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      PREFACE

      This book has had a long gestation. I have been preoccupied with the past, present and possible futures of British democracy
         since I was a Member of Parliament more than thirty years ago, experiencing the grandeurs and servitudes of the ‘Westminster
         Model’ at first-hand. I have wrestled with these themes in most of my published work since then. They were present between
         the lines in my first book, a biography of the first Labour Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald; and helped to shape the most
         recent one, Decline of the Public. But I am now taking what is, for me, a new tack. I have increasingly come to believe that it is misleading to think of British
         democracy as though it were a single monolithic lump to be accepted or rejected en bloc. As John Dunn shows in his brilliant
         Setting the People Free, democracy is plural, not singular; it has taken different forms at different times and means different things to different
         people.
      

      In the pages that follow I tell the story of democratic politics in Britain since the coming of manhood suffrage and partial
         female suffrage in 1918, from that perspective. I begin by tracing the long march of British democratisation that culminated
         in the ‘Fourth Reform Act’ of that year and then examine the diverse visions of democracy and the democratic state that emerged
         from it. But I have not sought to contribute to the voluminous theoretical literature about democracy that now spans substantially
         more than two millennia. My approach is historical, not theoretical: particular, not general.
      

      I have tried to show how politicians, officials and (not least) citizens in my own country of Britain responded to the advent
         of democracy, came to terms with its dynamics and interpreted its arrival. I am concerned with power and the use of power:
         with statecraft and the twists and turns of statecraft; with the accidents of personality and the contingencies of fate. But
         I am concerned most of all with dreams and the traditions that they reflect – with the memories, visions and ideals that have
         helped to structure the struggle for power, to define the terms on which it has been used, to shape the identities of those
         who sought and held it, and to mobilise those in whose names they have done so.
      

      I have had a great deal of fun writing this book, and I have also learned a lot. My childhood heroes in the post-war Labour Government (in which my father was a minister) no longer seem quite as
         heroic as they did – though for the twin giants, Ernest Bevin and Stafford Cripps, my admiration is undimmed. Aneurin Bevan,
         whose deadly mixture of cutting wit and blazing passion set my pulse racing when I heard him at the great Trafalgar Square
         anti-Suez protest in 1956, now seems to me a statesman manqué as well as the greatest tribune of the people in his generation.
         Tony Benn, the enfant terrible of dying Labourism, became intoxicated by his own popularity, but the new directions for which he was groping before oratorical
         inebriation set in seem far more promising to me now than they did at the time.
      

      However, my most surprising discoveries have been on the political right. I used to admire Edward Heath’s clumsy, rather grouchy
         honesty when I sat on the benches opposite him in Parliament. I now see him as a nearly-great and wholly tragic figure, whose
         downfall testified to his virtues rather than his faults. Enoch Powell, Keith Joseph and Margaret Thatcher – respectively
         the pathfinders and the pacemaker of the capitalist renaissance of our time – seem to me to have worn much better than their
         opponents on the left. And Harold Macmillan, that master of irony and specialist in ambiguity, emerges from my story as the
         nearest thing to a great Prime Minister in the post-war years.
      

      Among the thinkers and practitioners whose narratives still echo through our political culture, the broad sympathies and generous
         passion of Edmund Burke, like the scarifying prose of the great Lord Salisbury, have been revelations – matched only by the
         soaring eloquence and fierce invective of John Milton’s political writings, the astonishing political creativity of the Levellers,
         whose call for a democratic English Republic is as stirring now as it was 350 years ago, and Thomas Paine’s marvellous optimism.
         As all this implies, what I have learned above all is that there are more riches in the British political tradition than I
         dreamed of before I started. But, though I have tried to be fair to all the characters in my rich cast list, I cannot pretend
         to have been unbiased. History is biased by definition.
      

      I have accumulated a multitude of debts. My written sources can be found in the footnotes and bibliography, but I have also
         benefited enormously from interviews with Lord Bancroft, Sir Alec Cairncross, Lord Croham, Edmund Dell, Sir Donald MacDougall,
         James Meade, Lord (‘Len’) Murray, Max Nicholson, Sir Richard O’Brien, Sir Leo Pliatzky, Lord Plowden, Lord Roll and Lord Sherfield.
         I am grateful to the Social Sciences Research School at the Australian National University for the award of a Visiting Fellowship
         and for the stimulating conversations and warm hospitality I enjoyed while I was there. I am also grateful to the Leverhulme
         Trust for awarding me a research grant, enabling me to take leave of absence from my duties at the University of Sheffield in the critical early
         stages of my labours.
      

      It would take too long to mention all my intellectual debts, but one or two deserve special attention. I have already mentioned
         Dunn’s Setting the People Free. To that I should add Quentin Skinner’s analysis of ‘Roman liberty’ in Liberty Before Liberalism; Conor Cruise O’Brien’s path-breaking study of Burke, The Great Melody; Edmund Dell’s mordant study of postwar economic policy-making, The Chancellors; Peter Hennessy’s rich and zestful Having It So Good; John Campbell’s biographies of Edward Heath and Margaret Thatcher; Alistair Horne’s biography of Harold Macmillan; and Philip
         Williamson’s subtle study of Baldwin’s rhetoric and statecraft, Stanley Baldwin, Conservative Leadership and National Values.

