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English Historical Review(COxford University Press 200I
0OI3-8266/OI/0000/0368

And YourPetitioners&c':ChartistPetitioninginPopularPolitics
838-48*AT nine o'clock on Monday morning, 2 May I842, many
thousands ofLondonersbegan to assembleat variouspoints in the
metropolis to playtheir part in what the leading Chartist
newspaper,the Northern Star,describedas a 'novel ... and
dangerousexperiment'- marching on theHouse of Commons to presenta
National Petitionpraying'thata nation'swrongs should be
redressed'.1By eleven o'clock, amidst bright sunshine,the
variouslocal and regionalcontingents began to convergeat
Lincoln'sInn Fieldsin Holborn. As each new section arrived he
areabecame'moredensely crowded', enthused the reporter for the
Northern Star, 'than itever had been previously n the memory of the
oldest inhabitant'.Withinthe hour the object of the congregation
had arrived: the 'GRANDPETITION'.Containing 3,3I7,702 signatures
the second Chartist NationalPetition was more than six miles in
length and weighed more than sixhundredweight. For carriagethe
petition had been tightly encased in awooden frame bearingthe
simple inscriptions, 'the Charter','justice',aswell as the famous
six points and the total number of signatures. Suchwas the weight
that it took about 30 Chartists- mainly representativesofthe London
trades - to lift the petition, and they required
regularreplacementas the petition was carried.It was not until
about I.30 p.m.that the immense procession, estimated to be about
20,000 in number,was finally formed and began to wend its way via
Queen Street,Holborn, Museum Street,and RussellStreet,to Tottenham
Court Road;and then by Oxford and Regent Streets, Waterloo Place,
Pall Mall,Charing Cross and ParliamentStreet to the House of
Commons.Accompanying the Grand Petition was a superb display of
severalhundred banners and flags as well as half a dozen bands of
music. Allalong the route of the procession was crowded with
spectators. TheNorthern Star noted that in Pall Mall the balconies
of the aristocraticclubs were 'crowded with MPs and other persons
of distinction', but,probably wisely, it did not attempt to guess
what they thought ofthe passing retinue. Unlike in I848 when the
government was deter-mined to prevent the Chartistsfrom
accompanying their petition to theHouse, in I842 the
'dangerousexperiment'was allowed to proceed to its

*A shorter version of this paper was presented to the iith
Australasian Modern British HistoryAssociation Conference at the
Australian National University in February I999. I am grateful
toAlex Tyrrell, Glen Barclay and Bill Connelly for their comments
and suggestions in relation to asubsequent draft. I am also
grateful to Brian Harrison who provided me with a number of
helpfulreferences from his own notes.

I. Northern tar,7 May 1842. The subsequent quotations from the
Star n relation to this episodeare from this report.
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200I CHARTIST PETITIONING IN POPULAR POLITICS 369conclusion. By
the time the petition reached PalaceYardthe crowd hadswelled to
such an extent that even The Times put its size at
50,000individuals and went on to comment that the windows of the
House ofCommons were crowded with 'interestedMPs'.1As several
prominent Chartists, including Feargus O'Connor, themost popular
national leader of the movement, together with theLondon trades'
representatives, attempted to take the petition intothe House
through the Members' entrancethe proceedings encountereda
majordifficulty.The obstacle was physical ratherthan political; as
thebemused correspondent from The Timesreported, the Grand
Petitionwas soon 'jambed in the doorway'.2There followed a comic
interludewhen, despite much pushing and shoving, the petition could
neither goforwardsnor backwards a scene recordedfaithfullyand
hilariouslyin acontemporary cartoon.3 Only after severalwindows
were broken andpartsof the door frameand the petition box were
removeddid the GrandPetition finally cross the threshold of the
parliament building. Onceinside it was 'torn asunder' and carried
into the chamber 'by a troop ofpetitioners, and there formed a pile
which overtopped the table'.4According to William Lovett, a leading
Chartist, the House looked as ifit had been snowing paper.5It was
all to no avail.Thomas Duncombe,the radicalMP for Finsburyand
leading parliamentarysupporterof theChartists, moved that the
petitioners be heard at the bar but this wasdefeated and the
petition was rejected by the Tory-dominated House,much as the Whigs
had done in I839. The minds of the MPs, lamentedthe editorial in
the NorthernStar, were as narrow as the entrance to theHouse.6

At a time when petitioning has been reduced to an
anachronismwithno significant role in public affairs t is easy to
overlookits importance inpopular politics in the I840s. During the
Chartist yearspetitioning wasarguablythe most common form of
political activity in Britain. In thefive years up to I843 a
staggering94,000 petitions were laid on the tableof the House of
Commons of which the Chartist petition of I842 was butone. Despite
this, petitioning has been largelyignored by students of
the'pressure rom without'. Even those who have made it the special
objectof study havetended to accept the unsound assumption that
petitioningwas a sort of second best tactical option - a fall back
for the time whenall other avenues had been exhausted. Thus for B.
J. Enright, a formerClerk of the House of Commons, petitioning
became a habit; whereas

I. The Times, 3 May 1842.2. The Times, 3 May I842.3. Cartoon is
reproduced on the cover of E. Royle, Chartism,London, I980. The
original is in theMansell Collection, London.4. Punch, vol. 2,
Jan-June 1842, introduction.5. Cited in H. L. Harris, 'The
Influence of Chartism in Australia', Royal Australian
HistoricalTransactions, vol. II, I926, 363.6. Northern Star, 7 May
I842.
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370 AND YOUR PETITIONERS &C': Aprilfor Colin Leys, a
political scientist, petitioners were simply slow torealizethat the
politicians were not going to listen to them.1

Severalrecent historianshave drawn attention to the centralplace
ofthe Constitution in what James Vernon has called 'the mythology
ofEnglish political culture'.2Vernon is surely correct when he
arguesthat'popular constitutionalism remained the master narrative
of Englishpolitics right up to I867, and probably well beyond', but
he largelyoverlooks the role of petitioning in it. Even James
Epstein, FeargusO'Connor's foremost modern biographerwho, with
Vernon and others,has done much to rediscover the importance of
parliament fornineteenth-century radicals,has dismissedpetitioning
as an activity thatheld 'little inherent appeal' for many
Chartists.3For the Chartists,petitioning was involved at both the
inception andthe collapseof the movement. The first of the
published objectivesof theNational Chartist Convention of I839
committed it to organising thecollection of signatures and the
presentation of a National Petitiondemanding the implementation of
the Charter.4Moreover, n the mindsof many contemporaries, as well
as some historians, the collapse ofChartismasa mass movement was
directlylinked to the controversythatengulfed the I848 National
Petition when there were accusations ofmassive fraud. During the
intervening decade Chartists devoted moretime and energy to
petitioning than to virtually any other activity,making it an
essentialelement of the rank and file experience.The articlethat
follows has two principal aims. First, by restoring petitioning to
itscentral place in the dramaturgy of Chartism and to its place in
themicro-politics of the rank and file experience, the article will
begin theprocess of rescuingthe humble petition from the
obscurityinto which ithas been consigned. It will do so by
addressing some basic questions:why was petitioning so common, who
signed the petitions; and whatwas the role of petitions in both
parliamentaryand extra-parliamentarypolitics?These arequestions for
which answersarelong overdue.Havingdone so it will conclude by
offering a new interpretationof the eventssurrounding the I848
Chartist Petition.Accordingto many authoritiesthe rightof
petitioning the Crown andParliamentfor redressof grievanceswas an
innovation of EdwardI, but

I. B. J. Enright, Public Petitions in the House of Commons,House
of Lords, London, I960, p. 76;C. Leys, 'Petitioning in the
Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries', Political Studies, vol. 3, no.
1,1955, 59. See also D. Judge, 'Public Petitions and the House of
Commons', ParliamentaryAffairs,vol. XXXI, no. 4, Autumn, 1978,
391.

