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INTRODUCTION



Have you ever wondered just what people mean when they use the word socialism? Are you curious about the different kinds of socialism—from Marxism to democratic socialism to the British welfare state? Do you want to know the long tradition of socialist thought, in both Europe and America?


If so, Socialism 101 is for you. Here you’ll learn, in clear, simple language, where socialism started, how it’s changed over the years, and what it means today. You’ll find entries that cover such topics as:


• Who were Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, founders of “scientific socialism”?


• How did socialists, led by Vladimir Lenin, take power in Russia in 1917?


• What does “democratic socialism” mean, and how is it different from Marxist socialism?


• What do today’s socialist politicians want?


Socialism has entered the political dialogue today, and it’s important to know more about it. Like many political terms, it’s heavily charged and often misunderstood. But increasingly voters are being given choices of electing socialist, or socialist-leaning, candidates. More and more people are open to socialism and want to understand it. Part of the problem is that a lot of people aren’t sure where to start. As with many things, it’s a good idea to begin by learning where socialism came from and what its creators were trying to say.


Some people think socialism is a recent creation. In fact, socialist ideas have been around for hundreds of years. Their roots lie back in the eighteenth century, when people first began to dispute the notion that kings had a right to rule them. Socialist thinking underwent a long evolution, stimulated by historic events, such as the European revolutions of 1848. These revolutions spurred two young men, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, to write a document titled The Communist Manifesto. Today the world is still feeling the effects of that little pamphlet.


All of this may sound a bit complicated, but this book will help you make sense of it. It gives you the historical background of where socialist ideas came from as well as clear, straightforward explanations of what the different types of socialists stood and stand for.


Socialism has had an impact on tens of millions of people over the years. Today it’s seeing a resurgence. So whether you’re coming to this political and economic theory for the first time or you want to brush up on your existing knowledge, in these pages you’ll find helpful information to put socialism in its historical and political context. Now let’s get started.







WHAT IS SOCIALISM?



Beginning with the Basics





It seems as if every day someone is denouncing (or sometimes complimenting) someone else with the label of socialist. Yet these people often believe completely different things. Surely they can’t all be socialists, can they?


Clearly, the word socialism means different things to different people. The definition of socialism has been stretched very far, but it usually includes a few core beliefs.


CAPITALISM VERSUS SOCIALISM


Socialism is an economic and political system that’s usually put forward as an alternative to or modification of capitalism, the system under which a majority of the world’s countries live. This is one reason that a lot of socialist writing deals with capitalism at least as much as socialism. Karl Marx (1818–1883), the most important theoretician of socialist ideology, wrote a three-volume book called Capital, devoted to explaining exactly how capitalism works.


Under capitalism, goods and services are produced socially, but they and the wealth they generate are owned privately. For example, if you were to visit a car factory, you wouldn’t see each worker constructing only one car, building it from scratch, from engine to lug nuts. Rather, you’d see the workers laboring together, each one performing a different task, or series of tasks, to help create the final product: a car.


But when the car makes its way to a dealership and is sold, the profit realized isn’t sent back to the factory to be divided among the workers. It goes to whoever owns the factory—in this case, the shareholders, people who bought stock in the company. The largest shareholders realize the greatest amount of profit.


Many Different Capitalisms





Just as there are different varieties of socialism, so are there many types of capitalism. In mid-nineteenth-century Britain (the place Karl Marx wrote about in Capital) capitalism was largely unregulated. Workers, including young children, worked long hours in highly unsafe conditions and often died in industrial accidents or of diseases brought on by foul working conditions and poor nutrition. Gradually, as you’ll see in the following pages, workers were able to change many of these conditions and fight for shorter hours and better pay. But the more regulated capitalism seen during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries is still capitalism.





Socialists—and we’ll see that the currents of thought that eventually coalesced into socialist ideas go back many centuries—believe that goods and services that are produced socially should be owned socially. Such goods and services should not be created for private profit but for public good, administered through the state. In this way, the state becomes a means of social equality and justice.


This isn’t to say that socialists believe you shouldn’t be able to own your own toothbrush or live in your own house (although there have been some extreme societies, such as Pol Pot’s Cambodia in the 1970s, that tried to enforce such rigid regulations). For socialists it’s the larger goods and services that should be owned and administered in common.



