

Linen 

Jute .~. 

Silk ... 

... 15.2 ,,20 55.6 

... 36.7 
44-4 

... J6.0 
49·1 

... 5+0 
19-4 

From 201030 
Under 20 

From 201030 
Under 20 

From 2010 30 
Under 20 

10·7 
49.1 

41.7 
66-4 
46·2 
47.8 
38,9 

Weekly· 
Shillings 
Under 20 

t, 15 
From 151020 

n 10 Jt IS 
Under 15 

From 10 to 15 
Under 10 

From 10 to 15 
Under 10 

From IOta 15 
Under 10 
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the events which were taking place in Paris. Whilst Harney, his own 
editor, was explaining in a thousand and one ways that the events in 
France were the harbingers of something very important to the prole
tariat, he himself wrote on the very eve of the victory of the people 
of Paris, in his "Letter," the first which touched upon this subject, 
that the contention between the French people and the monarchy W31 

not even about parliamentary reform, but about the right of the people 
.. publicly to discuss their grievances," and since that right had long 
C1isted in England, there was no reason for the English people to be 
unduly excited over the stormy events in France. On the contrary, 
every excitement on the subject W3I apt to divert attention from their 
own important problems. "Let me beg of you," he writes,- "let 
me implore of you and beseech you, not to allow any foreign question 
-however its results may enlist your sympathy-to operate on your 
great ilomestic movements. • • I teU you, that as long as I live the 
Charter and the Land shall never be lost sight of, nor placed in abey. 
ance by any foreign excitement or movement, however we may use 
events for the furtherance of those great objects." And in his effort 
to minimise the events in France he extols the liberties enjoyed by 
the English people with an exaggeration which at other times he would 
have been the first to denounce. "You must critically understand the 
position of Francc," he goes on to tell his readers, "and the cause of 
disturbance in that country, to be able to estimate the value of those 
privileges which you have secured in spite of oppression. • • By the 
dread of increasing moral power more may be done than by any 
physical outbreak; and the reason of my present address is to preserve 
you within the bounds of moral discipline, in spite of any agency that 
may be used to force you from your fastness and stronghold into 1oose
ness and weakness." 

O'Connor wrote this article at the very beginning of the outbreak, 
and it was not until some weeks later, after the publication of the 
decrees of the Provisional Government relating to the organisation of 
labour, that he began to realise, the meaning of the change which had 
taken place in France. Those decrees made a tremendous impression 
in England, and in his next UIkr to the Old GUlJrJs. o'Connor wrote 
something like a public retraction of his previous attitude. "I W3I 

slow," he confesses, "to comment upon the good results to be ob
tained from the French Revolution. Past history made me soepticaL •• 
But now, from the change I derive hope, consolation and ample reward 
for all my services, because I see in the exposition of the French mind 
the resolution that Labour, that achieved vtctory, shall be the first par
taker of its fruits. "t 

This lack of understanding of the February events in France W3I 

one of the reasons why O'Connor took no part in the agitation started 
by his comrades in connection with the French Revolution; there W3I 
another, and an even more important reason--that he did not believe 
in the possibility of a revolution in England, at least in the near future. 

• 1 hid., Feb. 26. 
t16id., Mardt 18. 



THE FRUITS 01' OPPORTUNISM 227 
Industry Adult Adult Juvenile Juvenile Average 

Male Female Male Female Earnings 
Pig Iron 34/4 I'-/n 33/4 
.Engineers 3'-/5 13/1 9/7 8/" Z5/1I 
Shipbuilders 35/11 14/8 ' 11/10 7/4 30/7 
Tin Plate ... ... 4"/- 14/9 12/4 8/10 3'-/1 
Iron and Steel 39/1 13/- 36/10 
.METAL INDUSTRY .. ·33/1I 12/8 10/4 7/4 27/4 
Wholesale Clothing... 31/8 15/5 9/11 6/4 14/I Q 

Tailoring .;. ... 31/11 1'-/n 9/9 6/4 14/8 
Boot, Shoe ... 28/8 13/1 10/6 5/10 ._ 19/10 
Ciommc INDUSTRY... 30/2 z3/6 9/8 5/9 z5/ z 
Paper ... zS/n n/7 10/-10 7/4 ZO/10 
Pnnting ... 36/10 12/3 8/7 6/4 ,23/10 
Bookbiodin, .. . 34/1 12/10 8/8 6/- 16/4 
CAIlDBOA1D NDUSTRY 28/10 12/3 10/3 6/1 12/5 
PAPEll AND PaINTING 

TRADES 34/4 12/2 8/1I 6/4 20/-
Pottery and China ... 32/4 II/II n/2 6/2 19/8 
Gl ............ 38/4 8/9 12/4 7/1 26/6 
Chemicals 29/1 10/8 10/3 7/4 '-7/5 
CHINA, AND GLASS 

INDUSTRY ... 29/2 11/10 rr/6 7/- 23/6 
Baking, etc .... ... 38/ n 12/8 9/6 6/5 7.2/8 
Brewing ... 26/3 9/4 10/5 7/5 24/3 
Tobacco ... 30/6 ' 1'-/- 9/9 6/2 13/1'0 
FOOD, DalNIt AND 

10/-TOBAcco... ... 26/4 II~ 6/6 19/-
Saw Milling... 27/4 I" 5 9/8 8/4 7.2/4 
Furnishing... 33/- 13/1 8/7 6/" 24/10 
W OODWOJ.ltING 

INDUSTRY ... 32/- 12/U 9/6 6/10 26/7 
Gas Workers 32/6 12/6 31/7 
Tramways ... 30/6 11/3 29/3 
Water Supply 28/8 12/9 zS/3 
MUNICIPAL SERVICES :l.8/z . u/zo 26/3 

wealthiest eapitallst OOUDtry md in the best organised large-sca1e 
industries. The earnings of adult workers fD2y in some easel 
appear more or less adequate if we overlook the fact that the 
figures relate to full·time employment, which is generally most 
unusual for my length of time in modern industry. England 
particularly, working for exports and importing her raw material, 
is highly. sensitive 'to fluctuations on the world market, and the 
course of her production constantly experiences changes. Nowhere 
in the capitalist world is there, even in good years, so much unem· 
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We have dwelt at some length on O'Connor's attitude IOwards 
the French Revolution because it explains the weakness of the Chartisf 
revival of '148 and, it may be said, doomed it in advance. o'Connor'. 
infiuence over the masses was unbounded. His powerful eloquence, 
his great energy and working capacity, his--hitherto-revolutionary 
tactics which looked for support 10 the rank and file of the worker .. 
and, finally, his unquestionable loyalty 10 the movement-all this had 
won him unusual popularity among the proletariat, particularly in the 
North, despite his Irish desceot and extreme Irish natiOnalism, against 
whicb strong prej udice prevailed at the time among the masses of the 
working class. As to his exceptional conceit and boaslfulness, his re
sentment to the least opposition 10 his views, coupled with woeful 
political ignorance, this was a matter on whicb, of course, the masses 
were quire uninformed, and which did not concern them. Those who 
suffered from these defects were his closest associates, who had eith .... 
to submit or to quit the movement. But the faet that his influence 
over the masses was so great could not fail 10 tell on the movement 
after it had become known that he was opposed to revolutionary 
methods and was in favour of " moral" force. Afler his advocacy of 
revolutionary methods in the past, when the situation seemed far less 
favourabl.,.........,. advocacy which was based on a correct appreciation of 
their educational and organisational effects, if not for the immediare 
present, at least for the future when the situation would be more fav
ourable-his present opposition to the revolutionary agitation carried 
on by his associ.tes was bound to impress the masses with the view 
.that the latter were wrong and that it was necessary to confine oneself 
to demonstrations and parliamentary petitions. 

Of course, it was not easy for his friends and opponents to attack 
his position, partly because of his great popularity among the masses, 
and partly because open advocacy of revolutionary tactic......". .. physi
cal force," as it was then caned-was very dangerous. Even so, they 
were not always able to withhold their criticism of O·Connor'. position 
or to refrain from stating their own views on the questions of policy. 
Particularly daring in this respect was Ernest Jones, perhaps the most 
brilliant man in: the Chartist movement, a talented poet and orator, 
later a dose friend of Man: and Engels, who approacbed nearest 10 
their views. At one of the numerous meetings addressed by him, 
he, without mentioning names, ingeniously observed: .. We are IOld 
the power of the mind is 10 subvert despotism-so it will, if righdy 
used; it is as 10 the use we dilfer. The people are marcbing on the 
high road to progression; but across the way class rule has built a 
cord srony waif of monopolies. Now then, let the people stand before 
it and think, let them look at it and say in their minds: .. You 
naughty wall, you oul!ht 10 be lying low, you oughm't 10 be then>
why don't you tumbfc down?" Do you think that will clear their 
road? No I But if their 'power of mind ' tells them to take a pick
axe and a maDer and a crowbar, and break the rotten harrier to alOms, 
then the highway 10 liberty will soon be clear."· 

• 16ill., April L 
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of production, and what becomes of the remaining six millions, 
employed in trade and industry, mentioned by the census reports. 
Even with these limitations, the table shows that about one million 
workers, or I:ljlaper cent. of the total number; earned less than 
:lOs. per week, while one-half the total number--or to be more: 
precise, 53 per cent.--earned less than 305. Nobody will contend; 
that the condition of the working class in England at the close of 
the fifty years period after the collapse of Chartism, as illustrated 
by these figures, was. anything like satisfactory. Would other 
methods of fighting have yielded better results? Or were the:. 
English industries really unable to stand a larger expenditure on· 
wages? On the occasion of the enactment of ,the Minimum 
Wage for the coal mining industry, a confidential memorandum 
was sent out to its members by the Mine Workers' Association of 
Northumberland and Durham, giving the movement of wages in 
these districts for a number of years. It showed that the rates for 
a two shift day were: in February 187:1, 6s. 6d.; in July 187:1. 
8s. ojlad.; in March 1873, 9s. I jlad.; in April 18740 8s. 6}6d.;. 
and in October 1874, 7s. 8d. But in the year of grace 191:1, 3> 

minimum wage of 5S. 6d. was established by law for the miners,. 
and a minlmum wage of not more than 6s. ¢. for the highest 
paid category of miners, the hewers, a rate that is, very much 
below that of 40 years before. Had the. ooal mining industry 
been ruined in the oourse of these long fears? Nothing of thC' 
kind. Since the 70's there had been a tremendous development 
in technique and productivity in the mining industry, and the coal 
magnates had amassed great wealth. But the miners in these two> 
districts were, until very recently, among the most determined. 
representatives of the ideology of the post.Chartist period; they 
had adopted the sliding scale, and for a long time even refused to
join the Miners' Federation, as they were wholly opposed to. 
governmental interference in such .. private" business as the regu· 
lation of working hours, which formed one of the main planks in 
the platform of the Federation. The only explanation for thC' 
decline in their wages as oompared with the 70's is to be found 
in the effectiveness of their methods of dealing with the employers. 

From the figures quoted at the beginning of the present 
chapter, we may oonclude that practically the same conditions as 
in the fOal mining industry obtained in other trades: the low 
wages prevailing at the end of the last and the beginning of the 
present century were the closing figures in a dow"ward series 
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mental effect upon their capacity. for action and, generally, upon the 
progress of the movement and its popularity among the masses. 