2. J. Vernon, Politics and the People: A Study in English
Political Culture, c. I8I5-I867,Cambridge, I993, p. 296. See also
G. Stedman Jones, 'The Language of Chartism' in J. Epstein andD.
Thompson (eds) The Chartist Experience, London, I982, pp. 3-58;
J.Vernon (ed.), Re-readingthe constitution: new narratives in the
political history of England's long nineteenth century,Cambridge,
I996.

3. Vernon, Politics and the People, p. 296-7, 320. J. Epstein,
'The Constitutional Idiom: RadicalReasoning, Rhetoric and Action in
Early Nineteenth-Century England', Journal of Social History,vol.
23, no. 3, I990, 56i.4. Charter,3 March I839.
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200I CHARTIST PETITIONING IN POPULAR POLITICS 37Ias
Britain'sbest known parliamentaryscholar,SirThomas ErskineMay,has
noted, in practice the right was restricted for many centuries
topetitions seeking the redressof personal and local grievances.
Petitionsof a more general political nature came into vogue during
the civilwar and Long Parliament, but were actively discouraged
after theRestoration.2 It was not until the late I76os, during the
campaign overthe fate of the irascible John Wilkes, that the
prohibition on publicpetitions began to break down. Here the line
between individualgrievanceand criticism of government policy was
blurred.By the I820S,when Henry Hallam first published his
Constitutional History ofEngland, the notion of a public petition
on an unambiguously politicalmatter had gained general acceptance.
Hallam looked back to thepetitions calling for the abolition of the
slave tradein I787 as the first ofthis sort.3 For
ErskineMay,however,the 'originof the modern system ofpetitioning'
was to be found in Christopher Wyvill's agitation foreconomical
reform among Yorkshire reeholdersin I779-80.4Whatever the precise
origin, at the end of the eighteenth century therelativenumbers of
petitions and petitionerswere small. In the five yearsending in
I789, forexample, therewas a total of 88o petitions. Thereafterthe
numbers grew steadily to 4,498 in the five yearsending in I8I5
and24,492 petitions in the five years ending in I83I.5 Even this
gives littleindication of what was to come. The prodigious growth
of petitioningthe House of Commons reached its apogee during the
Chartist years.Over the course of the decade I838-48 there was an
averageof i6,ooopetitions submitted every session, with a peak of
33,898 (containingmore than six million signatures)in I843
alone.6These petitions canvassed a vast range of grievances. In
I844, forexample, the House of Commons Select Committee on Public
Petitionsmet forty-five times and recorded I2,462 petitions. The
tightly printedpages of their reports give comprehensive details of
every petitionincluding 656 demanding the repeal of the Legislative
Union withIreland;3,86I againstrepeal of the Corn and Malt Duties;
I27 calling fora limit to the hours of labour; 54 demanding an
alteration to the NewPoor LawAmendment Act; as well as i6 calling
for an inquiry into theAnatomy Act; 26 demanding the repeal of the
Stamp Duty on hail storminsurance; and 323 against the union of the
dioceses of St Asaph and

i. T. Erskine May, The ConstitutionalHistory ofEngland, London,
1878,vol. 2, p. 6i; N. Wildingand P. Laundy, An Encyclopaedia of
Parliament, London, i96i, p. 469.2. T. Erskine May, Democracy in
Europe: A History, London, 1877, vol. 2, pp. 390-I;
idem.,Constitutional History, p. 61-2.3. H. Hallam, The
Constitutional History of Englandfor theAccessionof Henry VII to
the Deathof GeorgeII, London, 1897 edition, p. 786n.4. Erskine May,
Constitutional History, p. 63.5. Leys, 'Petitioning in the
Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries', 47.6. PP. Reportsof the Select
Committee of the House of Commonson Public Petitions, 1843,vol.
135,pp. 1755-176i.
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372 AND YOUR PETITIONERS &C: AprilBangor. The list goes on.
Forthe student of public affairsthe reports ofthe committee
represent an important and hitherto under-utilizedsource.2Amidst
the mountains of paper that inundated the House ofCommons committee
the petitions submitted by the Chartists deservespecial attention.
First the massive Chartist petitions of I839, I842 andI848 dwarfed
all previous efforts. A comparison with the anti-slaverymovement is
instructive. In the half-century between I780 and the endof the
I830s the opponents of slavery had petitioned with increasingvolume
and intensity culminating in two major campaigns during theI830s.
In I833, 5,020 petitions calling for the abolition of
slaveryweretabled, and in I837-8 this was followed by 4,I75
petitions against thescheme of compulsory unpaid labour known as
the Negro apprentice-ship. In both cases, however, the total number
of signatures on thesepetitions only approximated the smallest of
the Chartist petitions.3Moreover,the Chartistswere the first to
collate their petitions prior tosubmission in order to produce one
massive document which added anew dimension to both the public
spectacle and the claims of thepetitioners to representnational
public opinion.4

If historianshave failed to take petitioning seriouslythe same
can notbe said of the contemporary political elite. The rise of
petitioningprovoked a proceduralrevolution aimed at
dramaticallyrestrictingthescope for MPs to occupy the time of the
House with petitions. At a timewhen debate over the Reform Bill was
elevating the role of publicopinion in political life to a new
level,5 Grey'sWhig administration setup a committee to look into
petitioning and the practicesthat had grownup around it.6The
inquirywas taken overby the Opposition. Under SirRobertPeel's
nspirationand guidance the committee recommended notonly the
introduction of a ballot of MPs as a method of selecting who

i. PP. Reportsof the Select Committee of the House of Commonson
Public Petitions, 1844,vOl.142,pp. 917-23.2. The contrastwith
historians of Francewho have treated the cahiersde doleancesthat
chronicled

public grievances on the eve of the-revolution as 'an
unparalleled resource' is noteworthy. SeeP. McPhee, A Social
History of Modern France I780-I880, London, 1992, p. 32.

3. PP. Reportsof the Select Committee of the House of Commons on
Public Petitions, 1833,vOl. I,p. lix; 1837-8, vol. 104, p. 66o. See
also C. Midgley, WomenAgainst Slavery:TheBritish
Campaigns,I780-I870, London, 1992, p. 227n.