      I should like to thank Anthony Goff, my agent at David Higham Associates, for his invaluable moral support and encouragement.
         I am immensely grateful to Benjamin Buchan, my long-suffering editor at Weidenfeld and Nicolson, for his forbearance, wisdom
         and editorial acumen. Nina Fishman, Dick Leonard, Robert Taylor and Andrew Gamble read the manuscript in whole or in part;
         to all of them I owe a great debt of gratitude. Andrew Gamble’s careful and insightful comments were particularly helpful.
         Some of them caused me sleepless nights, but the book is a much better one than it would have been without them. I salute
         his tact and thank him for his help. It goes without saying that any remaining errors of fact or interpretation are mine.
      

      My greatest debt of all is to my beloved wife Judith. She has read every page of this book, some of them several times. Her
         encouragement and support have been indispensable and her advice invaluable. I dedicate the book to her.
      

      David Marquand

      Old Headington

      November 2007
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      PROLOGUE
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         The accursed power which stands on Privilege

         (And goes with Women, and Champagne and Bridge)

         Broke – and Democracy resumed her reign;

         (Which goes with Bridge, and Women and Champagne).

         Hilaire Belloc, ‘On a Great Election’, 1906

      [image: image]

	  

	  Over most of Britain, Thursday 1 May 1997 dawned bright and brisk. Spring was in the air. Strangers grinned at each other
         on their way to vote in the first general election for five years; outside the polling stations the atmosphere of anticipation
         and excitement was almost palpable. For Labour and Liberal Democrat supporters (by now, the two categories overlapped so far
         that it was hard to tell them apart) the night was even better than the day. Gisela Stuart, the German-born Labour candidate
         for Birmingham Edgbaston, a Conservative seat since 1922, won the constituency with a swing of 10 per cent. In solidly Tory
         Southgate, the thirty-one-year-old gay Labour candidate, Stephen Twigg, unseated Michael Portillo, the Prince Rupert of the
         Thatcherite hard core, with a swing of 17.4 per cent.
      

      Some of the seats Labour gained that night, wrote Anthony King, were ‘so redolent of Tory England that it was almost impossible
         to imagine them ever being won by a Labour candidate’. Their names evoked ‘shady oaks, mock Tudor villas, well watered lawns
         and a Jaguar (or at least one of the larger Fords) in every drive’.1 When the counting was over, Tony Blair’s ‘New’ Labour Party had 419 seats, the largest number Labour had ever won. Its Commons
         majority was 179, the largest in its history and the largest any party had enjoyed since 1935. The Conservatives were crushed;
         their share of the vote was lower than at any time since 1832. The Liberal Democrats’ share was down, but they had won forty-six
         seats – more than any third party since 1929. It was more than a landslide, a television commentator declared; it was ‘like
         an asteroid hitting the planet and destroying practically all life on earth’.2
The shock waves could still be felt a decade later. In 2001, Labour won another crushing victory. In 2005 it won again, though
         with a smaller share of a fractionally larger popular vote. Blair was Prime Minister for an uninterrupted total of ten years
         and two months. Of his twentieth-century predecessors only Thatcher could boast as much. At the start of his term, he displayed
         a captivating mixture of youthful exuberance and emollient charm. That gave way to crusading bellicosity at the zenith, and
         to a grim, back-to-the-wall doggedness during the long, sad finale. Yet through all the highs and lows, one theme was constant.
         Blair epitomised it in a speech to a meeting of European socialist leaders during his first continental foray after becoming
         Prime Minister. The world, he declared, was experiencing ‘a veritable revolution of change’. Technology, trade and travel
         were transforming our lives; South-East Asia could compete with Europe on equal terms; every day, ‘vast amounts’ of money
         were traded across international boundaries. ‘New, new, new’, he exclaimed, ‘everything is new.’3

      That note survived Blair’s departure from office. In June 2007, his Chancellor, Gordon Brown, succeeded him as leader of the
         Labour Party, before taking over as Prime Minister. In Brown’s acceptance speech, there were thirty references to change.
         For both men, and for much of the party they led, the words ‘new’ and ‘change’ had acquired a totemic significance. The world
         was new, modernity was monolithic and the path to the future, linear. There was one modern condition, to which resistance
         was vain. The only rational course was to adapt to it. Attempts to resist change, in the name of cherished traditions or inherited
         values, were spitting into the wind. From it, there was no hiding place; against it, no protection.
      

