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Radicalism and the British State: the Chartist Experience, 1838-50

Study Sources 1-7 below and answer Question 1 parts (a) and (b) in the question paper.
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SOURCE 1

(From a journal, The Christian Socialist, published in 1851. This extract is taken from an
article entitled ‘How I became a Rebel’. It was written anonymously by an ordinary working
man to explain why he became a Chartist. Here he is having an imaginary conversation with
Lord John Russell.)

And so, Lord John, I became a Rebel. Hungry in a land of plenty, I began seriously to question
for the first time in my life and to ask WHY, WHY? A dangerous question, Lord John, isn’t
it, for a poor man to ask? It could lead to anarchy and confusion. Politics, my Lord, was for
me then a bread-and-cheese question. But do not misunderstand me. I always loved the idea
of freedom, glorious freedom, not only for what freedom would bring, but also for the holy
principle of it.

SOURCE 2
(From Asa Briggs, Chartist Studies, published in 1959.)

The People’s Charter was the work of Lovett, but when its virtues began to be extolled at mass
meetings or at torchlight gatherings on the northern moors, it was being used in a very different
way from what the LWMA had first intended. All the social grievances of a discontented
Britain were poured into Chartism. Chartism became the cry of pent-up millions suffering
under a diseased condition of society. Chartism’s basic strength lay in its power to unify
discontented people in all parts of the country.

SOURCE 3
(From the Female Political Union of Newcastle, published in February 1839 in The Northern
Star, a Chartist newspaper owned by Feargus O’Connor.)

We have been told that the province of a woman is her home, and that politics should be left
to men; this we deny. The nature of things makes it impossible. We have seen that because
the husband’s earnings could not support his family, the wife has been compelled to leave her
home neglected and, with her infant children, work at soul and body degrading toil.

We have found that the cause of these evils is the Government of the country being in the hands
of a few of the upper and middle classes. The millions of working men, who create the strength
and wealth of the country, are never consulted. Their interests are sacrificed by the ruling
classes who have created useless positions and enormous salaries for their own enrichment.
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SOURCE 4
(From an article by Feargus O’Connor in the journal, London Mercury, 30 April 1837.)

It is strange that Lovett & Co, who profess that working men should depend on themselves
alone, are never able to take any public step, except under the express patronage of members
of parliament. For men who are anxious to shake off the degrading dependence of labourers
on the wealthy classes, the managers of the LWMA look uncomfortably comfortable, as they
sit side by side at public meetings with the owners of ten thousand pounds a year.

SOURCE 5
(From Richard Brown and Christopher Daniels, The Chartists, published in 1984.)

By 1840 Chartism was already clearly divided into various factions, each with their own view
of how to achieve the People’s Charter. Though physical-force Chartism still had its place, it
had been devalued by the failure of the first petition in 1839 and the mass arrests following
the Birmingham Convention. Scottish Chartists and London Chartists were to move in the
direction of self-help. Christian Chartism, Teetotal Chartism, Lovett’s New Move, all implied
that the working man must reach certain moral, religious or educational standards before the
vote could be obtained. To O’Connor this was betrayal, a withdrawal from class conflict, a
move in the direction of class co-operation.

SOURCE 6
(From Mark Hovell, The Chartist Movement, published in 1918.)

O’Connor was well-versed in all arts of popularity and could be all things to all men. With rough
working men he was hail-fellow-well-met; but he could be dignified when it was necessary to
make a more serious impression. In Parliament he was a good House of Commons man and
spoke more sensibly than many. As a political thinker, O’Connor was quite negligible. He was
totally without originality and borrowed all his ideas.

The great Chartist following had no policy at all. It followed its leaders with touching devotion
in whatsoever blind alleys they might go. The rank-and-file Chartists had nothing to contribute
to Chartist doctrine. A moving sense of wrong, a fierce desire to remedy the conditions of
their daily life, were the only spurs which drove them into agitation and rioting. Hence the
incoherence and sincerity of the whole movement.

SOURCE 7
(From Dorothy Thompson, The Chartists: Popular Politics in the Industrial Revolution,
published in 1984.)

Of the importance of Feargus O’Connor as a national leader there can be no question. In fact,
far from being the exploiter and distorter of the Chartist movement, O’Connor was so much
at the centre of it that, had the name Chartist not been coined, the radical movement between
1838 and 1848 must surely have been called O’Connorite Radicalism. Remove him and his
newspaper from the picture, and the movement fragments, localises and loses its continuity.
No other leader or would-be leader in those years had the energy, ability, physique or charisma
of Feargus O’Connor. For good or ill, he was the main inspiration and guiding force of the
Chartist movement.
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Radicalism and the British State: the Chartist Experience, 1838—50
Question 1
(a) Use Sources 1, 2 and 3 and your own knowledge.
For what reasons did men and women become Chartists?
Explain your answer, using the evidence of these three sources and your own
knowledge.
(20)
(b) Use Sources 3,4, 5, 6 and 7 and your own knowledge.
How far do you agree with the view that Feargus O’Connor was ‘the main inspiration and
guiding force of the Chartist movement’ (Source 7, lines 50-51)?
Explain your answer, using the evidence of these five sources and your own knowledge.
(40) Q1

(Total 60 marks)
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