At the same rime the masses themselves were undecided and were 
more than ever in need of firm leadership. On March 9, a conference 
of delegates from different trades' was held in London on the question 

·of unemployment. * The prevailing tone at the conference was one 
of complete disappointment in Free Trade and of bitter resentment 
against the Government. One of the delegates, a cabinet maker, said: 
.. They had seen a change across the water in the last few days; and 
mark, almost the first act of the provisional government was to look 
to the interest of labow'. Tloc French people were promised a Minister 
of Industry; and why? Because universal suffrage now prevailed in 
that country." Another delegate, a bootmaker, said: "From his know
ledge of trade societies, he was convinced that nothing could be done 
for them without they first possessed a direct control on the affairs 
of government. The position they at present occupied appeared to him 
exactly the position the Government wished them to hold, but the 
events that had transpired in Paris, within the last fortnight, had taught 
them much. • ." The conclusion to be drawn from these premises 
seemed obvious, but the resolution moved from the platform merely 
"draws the Government's attention" to the existiog state of distress 
and prays for measures of relief I Nay, when one of the delegates, a 
tailor, moved an amendment, demanding universal suffrage, an inter· 
minable discussion ensued, the amendment was put as a snbstantive 
motion and was eventually talked out without a vote being taken on 
it. Such being the state of mind among the masses, the waverings in 
the ranks of the Chartists were bound to have a most detrimental effect 
on the movement. 

On the other hand, the bourgeoisie and the Government circles 
revcaled remarkable unity and determination. The Whigs and the 
Tories, the industrial bourgeoisie and the landed aristocracy, at once 
composed their political and social differences in face of the common 
menace, and what seemed to O'Connor as well as to his opponents a 
corrupt and decomposing 'Oligarchy suddenly became a mailed fist 
which quickly rallied all the possessing classes. As far back as the 
beginning of February, a .. Queen's Own Volunteer Rifle Corps "~r 
White Guard, as we would call it to-day-was formed in London 
which boasted in its press advertisements that the Government had 
promised them equipment and munitions, and invited all "gentlemen" 
to join them. The Northern Star, in a leading article, t pointed out 
that the Volunteer Corps was intended not against any external, but 
against the internal enemy, and queried whether the Government 
would be as ready to supply arms and munitions to the Fustian Jackets 
if they were to form a volunteer corps? 

As a matter of fact, the ruling clique quickly grasped the danger 
threatening from across the Chanriel. .. I grieve at the prospect of a 
Republic in France," Lord Palmerston, the then Secretary for Foreign 

• Ibid., March 18. 
t Ibid., Feb. 19. 
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Mairs, confessed in a message 10 the British Ambassador in Paris ,* 
.. for 1 fear that it must lead 10 war in Europe and fresh agitation in 
England. •• The eumple of universal suffrage in France will set 0111" 

DOll-Voting population agog, and will acate a demand for an iJlcon. 
vcnicut extension of the suffrage, ballot, and other mischievous things.'~ 
The Government ISOOD demonstrated the real value of the boasted COD
stitutioDai liberties enjoyed hy the British people. A Radical M.P. 
had arranged for a meeting 10 be held in Trafalgar Square 10 prob:St 
against the proposed inacase of the income taX. The GoverDmeDt, in 
DervOUS f"'!l ol any big assembly of the ~le, invoked an obsoletc 
and reactionary law of o-ge lll. 10 forbid the meeting. The valiant 
Radical M.P. cancelled the meeting, but it was taken over by the Chart
ists, who eame in great force led by Reynolds, a brilliant yo~
Dalist, who had just joined their ranks, and tumed it inlO a ma· t 
demonstration for the Charter. The meeting was already over and the 
resolution had heeD earned, when two UDimown individuals crcltcd a 
distorbanee, and the ~ suddenly appearing on the scene, charged 
the erowd with their truncheons, sparing neither women Dor childrea. 
It was an undoubted provocation, and the Nortllem Sill., with justiee, 
observed: .. We beg our readers 10 mark these circumstances well. A 
ay.tcm of tcrrorism is evidently aimed at. Our . Government mean II> 
adopt an opposite course from that of Franee. Guizot permitted 47 
banquets, and SlOpped them when _ late. Russell, the Guizot of 
England, thinks he will nip English demonstrations in the bud."t Not 
CODtcnt with this, me GoverDmeDt, or perhaps me poIioe acting OIl ita 
own, began during the next Ihree days 10 let loose erowda of hooligans 
on the st=tI of London aftcr dark. who would get drunk and !hen 
go about smashing shops and windows aad street lamps till morning, 
when they would be dispersed by the po1ice or would memaelvea 
scatter 10 !heir homes. The Dewspapers would come out with scaring 
slories about alleged Chartist robberies and riots, urging the G0vern
ment 10 take vigorous meas..- against the ~ and anarchists. It 
was a IIOtt of rehearsa1 of the coming drama, or, as the NortIlem Sur 
put it, .. the discordant tuning up of me orchestra hef_ the grand 
overture of liberty begins.":!: 

The Government, of course, .. yielded .. 10 the clamour of .. public 
opinion," and issued an order forbidding street demODStratinns at .. Wl

suitable D hours and publie meetings of any kind aftcr sill o'clock ia 
the evening. When a few days latcr me Chartists amfnged anoIher 
public meeting 10 be held on Kennington Common, an order was issued 
to dealers in 6rearma 10 unscrew the rifte barrels and sell no eartridgea 
and gunpowder, and all good citizens were urged 10 emoI as specia1 
constables, and 10 get arms from the Govemmerit stores. The meeting 
itself was attended by a fora: of ",000 policemen, 100 plain-dolhes de
tectives and 80 mounted police armed wim sabres and pistols, who all 

• Evelyn Ashley, Lil. of PaI ..... 1oa, Vol II., p. 73-
t Nor,!,_ 8_, March U. 800 also Ihe doacriptioo of the mootiDg ia 

&hI IUDe UlUe. 
: l6i4., March 18. 
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the time rode round the crowd. In addition, a section of the ganOOn 
troops was held in readiness in the barracks.· All these elaborate 
measures aimed at scaring the general public as well as the Chartists. 
The position of the Cabinet had hitherto been shaky, and it shrewdly 
took advantage of the situation to consolidate and mobilise the support 
of the entire bourgeoisie. On March 13th, Sil" George Grey, Home 
Secretary, could boast in the House of Commons of the tremendOUl 
response of the bourgeoisie to the Government's appeal for special 
constables, Manchester having offered 10,000, Glasgow 80,000, and so 
on. 

Indeed, riots occurred throughout March and April in many cities 
in the North of England, mostly among the unemployed, and every
Where the bourgeois .. specials" lent active aid to the police forces. 
Only in Glasgow the troops had to be called in, when at the beginning 
of April a crowd of 5,000 unemployed, after a meeting, suddenly began 
to loot the foodshops and various business premises, and the police, 
together with the special constables, provedounable to cope with them. 
On the following day, a military force of 2,000 was brought into the 
city, a collision with the crowd ensued, ,and several volleys were fired. 
A number of people were killed, many wounded, and the unemployed 
were subdued. The Government was rapidly acquiring skill and ex
perience in dealing with unruly elements. 

Finally, it is interesting to note the conduct of the bourgeois 
press. Then, as nowadays, it showed great skill in the r61e of the 
guardian of law and order, and in fighting the revolutionary move
ment. On the one hand, it carried on a furious campaign against the 
French Revolution, and particularly against the Parisian workers and 
theil" demand for the Right to Work. The state of France was painted 
in the gloomiest colours, and the entire responsibility for the prevailing 
conditions was placed upon the lazy workers and the Socialist dema
gogues within and without the Government who took advantage of the 
economic ignorance and animal appetites of the proletarian mob. This, 
of course, was done, as by the bourgeois press of to-day in regard to 
Soviet Russia, for propaganda purposes. .. The writers in the public 
press," says O'Connor,t are endeavouring to scare us from our pur
suit Ilf liberty by the unhappy state of the working classes of France at 
the present moment. . • But you, who are philosophers, must under
stand that a great revolution, prodpced without previous concert, must, 
in the first instance, be productive of hazard, vicissitudes, and, perhaps, 
calamity. But the question is for you, whether or no it is not worth 
while to pass through the ordeal of temporary suffering to establish 
permanent liberty?" Golden words, which it would do well for the 
working class in Western Europe to take to heart to-day I 

The Chartists had to wage continuous struggle against the vilif)'
ing campaign of the capitalist press against the workers and Socialists 
of France. For example, in one of their manifestoes the Fraternal 
Democrats directly appealed to British workers to protect theil" brethren 

"nil. 
t Ibid., April 1. 
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across the Channel from unmerited attacks: .. In your meetings-your 
workshops-your homes-everywhere, defend the brave French work. 
ing classes against the vile aspersions and foul calumnies heaped upon' 
them by the prostituted press of Ebgland-the salaried apologists of 
the rapacious capitalists and the soulless shopocracy ... • But the forces 
of the capitalist press were many times greater than the means of pub
licity at the disposal of the Chartists, and the vicious campaign of 
the reactionary press no doubt had its effects upon the ignorant popular 
mua. . 

On the other hand, the same capitalist pres_gain, Iikc Il>day
employed the method of minimisation when reporting on the force 
and influence of the revolutionaries at home. While sparing no colout 
in depictiog the harm likely to follow their unchecked agitation, the 
boutgeois press represeoted them as a contemptible handful of adven
turers or criminals of no influence or importaoce. .. The Press of this 
country," O'Connor wrote,t .. has always been the most deadly enemy 
to liberty ••• If a paltry .meeting is got up by the middle classes to 
oppose the income tax, every word of every fool is reported in ~ 
press, whereas scores of enthusiastic, bold and splendid meetings have 
been held in the metropolis to congratulate the French upon the4 
emancipation from despotism, and yet not a lloe has been re.Ponc<l." 

The conspiracy of silence h~ been carried to a fine art by the 
British press as by no other, and as it is tcHIay, so it was thrcc>quartcrs 
of a century ago. A favourite method in those cases, when it was 
absolutely impossible to ignore a labour demonstration, was ridiculously 
to minimise the number of people attending it, and this method proved 
10 effective that even contemporary historians were deceived and were 
led by the paltry ligures of press reports to consider the events insignifi
cant. On this subject o'Connor advised his followers .. how to arrive 
at something like a guess at the numbers attending a Chartist meeting: 
take all the numbers stated by the papers to have been ptclCllt, add them 
together, multiply them by four, and then you may make a guess."t 

• Ibid., March 25. 
+ Ibid., MllI'Ch 4. 
: /hid., March 25. 
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TIle Tefl'" of April 

In desc:ribin~ the co~ditions in which the Chartist agitatiOD, 
spurred on by the revolutionary events in France, revived. we had 
perforce to anticipa~ somewhat the course of events and to detach our· 
selves from the varinllS stag<:s through which the agitation was passing. 
Now; with a fuller understanding of the situation. we may resume our 
narrative of the events. 

We have seen that ,among the Chartist leaders there was a fun
damCllta1 divergence of views on the question of tactics. Jones, Harney. 
and many others among the younger members advoca~ a sttaight
forward and open fight, having no faith in demonsttations and .. con
stitutional .. forms of sttuggle. They were opposed by O'Connor. who, 
if not on' principle. at least on grounds of poliey. considered it inex
pedient to go beyond constitutional methods, being convinced (or per· 
haps ~ding) that they would prove sufficient to break down the 
resistance of the ruling oligarchy. as happened in 1832t when the Re
form Bill was forced through without a revolution. The analogy 
drawn by O'Connor was, of course. erroneollS: in 1832 the possessing 
class. the landlords, in league with the big ttading capitalists. bad 
yidded to another propertied cia... the industrial capitalists, backed by 
the petty-bourgeoisie and the working class; it yidded precisely in order 
to prevent a revolution. Now it was a question of the uni~ ~g 
cia .. , the landlor.... the ttading. indllStriai and financial cap,talists, in 
alliance with the petty-bourgeoisie, yidding to the non-possessing c:Iass, 
the proletariat. Such an issue could not be ex~ to be settled in 
a peaceful way. At the same time, no sueeessfullSSUe could be expee~ 
from revolutionary. physical force methods. as the proletariat was still 
weak. whilst the uni~ possessing classes were alrcady fairly mongo 
The situation was qui~ different from that in France, which resembled 
more that in England in 1832- In other words, England bad already 
had its I¥ some 16 years ago, and now the situation was what it 
came to be in France a few months, IafCt, in June, wben the proletariat, 
single-handed, and badly organised. found itsdf confron~ by the 
uni~ forees of reaction, by all the possessing classes acting in unison. 

