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I. Introduction 

'l'he 1790s was a very tunultuous period in English history. 

Spurred on by the French Revolution, massive political upheavels 

of working people*took place which raised the spector of revo-

lution against the old order. Tumult involving working people 

was not itself unknown in England. Factions of the aristocracy 

and bourgeoisie had long called in and out of existence mobs 

dra\•m from the lower classes (for example the "Church and King" 

mobs) in order to repress their opponen.ts. There also existed 

a long tradition of working people intermittently taking matters 

into their own hands. Nat Tyler led a major peasant revolt as 

early as 1381. The Levellers and Diggers, radical yoemen and 

artisans, challenged Cromwell's leadership of the anti-royalist 

forces in the English Civil War in the 1640s with demands for 

universal male suffrage, a completely democratic republic, 

and in some cases, economic equality. 

In many ways, then, the radical novenent of the 1790s '"'as a 

continuation of these earlier movenents and traditions. It was 

particularly tied to the reform agitation of the 1760s which had 

arisen over discontent with government corruption, high taxes, 

press gangs, the law, linited suffrage and depression. Though 

led ~ainly by middle class refor~ers, the ~ovement of this period 

involved large numbers of workihg people. But the movement of 

the 1790s also represented an important break with that of the 

1 60sr because though it began as a coalition of middle class re-

formers and working people, the moveMent soon came under the dir-

ection of artisans, wage-workers and small shopkeepers and traders 

· e workers and peasants 
"'By "working people", I mean the artl.sans,. \vag.- ~ or. coherent 

Wl.10 ~ere not yet developed 1.nto a moaern of this period "' 
·proletariat. 
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themsevles, who became increasingly independent of the traditional 

ruiddle class reform leadership both politically and organizationally. 

For the first time, an ongoing radical political movement in 

England was organized by and towards wor~ing people concerned 

with their own interests, a major ·break 'Vlith the traditional 

exclusion from political life of what was by the '90s an embryo 

modern proletariat. It was also different from the earlier 

reform movement in that, under the influence of the French 

Revolution, the movement became Jq.cobin and in 

some cases insurrectionary in its attitude tO'V7ard the English 

state. 

Where did these changes spring from? Clearly, the French 

Revolution had an enormous ideological and inspirational impact 

in England. Hm-.rever, it would be a mistake to view these changes 

simply as the result of events in France. On the contrary, Eng

lish working people's qrievances and radicalism had a long his-

tory as described above. To some degree, the French Revolution 

called them again to life. In addition, the influence of the 

French Revolution found fertile ground in the economic and 

social changes occuring in England at this time. The 1790s stood 

at the take-off point of the English Industrial Revolution, a 

time when a coherent English working class with the beginnings 

of: a. class consciousness. was just starting to devei.tJp. 
\\forking people v.rere part.icularly anxious to involve themselves in 

political life on their own terMs. As Edward Thompson remarks, 

Too often events in England in the 1790s are seen only 
as a reflected glow from the storming of the Bastille. 
But the elements precipitated by the French example-
the Dissenting and libertarian traditions--reach far 
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back into English history ••• the agitation of the 1790s 
••• was not ap agitation about France, although French 
events both.inspired and bedevilled it. It was an 
Engtish agitation, of impressive dimensions, for an 
English democracy (p. 102)·* 

~I. The Development of Radical Ideology 

The movement 1ed.by: middle ,class class reformers in the 

1760s was not grounded in particularly radical or revolutionary 

thought. Rather, the movement attempted to portray itself as 

the representatives.of the true status quo, harking to the 

"Rights of Englishmen" which they believed were represented by 

the Glorious Revolution of 1688 and its impolicit constitution 

\<Jhich supposedly reaffirmed the age old limits on royal power 

over English subjects. Some reformers went as far as to argue 

that these "rights 11 dated from pre-Roman, or at least pre-Norman 

times. 

Though John Hilkes and other reform leaders argued that these 

rights were being subverted by the prevailing political policies 

.and structures, their argument by its very nature accepted a great 

deal of t]1e existing power structure: the rule of the Church, 

the King, the landed aristocracy and the commercial bourgeoisie. 