4. On the other hand, between 1838and 1843 (when they suspended
their petitioning campaign)the Anti-Corn Law Leaguewas the most
persistent petitioner of the House. In the three months tothe end
of March 1840, for example, there were 2,141 petitions for Repeal
submitted bearing nearlyone million signatures. Over the five
sessions there were i6,351 petitions for repeal tabled in theHouse
(an average of 3,270, containing an average total of
1,153,690signatures, every session). PP.Reports of the Select
Committee of the House of Commons on Public Petitions, 1839, vol.
110,pp. 820-5; 1840, vol. ii6, pp. 1023-29; 1841, vol . 125, pp.
847-52, vol. 126, p. 36; 1842, vol. 130,p. 728-34; 1843,vol.
135,pp. 1755-6i.5. See P. Fraser, 'Public Petitioning and
Parliament Before 1832', History, vol. 46, i96i,195-2II; N. Gash,
Politics in the Age of Peel, London, 1953.6. See PP. Reportfrom the
Select Committee appointed to take into considerationthe bestmeans
tobe adoptedforfacilitating thepresentation ofPublic Petitions,
1831-2 (639) vol. 33;reprinted 1833 2)XII, pp. 3-i6.

EHR Apr. OI


	
8/13/2019 chartismul si alte miscari petitionare.pdf

7/22

200I CHARTIST PETITIONING IN POPULAR POLITICS 373would be able
to present petitions on any given day, but also theestablishment of
a Standing Committee to examine all petitions. Thesting of the
report was in its tail: Members would lose the right ofspeaking to
petitions when they were tabled.Following the I84I General Election
Peel's new Tory governmentmoved to tighten further the Standing
Orders, implementing measuresthat took effect a few days before the
Chartists' 'dangerousexperiment'of I842.1 The bi-partisan support
for these measures reflected the factthat, ostensibly,a
reasonablecasecould be made: the inordinateamountof time occupied
by dealing with petitions, it was argued, wasincreasingly
incompatible with the demands of government, a factexacerbatedby
the convention that Ministersbe present.2The Whig andTory grandees
alike must have winced when Daniel O'Connell, theleading
Irishpolitician of the day,boasted that he had enough petitionsto
occupy a fortnight or three weeks'.3 There was a broader
agendashared by both major parties.4A few years earlier Lord John
Russellearned the sobriquet 'Finality Jack'by explicitly ruling out
any furthermeasures of democratic reform; in adopting
Peel'sprocedural reformsthe parliament was implicitly confirming
the existence of a post-ReformBill consensus that further political
change was both unnecessary andundesirable.Significantly, however,
the cumulative changes to the rules did notstem the flow of
petitions. O'Connell, for example, continued toadvocate mass
petitioning as a public strategy:'send them ioo petitionstoday,
i,ooo tomorrow', he advised a national conference of theAnti-Corn
Law League in I842.5 Petitioning was also continued byO'Connell's
legions of supporters in Ireland culminating in I844 withthe
presentation of 656 petitions containing nearly one and a
halfmillion signatures.6The Chartists too were consistent
petitioners inmost sessions between I838 and I848, not just the
ones dominated bytheir monster petitions. The halcyon years, often
referredto as earlyChartism, when it was truly a mass movement of
national proportionswere clearly reflected in the reports of the
House of Commonscommittee: .2 millionsignaturesn I839; 70,000 in
I840; I.4 millioninI84I; and3.3 millionin I842 (aswell as 400,000
in I846 and 2 millionin I848). Only I845 andI847 standout
asyearswhentherewasvirtuallyno Chartist petitioning.7

i. Leys, 'Petitioning in the Nineteenth and Twentieth
Centuries', 52-3.2. Enright, Public Petitions, pp. 65-6; Erskine
May, Constitutional History, vol. I, p. 354.3. Hansard (Commons),6
February833, col. 224.4. See Leys, 'Petitioning in the Nineteenth
and Twentieth Centuries', 48.5. WeeklyFreeman 'sJournal, i9
February842.6. PP. Reportsof the Select Committee of the House of
Commons on Public Petitions, vol. 142, i844,p. 9I7;
WeeklyFreeman'sJournal, 2 March I844.7. PP. Reportsof the Select
Committee of the House of Commons on Public Petitions, vol. iio,
I839,pp. 820-5; vol. ii6, I840, pp. I023-9; vol. 124, I84I, pp.
847-52; vol. I26, I841, pp. 2-I8; vol 130, 1842,p. 728; vol. I58,
1846, p. 703; vol. 176, I847-8, p. I522, 1528. See also Judge,
'Public Petitions', 392.
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374 AND YOUR PETITIONERS &C: AprilHow, then, can we explain
the deluge of petitions that engulfed theHouse in the I84os? The
answer lies, in part, in appreciating that,

notwithstanding the changes to the rules, petitioning remained
anintegralpart of the system of political representation.William
Cobbettwas perhaps the first to recognize that the humble petition
had anespecial importance for the vast majority of people who
remainedunenfranchized after the Reform Bill, and many Chartists
also sub-scribed to the notion. 'The Commons are intended to
represent thewhole people', argued the Rev. Benjamin Parsons, a
Chartist of Ebleynear Stroud, 'but how can they do this unless you
hold public meetingsand use other legitimate means to make them
acquainted with yourgrievances and wishes'. Further answering his
own question Parsonscontinued: 'The right of Petition has this
object especially in mind'.1Speaking for many Chartists the editor
of the TenHours'Advocateputthe case more succinctly: 'How are we to
be heard?Our answer is ByPETITION'.2 This notion of popular
representationwas deeply rootedin an understandingof the past.
Petitioning was an integralpartof whathistorians have dubbed
'popularconstitutionalism', a widely supportedinterpretationof
Britishhistory that posited Chartismas a quest for lostrights.3

Although the People'sCharterwas drawn up with a view to
buildingon the reforms of I832, the demands it codified were not
new. SomeChartistslooked back to a golden age of Saxon democracy
under Alfredthe Greatthat had been terminated by the Norman
conquest.4 Lookingbeyond the imposition of the 'Norman Yoke' other
Chartists foundBritain's primitiveparliament', the Kyfr-y-then, a
mythical republicandemocracy based on communal property ownership
that had beensuppressed by the Saxons in the middle of the fifth
century.5 OtherChartistsinvoked Magna Cartaor the Bill of Rights as
the basisof theirclaim. Alongside these variations of a popular
constitutionalist idiomwere theories of naturalrights that had been
inspiredby the writings ofthe republicanheresiarch,Tom Paine, and
by the example of the FrenchRevolution. These theoretical
justifications for the demands in theCharterwere not mutually
exclusive (Paine himself had excoriated thepatrician banditti led
by William the Conqueror) and many Chartistscould invoke Paine and
Alfred with equal enthusiasm.6 The right ofpetition was a common
element in these conceptions; in particularChartists pointed to
important seventeenth-century precedents which

i. Rev. B. Parsons, Tractsfor Fustian Jackets and Smock Frocks,
n.d.[c.I847], Stroud, p. 3,emphasis original.