      There was a germ of truth in the rhetoric. The world was passing through a technological revolution of unprecedented speed.
         The economy, the culture, the society and the global order had all changed profoundly during the Thatcher years, and they
         continued to change under Blair. But things were not quite as new as he and Brown imagined. The capitalism foreshadowed by
         John Maynard Keynes, Henry Ford, Franklin Roosevelt and Ernest Bevin – the stable, organised capitalism of demand management,
         the mixed economy, giant plants and giant unions – was undeniably a thing of the past. But in fundamentals the restless, masterless,
         dynamic capitalism of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, with its global scope, gross inequalities, predatory
         ultra-rich and powerless underclasses, was strikingly reminiscent of the capitalism of 100 years earlier. It would probably
         have astonished Anthony Crosland, the leading theorist of British social democracy during the high noon of the Keynesian era,
         but it would not have surprised Karl Marx.
      

      The same was true of the state over which Blair and his colleagues presided. It was a more humdrum and uncertain creature than the war-battered but supremely confident state of the 1940s.
         Its capacity to manage the economy had sharply declined. Many of its agencies had been forced to adopt unwelcome new methods
         of working, borrowed from the private sector. But, in a host of ways, it was still an imperial state, with reflexes derived
         from the days when the Royal Navy policed the world’s sea lanes and the City of London dominated its capital markets. By the
         same token, Britain was still torn between a European vocation, dictated by geography, and an extra-European vocation, derived
         from a venerable, not to say antiquated, interpretation of her history.
      

      At the core of Blair’s response to the shifts in the global order was a fierce determination to assert the largely mythical
         ‘special relationship’ between Britain and the United States, which had been the lodestar of almost all British governments
         for fifty years (though not of American ones). Behind that determination lay the half-conscious assumption that Britain was,
         in some special sense, an exceptional nation, set apart from the rest of the continent to which she belonged. Blair and his
         colleagues held essentially the same centralist vision of the democratic state as that held by pioneers of Fabian socialism
         like Sidney Webb and George Bernard Shaw in the 1880s. Their constitutional changes harked back to the debates over Irish
         Home Rule, Welsh disestablishment and Lords reform that had preoccupied the Liberal Government before the First World War.
         The conception of democratic citizenship that lay behind them could be traced back to Renaissance Italy and even to Republican
         Rome. In the long sweep of British history, Blair’s ‘revolution of change’ was as much a restoration as a revolution. New
         Labour’s path to the future was haunted by ghosts from the past.
      

      Four great questions faced the governments of the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s. What conception of democracy did the famously unwritten
         British constitution embody – and what conception ought it to embody? Could the democratic promise of political equality be
         squared with the economic inequality inherent in capitalism, and if so, how? Who were the British, and how did ‘Britishness’
         relate to the much older national identities of the British Isles? Where did Britain fit into the global order and its European
         subset, and where should she try to fit? To the politicians who groped for answers to them, these questions seemed new, sometimes
         alarmingly so. Yet similar questions had been asked, in different words, during the convulsive debates that had erupted during
         the civil wars of the seventeenth century. They had all been asked repeatedly during the long march towards democracy that
         provides a central theme of British history in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and they were asked at least
         as insistently in the decades following the belated arrival of manhood suffrage and partial female suffrage in 1918.
      

      Like their predecessors, the Thatcher and Blair governments viewed them through the prism of the evolving British political
         tradition. They were bound to; it was the only prism they had. In their more exalted moments, both governments liked to depict
         themselves as the argonauts of a brave new world. In reality, they were the most recent protagonists in a story that had begun
         more than 300 years before, and whose early chapters had helped to structure the later ones. The tradition that had shaped
         them was fluid, flexible and, above all, contestable as living traditions always are, but it was also constraining, and its
         constraints impinged as powerfully on those who were not conscious of them as on those who were. Its roots went a long way
         back, perhaps even to the centralising monarchs of the Middle Ages. Henry VIII’s break with Rome, and his defiant claim that
         the realm of England was now an ‘empire’, free of all external authority, was a crucial milestone in its evolution. But the
         length of its roots is little more than a historical curiosity today. What matters is that it was stamped through and through
         by the legacy of a long-drawn-out, occasionally violent and always fiercely contested transmutation, through which a pre-democratic
         state, ruled by a tiny elite, slowly acquired a more or less democratic constitution.
      

      From the vantage point of the twenty-first century, the coming of democracy seems almost inevitable, but it did not seem so
         while the halting march towards it was in progress. The first serious attempt to establish a democratic polity on British
         soil was made during the English Revolution that led to the execution of Charles I and the establishment of the Commonwealth.
         But though the Commonwealth was a republic, it was not a democracy, and those who tried to give it a quasi-democratic suffrage
         were suppressed. So were the so-called ‘British Jacobins’ who campaigned for manhood suffrage in the 1790s, and the Chartists
         who tried to mobilise the nascent working class behind a democratic ‘People’s Charter’ in the 1830s and 1840s. Nearly a century
         passed between the great Reform Act of 1832, which increased the size of the electorate from 4.5 per cent to 7 per cent of
         the adult population, and the arrival of manhood suffrage in 1918. Even then, women could not vote in parliamentary elections
         before the age of thirty.
      