All this, of course, was realised by neither of the Chartist factions. 
but each was dimly conscious of the need to be up and doing, so as 
to take advantage of the general revolutionary situation. As might 
have been ex~, O'Connor's arguments prevailed. It was decided 
to act in the manner which bad already been tried by the Chartists. 
namdy, by submitting a mass petition to Parliament and by holding a 
Convention to back the petition and other measW'CII. The petition, 
covered by millioos of signatures obtained at public meetings through
out the country and containing the demands for universal sullrage and 
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the other points of the Charter, was I'D demonstrate I'D Parliament that 
there was a great body of public opinion in support of the reforms. 
If, moreover, as was expected, the petition were to be adopted and 
signed at numerous great meetings after an energetic agitation, the 

. .. moral force" which would thus be mobilised by it would, it seemed 
certain, compel the oligarchy I'D yield. In order to back up that force, 
a Convention of delegates elected at those meetings was to be sum
moned-not a mere Congress, but a Convention, the very name of 
which contained an ominous warning as I'D its intent and character: 
it was I'D be an instrument of the people's will, which, drawing its 
strength from the masses, might contend for power even against the 
oligaichically elected Parliament and, if needs be, proceed by mobilising 
those' masses I'D more extreme measures than mere petitioning. 

It is true there had been such a Convention and such a petition 
in the past, and the result was nil. The petition was presented, Par
liament calmly threw it 'out and the Convention was unable I'D do 
anything. Many of its leaders were arrested, imprisoned or deported, 
and its members ultimately dispersed without coming·1'D any decision. 
But those were different times. Now, when the high tide of revolutiou 
was surging all around, and the masses themselves had had full oppor. 
tunity of learrning the necessity of attaining political rights at all costs, 
could a similar failure occur again? The course of actiou was conceived 
as follows: at least five million signatures would be collected for the 
petition, the Convention would meet on April 4th and publicly dis
cuss its plans, and on April lOth there would be held a monster mass 
meeting attended by at least half a million people, and this great army, 
led by, the delegates of the Convention and the Chartist Executive, 
would march in procession I'D Westminster I'D present the petition. 
Would Parliament fail I'D be impressed by such an imposing demou
stration? .. Old Guards," O'Connor wrote·, .. see the altered state of 
Europe, see the fact that by the 3rd of April, the blessings of free 
institutions, not only in France, but throughout the Continent of 
Europe, will have been developed; see what support that fact will give 
I'D your supporters, when haff a milliou men-of living men-lhall 
accompany the minds of five millions, demanding their freedom, I'D 
the door of the House of Commons. • . Old Guards, the tDcsin sounds. 
The day of Chartist resurrection has arrived •• _ It will be a proud 
day for me when I march at the head of the mind of England, fol
lowed by the sinews of England, in procession to the House of Com
mons, for I will allow no man to go before me; and my position will 
be still prouder if, instead of sixteen able-bodied men, that it required 
to move your petition last time, it requires thirty ttl do it now." 

This was how o'Connor pictured to himself the affair, and a 
similar picture was drawn by the Chartist Executive in a manifesto 
w ging the people to hold m .. tin~ for the election of delegates and the 
signing of the -petition. The pelltion, it stated, .. shall be acoompanied 
to the House of Commons by an immense concourse of the people of 
this metropolis, who will form an excellent guard. The Executive 

• 16irl., March 4. 
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Committee wish to convert the presentation of the petition into a 
demonstration of national sympathy, and with such a view it is their' 
intention to spare no pains to make such a display of strength as will 
make the cause respected."· 

On another occasion it laid particular emphasis on the moral· 
nature of this action. .. The time for securing the liberties of Britain 
(it declared in a manifesto) has arrived. It remains to be seen whether 
you are prepared for the great moral battle the trophies of which: 
will be freedom and independence. Now or never I Remember that to 
will liberty is to win it. Will it then, will it. . . you, seven millions ' 
of English slaves, and no power on earth can prevent you from riving 
the manacles of your thraldom."t In the final appeal prior to the 
demonstration of April 10th, addressed to the people of London, to 
the Irish population of the metropolis, to the trade unions and others, ; 
it said: .. The liberty-seeking German, the emancipated Italian, the:, 
struggling Pole, and the proud French republican, will regard you with , 
an eye of disdain jf your aim be not to demolish oligarchic usurpation 
and to substitute for it the legitimate power of the whole people. . • 
Remember that the eyes of Europe are fixed upon you. . • Prove, 
yourselves worthy of their attention, congregate on the morning of the 
10th in your thousands, legally, peaceably, but enthusiastically. Leave 
no pretext for the minions of. power to utter the old calumny that 
you are indifferent to your political rights and satisfied with your 
present condition. Now or never is the auspicious moment to press 
your claims with success on the legislature. Now is the day, now 
is the hour to strike the great blow that shall give liberty and happi
ness to every sect and class in the British Empire. ":I: 

The agitation, no doubt, was conducted with great vigour and 
ability, but we doubt whether the Jones and Harney faction were par
ticularly elated at the stress laid on moral force, or possessed much faith 
in its ellicacy. Their moral talk had a different flavour. .. Friends," 
Jones declared at a mceting, .. we'll steer the straight course, we won't 
be intemperate and hot-headed, wel1 respect the law, if the law-makers 
respect us; if they don't-France is a Republic; •. "S And on 
another occasion: .. On the 10th of April the final notice would be 
given to the Whigs: they (the Chartists) would deliver their petition 
in the proper manner and disperse peaceably and quietly, but if they 
would have to go to Parliament again, they would come aImed ••• 
The Government had better not try the game of physical force, lest it 
turn against itself. If they denied the Chuter, the J>C?ple would next 
time ask for a Republic. "II In this way Jones and his friends managed 
in their campai!ll' to smuggle in their little tactica1 amendments, 3nd 
evp> the Slar, r.e., its political editor Harney-whom O'Connor was 
not always successful in controlling-ventured the suggestion that the 

• Ibid., March 18. 
t I bid., March 4. 
:: Ibid.. April 5. 
§ Ibid., April 1. 
II/bid., April 8. 
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Convention would no doubt devise .. a plan of action to meet all eveti
tualiti..... The opposition were not content with such occasional ut
teranc .. and it had its own little .. plan of action" ready for the Con-
vention. ". 
, The Convention met on April "", after a campaign of many months 
throughout the country, during which delegat .. were, elected at numer
OUI public meetings addressed by Chartist orators. As the law only 
permitred congress.. of I... than 50 members, the Convention was 
made up of 49 delegates, among whom we lind the nam.. of all the 
prominent leaders of Chartism. The proceedings began with reports 
by local delegates. One after another the delegates drew a picture of 
the rerrible distress among the working people in all parts of the coun· 
try, and manY" of them asserted that the workers, driven to d"pair, 
were prepared to resort to the most extreme measurcs. Ern .. t Joncs 
at once raised the question of the Convention's intentions in the event 
of the petition being rejecred by Parliament. There was audacity in 
the mere raising of the question, as it loudly proclaimed a lack of 
faith in the efficacy of o'Connor's methods. In Joncs' opinion the 
qu .. tion was so important that it demanded an immediare reply, and 
he moved that the Convention, in the event of the petition's failure 
should call upon the Crown over the heads, aa it were, of the Govern
ment and Parliament, to dismiss the Ministry and to appoint such 
men to office as would make the Charter a Government measure, 
whilst the Convention itself should remain in permanent session, 10 

that there would ensue .. a struggle for power between the two parlia
ments." The report of that meeting gives no indication of tlie im
pression made by this unexpecred proposal, but it gave rise to a debate 
which lasted several days.· The first one to speak in opposition to the 
proposal was Bronterre O'Brien, the best theoretical exponent of the 
class struggle in the Chartist movement. He was against the Conven
tion taking a revolutionary course and declaring itself in .. permanent 
session." He argued that at least London, which he rerreseoted in the 
Convention .. was not with them and totally unpre~, to go to .. ex
treme measure .. " , Persona1ly he would not go agamst the law so long 
.s he believed the law was just to them, but the moment that he found 
the law to be unjust, and the people stronger than the law, he would 
calmly turn his back on it. O'Connor, apparently, thought it ,too 
risky to oppose wholly Joncs' pro~ and thereby to assume before 
the Convention unqualified responSibility for the success of the petition. 
He therefore proposed a compromise: the Queen indeed should be 
called upon to dismiss the reactionary Ministers and appoint a new 
Government from among such persons as were favourable to the 
Charter, but not before the people had sanctioned such an unconstitu
tional procedure. He therefore moved a resolution to the effect that' 
in the event of the petition being rejected simultaneous meetings should 

• Ibid., April 8. For the nat the proposal was not entirely novel, aa 
Jones had' already suggested at • mass meeting early in March thllt instead 
of petitioning Parli8men~ a procession of SIlO,OOO ~ple drawn from all 
poria of tb. country should ap!,"1 directly \0 the QUeen \0 dismiss the 
Go_nmenlo (/6id., March 11./ 
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be held in every part of !he eounuy to obtain !he people's authorisation 
.. to address !he Queen to dismiss !he Ministry, and eall to her Coun
cil men who would make !he Charter a Cabmet question." .. If thai 
were unavailing," he added, .. he would Dever flineh, but would sooocr 
die chao not win !he Charter. He meant to wait no longer chao !he 
time when !he majority of !he people demanded it, and were prepared 
to establish !heir rights. .. • This was a fairly vague statement, for 
O'Connor was evidendy unwilling to pledge himself to revolutionary 
actioo even if a direct appeal to !he Crown sbould fail to achieve any 
results. However, it satisfied !he opposition, and on !he following day 
a motion was introduced by !he Executive providing that in !he event 
of !he rejection of !he petition, a memorial sbould be presented to !he 
Queen. The memorial was to be drawn up by !he Convention and 
submitted to !he people for approval at numerous public meetings to 
be held 00 April 21 (Good Friday). The memorial was to be presented, 
not by !he Convention, bur by anoIher body to be known as !he 
National Assembly, !he members of which were to be deeted in the 
same manner as !hose of !he Convention, and which was to meet 00 

May I. It was to discuss !he measures necessary to foree the Crown to 
r<ceive !he Memorial Qd to act upon its RaIDlIDeDdatioos. 