2. Ten Hours Advocate, 9 January I847.3. See E. P. Thompson,
TheMaking of the English Working Class, London, ig80, pp. 84f; J.
A.

Epstein, Radical Expression:PoliticalLanguage, Ritual, and
Symbol in England, I790-I850, Oxford,I994, p. 76 quoting Lynn
Hunt.4. See C. Hill, 'The Norman Yoke', Puritanism and Revolution,
London, i969, pp. 119-25.

5. McDouall's Chartistand Republican Journal, 8, I5 May i841.6.
Epstein, Radical Expression,pp. 3-28.EHR Apr. OI


	
8/13/2019 chartismul si alte miscari petitionare.pdf

9/22

200I CHARTIST PETITIONING IN POPULAR POLITICS
375establishedpetitioning as one of the rights of a free-born
Briton. Thus,when the Scottish Chartistsdrew up their own
Declaration of Rights inI839 it featuredthe retention of the right
to petition even in the contextof a parliamentelected by
universalsuffrage.1As a constitutional icon petitioning was thus
one of those devicesthat,as Geertzsuggests, form partof the 'master
iction' 'atthe political centerof any complexly organizedsociety',
a symbol of 'the inherent sacrednessof
centralauthority'.2'Apetition', wrote William Hill, the editor of
theNorthern Star in October I839, was a 'constitutional . . reason
forbringing the people together'. In February 84I, Hill
elaboratedfurther:'This form of expressing our opinions is a right
which, as Britons, weought to prize. It legalizesour meetings, and
gives assurancesof safetyinour attempts to spreadour
principles'.3At a lessethereal evelpetitions did not lose
theirpracticalfunctions inparliament as a result of changes to the
rules. They were, for example,still seen aswhat Hill
calledinstrumentsof annoyance:'Throughout thissession let us
petition. Petition in thousands, and in tens of thousands,
ascommittees, associations, individuals, till the walls of the
House re-echothe words - Universal Suffrage,the People'sCharter'.
The editor of theTrueScotsmanagreed, arguing in I839 that one
reason why Chartistsshould 'petition again and again'was to give
'the House little else to dothan discuss our modern Bill of
Rights'.4Petitions also provided what the Sheffield Chartists
called a 'test ofsincerity', not only for MPs whose opposition
could be trumpetedaround the country, but also for others in the
community. In Sheffield,for example, they placed a petition praying
for repeal of the new PoorLawAmendment Act for
signature'ateverychurch, Chapel and place ofworship in the town'
with a view to seeing who would sign it and whowould not.5 At a
time when petitions have become like so much wastepaper, it is
difficult to appreciatethe greatervalue that could be placedon a
signature,particularlyto those who had no vote. On the one
hand,signing the National Petition was a public act of accession,
an overtlypolitical action that was open to the scrutiny of friend
and foe alike.When, for example, middle class radicalsapproached
the Chartists tosuggest an alliance, they sometimes cited the fact
that they had signed

i. [Scottish] Chartist Circular, 28 September I839.2. C. Geertz,
'Centers, Kings, and Charisma: Reflections on the Symbolics of
Power', J.Ben-David and T. N. Clark (eds), Culture and Its
Creators, Chicago, I977, pp. I52, 171. Thehistorian of petitioning
the Crown in medieval France insists that they were not challenges
toauthority but 'acts of supplication'. See G. Koziol, Begging
Pardon and Favor: Ritual and PoliticalOrder in Early Medieval
France, Ithica, I992.3. Northern Star, I9 October I839; I3 February
I84I. Hill also referredto the value of Memorialsto the Crown, a
strategy that was widely employed by the Anti-Corn Law League. See
P. A.Pickering and A. Tyrrell, The People's Bread: A History of the
Anti-Corn Law League, London,

2000.4. True Scotsmanextract in Charter, 7 July I839; Northern
Star, 13 February 1841.5. Sheffield Iris, 13 October 1840; 2 March
1841;Anti-Corn Law Circular, iI February 1841;Scotsman, 9 October
1841.
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376 'AND YOUR PETITIONERS &C: AprilChartists' petitions as
evidence of their good faith.1 If they placed a highvalue of the
signature of others, Chartists placed an even higherpremium on
their own. Signing a petition was an analogueof voting thatwas
often regardedas precious in its own right. When Robert Loweryand
Abram Duncan travelled to Cornwall on behalf of the
ChartistConvention in March I839, for example, they encountered
people whowere prepared to stand in queues until iO pm in order to
sign theNational Petition.2 Moreover, part of the reason why the
allegations offraud stung so bitterly in I848 was that Chartists
regardedresponsiblepetitioning as a demonstration of their capacity
for mature politicalaction and, therefore,a vindication of their
claim for the franchise.It wasnot taken lightly.Equally petitions
continued to offer parliament a rough guide topublic opinion at a
time when there werefew such guides.As Peter Fraserhas shown,
following the conclusion of the French wars MPs increas-ingly
invoked petitions as evidence of support in the nation at large;
theChartists recognized that the Whigs had enhanced the importance
ofpetitioning as a measure of public opinion during the debates
over theReform Bill.3 Despite the changes to the Standing Orders,
by the early1840S petitions had become part of the lingua franca of
politics atWestminster as the voluminous reportsof the select
committee testify.The most protracteduse of petitions in
parliamentaryexchangesbefore1850 nvolved opponents and supportersof
the corn laws. With an eye toan upcoming parliamentary debate the
editor of the Anti-Corn LawCircular warned: 'Your adversarieswill
endeavour to get up petitionsfrom every village, nay, almost from
every farm-house in the country.How is this to be counteracted?By
similar means, - by petitioning'.4For the Chartists the case for
petitioning was strengthened evenfurther by the fact that they
could count only on a handful ofparliamentary supporters;petitions
could compensate for numbers inmaking a case on behalf of the
nation. Again Cobbett provided usefulinstruction. In the twilight
of his public life Cobbett had gone toWestminsterwith no illusions.
'What is needed in this House', England'sgreatest journalist had
written in 1833,is 'ten men, who care not onesingle straw for all
the noise that can possibly be raisedagainstthem'.5 Inthe meanwhile
he used petitions to stand in for a lack of votes: in
March1833Cobbett presentedninety differentpetitions from different
partsofthe country and, following the introduction of the balloting
system, herisked a rebuke from the Speakerwhen another member
complainedthat he had placed his name on the waiting list at least
eight times.6