SOME EXAMPLES OF SOCIALIZED PROPERTY


Examples of property administered by the state in the interests of the entire population are easy to find. In many countries, including the United States, rail services such as Amtrak are public corporations (there are also private rail companies, such as Union Pacific Railroad and Norfolk Southern Railway). Amtrak has often suffered from issues with funding, since its funds come from the government. But it’s essentially a national rail system for the United States.


Healthcare is another example. Medicare and Medicaid in the US are socialized healthcare, in which the government pays the majority of health expenses for older and indigent patients. The National Health Service in the UK goes even further, paying the overwhelming majority of healthcare expenses for British citizens. While the program does suffer from problems, it’s an example of how a socialized system can work. In fact, a majority of first-world countries have some form of socialized healthcare.


Healthcare Around the World





The UK isn’t the only place where you’ll find socialized healthcare. Countries with some form of national healthcare include Mexico, Cuba, Canada, Egypt, Morocco, South Africa, Israel, Japan, China, Australia, New Zealand, and almost all of the countries in Europe.





Socialism also often implies a political approach to social change. Some socialists believe in gradual reforms and legislation to implement aspects of socialism. Others argue that capitalists will never give up their power willingly and therefore a revolution is necessary. Both approaches have been tried, with varying results.


SOCIALISM’S FAILURES


Opponents of socialism point to its failures:


• In the former Soviet Union an overly planned economy resulted in inefficiencies, lack of consumer goods, and agricultural disasters that led to famines that killed millions. An oppressive government imprisoned or killed many of its citizens until the state collapsed abruptly in 1991.


• China’s revolution of 1949 brought to power a ruling elite that nationalized property and collectivized agriculture. But as in the USSR mistakes and miscalculations resulted in disasters such as the Great Leap Forward, in which millions perished. Today some socialist property forms exist alongside limited capitalist investment.


• Cuba’s 1959 revolution resulted in better healthcare for the population and a literacy rate higher than any in the Caribbean or Central America. But the state has been largely oppressive, leading hundreds of thousands to flee their homeland.


Whether these failures expose some fundamental flaw of socialist theory or they mark the outcome of particular circumstances and historical conditions is widely debated. Some people argue that even the Soviet Union was not truly socialist but rather a form of state-run capitalism. They conclude that a true socialist society has yet to be implemented. Others heatedly dispute this conclusion.


This book doesn’t aim to convince you of one position or the other. Instead, we want to help you understand what socialist ideas are and what they imply for the future. To grasp the full meaning of socialism, we must look at its beginnings, which are deeply rooted in the past.







THE BEGINNINGS OF SOCIALIST THOUGHT



The Forerunners





In the sixteenth century the economics of Europe began to change. The complicated structure of rights and duties that made up the feudal system was slowly being replaced by a market economy organized on the basis of personal gain. New freedoms were accompanied by new hardships—and new social disorder. Concerned with the contrast between what was and what ought to be, political philosophers, beginning with Sir Thomas More, struggled to understand the nature of a just, stable, and efficient society. In the process they laid the foundations for later socialist thought.


SIR THOMAS MORE INVENTS UTOPIA


Sir Thomas More (1478–1535) wrote during a time when England was in political, cultural, and intellectual turmoil. Tudor England was an age of flourishing Renaissance culture and the transformative effect of the Reformation. It was also a period of political conflict and plunder. During his reign King Henry VIII seized land from Catholic monasteries and distributed it to his supporters. Others competed for patronage from the Crown in the form of jobs, lands, pensions, and annuities.


The son of a prominent lawyer and judge, More studied at Oxford for two years until 1494, when his father called him back to London to study common law. By 1515, when he began to write his most famous work, Utopia, he was a successful lawyer and held a seat in Parliament. He devoted his leisure time to scholarship, becoming part of the international fraternity of northern humanists led by the radical Catholic theologian Desiderius Erasmus.


Humanists and the Renaissance





Humanist philosophers of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries turned to the classical texts of Greece and Rome as a way of understanding man’s life on earth. Northern humanists also used their Greek to study the New Testament and the works of leading saints of the church as part of a campaign to reform the Catholic Church from within.