The other side of the coin was that the ideology of these middle 

class reform leaders accepted the exclusion of working people 

from political life, except as the battering ram of forces such 

as themselves. They hoped instead that the government might be 

run by more efficient and less corrupt middle and upper class 

pcillticians fp. 78-88). 

*P.l.l c1 tat1ons, unless otherwise noted, are from Edward Thompson, 
The Haking of the English Horkin_g_ Class, new· York, 196 3. 
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Clearly, this ideology was not compatible with a role. for 

working people greater than that of shock troops for other classes. 

As Thompson puts it, "For a plebian movement to arise it was 

essential ·to escape from these categories altogether and set for-

-v1ard far wider democratic claims" (P. 88) • The French Revolution 

of 1789, with its complete break with tradition and wide involve-

ment of the peasantry and sans-culottes of Paris did just that 

for English politics. The vehicle for this ideology in England 

was Tom Paine. Paine was himself an artisan (staymaker) who 

had left England in the mid-1770s to become a spokesman for 

the artisans, wage-workers and small farmers who were the back-

bone of the American revolution. His Common Sense, written in 

1776, laid out in simple language the most radically republican 

arguments of the revolution and played perhaps the pivotal role 

i.n maintaining the morale fo(the revolutionary army. 

· By the '90s, Paine had returned to England, where he wrote 

the Rights of ~ in 1791-2, which challenged in popular form 

Edmund Burke's denunciation of republicanism in general and the 

French Revolution in particular. In his pamphlet, raine denounced 

the monarchy, hereditary rule and the landed gentry as parasit-
, 

ical and decadent. lie rtdiculed the idea that the English gov-

ernment did or should operate on any valid constitution from the 

past. and rejected any arguments which called on such traditions 

as the authority for change. Human beings were basically rational 

and good, and had to order their lives according to their own 

needs, not those of past generations. In place of the existing 

political order, Paine advocated a radical political levelling 

based on universal Male sufftage in the manner of the French Revo-



5~ 

lution, with which Paine maintained a steadfast internationalist 

sympathy and solidarity. 

Paine, however, stopped conside~ably short of proposing 

a general .economic levelling (socialism), despite the fact that 

his ideas seem to head in that direction, This limit on Paine's 

thought can be explained by the time in which he lived. Paine 

represented most of all the artisans, who at this juncture were 

experiencing a profound, but from the artisan's eyes, still un

clear, transformation in status. As a result of the Industrial 

Revolution, most artisans were gradually losing their independent 

position and becoming increasingly proletarian. Yet, the demise 

of the artisans as independent small capitalists was not yet 

completed. While Paine and others could see the direction in 

which artisans were being taken, they were not at all convinced 

that it was impossible for them, given the appropriate economic 

and political reforms, to floUEsh in the new ord~r as independent 

capitalist craftsmen. The program which Paine outlined to 

accomplish this goal was the dismantling of monopolistic Mercan

tilist policies in favor of laissez-faire capitalis~. This 

step, toegether with appropriation of the land of the gentry and 

its distribution to the dispossed yoemen, would Make possible 

the development of an economy based on small farmers and artisans 

in which all working people could enjoy economic independence 

and dignity. 

Because Paine could not yet see the existence of a modern 

industrial bourgeoisie or proletariat in distinct conflict, he did 

not appeal, as would later radicals, to a working class as such. 

Hat:her, he directed his arguments brondly toward all working 
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people and sMall capitalists who felt stifled by their exclusion 

from politics and their economic domination at the hands of the 

landed gentry and commercial bourgeoisie(pps~ 89-96). 

III. English Jacobin Organization 

Paine was extremely well-received~ Within a short time, 

his pamphlet sold un unprecedented 200,000 copies, probably 

the highest circulation of any single publication before it. 

All over England tens of thousands ofJ::English working people 

v:ere attracted to the radical Jacobinism of Paine and the French 

Revolution, and for the first time such ideas found expression 

in organizations founded and run by working people themselves. 