I. See, for example,Sheffieldris, 2 February842;
Manchesterimes,JulyI842.2. B. HarrisonandP. Hollis (eds),Robert
owery:adicalndChartist,ondon,I979, p. 235.3.
Fraser,PublicPetitioningBefore 832', 208-I0; NorthernStar,7
AprilI849.4. Anti-CornLawCircular, December 840.5.Cited in G. D. H.
Cole, TheLifeof William obbett,ondon, 924, p. 394.6.
HansardCommons), 7 March I833, col. II40.
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2001 CHARTIST PETITIONING IN POPULAR POLITICS 377The use of
petitions as a measure of public opinion by Tories andradical alike
- and thus as a potentially powerful source of externalpressure on
the incumbent government - was undoubtedly one of theprincipal
reasons for the attempts by the political elite to stamp themout.
Nevertheless the Chartistssought to breakthrough the
resistancetoexternalpressureby turning simple petitions into
monster petitions. Asthe debates show, despite the fact that they
were rejected,the Chartistswere remarkablysuccessful, at least in
1839 and 1842. In 1839Attwoodbegan his remarks by acknowledging
that rules prevented him fromspeaking, but neverthelesssought
indulgence given that the petition was'very extraordinary and
important'. He then proceeded to debate the

contents of the petition in flagrantbreach of the rules and it
was onlyafter severalminutes on his feet that he was interrupted by
a point oforder from a disgruntled back-bencher. Importantly,
however, theSpeaker ruled that Attwood's indulgence be extended
given 'thecircumstances of the case'. In 1842 the government
allowed an extendeddebate on Duncombe's motion that the Chartists
be heard at the bar,anindulgence that clearly reflected the sheer
magnitude of the petitionitself.After all it was, asJohn Bowring, a
liberalFreeTradeMP, declaredin support of Duncombe, 'unexampled in
importance' containing 'thegreatestnumber of signaturesthan any
petition ever before presented'.Speaker after speaker made the
point that here was something new.Despite the rules that had
recently been implemented with bi-partisansupport, the size of the
Chartistpetition even drew the leading politicalfiguresof the
day,including LordJohn Russell and Peel himself, into thedebate.2
Obviously size did matter. The Scottish Chartist Circular,quoting
Cobbett, noted 'where doubts are entertained of the moralityof a
government, we require to back our reasonable demand bynumbers; and
though our petition, signed by four would have littleeffect, let us
add four million'. 'FOUR MILLIONS That is thenumber', editorialized
the Northern Star in November 1841, 'We mustnot have less'.3This is
not to suggest that the Chartists liked petitioning.
Notwith-standing occasional optimistic statements,4 most Chartists
were in nodoubt about the likely fate of theirpetitions. As the
editor of the Charter,a London radical newspaper, lamented in 1839:
'The petition was notprepared, nor was it submitted to the House
under any expectation, orwith the slightest hope that what was set
forth therein would be, for aninstant, considered... '5 If the
rejection of petitions thus providedtangible evidence of the
dysfunction of the parliamentarysystem andstrengthened the case for
reform, this was little consolation. According

I. Hansard (Commons), I4 June I839, cols. 222-226.2. Hansard
(Commons), 3 May I842, cols. I3-88.3. [Scottish] Chartist Circular,
28 September I839; Northern Star, I3 November I84I.4. Northern
Star, iI August I838.5. Charter, 2I July I839.
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2001 CHARTIST PETITIONING IN POPULAR POLITICS 379Did he ask them
to petition parliamentin the hope of this grievancebeingredressed?
no, no). Did he ask them to petition parliamentin the hope of
itshaving any effect on the legislature?no). No; it was in the
confidence that fivemillionsof men werestrongin the knowledge hat
they werefraternizingtogether.

In this way petitions served as a symbol of the unity between
the causeand the people. Lingering over the dramaturgy of the
'dangerousexperiment' of 1842 is revealing. The Chartists' claim
that theyrepresented the nation, socially and spiritually and
upheld a purerpatriotism was evident in the numerous Union flags, a
Welsh flag and aScotsman 'in national dress', as well as in an
honour guard ofex-grenadiers that accompanied the Grand Petition to
the House ofCommons. Dressing the event in patriotic garb
emphasized that the'dangerousexperiment' was not a revolutionary
threat to the politicalorder. Implicit in the act of petitioning
was an acceptance of theauthorityof the parliament;the challengewas
direct, but constitutional.Like the 'dangerous experiment' of 1842,
the ill-fated procession topresent the 1848petition was intended to
be an elaboratestatement ofnational purpose;an identification of
the people's will with the nationalgood. No detail was left to
chance: even the box which encased thepetition, it was boasted, had
been made from timber hewn on one of theChartist land colonies.1
The message was unmistakable: we are stake-holders,we sharein - or
aspireto sharein - the ownershipof the verysoilof Britain and we
demand our rights under the aegis of the venerableConstitution.
Petitioning was not incidental in this context; it wascentral.The
contrast with the strand of separatistnationalism that wasemerging
in Irelandin the later1840s is significant. Commenting on
theprogramme of the Irish Universal SuffrageAssociation in March
1848,John Mitchel, editor of the United Irishman, protested
'vehemently'against the 'method of constitutional agitation by
meetings andpetitions, as applied to Ireland:- we deny the right or
power of theImperial Parliament to legislate for us in any shape,
even to give us thefranchise'.2Recognizing the centrality of
petitioning thus helps to define theparameters of both Chartist
tactics and ideas. George Julian Harney,Hill's successor as editor
of the Northern Star, predicted that the 1848petition was doomed to
'be the veryvanity of vanities, unless the peopleexhibit the will
and determination to take other steps to enforce theirclaims'.3
Harney, whose aspirations for revolutionary change werereflected in
the self-adopted sobriquet, LAmi du Peuple, was to bedisappointed:
the overwhelming majority of Chartists were unprepared

i. ManchesterExaminer, i8 March 1848.2. United Irishman, 4 March
I848; see also P. A. Pickering, ' "Repeal and the
Suffrage":FeargusO'Connor's Irish "Mission", I849-50', in 0.
Ashton, R. Fyson and S. Roberts (eds), The ChartistLegacy,
Rendlesham, I999, pp. II9-I46.3. Quoted in A. Briggs, Chartism,
Stroud, I998, p. 92. As Briggs points out, the I848
petitionadvanced the cause no further than I839.

EHR Apr. Oi


	
8/13/2019 chartismul si alte miscari petitionare.pdf

14/22

380 'AND YOUR PETITIONERS &C: Aprilto take 'other steps' if
this involved stepping outside the constitution.The typical
Chartist did not sharpen pikes, he collected signatures.

In his discussion of these issuesEpstein has stressedthe fact
that in thelead-up to the presentation of the 1839 petition many
Chartists avowedthat it would be the last time they would do so.1
Although these viewswere indeed commonplace in 1839, it is the gap
between rhetoric andreality that is worthy of note. Recent
developments in political theory,inparticular he emerging concept
of micro-politics which drawsattentionto the activities,
experiencesand layeredpolitics that make up everydaylife, cast
petitioning in a new light.2 For most Chartists
petitioningcontinued to be the most consistent element of their
rank and fileexperience. Despite the declarations that 1839 would
to be the lastpetition, the realityis that many Chartistswere at it
again within weeksand the vast majority kept at it for most of the
ensuing decade. TakeBolton for example. In 1839 the Bolton
Chartists resolved almostunanimously that they would never petition
again, but in 1842 theycontributed 18,500 signatures to the
National Petition.3 As noted, theReportsof the House Standing
Committee show that the Chartistswereactive petitioners in every
session, and not just in those markedby theirmonster petitions.