In 1515 More traveled to Bruges, the capital of West Flanders in Belgium, as part of a trade delegation. His discussions with Erasmus and other humanist scholars while in Flanders inspired him to write the political tract that earned him a permanent place in the history of thought: A Pamphlet truly Golden no less beneficial than enjoyable concerning the republic’s best state and concerning the new Island Utopia, better known simply as Utopia.


More and King Henry VIII





More’s other claim to fame was his refusal to support Henry VIII’s divorce from Catherine of Aragon and subsequent marriage to Anne Boleyn. More saw both acts as an assault on the church; the king saw More’s refusal as treason. More was tried and executed on July 6, 1535. He was canonized by Pope Pius XI 400 years later.





Published in the city of Leuven in 1516, the book was an immediate success with its intended audience: More’s fellow humanists and the elite circle of public officials whom he soon joined. The book went quickly into several editions and was soon translated from Latin into most European languages.


The Society of Utopia


More’s Utopia is divided into two parts. The first part is written in the form of a dialogue between More and an imaginary traveler who has recently returned from newly discovered lands, including the island nation of Utopia. In comparing the traveler’s accounts of the imaginary countries he visited with the actual countries of sixteenth-century Europe, More criticizes the social conditions of his day, particularly what he describes as “acquisitiveness” and “retaining” on the part of the wealthy and the “terrible necessity of hunger” that drove the poor to crimes against society.


In the second half of the tract More describes in detail the social, political, economic, and religious conditions of an imaginary society on the island of Utopia.


A Place Too Good to Be True





More created a new word to describe his ideal community, combining the Greek negative ou with topos (“place”) to create utopia, “no place”—a pun on eu-topos, “good place.” The term utopia is now used to describe a place too good to be real. In 1868 John Stuart Mill created its antonym, dystopia, to describe a place too bad to exist.





Like later reformers who shared his concerns about the negative effects of urbanization and industrialism, More proposed a small agrarian community as the prototype for the perfect society. His goal was an egalitarian society that did away with both idleness born of wealth and excessive labor due to poverty. On the island of Utopia everyone performed useful work and everyone had time for appropriate leisure. All citizens worked on farms and in town so that all acquired skills in both agriculture and a trade. No type of work was held in higher esteem than any other, and no money was required. Each family took what they produced to one of four public markets and received what they needed in return.


There was no private property. Individual family houses were assigned every ten years by lottery. Although families were free to eat meals in their homes, most preferred to eat in the common dining halls that were shared between thirty families because eating together was more pleasant than eating alone.


The government of Utopia was a combination of republic and meritocracy, in which a select few ruled with the consent of the governed. Every citizen had a voice in government, and secret ballots were used so no man could be persecuted because of his vote. Each group of thirty families elected a magistrate (philarch). The magistrates chose an archphilarch, who in turn elected a prince. Even though all citizens had a vote, not all citizens were eligible for office. Important officials could be chosen only from a limited group, who were selected because of their superior gifts.


More’s Influence on Later Thinkers


More wrote Utopia more than 300 years before the word socialism first appeared in the language of social reform. Nonetheless, early socialists found much to emulate in his writing, including:


• The abolition of private property


• The universal obligation to work


• The right to an equal share of society’s wealth


• The concept of equal rights under the law


• State management and control of production


UTOPIA REVISED


James Harrington (1611–1677) was an aristocrat by birth and served as a Gentleman of the Bedchamber to King Charles I prior to and during the English Civil War. When he later wrote about the war, Harrington built his philosophical system on an examination of historical cause and effect. He came to the conclusion that the underlying cause for the Civil War, also known as the Puritan Revolution, was the uneven distribution of land ownership.


Harrington made a distinction between power and authority. Power was based on wealth, which he called the “goods of fortune,” the most important of which was land. Authority was based on the “goods of the mind,” namely wisdom, prudence, and courage. The best rulers combined both.


Since power was based on wealth, rather than on wisdom, property was the foundation of the state. The way property was distributed between “the one, the few, and the many” reflected the form of the government. In an absolute monarchy the balance of property was in control of one man, the king, and mercenaries maintained the rule of law.