The opposition found !his proposal ioadequa~ Reynolds, a 
spokesman of !he cxt=ne Left, declared that !here was no Deed to 
eall a new Convention under a new name to look aboUI for means to 
enforee a new-fangled memorial, and supported !he proposal made by 
Jones !he day before to !he elfeet, that in !he event 01 rejection !he 
present Convention sbould rentain in permanent session and declare 
!he Charter !he law of !he land. O'Brien, also considered !he memorial 
business superfluous, but !hought that !he Convention would be ill
advised to proclaim itsdf !he organ of !he people'. will wi!hout baving 
received any mandate for revolutionary aetion and wilhout being sure 
of !he support of !he masses (he bad himself been elected by two th0us
and people, whereas !he population of London was two millions). He 
!herefore proposed that upon the dc1ivery of !he petition !he Convention 
sbould eonsider itself dissolved. and that a Natioan1 Assembly should 
!hen be elected at simultaneous meetings of !he people, and declare 
itself permanent. Jones, bowever, supported by Harney, was prepared 
to accept !he eompromise proposed by !he Executive: let !here be a 
Natiooal Assembly and a Memorial, bllt !he National Assembly must 
proclaim its session permanent until the Charter bad been actually 
carried, and in !he meantime !he Convention itsdf should DOl be clio
solved. After some discussion bo!h Reynolds and O'Brien agreed to 
!his proposal, and it was carried by the Convention. t 

o'Connor scarcely took part in !he debates on the Eucu!ive's 
proposal, aI!hough they went 00 for two days and were carried at 
times to a high pitch of passion. He attended the Convention very 
irregu1arly, almost casually, rarely rising to speak, and then, merely 
to points of order, always pleading lack of time and the need to 100k 

• Ibid., April 8. 
:: Ibid., April 8. 
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after the interests of the movement in the House of Commons. This 
aspect of his work in the House of Commons presented a sorry spec
tacle: the brilliant people's champion and public orator having been 
returned to Parliament in 18.j7, had become the slave of parliamentary 
formalities, never daring either to make a stand against his opponents 
as befitted a revolutionary representative of the proletariat, or to lend 
sufficient aid to his party in its struggle outside Parliament. When, 
prior to the meeting of the Convention, he had given official notice, as 
required by I?arliamentary procedure, that on April 10 he would move 
a resolution m favour of the Charter, he was greeted, we are told in 
Hansard, with "loud general derision." The Chartists, particularly the 
Nor,ntffll SlIIr, made full use of this incident for propaganda purposes, 
recalling that in France, too, Guizot and his supporters in the Chamber 
of Deputies on one occasion had met with equal .. loud derision'" 
the proposals for reform made by the liberal opposition. O'Connor 
gave no suitable reply to this insult, but humbly asked J?Ol:mission to 
address the House on that day, promising, in return for this "privilege" 
that he would not .. claim the attention of the House too long." Lord 
RusWl, however, was .. extremely sor,!" to be unable to grant his 
request, as according to the schedule 0 the House, the lOth of April 
was to be devoted to the Irish question. He suggested the 14th instead, 
and O'Connor accepted, .. expressing his profound gratitude to the 
noble lord. "t 

This was not all. On April 6, the very day on which the Con
vention adopted Jones' resolution concerning the future plan of action, 
Sir G. Grey announced in the House of Commons the Government's 
oWn plan of action. In answer to a question by a member as to 
whether a mass procession would he permitted on the lOth to ap: 
proach the House of Commons to hand in the petition, Grey replied 
that the Government intended on that same evening to issue a plOCla
mation to the population of London warning them of the illegality 
of the procession and even of the meeting as p1anned by the Chartists, 
and appealing to law-abiding citizens to refrain from taking part in 
them on pain of severe penalties. It appeared that in the reign of 
Charles U.-tbe King who had been' deposed for violating the con
stitution_ law had been passed prohibiung meetings and procession. 
of more than ten people lor the purpose of petitioning or appealing 
either to the Kin~ or to Parliament, and this obsolete law was now 
invoked by the • progressive" Government of LoId Russell against 
the working class movement. The bourgeoisie did not scruple to em
ploy weapons forged in times Df darkest reaction whenever the class 
struggle grew 10 acute as to menace its privileged position. o'Connor 
protested against such a course, recalling the fact that as recendy as 
1831 the bOurgeoisie, when engaged in the fight for parliamentary 
reform, had led a procession of 50,000 people to the House of Commons 
and that three years latcI the Government did not prohibit a demon
stration Df a hundred thousand people before the House of Commons 
protesting against the sentence to deportation of six rural labourers 

tl&id. 
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for membership of the .. Grand National Consolidated Trades Union." 
The Government made no reply except to observe that precedents 
were not analogous to the present case, and, Grey added, amid the 
general cheers of the House, that a bill would shordy be introduced 
for supplementary emergency powers .. for the defence of the Crown 
and the Government." This Bill (which really legalised lawlessness) 
was indeed, introduced and passed with lightning rapidity by both 
H"uses a few days later. The new Act, nicknamed by the Chartists, 
.. the Gagging Act," provided severe penalties, including hard labour 
and deportation for a term of not less than seven years at the diseretion 
of the courts, for any intent to influence the Crown or the Government 
by force, or "for any expression of such intent either in printed or, 
written form, or by word of mouth" '. . . The Government, expressing' 
the unanimous will of the ruling bourgeois and aristocracy, threw 
down the gaundet, and the Chartists, having lost the initiative of 
action, found themselves at a great disadvantage. They were faced, 
with the dilemma of either giving up their plans or raising the standard 
~re~ , 

- All these events were happening in London-<t city in which, on 
the one hand, was concentrated the whole machinery of the bourgeois 
government, all its physical forces and all its moral and ideological 
influence, and in which, on the other hand, there was no organised 
and concentrated factory proletariat, as in the cities of the North, but 
• huge petty-bourgeoisie composed of shopkeepers and petty Govern-, 
ment officials, and the world's wealthiest mercantile and financial 
bourgeoisie. London was the least auspicious place, not only for revolu
tions, but for any new social movement in general, and this accounts 
for the fact that not only Chartism in its revolutionary period, but 
even the bourgeois reformist movements drew their nourishment not 
ftom London, but chlefly from the provinces, from the industrial 
centres of the North and Scodand. The Chartist Convention, suddenly 
confronted (although, rroperly speaking, this might have been expected, 
since the discussion 0 its plans had been carried out with full pub
licity) with the definite alternaJive of reacting one way or another to 
the Government's challenge, could think of nothing better than to 
issue a manifesto to the shopkeepers and other petty-bourgeois elements 
of the London population, assuring them of the perfect orderliness of 
the proposed demonstration, and to send a deputation to wait on Sir 
G. Grcy with similar assurances that it would be an unarmed 
demonstration and that no revolution was contemplated.- True, the 
Convention decided at the same time, in the teeth of the Government 
proclamation, to hold the demonstration, though without any proces
sion to the House of Commons, and the N orzMm Sl4r wrote in a lead
ing article: .. Whilst engaged in this holy and godlike undertaking, 
should lewd power let slip the dogs of war, power must take the con
sequence, and great and dreadful will the consequence be, if vengeance 
and despair should once possess the minds of the millions of freemen 
who pant for liberty, and demand the restoration of their long with-

• 16id., April 8. ' 
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held rights." Nevertheless, when Harney, supporred" by Jones and 
others, moved, in view of the changed conditions, the immediate ap
pointment of delegates to represent the various constituencies in the 
event of the arrest or death of the present delegates on April 10, the 
majority opposed the motion on the ground of the .. undemocratic .. 
character of the procedure suggested, and decided instead that such 
a contingeney should be met with the re-election of delegates at regular 
public meetiogs.· 

O'Connor himself no longer took part in the Convention'. deliber
ations, partly on account of illoess, but no doubt also because he 
foresaw the failure of his I.'lan. On the morning of the 10th, immedi
ately before the demonstranon, he appeared at the Convention to charge 
his opponents with responsibility for the turn of events: .. Had it not 
been for the folly of some people outside of the Convention, and a" few 
in it, there would never have been any opposition to their demonstra
tion and it would have been the grandest thing of this kind ever seen 
in England. "t This charge was both ungracious and untrue, but 
no one eared to argue with him. He was evidently suffering great 
pain, and was only anxious to/revent a eatastrophe. He declared that 
In spite of his illness he woul march in the demonstration to prevent 
any disturbance of the peace, as the Government had firmly resolved 
to crush the demonstration "by military force upon the least attempt 
made by its participants to resort to violence. This practically fore
doomed the grand demonstration which, according to original plans, 
was to be, if not a revolution, at least its prelude. 

The Government had, indeed, taken all possible measures to nip 
the movement in the bud. Taught by the experience of France and 
Germany-bourgeois governments are always read)' to learn from the 
experience of others, which cannot be said of the proletariat-the 
Government of Lord John Russell had firmly resolved Ii:> take ~ 
chances, and, in order to make some political eapita! out of the situa
tion, organised a gigantic mobilisation of its forces. At its si~ the 
capitalist press yelled in one voice that the Chartist agitanon was 
nothing but the work of aliens and Irishmen who were seeking to 
disrupt the British Empire (this eaused 'the alien emigrants to deClare 
publicly, through Harney at the Convention, that they would take no 
part in the demonstration), thus playing upon the .. patri!,tic" senti
ments of the shopkeeping class, and incidentally facilitating the passing 
of the Gagging Act. At the same time extraordinary powers were 
given to Lord Wellington to put the London area under military con
trol. The Iron Duke concentrated 12,000 troops of all anno, including 
artillery, to bar all the approaches to the Houses of Parliament and to 
the royal palaces, while the police in full force, armed with truncheons, 
bore upon Kennin~ Common and the bridges leading over the 
~es to Westminster. They were further reinforced by r","ooo 
speaal constables who were to look after law and order in the city, 
rarticularly' in the ntoaatic quartl:rs and the busiest streets. All 

• Ibid. 
t Ibid., April 15. 
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the Governmmt offices wen: turned into miniature fortraSoS, bam-. 
caded with all kinds of objttts from sandbags 10 heavy bound volumes 
of TAe Timu. and all the officials, £rom the highest to the lowest, were l 

armed from head to foot. These atraprdinary proc=lings naturallY: 
creatal a panic and the city ~Icd a fortress awaiting the enemy'.' 
assault. The arisIOaacy made a hasty lIight hom the perilous city,' 
and the Quoxn and her family wen: shipped away to the Isle of W.ght. 
In all these preparatioos there was ooe remarkable fealWe to be DOled : , 
the Govanment DOt only did DOt look for, but was most anxious' 
to avoid mnIIict and bloodshed. Lord Russell wrote to the Prince, 
Coosort OIl the eve of the 10m : "Colonel Rowan, the chief of 
police, advised that the procasion should be formed and allowed to 
CDmIO as far as the bridge they may cboose to pass. and should there 
be stopped. He thinks this is the ooIy way to avoid a fight. If" 
however, the a.artists fire and draw their swords and U5C their ~-< 

gers, the military ~ to be eallcd our. I ha~ DO doubt of their: 
easy lriumph ORIC a Loodoo mob. But any loss of life will caU5C • deep 
and rankling ~tment. I trust f... this and every reason, that 
all may pass off quietly:" WeIlingIDD himself, on being asked by 
a friend about the pn:p:uatioas being made f ... the loth, replied: " Yes, 
we ha~ taken our JDCaSW1:S; but DOt a soldier ... a pi= of artillery 
shall you _. unless in actual D<cd.. Should the fon:e of the law, the 
mountal ... unmonntal police, be cm:>pc>WCicd ... in danger, thea 
the troops shall advance---tbea is their time. But it is DOt fair OIl eitheI' 
side to call them in to do the ..... k of police; the military must DOt be 
confounded with the police, DOl" mc:rgaI in the police. "t Each viewed 
the prnbIem £rom his own point of view, but both the civil and the 
mili authorities were ddJ:nnincd to avoid a bloody eoIlisioo, and 
~ DOt to provoke it. This, DO doubr, showed the political 
5lgacity of the English tuling dass, a virtue in which both 000-
ImIpOr3rJ and subsequent ruIcrs OIl the Continent seem to ha~ shown 
themselves woefully cle6cient. It was • sagacity DOt clictatal by int<mal 
political mosideratioas aIooe. In I1is reply to Lord Russell, Prince 
Albert wrote: -To-day the strmgth of che Chartists and all evil
dispooaI people in the ClIIWItry will be brought to the =: against the· 
fora: of the law ••• I don't r.:d dcubtful f ... a moment who will be 
found the stronger, but should he c:uecdingl mortified if anything 
like a romm"';oo was to take place, as it = shake that ~ , 
which the wboIe of Europe reposes in our Sbhility at this 1DOIIIeIIt, and 
upoo which will depeod the ~ of the country:'* AcrordingIy,' 
the military __ cooaaIcd m harracb and amboshes, and, with the! 
Cl<cepaon of the police and the spccial mastables, DO armed forces ....... 
visible in the ..-s. 