The most important of these organizations was the London 

Correspondence Society, led by Thomas Hardy (a shoemaker) and 

... rohn Thelwall. (a professional) • It address~d a .. wide ·variety of 

political and economic themes, ranging from immediate demands 
and 

such as universal male suffrage, annual parliaments,nlower prices 

to support for the French Revolution and calls for a republican 

England, i.e·., the issues originally.articulated by Paine. At 

its height in 1794-5, the LCS was actually a federation of many 

local 11 divisions" which would meet together in and were guided 

by a democratically-elected central council, made up mainly of 

artisans and workers, along with middle class intellectuals sym-

pathetic with the aims of the movement. The total membership in 

London at that time probably included a hard coare of 2,000 and 

a paper membership of 10,000. The LCS served throughout the per

iod of the 1790s agitation as the guiding force for hundreds of 

simil,ar correspndence societies around the country, ~..;ith which, 



as its name implies, it kept in regular contact over political 

action and ideas. 

After Paine fled to France in 1793 to avoid government pro

secution, John Thelwall and Thomas Spence remained the main theorists 

of the LCS. Thelwall was a strict Painite radical and brilliant 

orator. Spence was closest to the working class movement of the 

19th Century, arguing for agrarian socialism, the rights of 

-vmmen (alongside Hary ~vollstonecraft) , and probably best rep

resented the revolutionary insurrectionist wing of the movement 

in London (pps. 152-162). 

In many ways, the LCS was a model for later working class 

organizations in England. It was ove~~helmingly composed of ar

tisans, wage-workers and small tradesmen, very much the material 

from which the earlier English reform movement, the American 

revolution and the French Revolution wa.s wrought. As an organ

ization of the emerging working class. it "'v;as rigorously democratic. 

The secretary of the organization was himself an a~tisan. The 

dues were purposely low to permit a wide membership among working 

people. ItJ meetings were often combined with social activities, 

but extremely serious when dealing with business, and were run 

in such a·'Way as to encourage every member to participate in 

discussion and decision-making. Any hint of heirarchy or heavy

handedness was quickly quashed by the ever-vigilant and suspicous 

membership. (pps. 21-22) • 

The characteristics of the LCS were not uniaue among the 

societies. Among the most ir.1portant English Ja,cobin groups \vas 

the Sheffield society. It was begun in 1791 by mechanics (skilled 

workers) based in the cutlery industryf over the issue of rising 



prices, though it quickly adopted the overall Jacobin outlook: 

It included a few professionals, radical ~~ethodists and Quakers, 

but was led by. the journeymen and mechanics. At its height, the 

Sheffield society included thousands of members, and its activ-

ities ranged from self-education to opposing England's counter-

revolutionary war against France which begain in 1793. As with 

the LCS, at least some of its members considered insurrection, 

sometimes in conjunction with the French (pps. 149-151). 

These and other similar societies, voicing the ideas ex-

pressed above, led the great upheavals in Engla.nd in the '90s. 

For example, mechanics and sailors in Northern England demon-

strated for democratic rights and in favor of the French Revo-

lution in remarkably lucid Jacobin terms. As one upper class 

writer reported to liilliam tiilberforce, and t-1P from Yorkshire re

garding the situation in the Northern County of Durham in late 

1792, 

Considerable numbers in Bernard Castle have manifested 
disaffection to the constitution, and the \vords, 1'No 
King," "Liberty," and "Equality," have been·written 
there upon the Market Cross. During the late dH:fttir
bances amonast the keel men at Shields and Sunderland, 
General Lambton was thus addressed: "Have you:r:ead 
this little work of Tom Paines?" "No." Then read it 
--we like it much. You have a great estate General; 
we shall soon divide it amongst uso" (p. 103) 

Similar scenes were repeated throughout the country. 

By the end of 1792, that section of the middle and upper 

clss wich had originally sympathized with the French Revolution 

in the belief that it was simply a long-overdue French version 

of the Glorious Revolution against an imperial rival, was becoming 

increasingly hostile to the French Revolution. In part, this 

hostility was based on events in France itself. The Revolution, 



now under Jacobin leadership, was becoming increasingly radical, 

as signified by its declaration of a republic, its execution of 

Louis XVI and other royalists, its athiesrn and its threats to 

pri-vate property. The Revolutio~hreatened to upset the balance 

of power in Europe. Most importantly, the English middle and 

upper classes were growing fearful at the rise of English Jacob

inism, which it rightly declared was taking inspiration from 

their French comrades (pps. 105-:-7) '· As Thompson puts it, 

". o .working men in villages and tm·ms over the whole country 

/of England/ claiming general rights for themselves. It was this - ' -
-- and not the French terror -- which threw the propertied classes 