      Plural voting survived until the 1940s. As late as 1945 my own parents had two votes each: one as citizens and one as university
         graduates. It was not until 1911 that the House of Lords lost its veto powers, and not until 1999 that most (though still
         not all) hereditary peers lost their seats in it. Though the Commons voted in favour of an elected upper house early in 2007,
         the House of Lords contained no elected members when this book went to press. As all this implies, the political class viewed the approach of democracy with trepidation, as did much of
         the intelligentsia. Democracy’s many opponents offered stubborn resistance, clothed in telling arguments. Some of its supporters
         half shared its opponents’ assumptions, sometimes without realising the fact. Sturdy working-class radicals, who fought hard
         for extensions of the suffrage in the 1860s and 1880s, opposed giving votes to the poorest and most dependent of their class,
         on the grounds that they were not fit for citizenship. The great Liberal leader, Gladstone, opposed female enfranchisement
         because he thought women were too refined for the hurly-burly of politics.
      

      That history lived on in the reflexes of politicians and voters. There was no single, authoritative narrative of Britain’s
         long march towards democracy. There were several conflicting narratives, reflecting divergent interests and contrasting visions
         of democratic politics and the democratic state. These narratives, and the visions they reflected, were fundamental to Britain’s
         political culture. They were (and are) embodied at least as powerfully in ritual and iconography as in theories or programmes.
         To mention only a few examples, the prayers for the monarchy in the Book of Common Prayer, the card votes at the Trade Union
         Congress, the proud Victorian town halls of the industrial North, and the statues and paintings in the Palace of Westminster
         did as much as any written text to lodge them in the nation’s imagination. Subliminally as well as directly, they told both
         leaders and led who they were and how they ought to behave. Their implications for statecraft – for the mixtures of rhetoric
         and policy through which political leaders seek to win and hold power – differed, sometimes radically. In any case, none of
         them pointed unambiguously in only one direction. There has always been room for argument. But the room has never been unlimited.
      

      In recent years the arguments have been more vigorous than at any time since the First World War, but even today, at the start
         of the twenty-first century, the protagonists draw on ancient memories of Britain’s crablike progress towards democracy and
         on the visions of democratic politics that helped to determine its course. Yet all too many of them are strangely incurious
         about the origins and meaning of the memories and visions concerned. The politicians and commentators who dominate the national
         conversation are the products of a restless, febrile age, when the past is apt to be dismissed as unnecessary baggage, and
         public debate focuses on surface novelties rather than on the deeper currents of long-term change. In the Westminster village
         and the media, a strange mixture of amnesia and mythology prevails, impoverishing our understanding of ourselves and narrowing
         the scope of political imagination. Yet, as I hope to show in the rest of this book, the diverse narratives that make up the
         British political tradition are far richer and more fertile than the constricting common sense of our time admits. ‘The tradition of all the
         dead generations’, said Marx, ‘weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living.’4 The best way to rescue the living from their nightmare is to look again at what the dead actually thought and did.
      

      This book concentrates on British political history since the coming of a more or less democratic suffrage in 1918. One recurrent
         theme is the disputed identity of Britain and the British as their empire faded. Another is the inevitable tension between
         democracy and capitalism. A third is the interplay between political, cultural and social change. A fourth is the subtle,
         often ambiguous relationship between individual character and experience, and political action and belief. My story falls
         naturally into three phases. Phase One was dominated by the gradual emergence of democratic government on British soil and
         the narratives that reflected it. The central theme of Phase Two lay in the attempts of governments of all stripes to tame
         capitalism in the interests of social harmony and democratic inclusion. Phase Three has been dominated by the renaissance
         of ‘untamed’ capitalism, and by the strange mixture of ferocious centralism in the polity and hyper-individualism in the culture
         and economy, that it seems to have brought in its train.
      

      But the British political tradition, and the memories and understandings it encapsulates, loom in the background throughout,
         like the Chorus in a Greek play. I begin with them.
      

   



      PART I

      AMBLING TO DEMOCRACY




      
      
      2

      
      SACRED FLAME
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         And unnatural, irrational, sinful, wicked, unjust, devilish and tyrannical it is, for any man whatsoever . . . to appropriate
            and assume unto himself a power, authority and jurisdiction to rule, govern or reign over any sort of men in the world without
            their free consent.
         

         John Lilburne, ‘The freeman’s freedom vindicated’, 19 June 1646

      

      
      
         For really I think that the poorest he that is in England hath a life to live as the greatest he; and therefore truly, sir,
            I think it’s clear that every man that is to live under a government ought first to put himself under that government; and
            I do think that the poorest man in England is not at all bound in a strict sense to that government that he hath not had a
            voice to put himself under.
         