Commonwealth of Oceana


In Commonwealth of Oceana (1656) Harrington proposed a social program designed to avoid the problems that led to the English Civil War. Concerned more with social order than with social justice, Harrington aimed to create a society in which “no man or men…can have the interest, or having the interest, can have the power to disturb [the commonwealth] with sedition.”


Since power depends on wealth, Harrington believed that the way to ensure political stability was to prevent the concentration of property in the hands of a few families. In England the common practice of primogeniture, in which the eldest son inherits all or most of a father’s property, allowed the wealthy to accumulate and transmit property, and consequently political power, from one generation to another. In Oceana a man’s property was divided equally among his children at his death, so power remained widely distributed.


Founding Fathers Learn from Harrington





The American founding fathers studied Harrington’s ideas and many of them were incorporated into the Constitution of the United States, including the bicameral Congress, the indirect election of the president, and the separation of powers.





Harrington also deterred the development of an oligarchy through a strict division of power between the legislative and executive branches of government. Power was further separated in the legislature, which was made up of two houses with distinct responsibilities. The upper chamber, called the senate after the Roman legislature, was responsible for proposing and debating policy but had no power to enact law. The lower house was responsible for voting on the policies the upper house proposed, but it was not allowed to propose or debate policy. Representatives of the upper house were drawn from a “natural aristocracy” gifted with the “goods of the mind.” Representatives of the lower house were drawn from the people. Representatives of both houses were elected by indirect ballot and held their positions for fixed terms on a rotating basis. The electorate and pool from which representatives were chosen included all adult male property holders, with two exceptions.


THE NATURAL RIGHTS OF MAN


The son of an attorney who fought on the side of Parliament in the English Civil War, British philosopher John Locke (1632–1704) is often considered the first philosopher of the Enlightenment. He studied the standard classics curriculum at Oxford but was more interested in the new ideas about the nature and origin of knowledge that were developed by the natural philosophers of the sixteenth century.


In 1666 Locke found a patron: Lord Anthony Ashley Cooper, later the first Earl of Shaftesbury. Locke and Shaftesbury shared numerous political positions, including support for constitutional monarchy, the Protestant succession, civil liberties, religious tolerance, and parliamentary rule. When his patron was arrested, tried, and acquitted of treason in 1681, Locke followed him into exile in the Netherlands.


Locke wrote Two Treatises of Government (1689) to explain his political ideas. In the first treatise he refutes the divine right of kings. In the second Locke argues that all men are born with certain natural rights, including the right to survive and the right to have the means to survive, with the corollary obligation not to harm others. Each society creates a government to protect those rights.


Since government exists by the consent of the governed and not by the divine right of kings, citizens have the right to withdraw their consent if a government fails in its duty to protect their rights.


THE INVISIBLE HAND OF THE MARKETPLACE


One other figure should be considered important in the development of socialist thought—although oddly, he’s often identified with free-market capitalism. Considered the founder of modern economics, Adam Smith (1723–1790) was an important figure in the Scottish Enlightenment. In 1776 Smith published An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, which he intended to be the first volume of a complete theory of society. The Wealth of Nations was the first major work of political economy.


In this work Smith examined the market economy in detail for the first time. He overturned old ideas of wealth when he identified labor, not gold or land, as the true source of wealth. He demonstrated how the law of supply and demand regulates the prices of specific goods and examined how capital is accumulated and used. He took fascinating side excursions into the manufacture of pins, luxury goods produced under the Abbasid Caliphate (a major dynasty of the Islamic Empire), and statistics on the North Atlantic herring catch.


At its heart The Wealth of Nations was an attack on the dominant economic theory of the time: mercantilism. Under mercantilism, governments created elaborate systems of regulations, tariffs, and monetary controls to protect their economies. Smith proposed a free market in which the “invisible hand” of the marketplace replaces government control and brings prosperity to all, coining the word capitalism to distinguish it from mercantilism.


THE FOUNDATIONS OF SOCIALIST THOUGHT


The political theorists of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries laid the foundation for later socialist thought with their enquiries into the relationship between the one, the few, and the many. Questions of equality and inequality, the distribution of wealth, the basis for authority, and the rights of man (narrowly defined) were now part of the public discourse.