In other words, far from being a mere pretext or a means of
markingtime until a better opportunity came along, petitioning was
in manyways the raison detre of Chartism, at least for the rank and
file.Collecting a petition provided an important stimulus to
organizationand fostered the development of movement culture. The
Champion, aLondon radical newspaperedited by Cobbett's son, John
Paul Cobbett,rightly pointed out that collecting the 1839 Chartist
petition requiredatremendous organizational effort. In the heart of
London alone therewere a dozen places to sign that representedan
extensive geographicalnetwork of radical booksellers, newsagents,
publishers, associationrooms and public houses.4 The 1842 petition
was collected with evenmore organizationalstructure, involving
literally an army of voluntarycanvassers. Not a single meeting must
be allowed to terminatewithouthaving an accession of numbers to the
petition', entreatedthe NorthernStar, 'every ocal agitator,and
everyoffice-bearer,must now, without theleast delay, use
everyeffort in contributing to perfect this work'.5Just asthe Grand
Petition was 'torn asunder' during its presentation, in hisspeech
Duncombe broke the total down into its component parts,detailing
impressivecontributions from over 400 places:from 200,000

I. Epstein, 'The Constitutional Idiom', 56i.2. I am grateful to
Professor William E. Connolly, Johns Hopkins University and visitor
to the

Humanities Research Centre, for bringing this concept to my
attention.3. Charter,4 February I839; Hansard Commons), 3 May I842,
col. I375.4. Champion nd WeeklyHerald, 2 September I839; Charter,4
April I839.S.NorthernStar,I3 November I84I.
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2001 CHARTIST PETITIONING IN POPULAR POLITICS 381Londoners at
the apex to a 'very long' 'list of hamlets and towns fromwhich less
than io,ooo signatureswere procured'.1The 1848 petition placed even
greater organizational demands onthe movement. Take the Scottish
village of Coalsnaughton on the riverForth as an example. Here the
Chartist petition committee of twentyclaimed the title of the most
active in the nation on the basis that theyhad secured 4,350
signaturesbetween them from the district, includingthe entire
population of their own village except two - a poor labourerand 'a
silly creature', the schoolmaster.2 There were many otherChartist
petition committees that could have made an equally goodclaim.

At the opposite end of the process from the elaborate rituals
ofpresentation described earlierwas the hard,grinding work of
collectionthat involved those who drew up the sheets by hand, those
who sat forhours at collection tables, and those who trudged the
streets in arelentless door-to-door canvass. A tool of an
essentially oral politicalculture that was used extensively in
electioneering, canvassing wasinter-personal politics at its most
rudimentary level. Despite his doubtsabout the efficacy of
petitioning, James Bronterre O'Brien called forcanvassing for the
1839 petition to be 'immediate, simultaneous anduniversal', and
sought to encourage others by describing how he
hadpersonallyobtained the signatures of thirty individuals, 'who
but for mewould not havedone so'.3 In the scaleof Chartist
ndeavour, owever,this was a modest effort. In 1842, 8oo
signatureswere obtained in fourdays from the coastal town of
Sheerness, in Kent, thanks to efforts ofJ. B. Merry, and 'Mr
Harrison', a man 'abovesixty years of age'. Theirefforts were not
assisted by the fact the Sheerness was a 'governmentplace' where
'Chartism was never heard of except by the calumnies ofthe press',
or by the fact that they had to canvass at night after theyhad
finished their own day's work. Proselytizing proved to be anarduous
task:every house was visited twice, the petition left on the
firstnight and collected on the following. In some casesa
signaturewas onlyobtained afterMerry had 'drive[n]'the 'real truth
of Chartism into theirheads'.4

Restoring petitioning to its rightful place as an integral part
of themicro-politics of rank and file Chartism also highlights
another reasonfor its prevalence: it was a form of political
activity that was open towomen. Following the end of the French
wars, petitioning wasincreasingly seen as a legitimate form of
political activity for women. ASpeaker's uling in I829 confirmed
thatwomen were fully entitled to signpetitions even though at this
stage, as Linda Colley has pointed out, the

I. Hansard (Commons), 2 May I842, col. I375.2. Northern Star, I5
April I848.3. Operative, 27 January I839. See also 4 November I838,
24 March I839.4. Northern Star, 8 January I848.
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382 'AND YOUR PETITIONERS &C: Aprilpracticewas still
regardedwith a mixtureof hostility and derision.
Colleyrightlycredits the anti-slaverymovement with the innovation
of separatewomen's petitions - a practice that was emulated and
extended by theAnti-Corn Law League in the early1840S.1 t is
important to stress thatwomen signed conventional Chartist
petitions along with men insubstantialnumbers.'Who can sign?',asked
the editor of the TenHours'Advocate n 1847.The answer he provided
to his own question would perhaps surprisemore historians than
contemporaries: 'All persons, both male andfemale, above thirteen
years of age, are competent to sign petitions'.2According to
Attwood the 1839 Chartist petition comprised thesignaturesof
i,ooo,ooo men and 200,000 women. In 1842 Duncombewas more cautious
in his estimate;the petition contained a 'considerableproportion'of
wives, as well as 'severalhundreds of the youth belongingto the
same classes'he told the House.3 In 1848the situation was even
lessclear. According to Colonel T. P. Thompson, a
radicalstalwart,one intwelve of the signatureson the petition were
women's, although it is notclear what the basis of his calculation
was.4 The available anecdotalevidence from places such as the
village of Coalsnaughton where 'everyman and woman, elector and
non-elector' with two exceptions signed,suggests that the
percentage of women among Chartist petitioners wasgenerallymuch
higher.As well assigning, women also made an invaluablecontribution
to thepolitical processas collectorsof signatures.Again Colley
rightly cites theanti-slaveryprecedent,5but it was undoubtedly
brought to a new level ofintensity by the Chartists and other
movements such as the Anti-CornLawLeague.Many of the best Chartist
signaturecollectorswerewomen.For example,when May Paris,a veteran
Chartist from Greenwich, diedof cholera in 1849 she was remembered
by her comrades as one of themost assiduous signature collectors
among the London Chartists.'Whenevera petition was to be
presented,she was one of the foremost inobtaining signatures',
recorded her obituary in the Northern Star. In1842 Paris was
reputed to have collected several hundred signatures 'byherown
exertion'and proudly took partin the
'dangerousexperiment'ofmarchingto the House to present the petition
in I842.6 Anti-Corn LawLeague women also made an invaluable
contribution to the campaignfor repealas petition collectors.
Reading the reportsit is hard not to beimpressed by the efforts of
the teams of middle class women who

i. L. Colley,Britons: Forging the Nation, i707-i837,
London,I994, pp. 292-5. Here Colleyisdrawing on work by Alex
Tyrrell. See "'Woman's Mission" and PressureGroup Politics in
Britain(I825-60)', Bulletin of theJohn Rylands University Library
of Manchester, vol. 63, no. i, Autumn,I980, I94-230.