         Colonel Thomas Rainborough at the General Council of the New Model Army,
Putney, 29 October 1647

      

      
      
         If you want venality, if you want ignorance, if you want drunkenness, and facility for being intimidated. . . . Do you go
            to the top or to the bottom?
         

         Robert Lowe, opposing the 1866 Reform Bill
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			  DEFIANCE FROM BELOW

      
      On 22 May 1917, nearly three years after the start of the First World War, the Lloyd George coalition’s Representation of
         the People Bill, giving votes to all adult men and to women over thirty, received a second reading in the House of Commons.
         It was a curiously muted occasion. Fourteen million people were about to be enfranchised – easily the biggest extension of
         the suffrage in British history. The proportion of the adult population with the right to vote in parliamentary elections
         would be raised from 28 per cent to 78 per cent. Manhood suffrage was no longer a distant dream or an ominous spectre. It
         was very nearly an accomplished fact. Despite the strange differentiation between the voting ages for men and women, the same
         was true of female suffrage. But the debate was low-key. Controversy focused on the bill’s provisions for the Single Transferable
         Vote in a limited number of seats, and the Alternative Vote in the rest, both of which were abandoned before the bill passed into law. The historic extension
         of the suffrage was virtually unopposed.
      

      
      The opening speech by Sir George Cave, the Unionist Home Secretary (and future Lord Chancellor), typified the mood of the
         House. In times past, he declared, such a step would have been regarded as a leap in the dark. But experience had shown that
         extensions of the suffrage fostered ‘contentment and stability’, and ‘added strength’ to the throne. Moreover,
      

      
      
         The spirit manifested in this War by all classes of our countrymen has brought us nearer together, has opened men’s eyes,
            and removed misunderstandings on all sides. It has made it, I think, impossible that . . . there should be a revival of the
            old class feeling which was responsible . . . for the exclusion for a period of so many of our population from the class of
            electors.1

      

      
      It was a comforting message. Democratic citizenship, as Cave depicted it, was a vehicle for social harmony and a reward for
         good conduct, rather than a right. New classes had not had to force their way into the political nation, as they had in less
         happy lands; a statesmanlike elite had gradually admitted them when they had shown that they were ready for the privilege.
         The purpose of the exercise was to sustain the country’s existing institutions; and in this it had succeeded.
      

      
      These pieties contained an element of truth. The complex process through which Britain eventually acquired a democratic suffrage
         was, at first sight, a decorous affair. Its most obvious hallmarks were incremental change; step-by-step reform; gradual, top-down
         innovation within a structure of inherited tradition; peaceful accommodation to changing times. But, on closer inspection,
         decorum dissolves into ambiguity. Incrementalism was the child (or at least the grandchild) of crisis. Most step-by-step reforms
         were fiercely opposed. Resistance, revolt and repression loomed as large as peaceful accommodation. Tradition was a battlefield
         as well as an icon.
      

      
      Long before the process of top-down adaptation culminated in the 1917 bill, defiant demands for more radical change had come
         from below. Although they had been suppressed without much difficulty, they left an enduring legacy. Running through all of
         them were the themes of independence, self-respect and scorn for flummery and flunkeyism. Behind them lay a vision of equal,
         participatory citizenship and popular sovereignty. Though they focused on the polity rather than on the economy, the political
         egalitarianism that inspired them went hand in hand with a deep-seated suspicion of market power. Irrespective of the religious
         beliefs of their authors, they were infused with the unbiddable spirit of Protestant dissent. They defied distinctions of rank and status
         – sometimes at the cost of the liberties and even the lives of those who made them. The language in which they were expressed
         was sometimes demagogic, inflated and self-righteous, but they empowered the powerless and leavened the lump of time-encrusted
         deference. As the next chapter will show, the values and hopes that inspired them are an enduring part of the British political
         tradition.
      

      
      They also helped to define the terrain on which subsequent gradualist reformers and their opponents battled. Britain’s belated
         acquisition of a more or less democratic suffrage, and the conflicting narratives with which leaders and led made sense of
         her meandering progress towards it, are incomprehensible if they are left out of the account. The British version of democracy
         was the product of an interplay between top-down reform and bottom-up defiance. In this chapter, I shall look at both.
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      The story begins at the dawn of the modern age, during a brief, extraordinary moment in the English civil wars. The defeat
         and imprisonment, and the subsequent trial and execution of Charles I, the Lord’s anointed for most parliamentarians as well
         as for royalists, shattered the moral foundations of Church and State. The crust of custom was broken and the social world
         ‘turned upside down’.2 Apocalyptic visions of England as Christ’s kingdom proliferated. In one of the most famous passages of his Areopagitica, John Milton exclaimed that God had revealed himself ‘as His manner is, first to His Englishmen’.3 Many thought ‘the total rooting out of Antichrist’ was imminent.4

      
      The grim Calvinist doctrine of election, according to which the saved and the damned had been chosen irrevocably before the
         beginning of time, acquired a potentially revolutionary political dimension. The mighty of this world might be damned in the
         next; humble craftsmen might be among the saved. Calvinist saints easily became republican citizens, often with swords in
         their hands. Writers such as the former All Souls’ chorister and sometime royalist, Marchamount Nedham; the Northamptonshire
         country gentleman, James Harrington; and, above all, Milton himself drew on the ideological legacy of Renaissance Italy and
         ancient Rome to lay the doctrinal foundations of a republican free state, made up of free citizens, in which monarchical tyranny
         would be no more.
      