THE RISE OF THE INDUSTRIAL WORKING CLASS



A Revolution from Below





Modern socialism has its roots in the mills and slums of the Industrial Revolution. The ability to make goods quickly and cheaply soared as manufacturers found more and more ways to use machines to extend the productivity of a single man. Many welcomed machines and the wealth they created as the embodiment of progress. Others were troubled by the conditions under which the new urban poor lived and worked. A few began to consider ways in which the fruits of this growth in productivity could be shared more equally.


THE EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY POPULATION EXPLOSION


After a century of virtually no population growth, the countries of Western Europe experienced dramatic population increases between 1750 and 1800. Many countries doubled in size. In some countries the growth continued through the nineteenth century. The population of Great Britain, for instance, doubled between 1750 and 1800 and then tripled between 1800 and 1900.


There were several reasons for the sudden increase. Medical advances and improved hygiene limited the devastation caused by epidemic diseases and plagues. The introduction of new food crops, most notably the potato, provided a better diet for the poor and reduced the incidence of famine. The combination of greater public order and fewer civil wars meant that life was less hazardous. The net result was a lower death rate and soaring population.


The Agricultural Revolution





The Industrial Revolution was paralleled by an agricultural revolution in Great Britain. New horse-drawn machinery, better fodder crops, extensive land drainage projects, and scientific stockbreeding increased agricultural productivity. But improved farming had a social cost. Between 1760 and 1799 large landowners fenced in between 2 and 3 million acres of common land that small farmers had previously used for grazing.





The growing population, with a rising proportion of children to raise and older people to care for, put increased pressure on every aspect of society. Many peasants were no longer able to provide land for their children, who were forced to look for other ways to make their living. Small artisans in the cities suffered similar problems, unable to provide places for their children in their own workshops. The growth in population increased the demand for both food and manufactured goods and provided an abundance of cheap labor to produce them.


WEAVING BECOMES A MODERN INDUSTRY


The Industrial Revolution began in the English textile industry. Textiles had been an important part of the English economy for centuries. On the eve of the Industrial Revolution, England’s fine wools were famous. Linen production was expanding into Ireland and Scotland. Only the cotton industry was small and backward, unable to compete with Indian calico and muslin on either quality or price.


Weaving was a domestic industry in the first half of the eighteenth century. Except in Manchester, where self-employed weaver-artisans belonged to highly organized trade societies, most weavers were also farmers. In many households weaving was done in the seasons when there was little work to do on the farm. Often the entire family was involved.


The first changes were small:


• John Kay’s flying shuttle, introduced in the 1730s and widely adopted in the 1750s and 1760s, allowed the weaver to speed up.


• Lewis Paul’s carding machine, patented in 1748, made it easier to prepare fibers for spinning.


Both inventions intensified a supply problem that already existed: Spinners were the bottleneck in the system. It took three or four spinners to supply yarn for one weaver working a traditional loom. When the flying shuttle allowed a weaver to speed up, the yarn shortage became acute.


James Hargreaves’s spinning jenny, patented in 1770, solved the yarn supply problem. Family spinning wheels were quickly replaced by small jennies, which were relatively cheap to buy and simple enough for a child to operate. In its earliest form the jenny had eight spindles. By 1784 eighty spindles were common. By the end of the century the largest jennies allowed one man, helped by several children, to operate as many as 120 spindles at once.


As spinning jennies grew bigger, spinning began to be moved into factories, but the new factory system did not replace the cottage-based textile industry immediately. At first families built extensions onto their cottages, where they could operate looms and jennies on a larger scale. Mill owners provided home-based spinners with raw cotton and handloom weavers with spun yarn. Because weavers could count on uninterrupted supplies of yarn, they could afford to weave full time instead of as a supplement to farming.


THE BIRTH OF THE FACTORY SYSTEM


The real change in the English weaving industry began in 1769, when Richard Arkwright patented the water frame, which improved both the speed and quality of thread spinning. Unlike the jenny, Arkwright’s water-powered spinning frame was designed to be a factory machine.


A few years later Samuel Crompton’s mule combined the principles of the jenny and the water frame, producing a smoother, finer yarn that allowed English cotton to compete with Indian goods in terms of quality. In 1795 Arkwright’s patent was canceled, making the water frame available without restrictions for anyone who could afford the capital investment. That same year a steam engine was used to operate a spinning mill for the first time. Large-scale factory production was now feasible.