2. Ten Hours'Advocate, 9 January I847.3. Hansard (Commons), I2
July I839, Co1. 26; 3 May 1842, col. I40.4. NorthernStar,6
MayI848.S. Colley, Britons, p. 292.6. Northern Star, I September
I849.
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2001 CHARTIST PETITIONING IN POPULAR POLITICS 383door-knocked
the squalid cellars and garrets of working classManchester where,
to quote Stephen Marcus, 'men, women andchildren were living in
shit', and came away with about IOO,OOOsignatureson their memorial
to Queen Victoria.IBuilding on the sociological make-up that was
common to bothmiddle and working classpolitical activityat this
time, Joseph LiveseyofPrestondeveloped the notion of a family
petition. Betterknown for hisrole as an advocate of temperance than
for his part in the campaignsagainst the corn laws and in favour of
the Charter,Livesey published afacsimile of his own family's
petition against the corn laws in hisinfluential radical journal,
the Struggle, in order to promote his idea.Some years later
Livesey's nitiative was welcomed by Joseph Hume, aveteran
parliamentaryradical, as a means of guarding against fraud.2Hume's
concern reminds us that among the reasonswhy historians havefailed
to treat petitioning seriously are the lingering echoes of
contro-versy. Linked inexorably to the practice of petitioning in
the Chartistdecade were allegations of fraud and forgery. In
particular, manyhistorians have coupled the decline of Chartism to
the accusations offraud that surrounded the last monster Chartist
petition in 1848. Thetone for much of the subsequent historiography
was set in 185o byCharlesKingsleyin Alton Locke,his fictionalized
version of the events ofApril 1848. Students of Chartism will
remember the excruciatingconclusion to the chapter,'the tenth of
April', when the monster petitionis 'dragged o the floor of the
House of Commons amid roarsof laughter- "inextinguishable
laughter"- as of Tennyson'sEpicurean Gods'.3Earlytwentieth-century
historians tended to follow suit blindly. ForJulius West, for
example, the report of the Committee on PublicPetitions which
concluded that the Petition contained just under2,000,000
bonafidesignatures, nd not the5,700,000 thattheChartistsclaimed,
was 'devastating'.Similarly, or the doyen of
Chartisthistorians,Mark Hovell, the fact that the document featured
so many names ofunlikely Chartists such as Queen Victoria and the
Duke of Wellington aswell a host of fictitious names such Pugnose,
Flatnose, Longnose and'numerousobscene names that the Committee
declined to repeat to theHouse' earned the Chartists 'ridicule'; it
was a 'tragicfiasco'from whichthe movement 'never recovered'.4 Not
much has changed. For John

I. S. Marcus, 'Reading the Illegible', in H. Dyos and M. Wolff
(eds), The Victorian City,London, 1973, vol. I, p. 266; Manchester
Times, i8 December 1841; I5 January I842. See alsoPickering and
Tyrrell, The People's Bread, pp. I24, I33.2. See Pickering and
Tyrrell, The People'sBread, P. I53; Hansard (Commons), 20 June
I848, col.896. I am grateful to Professor Brian Harrison for this
reference.3. C. Kingsley,Alton Locke, TaylorandPoet: An
Autobiography,London, I850, p. 292. Fifty yearslater G. J. Holyoake
was concerned that the 'extraordinary illusion' concerning the
threat ofrevolution in I848, also initiated by Kingsley, 'had
become historic, and passes as authentic'. SeeBygones
WorthRemembering, London, 1905, vol. I, p. 74.4. J. West, A History
of the Chartist Movement, London, 1920, p. 250; M. Hovell, The
ChartistMovement, Manchester, 19I8, p. 292.
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384 'AND YOUR PETITIONERS &C: AprilWard, for example,
writing in the 1970S, the petition turned Chartisminto 'a joke'
and, as recently as I998, Michael Levin concluded that
it'propelledChartism into ridicule and decline'.'Not all historians
have been content to reiterate contemporaryprejudices. Edward Royle
has drawn attention to the fact that thepresence of pseudonyms did
not necessarilyhave sinisterovertones at atime when common people
often used them to avoid persecution fortheir political views, and
that large numbers of signatures in the samehand could just as
easily reflect the fact that about thirty percent of thepopulace
could not write, rather than deliberate fraud.2This was truealso of
other public movements including the Anti-Corn Law League.Evidence
given before a parliamentarycommittee in March 1846, forexample,
indicated that an anti-corn law petition that had been on
thecounter of Joseph Barker's hop in Cheltenham, had been signed by
hisfather twenty-fourtimeswith the authorityof the people concerned
whohad been unable to write.3 Other signatoriesto petitions -
Chartists aswell as other agitators - chose pseudonyms that would
have greaterimpact through the use of humour.4Moreover,F.B. Smith
was the firstto make the cogent point that derision has masked the
'remarkablefinding' that the petition contained 2,000,000 genuine
signatures -roughly one in six of the total Britishpopulation over
the age of I9, andtwice the size of the electorate at the time.5 In
fact each of the monsterChartistpetitions contained more names than
the total British electorateat the time that it was submitted.

In reinterpretingthe events of 1848 two further points are
central.First, it is important to recognize that fraudulent
signatureswere notnew in 1848. By the end of the eighteenth century
the term 'petitionhunter' had come into use as a description of a
person who would helpboost support for a petition for a price. As
Enright concludes, 'the verysimplicity and versatilityof
petitioning made it easy to abuse'.6Duringthe Chartistyearsthere
weremany accusationsof forgeryassociatedwithpetitioning, and it is
ironic, given subsequent history,that most of themwere directed at
groups other than the Chartists. In fact far moreaccusationsof
fraudwere levelled at the Anti-Corn Law Leaguethan atthe Chartists,
including more than a hint of scandal over a petitioncollected at
Cheltenham which led to a formal parliamentaryinquiryin 1846.

i. J. Ward,Chartism,London,1974, p. 209; M. Levin, The
Conditionof EnglandQuestion,Basingstoke, I998, p. I58.