      
      The most extraordinary episode of all occurred between 1647 and 1649, when a coalition made up of radical sectaries, London
         craftsmen and certain regiments of Cromwell’s victorious New Model Army set out the constitutional framework for a secular,
         democratic republic, and then tried energetically to mobilise support for it. Their most famous leader – the charismatic, disputatious and frequently imprisoned
         John Lilburne – described them as ‘the hobnails, clouted shoes, the private soldiers, the leather and woollen aprons, and
         the laborious and industrious people in England’.5 That was over-egging the pudding. Lilburne himself had enlisted in the parliamentary army as a captain and rose to become
         a lieutenant colonel; the hot-headed and courageous Thomas Rainborough, whose plea for the rights of the ‘poorest he’ is one
         of the most resonant political utterances in the language, was also a colonel, and the son of a naval officer to boot.
      

      
      All the same, Lilburne’s description conveys the flavour of the movement. He and his allies were nicknamed ‘Levellers’, implying
         that they wished to level estates, but the equality they sought was political, not economic. In October 1647, they produced
         what amounted to a draft constitution for an English republic, with the explosive title, An Agreement of the People. It was put before the General Council of the Army at a three-day series of highly charged meetings in Putney, most of them
         in the local church. In it, the Levellers demanded equal electoral districts, biennial parliaments, equality before the law,
         religious toleration and freedom from conscription, in most cases on the grounds that they were natural rights. Nothing quite
         like the Putney debates had been seen in England before, and nothing quite like them has been seen since. The questions at
         issue went to the heart of the social and political order; the atmosphere was halfway between a prayer meeting and an embryo
         constituent assembly. Most of the participants were soldiers, under military discipline, but the debaters spoke as fellow
         seekers after truth, wrestling with their consciences and their God.
      

      
      The Leveller representatives made it clear that, in addition to the programme set out in the Agreement, they stood for something very close to manhood suffrage.6 (On the quintessentially republican assumption that those who ‘depend upon the will of other men’7 could not be genuinely free, they would have excluded servants and paupers.) John Wildman’s summary of the argument echoes
         across the centuries:
      

      
      
         [W]e have been under slavery; that’s acknowledged by all; our very laws were made by our conquerors. . . . We are now engaged
            for our freedom. That’s the end of parliaments: not to constitute what is already established but to act according to the
            just rules of government. Every person in England has as clear a right to elect his representative as the greatest person
            in England. I conceive that’s the undeniable maxim of all government: that all government is in the free consent of the people.8

      

      
      
      It was too much for Cromwell, the Army grandees and even for the Army at large. The Levellers and the citizen soldiers who
         had made them a force to be reckoned with gradually parted company. Within a few days of the Putney debates, a small-scale
         Leveller mutiny was suppressed at Ware. Private Richard Arnold, one of the ringleaders, was shot dead at the head of his regiment.
         In the tense final weeks of 1648 following the so-called second civil war, and leading up to the king’s execution in January
         1649, there was a rapprochement between the Levellers and the Army leadership, reflected in a more nuanced second Agreement. But the Levellers soon discovered that Cromwell’s conservative revolutionaries had as short a way with defiance from below
         as the monarchy had had. In March 1649, Lilburne and his closest associates were charged with treason and imprisoned in the
         Tower. On 1 May 1649, they produced a third, more radical Agreement, published in the name of the ‘free people of England’. Its demands included annual parliaments and a franchise close to
         manhood suffrage. To safeguard a series of fundamental freedoms from the incursions of arbitrary power, it insisted that there
         should be ‘limits both to our supreme and to all subordinate authority’9 – in other words, that certain rights should be protected by an unamendable charter, superior in status to ordinary laws.
      

      
      But by now the Levellers’ moment had passed. According to Lilburne, Cromwell had already told the Council of State that the
         only way to deal with them was ‘to break them in pieces’.10 He did not waste much time. Two weeks after the 1649 Agreement was published, a more serious Leveller mutiny was quelled at Burford; the three alleged ringleaders were shot dead in the
         churchyard, while their followers were forced to watch from the church roof. (A fourth ringleader made such a show of pious
         repentance that Cromwell forgave him.) The Levellers’ revolution was over before it had begun.
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      It left a luminous afterglow. In an age when regimes of all stripes pay lip service to democratic principles, it is easy to
         miss the breathtaking audacity of the Levellers’ central claims: that it is tyrannical and unjust to govern without the free
         consent of the governed; and that consent must come from the propertyless as well as from the propertied. For most of human
         history, hierarchy and subordination – religious, political, familial and economic – have been sacrosanct as well as customary.
         The right to govern has come from God, from ancestors, from myth-encrusted lawgivers in a remote and awe-inspiring past. Massive,
         intimidating structures of custom and belief, sacred as well as secular, underpinning the entire social order and embodied
         in myth, magic and ritual as well as in laws and doctrines, have carried the habits and values of authority and obedience from one generation to the next. A tiny minority has given the orders; the rest
         have been born to obey.
      