From nine o'doclt in the morning the mardting columns began 
to gatha- at the points of asoemhly, wheoce they pro=dcd to Kaming-· 
11m Commoo by rou~ indicatal by the police:. Ev.:rything past<d off· 
quietly and pea=bly: the ~ did DOt inlafere and did DOt even; 

• Ldtna 0' Q-... Vidorie, Vol 11., p. 198 (1907 editioo,. 
tn.-lon Martin, Lif. Of 1M Priat:. C-n, VoL II., p. 33. 
1 Lcuero 0/ Qorua v-. Vol II., p. 199. 
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touch the banners inscribed with auitable slogans, while the marchers, 
on their part, created no disturbances. At .noon the 'procession reached 
Kennington Common, and the Convention also arnved~ in full force. 
in special 'buses chartered and decorated for the. occasion, carrying the 
huge petition. The Convention had previously held a short formal 
meeting, at which O'Connor delivered his speech, but the delegates 
were manifestly in an anxious mood: who could tell how the Govern
ment would act, and how the crowd would behave? The meeting 
passed 011 more quietly, not to say more tamelr, than either side might 
have expected. As soon as the Convention arnved, O'Connor was told 
that Colonel Rowan wished to see him. o'Connor probably thought 
that be was going to be arrested, but the Chief Commissioner of Police 
merely wished to impart the final warning that the Government had 
decided tha~ the procession should not be allowed to pass the bridge, 
and that any attempt to break through would lead to bloodshed. 
O'Connor returned to the meeting, and, mounting the platform, deliv
ered a speech to the elfeet that the crowd. having fulfilled its. duty, 
should now JlCAceably disperse, giving the police no pretext lor attack. 
He spoke long and pathetically, with all the fire of his eloquence, but 
not a word about the Charter, not a word about the things which he 
had during so many years called upon the people to fight lor. Lcsa 
than two hours later the crowds began 10 disperse, and the famous 
loth of April came to an end. O'Connor and the Chartist Committee. 
seated in hired hackne~ coaches, proceeded to the House of Commons 
to deliver the petition. 

There have probably seldom been other such days on which so 
much wal expected to happen and all expectations were utteBly disap
pointed. It is in this very futility of the results that the sigDificance 
of that day lay. To the ruling classes, who had been aware of the 
importance attach~ to that day by o'Connor and his faction, of the 
high hopes they had entertained for an impressive procession, and "f 
the great moral effect they had expected from the popular march 10 
the House of Commons in suppor1; 01 the ~tition-to them the virtual 
renunciation of the procession anil, Plactlcally, of the demonstration 
itsclf, was a great trium:rh. In order to heighten the effect, the capi
talist press, duly inspire by the Government, t minimised the number 
of the crowds on Kennington Common, stating that mere had as
sembled not more than fifteen 10 twenty thousand, which figures are 
repeated by historians 10 mis day. In ieality, in spite nf the Govern
ment . proclamation, there had assembled, apparently, about 150,000 
people, although O'ConnOl'-by far the most competent man in 
England 10 estimate the number of peo'ple attending .public meetings, 
but partial in this case, put the Keruungton crowd at 400,000. Be 
that as it may, the outcome was an undoubted victory for the~in 
classes, and particularly for the Government, and Lord RusseD re 
elatedly 10 the Queen on me following day: .. Lord John R pn>-

·No,""" 8"",. April 15. 
tOn \h .... of \h. 10th. \h. Gonmment had requ .. ted \h ....... paper. 

to oatimate \h. crowd •• ~ not. Inore \han 15,QOO.llO,OOO (Ibid., April ZI). 
'I 
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senlS his humble duty to your Majesty, and has the bonour to state 
tbat the Kennington Common Meeting has proved a complete fail
ure ... • Prince Albert, too, wrote to his friend and counsellor, Baron 
Stockmar: "We had our revolution yesterday, and it ended in smoke. 
London turned out some hundreds of special constables; the troops were 
kept out of sight, to prevent the possibility of a calamity and me law 
has remained triumphant. .. t 

Lord Palmers ton also wrote to the British Ambassador in Paris: 
" Yesterday was a glorious day, the Waterloo of peace and order. . • 
The ChartislS' made a poor figure, and did not muster more tban 
fifteen thousand men on the Common. Feargus was frightened out 
of his wilS, and was made the happiest man in England at being told 
tbat the procession could not pass the bridge. The Chartists have 
found that the great bulk of the inhabitants of London are against 
them and they will probably lie by for the present and watch for some 
more favourable moment. .. t Palmers ton felt like a patient happily 
recovering from a crisis, and was therefore inclined to give credence 
to all manner of gossip; nevertheless, he narrates an interesting detail 
which sounds quite credible, namely, that" the aliens did not turn up, 
but the police and the special constables had sworn to give exemplary 
treatment to any bewhiskered and bearded rebels that might fall into 
their hands, and he was sure they would have ground them into pow
der." 

What particularly gladdened the hearts of the ruling cliques was 
the unanimous rally of the possessing classes to the defence of the 
sacred rights of private property. According to Lord Palmerston (in 
the dispatch jllst quoted) there had been over 100,000 special constables 
enrolled in London, some peof.le rutting their number as high as 
250,000: so eager were the peop e 0 all classes and social stations " to 
riIly to the defence of law and property." The Marquess of Lans
downe, in the House of Lords, in reply to universal congratulations, 
declared: "If there was anything which had imparted to Her Majesty'. 
Government that degree of confidence which was necessary to enable 
them to act as they had done, it was the certainty which they had 
acquired within the last eight and forty hours that, if they had occasion 
to call on any part of the community for support, it would be readily 
afforded." Another aristocrat, the Marquess of Northampton, also 
.. desired to express the gratitude of their lordships for the noble con
duct of the people of London on the present occasion. The spirit of 
order and attachment to the English Constitution--of religion and 
morality exhibited by the middle classes-would long be remem
bered." , It was, indeed, a lesson which the aristocraey and the bour
geoisie were in no hurry to forget: it taught them not to fear any 
revolution and to have faith in the strength and stability of their class 
position. "The strength of our institutioos," so ran the Queen's speech • Le,,. •• of Quo ... VictMiG, Vol. II" p. 199, 

t Martin, ",. ci,., Vol. II., p. 34. 
: Aoble;y, Life 0/ PIll", ... _, Vol. II., p. 80. 
S NarlA .... 81m, April 15. 



APPIINDJX 345 
at the close of this notable Session on September 5, .. has been tried 
and has not been found wanting. My people fed. too sensibly the 
advantages of order and sec:urillf to allow the promoters of pillage and 
confusion any chance of sw:ccss in their wicked designs." Honcefotth, 
the ruling classes of England had the assurance that the spectre of 
revolution spelt no ·terror to them, that they could effectivCly co~ 
with any danger of that kind, and that if there was one country III 
Europe which could withstand the general commotion ushered in by 
the February days in France, it was England. This was the second 
lesson derived by the English ruling class from the outcome of the 
events on April loth. Not only was Palmcrston convinced that .. the 
result of yesterday would produce a good and calming effect aU over 
this and the sister island (Ireland)"· but it was even claimed by Grey 
in the House of Commons that the result would prove most beneficia!, 
not only in England, but also throughout all Europe, as it would be 
manifested that the authorities had been aided in the performance of 
their duties by the cordial co-operation of the great body of the people 
themselves. "t Prince Albert, who, as we have seen, attached great 
importance to European confidence in the stability of the bourgeois 
order in England, for the sake of which he wished to avoid even the 
appearance of a revolution, could now write to Baron Stockmar: .. I 
hope this will read with advantage on the Continent" (referring to 
the rallying of the bourgeois elements), and to his s=etary, Sir Charles 
Phipps: .. How mightily this will tell over the world I " * 

England, indeed, by her example, not only raised her own inter
national prestige, but also I,l"inted out to the other Governments the 
way to deal with revolunon, thereby inspiring them to counter
revolution. There is no doubt but that the June days in Paris 
had their spiritual origin in the lessons of April loth in Enl!land; 
En$1and on that day not only beat back the wave of rev01ution 
whIch had attacked her shores, she also sent out a wave of counter
revolution which was soon to sweep away aU the conquests gained by 
the revolution. One may even go further and say that England 
became the political workshop of European counter-revolution, having 
gathered in her midst all the reactionary and monarchist emigru, with 
whom the court and the rulin~ cla.... established intimate contact, 
giving them the benefit of thea advice and aiding them by every 
means in the furtherance of their plans. England gave hospitality to 
the royal family banished from France, that family being related to 
Queen Victoria; the Prince of Prussia, too, who had Bed from Bcrlin 
at the first rising of the people, found in Enl!land a home from which 
he could now send advice to his father, ana it was also in England 
that Louis Napoleon, the future hero of the coup ~ It",. who served 
as a special c:onstahle on April roth in one of the aristocr.itic ._ 
of Mayfair, was gaining hIS political experience. These foreigners 
were not alfected by the Gagg.ng Act DOr even by the special Alicna 

• AahJoy. op. ciI.. Vol. II •• P. 116. 
t HortA.,. 8,.... April 15. 
~ Martin, op. "c., Vol. II., P. 254. 
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Act issued after !he Joth of April On the amaary. Ihq enjoyed 
spccial favoon from the court and the aristocracy. and continued CD 
ban:h their COIlD~-revoIutiooary plolS in peace. A day will come 
when the court and Stale an:hives will reveal their aecreb, and we shall 
then leam of the raIe played by the ttiumpbant Eoglisb bourgeoisie 
in eocour.aging European reactioo in those yean. 



§ III. 

Decline "nd &pression 

The curve of the revolutionary movement, which-had been rising 
since the end of February, began to fall after April 10, and in ita 
decline there were many instructive features meriting our attention. 

The rejoicings in the camp of the ruling class had their counter
part in the disappointment among the ChartiSts. The mass procession 
to the House of Commons" intended as an imposing demonstration of 
the forces which supported the Charter, did DOt take place, and al
though 150,000 people assembled on Kennington Common in the 
~th of the Government proclamation, it proved a failure. The resolute 
action for which the Chartista had been preparing themselves and the 
public for wccka in advance and which, accordin,g to their-or rather 
o'Connor'..--notion was to start the working clasS in its fight for £ra:
dom, if not for the direct overthrow of the .. weak and corrupt oli
prchy" --this action,. the centre of attention of all Europe, ended 
in an obvious fiasco. Disappointment grew Itill XDOre depressing OIl 
the following day, when the Petitions Committee of the House of 
Commons reported that the great Chartist petition did not contain the 
five or six million signatures claimed by o'Connor, but barely two 
million signatures, many of which were obviously fictitious, like thoec 
of the Duke of Wellington, Robert PecI, the Queen hersclf, and euch 
nicknames as "Flat Nosc," .. Snub Nose," and so on. In vain did 
o'Connor argue on simple arithmetical grounds that the committee 
could not possibly have examined even two million signatures in one 
day, and point out, by referring to past experiences, that petitions in
variably contained fictitious signatures and indecent scribbling, which 
Parliament had never considered as detracting from the value of such 
documents-Parliament, elated at its triumph, paid little attention to 
o'Connor's argument and subjected him to ridicule and insult, and 
the fact that the ruling cliques could indulge in such arrogance while 
the Chartists were powerless to hit baclr. intensified the dep=sion. 

What was to lie done now~ According to programme, the Con
vention was to wait for the outcome of the petinon, and in the event 
of its rejection, to prepare a Memorial and to call mass meetings for 
cndorsiog it and for electing delegates to the National Asscmbly. Was 
there any sense in waiting for a favourable issue of the petition? Was 
it not obvious that the petition would be rejected by Parliament with 
contcmpt~ Even o'Connor no longer entertained any illusions, and 
did not attend Parliament on the day when he was scheduled III move 
his resolution 00 the Charter, If the petition was thus doomed in 
advance, were the chances of the Memorial any bcttcr~ Could it 
reasonably be expected that the CroWD would treat the Memorial with 
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more consideration than that accorded by Parliament to !he petition I 
And if the Crown were to reject the Memorial, what forces were 
there at the disposal of the Chartists to overcome its resistance after 
the poor demonstration of April 101 No doubt the Chartists were 
asking themselves these questions and found no reassuring reply. 
The campaign was apparendy lost, and the only thing to be done was 
to recognise the defeat and to start work afresh. 