Improvements in spinning technologies were followed by carding, scutching, and roving machines that replaced the tedious hand labor of preparing fibers for spinning. Each technical improvement moved the textile industry further away from the domestic system.


The factory system was more than just a new way to organize work; it was a new way of life. Factories were dark, loud, and dangerous. The discipline and monotonous routine of the mill worker differed greatly from the workday of the farmer or hand weaver. Both agricultural workers and weavers often worked fourteen-hour days, but agricultural work was varied and seasonal, and independent weavers controlled their own schedules. In the factories the same fourteen hours included few breaks plus a long walk to and from home at the end of each day. Supervisors discouraged workers from song and chatter—both of which were hard to hear over the noise. As more women and children were hired, the fathers of families were thrown permanently out of work.


Child Labor Laws





The Parliament of the United Kingdom passed the first child labor law in 1802. Aimed at “apprenticeship” of orphans in cotton mills, it had no enforcement provisions—and little effect. The use of child labor was largely unchecked until the Factory Act of 1833, which set the legal work age at nine and stipulated that children between nine and thirteen could work no more than nine hours a day.










THE GROWTH OF FACTORY TOWNS



A New Landscape





As long as the new spinning mills were powered by water, they were scattered throughout northern England, located wherever falling water was available. Many of these mills were in places so isolated that their owners had trouble attracting enough labor, so they employed groups of children from London orphanages as “apprentices.” With the introduction of steam power, it was possible to locate mills anywhere. Most were built near sources of coal and labor.


The key industrial cities grew at an astonishing rate in the first half of the nineteenth century, fueled by the internal migration of displaced workers, artisans, and shopkeepers in search of opportunities. The most rapid growth occurred in factory cities, like Manchester, Liverpool, and Birmingham, but port cities also grew as a result of expanded overseas trade. By 1850 more than half the British population lived in cities.


“Dark Satanic Mills”


The new cities were ugly to the nineteenth-century eye: hastily built and dark with the soot from burning coal. Contemporary observers were appalled by the impact of what poet William Blake described as the “dark Satanic mills” on the physical landscape. Critic John Ruskin foresaw an England “set as thick with chimneys as the masts stand in the docks of Liverpool: that there shall be no meadows in it; no trees; no gardens.” Socialist artist William Morris feared that all would “end in a counting-house on the top of a cinder-heap…[where] the pleasure of the eyes was gone from the world.” It took a foreigner, that keen-eyed observer Alexis de Tocqueville, to equate the physical ugliness of the mill towns with their effect on the people who worked in them: “From this foul drain the greatest stream of human industry flows out to fertilise the whole world,” he wrote after a visit to Manchester. “From this filthy sewer pure gold flows. Here humanity attains its most complete development and its most brutish; here civilisation works its miracles, and civilised man is turned back almost into a savage.”


THE POWER LOOM AND THE DECLINE OF WAGES


Weavers’ wages, already driven down by the increase in weavers, took another hit when power looms were introduced on a large scale in the 1820s. Handlooms required skill to operate. Power looms did not.


The Luddites





In 1811 and 1812 masked bands of displaced textile workers attacked mills and destroyed the machines that were threatening their livelihood, calling themselves Luddites, after a possibly mythical leader named Captain Ned Ludd. The bands were careful not to attack villagers or damage other property and often had tacit local support. The government responded by making machine breaking punishable by death.





Unskilled factory labor, mostly women and children, began to replace independent skilled weavers. Because there were few other jobs available, wages remained low even when the market for British textiles boomed. Between 1820 and 1845 the cotton industry’s production quadrupled; the wages it paid remained unchanged.


A Second Wave of Industry


The industrialization of Britain’s textile industry created a demand for tools, machines, and power that spurred the development of improvements in forging steel and mining coal. The original wooden machines were replaced with faster and more specialized machinery, built from metal by a nascent machine tool industry.


Steam engines provided reliable and continuous power. First used for hauling coal from mines, the new technology was adapted to other industries as well. Soon steam engines were used in grain mills, sugar refineries, and the great British Potteries. The need for improved transportation led to the expansion of the canal system and the later development of roads and railways.