      
      This has been as true of European civilisation as of others. Until very recent times, the most distinguished minds of Europe,
         from Plato and Aristotle onwards, condemned popular government as impious and destructive folly. Protestants as well as Catholics,
         Presbyterians as well as Anglicans, took it for granted that established authorities were part of a seamless web, spun by
         the authority of God. The eighteenth-century Anglican devotional manual, The New Whole Duty of Man, epitomised the wisdom of millennia: ‘[W]herever it is placed, authority is a sacred thing, as being a ray and image of the
         divine majesty, and such as may justly claim honour and reverence from all men: and whoever contemns the lowest degree of
         it, offers an affront to the highest; for he that resisteth the power resisteth the ordinance of God.’11

      
      Before democracy could become feasible a revolution had to take place, in ideas and mentalities even more than in institutions.
         In eighteenth-century America and France, just such a revolution took place with an explosive force that left a lasting impact
         on the imagination of the world. That explains the resonance of the world’s two great revolutionary ‘days’ – 4 July and 14
         July. Britain has never known an explosion on that scale. Yet the Levellers’ abortive challenge to the structures of hierarchy
         and subordination of seventeenth-century England had more in common with its American and French successors than has anything
         in later British history.
      

      
      A yawning chasm of culture and language separated them from the sceptical rationalists who inspired the great Atlantic revolutions
         of 150 years later, and further still from the liberals and social democrats of our own day. The Levellers had one foot in
         the modern world, but one in the Middle Ages. To them, God, the devil, salvation and damnation were ever-present realities.
         They attached at least as much importance to religious freedom as to political. Their vision of a self-governing polity, based
         on a compact between free and active citizens, reflected their experience of the self-governing radical sects. They were steeped
         in the intoxicating cadences of the Scriptures, which they took to be divinely inspired. Again and again, their arguments
         were framed in biblical categories. In his freeman’s freedom vindicated Lilburne appealed to the book of Genesis; the regimental spokesmen who put the Army’s case to General Fairfax on the eve
         of the Putney debate based their argument on the parable of the talents.12 Yet across the gulf of time and vocabulary, three themes in the Levellers’ challenge to the Army grandees sound as powerfully
         in the twenty-first century as they did in the seventeenth.
      

      
      The first was a cry of protest against the ancient link between economic status and political participation. The Putney debates centred on a clash of values and assumptions that has reverberated
         through the history of capitalism: a clash between the claims of citizenship on the one hand and of property on the other.
         Cromwell grumbled that although the Levellers might not wish for anarchy, a franchise that gave votes to the propertyless,
         whose only interest in the country was ‘the interest of breathing’, must ‘end in anarchy’. Grant the principle of equal citizenship,
         said his brilliant and provocative son-in-law, Henry Ireton, and what would stop the propertyless from applying the same principle
         to ‘meat, drink, clothes’ – indeed, to property as such? The propertyless were in a majority of five to one, said Colonel
         Rich; if they had votes, a law might be passed to destroy property and establish ‘an equality of goods and estate’.
      

      
      The Levellers repeatedly insisted that they were as committed to private property as the grandees. Their concessions to property
         rights came from the head, however; their hearts spoke a different language. On Rich’s assumptions, declared the indefatigable
         Rainborough, the existing franchise would allow the propertied sixth of the population to ‘make hewers of wood and drawers
         of water of the other five, and so the greatest part of the nation [would] be enslaved’.13 Liberty trumped property, as surely as it trumped the prerogatives of a self-aggrandising monarch.
      

      
      The second theme was more explosive still. The Levellers’ vision of a democratic republic went beyond politics and tapped
         emotions to which narrowly political arguments could not do justice. A critic accused them of wanting a society in which ‘every
         Jack shall vie with a gentleman and every gentleman be made a Jack.’14 There was something in this. ‘I am sure there was no man born marked of God above another,’ declared the old Leveller, Richard
         Rumbold, just before he was executed for taking part in the Monmouth rebellion of 1685, ‘for no man comes into the world with
         a saddle on his back, neither any booted and spurred to ride him.’15 The victorious, war-radicalised young soldiers of the New Model Army insisted that they were not ‘a mere mercenary army hired
         to serve any arbitrary power of a state’ but volunteers who had taken up arms ‘in judgement and conscience’ to defend ‘our
         own and the people’s liberties’.16 Their meaning was plain: they had heads on their shoulders as well as swords in their hands, and they were determined to
         think for themselves. For them, the elaborate apparatus of status differentiation and moral indoctrination, which their generals
         still took for granted, no longer had meaning. The soldiers had risked their lives for their birthrights, declared Captain
         Saxby at Putney, and now the grandees were telling them that only property had rights. Grant that, and ‘we were mere mercenary
         soldiers’ – instruments, not free citizens.
      