Still the Chartists could not make up their minds to such a cour.., 
and O'Connor particularly tried to prove that all had not yet been losL 
In his opinion, the <:lisis brought about on the lOth of April, due to 
" the folly of some, the indiscretion of some, and the treachery of saIne 
of those professing to belong to our ranks," had this good side to it, 
that it had made the whole world speak of the Charter, of the griev
ances of the people, and of the condition of the working class, so that 
in this sense the Chartists had even scored a moral victory over the 
enemy. Now was the time to take advantage of the situation, and not 
to injure the cause by undue haste. He, O'Connor, would next week 
submit a plan of action which would lead to the speediest overthrow 
of !he brutal Whig GovernmenL 

From his articles in subsequent issues of !he paper. we learn what 
he meant by "undue haste," and the nature of his new plan. Hebelieved 
that to take up at this juncture the plan of the Memorial and the 
National Assembly, ;.e., to take up an unconstitutional position, would 
be dangerous, because it would open the door to all manner of provo
cation on the part of the Government and would be inexpedient so long 
as the people" resentment had not $fawn sufficiendy strong under the 
stress of unemployment and the disappointment in Free Trade. It 
would also be premature in the sense that the legal possibilities em
bodied in the original draft of the petition had not yet been exhausted. 
His proposal, therefore, amounted to this: the idea of a Memorial and 
of a National Assembly was to be dropped, and in view of the failure 
of the natiotUll petition, the method of lOcal petitions, stricdy scrutinised 
on the spot, was to be adopted, the petitions being submitted sin~y 
to the House of Commons by members representing the respccllve 
constituencies, thereby causing continual discussion of the Charter in 
the House. This would be e1iective propaganda and would also place 
the House of Commons and the Government in an intolerable position. 

This plan, published in the P.ress at a considerably later date, was 
apparendy submitted to the Convention shardy after April 10th, and 
rejected by that body, for on the 15th it was resolved by the Conven
tion to get up a Memorial and to organise mass meetings for the 
election of delegates to the National Assembly, and on the 15th, in the 
final session of the Convention, the resolution in favour of the National 
Assembly was carried "in spite of O'Connor', recommendation. "t 
Did the Convention take its own plan seriously? Scarcely, althou2h 
is own programme seemed less utopian than o'Connor'.. On the 
whole, o'Connor', prestige had suffered gready, and his plana no 
longer commanded confidence or even respecL He was now attacked 

°NartAem S~ April 22 and Mal 20. 
t16Ul., April"",. 
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by 00 closest friends, as may be seen from the apologetic article which 
he published at the time in the. Northern SI4,,· and also from. the 
debates in the National Assembly, which was opened in London on 
May m.t . 

In the columns of the same paper we find many glowing descrip
tions of the mass meetings held under the auspices of the Convention, 
but apparendy the most interesting of them were th<* at which Ernest 
Jones spoke. Vigorous, resourceful and eloquent, he did not hesitate 
even now to plead for revolutionary methods of fighting, declaring that 
.. not by processions were they to achieve their end, but let every man 
be prepared with a musket in 00 hand."* & a matter of facr, he was 
the only one of the .. Old Guard" to take part in the National 
Alsembly, as O'Connor had not only refused to allow 00 own candida
ture at public meetings. but had also prevailed on Harney to do lik.,. 
wise, on the plea that as editor of· the Northern Sta,. he was to give 
the whole of 00 time to the paper., Bronterre O'Brien, too, stepped 
aside. devoting himself to 00 own particular circ1e of followers, among 
whom he advocated his pet schemes of land nationalisation and currency 
reform. In this way die National Assembly was practically boycotted 
by two of the oldest and hitherto most po~idar leaders of the Chartist 
movement, who even now--O'Connor ~cularly-<ontinued to enjoy 
great popularity among the masses m the provinces. This was 
naturally bound to tell both on the mood and the personnel of the 
Assembly, since many of the delegates, on learning of o'Connor', 
attitude, after being elected. also withdrew from that body. The 
result was that instead of the anticipated 100 delegates, there arrived 
in London only about 60, and among them were a good number who 
either rardy turned up at the meetings of the &sembly. or did not 
attend at all. This, m its turn. led to great resentment among the 
delegates a""inst o'Connor's attitude and to consequent recriminations 
which gready reduced the working capacity of the &sembly. 

III meetings began with a discussion of the question as to whether 
the law forbidding conventions with more thao 49 delegates was to be 
ignored or complied with. After long debates it was decided to 
ignore the law. The first two days were given up to local reports on 
the conditions of the labouring masses and the sentiments revealed by 
them at the mass meetings. The overwhelming majority of the 
delegates drew a picture of misery and despair, analogous to the one 
drawn by their predecessors in the Convention, and just as then, opinions 
were divided as to whether or not the people were ready for revolu
tionary action. Too meanr, in point of facr, that an attempt to raise 
a reveilt in the event of the failure of the Memorial would lead to a 
disa.",r. The Assembly therefore adopted the following programme 
of deliberations: .. the means of enabling the Assembly to give renewed 

• Ibid., April 15. 
t Writing In the N'III Yor. Trib .... of Ma, 3, 1853, in ~eetiOD with 
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VIgour to the movement; the organisation of the Chartist body; the 
great social grievances; the policr of the Chartisl body in reference to 
other parties seeking a reformation short of the People's Charter; and 
the mosl approved mode of presenting the Memorial to Her Majesty." 
On the firsl of these questions il was decided, after a lengthy debate, to 
raise a campaign fund of f.ro,ooo. This was a pious wish rather than 
a serious decision, as no one muld say from whal sources such a sum 
of money muld be raised. The time was long since gone when the 
Chartisl movement enjoyed the support of the Birmingharo bankers, 
whilst, on the other hand, the state of unemploymenl among the work· 
ing class excluded any possibility of raising such a sum by means of 
small contributions. There was particularly keen discussion on the 
second question: a motion was even made to change the party's name 
and give up the name of .. Chartism .. altogether, because it was too 
closely identified in the mind of the public with the name of O'Connor. 
The motion caUsed a storm of indignation, both on the part of those 
who cherished the historic name of the ("'rIY and its glorious traditions, 
and of those who, actuated either by sma:re regard or commiseration 
for the old . leader, resented any ungracious aspersions on the name of 
O'Connor in order to court favour with bourgeois public opinion. The 
debates were protracted and passionate. Eventuallr Jones succeeded in 
bringing about a truce among the contending factions by a diplomatic 
reference to the fact thaI the Assembly itself, in one of its latesl mani
fesloes, had demanded .. Measures, nol Men," It was nevertheless 
a significant facl that there were no fewer than 14 voles recorded in 
support of the motion, Whilsl even among the opponents of the motion 
there was nol one to defend O'Connor unreservedly or on grounds of 
principle. Further, in mnncction with the questIOn of organisation 
there were lengthy debates about the personal expeoses of the members 
of the Executive or the need of an Executive al all, and a new plan of 
organisation was drawn up. 

On the item concerning tactics a good deal of discussion turned on 
the question as to the need of issuing Iurther manifestoes to the people. 
on the attitude to be adopted by the Chartists towards permanent 
armies, on the temperance movement, and on the ways and means of 
starting a daily paper. There was in aU these discussions much that 
was uoreal and academic; but so much time was wasted in them that 
on the ninth day the Assembly was almost startled when reminded by 
some of the provincial delegates that during the whole of that time the 
Party had nol addressed a single public meeting and that there was 
serious danger of the agitation dying out entirely.· It also transpired 
thaI the Chartist treasury was absolutely without funds, and that the 
number of members paying dues had shrunk to 5.000. t A large 
open-air meeting was then decided upon by the Assembly to take place 
on May 15th- Further, a resolution was carried on a motion made by 
Jones, in favour of .. arming the people"_ unexpected excursion 
inlO the rea1m of ..... olutionary tactics, rendered possible by the faet 

• [6;4., May 13. 
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that the majority of the ddegates considCICd it a mere declaration which 
did not imply any action, For the rest, it was so worded as to give 
no ground for le~al proceedings on the part of the Government. Since 
the times were • turbulent" and Europe was, forsooth, very unstable, 
and war imminent, a war in which Eogland would bave to take part, 
and since England might become the object of attack on the part of 
her powerful neighbours, while, according to the admissions of the 
Government itself, the country's forces were wholr inadequate, the 
resolution recommended every citizen, on constitullonal grounds, to 
lupply himsdf with arms, •• It is bard to tcll whether this was meant 
to be ironical or serious. However, some working people in the pro
vinces did begin to procure arms and to train themsdves in the usc of 
them, but were cruelly punished. Far more interesting was another 
resolution moved by M'Douall and Jones and carried by the Assembly, 
dealing with the campaign which bad just been started by liberal and 
bourgeois radicals in favour of a .. moderate" reform of the francbilc. 
While .. noting with satisfaction" the interest shown by the bourcgnisie 
in suffrage reform, the assembly resolved .. that all public meetings hdd 
for the purpose of afiecting changes short of the People's Charter, be 
attended by the Cbartistbody, not for the purpose of obstruction, or 
of moving factious amendments. but tb demonstrate ealmly. rationally 
and pointedly, the superiority of the People's Charter over all other 
proposed reforms, and, in case of attack. to defend our principles by 
reason and argument. .. • This decision was elIectivdy carried out, and 
Chartist speakers addressed bourgeois reform meetings with great suc
cess. 

All this was more or less interesting and important, but the most in
teresting and important of all questions, that of the Memorial, for which 
purpose it bad been dected by the people, had so far been left substan
tially undiscusscd by the Assembly. True, the newly-dectcd Provisional 
Executive was instructed to approach the proper authorities for the pur
pose of securing an audience of the Queen to present the Memorial. 
This gave rise to long debates as to whether they were to apply to 
the Home Secretary, as required by the Constitution, or direct to the 
Court: whether the deputation was to comply with all the rules of 
court etiquette, and so on. Some were altogether opposed to such pro
cedure and moved that a great open-air mass meeting be organised 
from which the whole crowd should march in procession to the palacle 
and demand an audience. Finally, it was decided to act through a 
small deputation which should comply with all the rules of etiquette, 
and request an audience, not through the hateful Lord Russell. but 
through the Lord Chamberlain. In all these debates the central ques
tion was studiously evaded, namely. what further steps were to be 
taken if the Memorial should meet with the same fate as the PetitiOll. 
Ir was for this very purpose that the Assembly bad been convened, 
and its duty was, in the eVCDt of the Memorial's failure. to declare 
itself in permanent session, as a sort of rival Parliament of the people I 
Jones himself, in speaking against mass presentation of the Memorial • 

• l6iol. 11"7 13. 
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drew attention Io the fact that the situation .. had changed in the la.t 
few weeks," and that it was .. necessary thoroughly Io organise the. 
people before taking up a fight against the rebels in high quarters, who 
might try Io raise a revolt against the principles of the British Consti· 
tution ,and the advocates of the People's Charter." This meant-and 
everybody realised it-that the Assembly was powerless Io achieve 
the task for which it had been convened, and since it was reluctant to 
admit this openly, so as not to give itS enemies ground for rejoicing, 
it deliberately evaded the discussion of this tragic question. 