2. Royle,Chartism, . 43.3. PP. Reportromthe SelectCommittee n
the CornLaws(Cheltenham etition),March
846,ReportsromCommittees,846, vol. VIII,pp. 23-4.4. SeePickering nd
Tyrrell,ThePeople's read,p. 52.5.F. B. Smith,'TheView from Britain
:"Tumultsabroad, tabilityat home"', n F. B. SmithandE.
Kamenkaeds),IntellectualsndRevolution:ocialism nd
theExperiencefI848, London,I979, p. 112.6.
Enright,PublicPetitions,p. 2.
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2001 CHARTIST PETITIONING IN POPULAR POLITICS 385The accusations
had a familiar ring to them. According to WilliamRider, a prominent
Leeds Chartist, some League petition hunters 'sit in

the public houses, with their sheet, pint and directory,and
manufacturefour columned sheets at one shilling each', while others
'walkaround thetown calling at every petition stand, and appending
a fictitious name ateach in turn'. The latter was an accusationthat
was also often levelled atthe Chartists. Thomas Frost, for example,
recalled one enthusiasticChartist who signed the 1848 petition
every time he passed the localNational Land Company Office.2 From
Alnwick came a reportthat theLeague was distributing free samples
of what was euphemistically called'untaxed bread' as an inducement
to all who signed their petitions;3whereas in Huddersfield League
petitions were reportedly boosted bythe exploits of two
burlycanvasserswho visited factoriesin the town, oneasking
individuals their name, the other writing it down on the
petition.In Edinburgh opponents of the League complained that its
petitionswere nothing more than 'sheets of dirty paper. . .
scrawled and blottedby every chance adventurer that could hold a
pen or forge a name'.4 Atdifferent times both the Chartists and the
Anti-Corn Law Leagueclaimed that they werevictim of attempts to
compromise the integrityoftheir petitions by their opponents
deliberately appending false names.5The point is that a percentage
of fraudwas endemic to the petitioningprocess, not just a failing
of Chartism, a fact that should not diminishthe value of petitions
as a source or colour our estimation of theirimportance in popular
politics.The second point to be made in reconsideringthe events of
April 1848relates to the treatment of the petition itself.
According to Hovell, whenthe committee reported its analysis of the
1848 petition O'Connor'sresponsewas to bluster, an inappropriate
response that emphasized hisunfitness to lead and exacerbated the
crisis that had engulfed themovement.6 This is simply not true - as
even a cursory glance at theHansard confirms. Although it was only
emphasized in the democraticpress, O'Connor got to his feet and
actually made a very measured andcompelling case. It was not
possible, O'Connor told the House, for thepetition to have been
checked by the thirteen clerks n seventeen hours aswas claimed. As
he subsequently wrote in the Northern Star, 'each clerk,besides the
critical inspection of names, must have counted about147,170 names,
n roundnumbers,within the prescribedime' this, hecontinued, worked
out at 8,66o each hour, that is i5o every minute, ortwo and half
every second for seventeen hours without interruption.O'Connor was
correct: such an exercise was not possible. Simple

i. Northern Star, 5 February I842.2. T. Frost, Forty
YearsRecollections:Literary and Political, London, I88o, p. I34.3.
Northern Star, 5February I842.4. Scotsman, 22 January I840.5.
Scotsman, 22 January I840; Northern Star, 5February I842.6. Hovell,
The ChartistMovement, p. 292.
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2001 CHARTIST PETITIONING IN POPULAR POLITICS 387who remained
ormallyoutside the political nation long after manyworkingmen had
beengiventhe vote- women- becamerenowned ortheir 'expertisen the
artsof propaganda'ncluding he extensiveuse
ofpetitions.Fromhervastexperience,EleanorRathbone, neof
theleadersof the constitutionalwomen'suffragemovement nd
aterMP,raised heidea of the canvass o a new level of
sophisticationwhen she calculatedthat one millionsignaturesouldbe
collected n 13 anda halfweeksby900 activistsworking2
hoursaweek.Asshe aterputit, 'asapprenticesothe artsof
agitation,women certainly etteredheir
nstructors'.Understandinghecentrality fpetitioning n the Chartist
xperiencehighlights he factthat,with fewexceptions, he
ideologicalhorizonsofthe Chartistswereconstitutional, nd in
thissense ts declineowed lessto extensionof the suffrage han to the
gradual racture f the 'masternarrative' f England'sibertarian
onstitutionafter 867.2The factthatChartistpetitioningoccurredwithin
the boundsof a popularunder-standingof the venerableConstitution
did not reducethe potentialthreat o thepoliticalorder, t enhanced
t. Historywas on theirside,asWilliamHick,a Chartist
romLeedsoutlined n simpleverse n 184I:3

Oh,wheresthe ustice f old?The spiritof Alfred hegreat?Ere
hethronewasdebasdby corruption ndgold,Whenthepeoplewereone with the
state?'Tisgonewithour freedomo vote;'Tisundereachdespot's
ontrol;Andnow,e'entheright o petition s naught;A farceand mockeryhe
whole ..

As Vernon and others have shown, the 'masternarrative'of
theConstitutionwashighlycontested,and the Chartists'
roadconceptionof howrepresentativeemocracy ught to
workconstitutedas much ofachallengeo those
nsidetheHouseasdidthecontentsof thepetitionsthemselves.The legal
nuances might have been lost on some of thesignatories,but most
Chartistswould have agreedwith one of
theirleadingspokesmen,PeterMcDouall, when he argued hat 'the
peoplepetition, remonstrate nd ultimately ommand'.4

i. I am grateful to Professor Brian Harrison for bringing
Rathbone's calculation to my attention;E. F. Rathbone, 'Changes in
Public Life', in R. Starchy (ed.), Our Freedom and its
Results,London,1936, P. 21, 41.

2. For a discussion of the development of national and
international identities after 1848 see M.Finn, After Chartism:
Classand nation in English radicalpolitics, I848-I874, Cambridge,
1993.3. Northern Star, 5June 1841.4. Charter,17 February
1839;Vernon, Politics and the People, chap. 8. Petitioning was also
one ofBritain's most successful exports, being incorporated into
the practice of many post-colonialparliaments and even surviving
the revolution in America to be guaranteed by the First Amendmentof
the Constitution. See: S. S. More, Practice and Procedure of Indian
Parliament, Bombay, I966,pp. 553-5; R. C. Bailey, Popular Influence
upon Public Policy: Petitioning in Eighteenth-CenturyVirginia,
Westport, 1979; P. G. Renstrom and C. B. Rogers, TheElectoral
Politics Dictionary, SantaBarbara,I989, pp. 68-9. I have work in
progress on this subject.
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388 'AND YOUR PETITIONERS &C: AprilThose who sought to stem
the flow of petitions knew this well. As theSpeaker confided to a
young Tory, W. E. Gladstone, in 1838, the

restrictions on the discussion of petitions would do more than
save time.Gladstone recorded that 'these discussions very greatly
increased theinfluence of popular feeling upon the deliberations of
the House; andthat by stopping them he [the Speaker] thought a wall
was erectedagainst such influence.... His maxim was to shut out as
far as might beall extrinsic pressure .*.' 1 The Chartists had
succeeded in actuallywidening the door of the House of Commons only
marginallyin 1842and the damage they causedwas no doubt quickly
repaired,but even inrejection their petitions, along with thousands
of others that floodedin during what was surely the age of
petitioning, hastened the morepermanent changes to an out-dated and
undemocratic institution thatwould overtakeit later in the
century.

Humanities ResearchCentre, PAUL A. PICKERINGAustralian National
University

i. Reprinted in J. Morley, The Life of William Ewart Gladstone,
London, 1905, vol. I, p. I50.EHR Apr. OI
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