THE CREATION OF THE URBAN WORKING CLASS


The Industrial Revolution created a new class of urban poor as populations shifted from the countryside to the cities. The first generation that moved to the city often retained their rural roots, returning to their villages at harvest or for family celebrations. Over time ties to ancestral villages broke, and city dwellers saw themselves as substantially different from those who remained behind in the villages.


The transition from the countryside to the city was often difficult. Living conditions in the cities were horrific for the poor. Cities were unable to handle the influx of new residents. Sewers were open in working-class districts, and water supplies were inadequate. Older cities paved the streets in the mid-eighteenth century, but in new cities the streets were often no better than rutted paths. Existing housing was divided and re-divided to create space; families often had only one room or shared a room with another family. New housing was equally cramped and often badly built.


Small Business Owners





The Industrial Revolution also created a new class of wealthy manufacturers. A few were weavers and spinners who worked their way up from artisans to mill owners. Most started as small landowners or businessmen. They were a volatile element in a changing society: sometimes competing with wealthy landowners for power and status, sometimes joining with them to fight social change.





THE RISE OF WORKING-CLASS RADICALISM


The working classes did not wait for middle-class reformers to come to their rescue. Instead, they began to call for reform at the end of the eighteenth century: appealing to Parliament for minimum wage laws, apprenticeship regulations, child labor laws, and other protections for laborers; forming early versions of trade unions; and going on strike.


They soon came to the conclusion that the only way to effect real change was to reform the method of electing representatives to the House of Commons. As long as the landed classes (landowners who lived on rental income or on the produce from their land) controlled both houses of Parliament, there was no hope for reform.


Working-class radicals formed organizations called corresponding societies, which were designed to allow reformers from all over the country to stay in touch with each other. The most famous of these was the London Corresponding Society, formed in 1792 by radical shoemaker Thomas Hardy. Similar societies existed in industrial towns throughout Great Britain. As long as the corresponding societies remained local, the government left them alone. In 1793 a Scottish reform group attempted to bring representatives of many reform organizations to a meeting in Scotland. The leaders were arrested, tried for sedition, and sentenced to fourteen years’ transportation overseas to one of Britain’s penal colonies. A second attempt to organize a national reform meeting led to charges of high treason.


Reactions to the French Revolution


The French Revolution brought the march toward reform to a halt. Alarmed by the French example, and the enthusiasm with which it was greeted by some British radicals, the landed classes and manufacturers joined together against the radicals. Existing legislation related to apprenticeship, wage regulation, and conditions in industry were repealed. Existing laws against conspiracy were re-enforced by the Combination Acts of 1799 and 1800, which made it illegal for workingmen to “combine” to ask for higher wages or shorter work hours, or to incite other men to leave work.


PEACE AND POVERTY


England suffered a severe depression at the end of the Napoleonic Wars as a result of the transition to a peacetime economy. The sudden drop in government spending and the loss of wartime markets for British grain and manufactured goods brought with them falling prices, unstable currency, and widespread unemployment.


Dominated by landowners in both the House of Lords and the House of Commons, Parliament passed protective tariffs on grain as a way of solving the country’s economic woes. The new Corn Laws protected landowners’ incomes but forced urban laborers to pay a higher price for bread when times were already hard.


Workers reacted with strikes and bread riots across England. Moderate and radical reformers called for the repeal of the Corn Laws and for parliamentary reform in large public meetings. In 1817 the government attempted to defang the reform societies by temporarily forbidding all public meetings, suppressing all societies not licensed by the government, and suspending the Habeas Corpus Act, so that prisoners could be held without trial.


These severe measures brought only a temporary lull in popular demonstrations. In 1819 Britain’s economic problems worsened. Reformers once again held mass meetings in the larger industrial cities. The most famous of these became known as the Peterloo Massacre. In August 1819 sixty thousand men, women, and children gathered on St. Peter’s Field in Manchester to hear radical orator Henry Hunt speak. Fearful that a large group of reformers would turn into a large group of rioters, the local magistrate ordered a squadron of cavalry into the peaceful crowd to arrest Hunt. Eleven people were killed and several hundred were injured.
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