Meanwhile, in the provinces, where feelings were more revolution· 
ary and the knowledge of the details of the situation less intimate, 
attention was riveted on this very question, and the Assembly'S policy 
of silence caused a good deal of irritation. From all parts letters began 
Io arrive denouncing the passive attitude of the Assembly upon this 
cardinal question and instructiog the delegates to press for a decision. 
This, by the way, did a great service Io O'Connor, who openly appealed 
Io his .. Fustian Jackets" against the attacks of his opponents and 
~gan to publish in his paper numerous resolutions from his supporters 
m all parts of the country expressing their confidence in him and their 
disgust with his adversaries. Upon a motion by M'Douall, the Assembly 
adopted a resolution in which it categorically deelared that, .. as a 
whole, it had never raised the question of the personal integrity of 
O'Connor or of anyone else, as it was opposed on principle Io the 
introduction of the pcrsonal element in their debates." The purpose 
of this resolution, however, was not precisely of the kind that O'Connor 
might have wished for. Its real obJect was to silence the bourgeois 
press, which was giving prominenoe Io reports of a split in the Chartist 
ranks. Nevertheless, O'Connor deelared himself satisfied and expressed 
his elation at the restoration of the united front against the common 
enemy. But the settlement of the dilferenc:rs among the leaden could 
not reconcile the masses Io the Assembly which had failed Io justify 
their expectations, and the Assembly was eventually constrained to 
open a diseussion on the fateful question.· Here it revealed its utter 
helplessness, It was admitted by one speaker after another that it was 
thClJ' duty Io carry out the Memorial campaign Io the end, but when 
it came Io the question of methods, they got inIo a hopeless impasse. 
Again was the question raised of .. pbysical" venus .. moral" force; 
again some recommended the organisatton of mass meetings and peti. 
tions, whilst othen were for vigorous action of a vague kind; some 
warned against scaring the bourgeoisie and provoking the Government 
to repressive measures, whilst othen insisted on carrying out their 
pledges Io the letter. Someone moved that the Assembly be dissolved 
and that the fate of the Memorial be left in the hands of the Executive. 
This .. cowardly" motion caused quite a storm of indignation, and 
some of the delegates threatened Io quit the Assembly in the event of 
its adoption. Leach, one of the mcmbirs of the Executive and a stal· 
wart Chartist, finally had the courage to express opeoly the thought 
that was in everybody's mind when he deelared that .. it was no use 
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ro blink it, they were not there a National Asstmbly-they did not 
represent England-they did not represent the Chartist body-they 
did not represent themSelves."" TP.en the inevitable happened: the 
Asstmbly, weary of acrimonious and fruidcss wrangling, decided ro 
dissolve and leave the business of the Memorial in the hands of the 
~Executive. Even Jones spoke in favour of this decision, alluding in an 
emotional, yet optimistic speech ro the .. funeral orations" which had 
just been delivered by the delegates. He thought-and in this he 
was right-that the Assembly was only handicaPl?ing the movement, 
and that without i~ the Executive Committee, consisnng of such seasoned 
fighters as himself, M'Douall, K ydd" Leach, McGrath, would carry on 
the work much better. In this way, the National Assembly, which 
was ro challenge the authority of the oligarchic Parliament, came ro 
an inglorious end exacdy two weeks after its opening session. O'Connor 
had been right. In the situation which arose after the events of April 
loth the callmg of the National Assembly was a mistake. But, in pomt
ing this out in a leading article in the N ort""" Sur devoted ro the 
dissolution of the Assembly, he failed ro mention the fact that a I!ood 
deal of responsibility for this state of affairs devolved upon himself. 

We are now reaching the end of our narrative, but in order ro 
furnish the necessary background, we must ·cast a glance at what hap
pened during this period in the enemy's camp. The thing which 
Itrikes one most in reviewing the period after APril 10, is the unusual 
moderation of the authorities in making use oE their victory. They 
seemed ro be bent on sparing the vanquished enemy, and not only 
were no arrests made, but even the illel!al Asstmbly was allowed ro 
go on and ro adopt any resolution. it pleased •. No use -was made of 
the Security of the Queen's Crown and Government Act, and the 
Aliens Act remained a dead letter. The Timel wrote: "We have 
put down Chartism, but we have not conciliated disoontent. "t ,'\nd 
It seemed ro be the reasoned policy of the Government, at any rate, 
not ro aggravate the discontent by excessive measures of repression. 
In a letter ro the Queen, dated April 15, Lord Russell oudined his 
view of the situation OR the Continent, incidentally affording an insight 
into the reasons which prompted him at this stage ro a cautious, not 
ro say mild, policy in regard ro the Chartists. In his opinion the 
blame for the 'Revolution in France and for the .. great calarniqr which 
had descended upon Eurol."''' fc1l entircly upon LOuis Philippe because 
of hi, inability ro form • a moderate constitutinna1 Government" in 
France. "It was impossible," he writes,t "that the exclusion of free 
speaking and writing, which formed the essence of Prince Metternich's 
system, could continue. It mil!ht have been reformed ~uiedy; it had 
fallen with a crash which spreails ruin and death around.' As against 
this, he extol. the milder policies of the ruling class in England, and 
adds: "The example of Great Britain may, however, secure an interval 
of rdlection for Europe. The next six months will be very trying, but 
they may end with better prospects than we can now behold." Appar_ 
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~~y! Lord RusseU put high hopes on the effects of the policy of con
cihanon. 

The coociliatory efforts of the GoverDDlcot were seconded by the' 
Liberal bourgeoisie. O'Connor was perfecdy right in saying that after 
April .lOth the whole of England began to speak sympathetically 01 
Charnsm, but he was wrong whco he interpreted this as the conversion 
of the bourgeoisie to the staodpoint of the working class. In reality" 
the bourgeoisie in all its talk about Chartism was guided soldy by the 
thought of corrupting the movemcot and detaching the masses from iL 
The corruption of Chartism was the special task cotrusted to a group 
of peoplc--mosdy clergymen-who were the founders of Christian 
Socialism. The central figure in this group was the Rev. Fralerick 
Denison Maurice, a promincot theologian who took an in~ .. t in the 
labour question and had founded eveoiog classes in the poorer quarten 
of London. On the eve of April 10th he had shown his love for the 
working class by offering his services as a special constable, although 
excused on account of his clerical rank. Bardy was the Chartist 
demonstration over, than he was visited by his friends Kingsley and 
Ludlow, who, gready excited, came to confer with him on the ways 
and means to .. save the country from disturbances, and the people 
from harmful utopias." They decided to get up a campaign for U C0-
operation .. (purged, of course, of the ut'?J'ian Ideas of Robert Owen) 
as opposed to Chanism, and of .. in~ as against .. extanal " free
dom. This propaganda they called Christian Socialism and immediately 
set about popularising iL On the foUowing da,. the hoardings of 
London were covered with posters signed by .. A Working Parson" 
(Kingsley's 1Iom-tle1'lume), in which Chartism was aubjc:cred to sharp, 
but ingenious criticism, af~ which a new pos~ ar.pearc:d every day • 
.. I am a radical reformer," said one of them." ,} am not one of 
those who laugh at your petition of April 10th; I have no patience with 
those who do. • , But my quarrd with the C~ is that it does 
not go far coough in reform. I want to see you free, but I don't see 
how what you ask for will give you what you wanL I think you have 
fallen into just the same mistake as the rich of whom you complain
the very mistake which has been our curse and our nightmare-I 
mean the mistake of fancying that legislative reform is social reform, 
or that mco's hearts can be changed by Acts of ParliamenL If anyone 
will tell me of a country where a chana- made rogues hoocst or ~ 
idle industrious, I shall al~ my opinion of the ~, but not till 
then. . . Be fit to be free and God himsdf will set you free." Or 
another time: "You think the C~ will make you free? Would 
to God it would. But will the C~ make you free? Will it free 
you from slavery to the £Io bribes? Slavery to gin and beer? • - , 
There will be no true freedom without virtues, no true scicoce without 
religion, no true industry without the fear of God and love to your 
fellow<itizeos." 

This propaganda for .. inward reform" as the soura: of .. true 
liberty" and .. true happiness" was as clever as it was insidious. It 

• See Stubbs' Chari .. Ki""tl.y, pp. 103-U6-118. 
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upbraided the rich ro gain the confidence of the poor. Particularly 
gifted and atttactive among the Christian Socialists was Charles Kings
ley. of whom Ludlow wrol<:: .. I believe a great many Chartisis and 
working men will have faith in him and in the clergy which they 
never had before. when they find he does. care ro take the beam out 
of his own eye before he begms ro take the mol<: out of theirs ... • 

At the same time cJforts were being made ro split the movemenL 
Two days prior ro the lOth of April. several Chartist renegades. including 
William Lovett, the prototype of the modem Labour leader. had founded 
joindy with a group of bourgeois radicals a SO<alled People's League. 
whoac purpose was said ro be the advocacy of the CharIer by constitu· 
tional methods. and on the eve of the loth another group of ex-Chartists 
8Ild radicals formed a aimiIar organisation under die oame of the 
People's CharIer Union.t After April lOth some bourgeois radical&
moody Member. of Parliament, acting without the aid of Chartist 
renegadc:o-bc:gan ro form various organisations for the exlensinn of the 
luffrage and similar reforms. with the obvinus aim of taking the wind 
out of the Chartists' sails.t One of these organisatinns was headed 
by Home, the Radical M.P .. who had once assisted in drawing up the 
People" Charier and had sponsored the Chartist cause in the House of 
Commons; another organisation was led by Muenz. the M.P. for Bir
mingham, wbo had taken part in the first Chartist Convention in 
18390 but was afu:rwards the foreman of the jury in the Chartists· trial. 
scnu:ncing Chartists to long Iertns of imprisonmenL A third organisa
tion was backed by Cobden himself. the bitlereSt enemy of the Chartists, 
and so on. All these organisations were carrying on a conceru:d cam· 
paigo. arguinB that the Chartists were utopian dri:amen, and that their 
own abridged programmea were more likely to nlly the IUpport of 
all true friend. of freedom among all classea and thus ro attain I\ICCCII. 

As already mentioned. their meetingl were atlended by Chartist 
speakers. who usually got the best of the argumenL Later on, in June, 
a resolution in favour of the exIensinn of the suffrage .... mOYed by 
Home in the HOUle of Commons, meeting with vigorouo opposition 
from Lord Rusae1l. who argued that a reform of the suffrage would 
have • baneful cJfec:t on the situation on the ContinenL .. Their ad
hesion ro the ancient forms of the Constitution," he said.S "had pr0-
cured them the admiration and rctpect, not only of thoac countriea 
that were attached to the fommea of this, but also of thoac IIlItions that 
_re hostile. II> them. He hoped that the House would do nothing 
II> loac that respect, or forfeit u.af admiration. which had caused them 
II> be regarded 

• Like a great aea-mark, bravint every SIDrDl, 
And saving all who eye it I ' 

He admitted, however. that in the near future it ml~t perhaps be 
expedient II> grant lOme tort of reform of the franchise, m view of 
tt ihe state of public opinioo." 