into panic." (p. 104) • 

Though the government responded to the increasing radical-

ization of the English working people with increased and ofte~ 

fierce repression, the general result was only to further aid 

the growth of the Jacobin movement. The societies made still deeper 

inroads among artisans and wage-workers, especially in Scotland, 

Sheffield and Norwich, largely over protests against economic 

conditions and demands for social remedies(pps •. 119-123); ~Food 

riots became particularly widespread at this time. Despite their 

name, these "riots" were actually well-organized, disciplined 

and generally peaceful seizures of food by revolutionary crowds 

from farmers and merchants. The people would s~ll the confis-

cated food at what they considered reasonable prices and then 

delivered the proceeds to the original owners. These food seiz-

ures were as linked to the past as they were to the Jacobin 

present. To poor believed that the rich t-1ere obliged to ensure 

their survival, a notion clearly rooted in paternal feudal relations 
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\-Jhich were being torn asunder by the enclosures and rise of a 

very a-personal capitalism (pps. 59-65). 

1795 saw the height of popular actions, particularly in 

r.ondon. Between June and December, several mammoth demonstrations 

organized and led by the Jacobin LCS were held with an attendence 

of between 100,000-300,000 at each event. On October 29th, a 

crowd of 200,000 went as far as to physically mob the King's 

procession with demands .of "No lvar," "No King." These huge 

rallies were not the riotous and undisciplined mobs of "Church 

and King," the hangman's procession, or Dickens' Tal~ o£ Two Cities. 

They were in reality disciplined, political events, which drew 

into conscious radical politics hundreds of thousands.of working 

people, men, women, and children, for the first time in their 

own name, listening to their own speakers echo the words of 

Paine and Robespierre. (pps. 140-145). 

The aftermath of this great upsurge was increasingly 

vicious repression and stepped up war with France,. and the movement 

declined in strength as a result, its surviving leaders and or-

ganizations forced underground. The last gasp of the '90s up-

hevals came in 1797-8, as the remaining movement became in-

creasingly radicalized and insurrectionary. The now-underground 

societies were connected with the rising of Scottish weavers at 

Tranent in 1797. The naval mutinies at Spithead and Nore in 1797, 

though due immediately to intolerable conditions in the navy, 

reflected the politics of English ~acobinism, and when the risings 
(what they thought was still) 

failed, a few mutinous ships made their way to /\republican France. 

Perhaps most out of character with much of later English 

working class activity, the English Jacobins forMed the United 



Englishmen as a counterpart to the United Irishmen of Wolfe 

Tone's Irish. uprising of 1798. And though it is not easy to 

determine, it seems that a number of English Jacobins seriously 

considered aid for what they hoped would be a French invasion of 

England, which they perceiced not as conquest by another imperial 

power, but !:evolutionary internationalist republican liberation. 

All the events of 1797-8 mentioned above are reflected in an 

ad.•~~J ~~ """~ ~v~ aNf oathhtaken by some members of the Light Dragoons in Manchester 

in 1797.which even reflects an Irish accent: 

In a ful Presence of God. I a.b. doo swear not to 
abey the Cornall but the ••• Peapell. Not the officers 
but the Committey of United Inglashmen ••• and to asist 
with arms as fare as lise in my pov1er to astablish a 
RepUblican Government in this Country and others and to 
asist the french on ther Landing to free this Contray 
<P.~ 170) • 

IV. Conclusion 

The obvious question in surveying the 1790s is: why wasn't 

there an English revolution? Certainly the explanation is not, 

as one textbook argues,. that "By the· end of 1792 the British 

were firmly convinced that French Revolutionary ideas of Liberty 

were a great deal less attractive than their own" (D. Richards 

and J.vl. Hunt, An Illustrated IIistorv of Modern Britain 1783-1964, 

London, 1965). On the contrary, we've seen that a mammoth Jac-

obin movement did exist through at least 1796, with great echoes 

for the next t\vo years. Fierce government repression, together 

with war-imposed discipline played an important role in dampening 
" 

·the movement, but repression alone probably can't explain the 

demise of so great a movement. ·It is true that the British 
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ruling class was relatively strong, broad and flexible when 

compared with the hollow and bankrupt absolutism of Louis XVI. 

Yet, this does not explain why a powerful movement of working 

people were doomed to fail in overthrowing the existing order. 