• Dl'. 11'. YOllrioo, Lif. of r. D. 1I....nu. Vol. I .• po 4'17. 
t s.e Jul;". WeaL, 8i.-.y of C~ po 1158 ot. aoq. 
1 NortA ... 8tar. 14&1 6 ... d 13. 
S 16ill., ,JulJ 114. 
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Finally, th",:e was. a third method of peacefully fighting Chartism, 
n~ely, tha.t of S1mulabDg sympathy WIth the working clas ........ method 
qwte fatDlliar nowadays, but then quite novel, even in England. In 
the abov~-quoted letter of the Prince Consort to Lord Russell on April 
lOth, urgrng the need for avoiding a collision between the Chartist 1"0-
cession and the police, the Prince goes on to say: ... I have enqwred 
a good deal into the state of employment about London, and I find, 
to my. regret, that the number of workmen of all trades out of employ
ment IS tlet"j large, and that it has been increased by the reduction of 
all the works under Government, owing to the clamour for economy 
in the House of Commons. Surely this is not the moment for the 
taxpayers to economise upon the working classes I And though I don', 
wish our Government to follow Louis Blanc in his system of Organisa
ti01l au travail, I think the Government is bouod to do what it can to 
help the working classes over the present moment of distress." The 
Government, of course, did not heed this good advice, but ten days 
later the Queen herself summoned the famous sponsor and author of 
the Ten Hour Bill, Lord Shaftesbury,t in order to obtain .. his opinion 
as to the manner in which they could show their interest in the working 
classes." Shaftesbury's advice was that the Prince Consort show interest 
.. in social movements affecting the poor," and the Prince did attend 
a meeting of the "Society for the Improvement of the Conditions of the 
Working Classes," at which he unburdened himself of a speech concern
ing the need for the bourgeoisie to help the working masses, saying at 
the same time that .. real improvement would be the result of the efforts 
of the working class themselves" along the line of self-education, self
improvement, and persistent toil. Since that time it has become part 
of the ordinary political duties of the Crown of England to show 
.. royal" interest in the working classes, but at the moment the ''brave'' 
step of the Prince created an enormous sensation. .. Aye, truly," Lord 
Shaftesbury wrote in his diary~: .. This is the way to stiRe Cbartism." 

The example set by the Prince was emulated by the more ad
vanced elements among the nobility, and in maar towns they . lent 
their aid and encouragement to the building of working class dwellings, 
the establishment of Working Men's Colleges, of medical dispensaries, 
the organisation of legal advice, of advice to emigrants, and so .00. 

Educational work in the form of the dissemination of elementary scu:n
tific knowledge and the popularisation of the theories of bourgeois 
sociologists was regarded as particularly important, and the Rev. F. D. 
Maurice wrote: .. The question is how to ~te Owen!sm ~d 
Chartism. Repression has failed, and the Queen, ID conversaDon WIth 
Lord Melbourne, has indicated the proper way, that of educatioo."§ 
All these forms of activity and soCial patronage were ~UCD~Y 
developed on a large scale and played an important ~ ID th~ socia1 
system, but at that time they were but the first attempt IIDprovised on 
the spur of the moment, and were not carried very far, because the 

• Lett .... Of Que ... Vi.toM, Vol. II., p. 99. 
t Hodder, Lil_ 01 tAo EO" 01 BAajluWrt, VoL II. pp. 246-249. 
: Hodder, op. cit. 
S Dr. F. Maurice, op. cil., Vol. I., p. 269. 
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Government itself, in spite of the good intentions of its head, did not 
!ong main~in its part and eventually succumbed 10 the pr.ov~tion of 
Its own police, who were supported and even encouraged iii this game 
by the more reactionary section of the Press. As mentioned above, 
the National Assembly, on the eve of its dissolution, had made arrange
nlents to hold an oJ?Cll-air mass meeting on Clerkenwell Green on May 
15th. Ernest Jones was anxious from the first to make this meeting a 
success: .. The people," he said at the Assembly, .. were to attend 
in their thousands in order to show that they were not going to be 
intimidated by obsolete laws from meeting and discussing their 
rights." - The meeting was, indeed, attended by several thousand 
people; the members of the Chartist Executive, Jones, Kydd, M'Douall 
and others, delivered .. incendiary" speeches, scathingly ridiculing the 
bourgeois reform'crs' attempts to outbid the Chartists, and bitterly at
tacking the -Government which had imagined that the Chartist move
ment could be destroyed by police measures and repressive legislation. 
The meeting went off qwedy in spite of the presence of the police, 
and it was followed by similar meetings in London and in the 
provinces. The despondency of the masses seemed to be passing away, 
and something like a spirit of militancy began to spread, when Loid 
John Russell declared in the House of Commons, in reply to a ques
tion by Hume, that .. the middle and working classes neither wished 
for the People'. Carter, nor for Hume's Four Points."t The Chartist 
Committee immediately appealed to the masses to come out on to the 
streets to repudiate Lord Russell's calumny, and the workers did come 
out, holding demonstrations and meetings. The police could no longer 
restrain themselves, and while abstaining from direct injunctions on the 
glOund of the Gagging Act, resorted to PlOvocatiOn, starting fights and 
disorders in order to have a leJ!al pretext for attacking and bludgeoning 
the people. The meetin~ ana demonstrations were turned into street 
fights, and the scared nuddle class began to enrol as special constables 
and to appeal to the Government to protect them against" anarchy.";t 
By the end of May the situation grew exceedingly tense. The Press 
got up a noisy campaign, the police indulged in an orgy of terrorism 
and plOvocation, and, finally, the courts intervened by imposin~ severe 
penalties on persons arrested at public meetings and Charged With riot
IDg and resistance to the police authorities .. in the discharge of their 
duties." , 

We find a curious reference to the turbulent scenes of that 
period in a letter written by the Prince Consort to a relative in Bel
gium: .. Belgium and England stand up to the present time unshaken, 
and furnish iiseful standards of what constitutes real freedom. Yet we 
have to deal here with a mass of artisans sullering hunger and privation 
through the complete stagnation of trade. There have been conHicts 
every night bet\veen Chartists and the police. The latter, thank God I 
have kept the upper hand without putting the military in requisition. 

• Nor"""" 81m, M"7 In 
t 16i4., M"7 117. 
: 16id., M"7 117 and JUliO a. 
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Still, one night they had to break with their truncheons the heads 01 
between three and four hundred people." It 

On June 2nd these and similar occurrences were the subject of d 
debate u. the House of Lord., in the rour .. of which the Governmenl 
was charged with showing undue mildness. The Duke of Wellington, 
and others, demanded vigorous measures against street demonstrations, 
whilst the Duke of Richmond asked for greater severity on the pari 
of the courts.t It happeoed just then that the Chartist Committee, 
having been refused by the Lord Chamberlain an audience of the Queen 
for the presentation of the Memorial, decided to address a letter per_ 
sonally to the Queen, stating the reason for which the audience w .. 
sought, and assuring her of their highest respect. At the same time, 
they decided to hold, in support of this step, a number of oeco-air Ilta5I 

meetings in and around LOndon on Whit Sunday (June 12th). This ex
hausted the patience of the bourgeoisie, and the Government, for~lS 
all about England's international prestige, surrendered. A special 
proclamation was issued by the police declaring all Chartist meetinga 
illegal, and threatening severe perialties to anyone taking pan in them. 
London was again flooded with troops (about 10,000 men), the streetl 
were placed in charge of .. special ronstables," and public buildinga 
were turned into forts for military actioo.l: The public places where 
the meetipgs were to be hdd were occupied by the police in advance, 
and when the marchers arrived, they had either to disperse or engage 
in a fight with them. The Chartists were, of eour ... forced to retreat, 
after duly registering their protest, but in lOme places riots took p= 
provoked by police agents and hooligans. 

Again, as on April lOth, the bourgeoisie was victorious. This time 
however, the Government was no longer content with moral laurels, 
and decided-for the third time in the history nf Chartism-fo make 
a "clean sweep" nf the Chartist lQOyement by diminating its most 
active leaders. On June 7th three prominent London Chartists were ar
rested for seditious speeches delivered by them at a meeting on ClerkeD
well Green on May 26th, and Ernest Jones himself was arrested at a 
meeting in Manchester on Whit Sunday, and brought to London. A 
couple of days later another popular Chartist leader was arrested. All 
five were indicted on warrants in which they were charged." with 
having in a certain open p= called Clerkenwell Green, wickedly. 
maliciously, and seditiously, published. uttered, and pronounced cer
tain scandalous, wicked and seditious words, in the presence of divers 
persons there and then assembled, of and concerning our Sovereign, 
Lady the Queen and her Government," and so forth.l I 

Only a short time before, at a meeting on Clerkenwell Green on', 
May 15th, Jones had expressed his confidence that the agents of the Gov-, 
eroment would not catch him with any unguarded utterances under 
the "Gagging Act"-"although young in the movement he was too oldl • M ... tin, Lif. 0/ tT .. Prim. Crnuort, Vol. II., p. 76. , 

tNortAem 81M, June 3. : 
; Bee article by L·Ami du P.upl. (H..-ney) ill the NfNU .... 8IM,l 

June 17. 
§ Ibid., Juno 10. 
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a bird ... • Alas, Jones had still faith in the existence of some law, 
even if a bad one, under whieb he would have to be .. caught" befon: 
being prosecuted. As a matter of fact, there had been nothi.Dg seditious 
in his utterances. He had pleaded for organised action, and agaiost 
sporadic outbursts; he had urged .his listeners first ,to organise on a 
national scale, and then to take up the 6ght for the cause, even if they 
were to die for it. He had concluded his peroration with the appeal: 
.. Organise, organise, organise " But the Government was not looking 
for any legal, formal excuse to apply the gag. It was not a question 
of right and law, but of politicif Cxpediency and force, and all the 
6ve accused were sentenced at the Old Bailey to terms of imprison
ment of two years and more hard labour. They were tried by a packed 
jury of shopkeepers, and the judge was the notorious Sir Thomas 
Wilde, who had boasted shortly befon: the trial, at a banquet in the 
City: .. Just give me the proper jury, and I will find the I,'roper article 
of the law for them."t Regarclless of such a cynical attltude to law 
and justice, the bourgeois press found Jones' sentence too lenient. The 
Timel wrote that Jones had got off too ebeaply, and other papers ex
pressed open regret that the sentence had not been more severe.~ It 
should be horne in mind that Jones himself had sprung from the 
aristocracy class (his father had been equerry to the Duke of Cumber
land, subsequently the Kin$ of Hanover), and the ruling class could 
not forgive him his deseruon and the devotion of his gifts to the 
working class. . 

Here we may conveniently conclude our narrative. We are not 
writing a history of Chartism, but the story of the revolutionary events 
of 1148, whieb may be considered at an end with the sentencing of 
Ernest Jones on July 7, 1148. After him another member of the Chartist 
Commirtee was arrested, M'Douall, who was also sentenced to two 
years' hard labour. This was followed by wholesale arrests, about 6ve 
hundred people being put behind prison ban, and the movement was 
crushed. Just as the lOth of April had given encouragement to the 
counter-revolution all over the Continent, so the bloody June events in 
Paris no doubt encouraged the reaction in England and inspired it to 
deal the death blow to the Chartists. This was achieved by the total 
suppression of the Chartist organisations and by the eliminatinn of 
their leaders by long terms of imprisonment.. 

It WIll a blow frnm whieb die revolutionary movement in England 
did not recover for generations, and to this day the English bourgeoisie 
is enjoying the fruits of its victory in 1148. True, this was not the only 
conquest whieb has sustained and is sustaining the English. bourgeoisie; 
even mon: brilliant and important was the subsequent victory nn the 
ideological frnnt by means of timely economic and political conoessinns 
whieb gradually =onciled the working class to the capitalist order and 
fastened around its neck the yoke of bOurgeois ideology. But ~ this 
srcnnd victory was rendered l,'DSSible only as the result of the first, 
whieb had broken the revolunnnary backbone of the proletariat, and 

• Ibid., May 80. 
t /till., lvi, sa 
UtUl.,',Juq l6. 
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made the working class soft and pliable in the hands of irs artful con· 
querors. After 1148 a new chapter is opened in the social history of 
England-not a chapter perhaps, but a whole volume-and this new 
volume has an entirely different content, and is permeated with quite 
a different spirit. If on the Continent of Europe the year 1148 marked 
the apf1ea",ru:e of the proletariat upon the stage, henceforth fighting for 
irs emancipation, in England it marked the moment of the retreat of 
the proletariat, henceforth tied body and soul to the triumphal chariot 
of the bourgeoisie, which it is dragging along to this day. Herein lies 
the importance of this year to England, and for this reason irs story 
should be told. , 
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