Thompson offers what he believes to be a key element in ex

plaining the absense of an English Revolution in the '90s. In 

a nutshell, it is that the radicalism of the French Revolution 

after 1792 and of English Jacobinism in the same period, scared 

off .most middle class reformers and the industrial bourgeoisie 

'VJhi.ch had earlier on been sympathetic to the demise of Louis in 

France to to reform in England. Where in France, this class 

cleavage within the revolutionary movement came to the fore after 

t.he destruction of the ancien regime, in England it emerged be

fore a cross-class revolutionary movement could develop. 'tvhen 

the English Jacobin movement proceeded in a direction which en

couraged the independent action of working people, and revolu

tion in France threatened the British empire, the reform-minded 

English bourgeoisie lined up with t~e English ruling class rather 

than ·risk their property and order to a republican revolution 

dominated by working people. So while working people had made 

major strides in their own political development, they \vere sim

ilar to their French brother. and sister sans-culottes in that 

they were not quite yet a coherent modern proletariat, capable 

or holding, or in the case of England, taking power on their own. 

Ironically, English working people were strong enough to scare 

. off the bourgeoisie, but too weak to succeed alone. As 'l'hornpson 

x:-eiterates: 



England differed from other European nations in this, 
that the flood-tide of counter-revolutionary feeling 
and discipline coincided with the flood-tide of the 
Industrial Revolution; as new techniques and forms 
of industrial organisation advanced, so political 
and social rights receded. The "natural" alliance 
between an impatient radically-minded industrial bour
geoisie and a formative proletariat was broken as soon 
as it was formed ••• If there was no revolution in 
England in the 1790s it was not because of Methodism 
but because the only alliance strong enough to effect 
it fell apart; after 1792 there wre no Girondins to 
open the doors through which the Jacobins might come •.. 
the French Revolution consolidated Old Corruption by 
uniting landowners and manufacturers in a com~on panic; 
and the popular societies were too weak and too in
experienced to effect either revolution or reform on 
their own. {p. 177-8) 

The defection of the English bourgeoisie presaged what 

would be the pattern of events for anti-feudal revolutions from 

·that point on. Though revolutionary-minded bourgeoisies might 

desire and even attempt to overthrow the remnants of feudalism 

in order to win political power commensurate with its economic 

power, it would always retreat from revolution once the working 

class ceased to be an army of pawns and began to exercise its 

own power. The bourgeoisie correctly understood that the working 

class would not go as far as to make a revolution which over-

threw the remaining bonds of feudalism only to peacefully re

turn to the factories and leave powe~w~~~he bourgeoisie. By 

1848, this pattern became exceedingly clear. 

Despite the fact that no revolution occured in the 1790s 

in Englandf the movement of that decade had an enormous impact 

in the not too distant future on the creation of a nodern workinc; 

class culture. It left a tradition of revolutionary thought 

ranging fron Paine to Wollstonecraft. Moreove~, it left behind 

a cadre of activists in what was increasingly being ~olded by the 

Industrial Revolution into a proletariat. These workers remained 



active in whatever way they could, and eventually took part in 

the first trade union activity of the late Napoleonic and post

war per~od, using the experience and organizational skills they 

had developed in the 1790s. 

Ironically, the destruction of the populist movement of the 

1790s with its still vague class divisions and consciousness 

(at least for working people) , contributed to these later 

developments. Isolated from more middle class elements of the 

Jacobin movement, small groups of workers around the country 

were forced to exist on their own in an underground fashion. 

They became more aware of the rise of indust~ial capitalism and 

its consequences for the further division between and separate , 

development of the classes from that point forward, what Thomp

son calls an economic, political and cultural apartheid which 

continues to this day' (pps. 177-182) e 

The reality of industrial capitalism in th~ early 19th 

Century also made clear the downward direction (in terms of 

status and independence) in which nearly all independent artisans 

were heading, a fact which had an impact on working class ideas. 

While Paine's words about political liberty still stirred working 

class readers, his belief that industrial capitalism would pro

vide opportunity for artisans rang less and less true as artisans 

became mere appendages of the factory system. It was not long 

before Paine's calls for political levelling and liberty were 

joined by an equally powerful call for thE:: economic democracy 

of socialism. 