      
      
      The Levellers’ constitutional programme spoke to the same stubborn sense of personal autonomy and human dignity, and to a
         corresponding ethic of republican austerity. In a memorable passage, written on the eve of Charles II’s restoration, Milton
         defined a ‘free commonwealth’ as one in which
      

      
      
         They who are greatest are perpetual servants and drudges to the public at their own cost and charges; neglect their own affairs;
            yet are not elevated above their brethren, live soberly in their families, walk the streets as other men, may be spoken to
            freely, familiarly, without adoration. Whereas a king must be adored like a demigod, with a dissolute and haughty court about
            him, of vast expense and luxury.
         

      

      
      To restore the monarchy, he added in a savage phrase, would be to pay a single person to ‘pageant himself up and down in progress
         among the perpetual bowings and cringings of an abject people’.17 Milton was no Leveller, but his biting contempt for bowing and cringing epitomised a crucial aspect of the Levellers’ vision.
      

      
      The third theme was the most important. For the Levellers, liberty also trumped tradition. It involved a clean break with
         the past, inspired by first principles. Though the Levellers shared the then commonplace notion that the Normans had illegitimately
         usurped ancient Saxon freedoms, that well-worn theme embellished a more original (and more subversive) argument. They based
         their case for a democratic and secular republic on natural rights, not on history or tradition. Custom and precedent, they
         insisted, were irrelevant. As Rainborough put it, ‘the old law of England’, for which both sides had claimed to be fighting
         when the first civil war broke out, was ‘the most tyrannical law under heaven’.18 In an age in which political argument was structured by precedent, when debate turned on rival interpretations of the wisdom of the ancestors, statements
         like these were more subversive than any substantive programme. The Levellers were saying that ancestral wisdom carried no
         special authority; that free citizens, not venerable institutions or time-honoured practices, were the source of political
         legitimacy. They were the first, and almost the last, significant political movement in British history to insist that a just
         political order could be built only by making a conscious, deliberate and principled break with constitutional precedent.
      

      
      For Cromwell – arch-pragmatist as well as Calvinist saint; would-be constitutional conservationist as well as reluctant revolutionary
         – that was probably their real offence. The Agreement seemed plausible, he conceded at the start of the Putney debates, but it involved ‘very great alterations in the very government of the kingdom’. What was to stop another group coming forward with equally plausible alterations, and
         ‘not only another, and another, but many of this kind?’ If they did, what would the consequences be? ‘Would it not be confusion?
         Would it not be utter confusion? Would it not make England like the Switzerland country, one canton of the Swiss against another,
         and one county against another?’19 The alternative to properly constituted authority, in short, was chaos.
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      The second big upsurge of defiance from below took place almost 150 years after the Levellers’ defeat. In that century and
         a half, Britain saw great changes – the return of the monarchy and its ‘bowings and cringings’ in 1660; the ‘Glorious Revolution’
         of 1688, which drove the Stuarts from the throne; the Act of Union of 1707, which created a new British state in place of
         the English and Scottish states; victory in a long-drawn-out race for empire against France, only partly tarnished by the
         loss of the American colonies in 1783; the gradual emergence of a tenacious ‘British’ identity, centred on the stirring themes
         of Protestantism, liberty and maritime supremacy; and the beginning of the Industrial Revolution. After the climacteric of
         1688, however, the political order changed very little. Throughout the following century, the Anglican landed elite, which
         had made the Revolution, enjoyed a virtual monopoly of political power. (Protestant dissenters were tolerated, but effectively
         excluded from the political nation.)
      

      
      Vigorous political conflicts took place within the elite. In their attacks on the court, the independent gentry of the so-called
         ‘Country Party’ drew on a diffuse ideology, stressing civic virtue, manly independence and disdain for Crown-sponsored corruption
         that harked back to the republicans of Cromwell’s time. Popular disturbances were frequent. Disaffected elite politicians
         – such as the engaging rapscallion and future City alderman, John Wilkes, and the magnetic prince of parliamentary debaters,
         Charles James Fox – often drew on the country ideology to harness the crowd to their own campaigns against the executive.
         None of this posed a serious threat to the regime, but after the loss of the American colonies increasingly vociferous demands
         for parliamentary reform, involving a radical extension of the suffrage and a redistribution of seats, began to call into
         question the foundations of elite rule.20

      
      Then came the French Revolution – a social, political and ideological earthquake whose effects were felt right across Europe,
         from Moscow to Madrid, and which provokes passionate debate even today. In Britain, its first stages were greeted with acclamation.
         Charles James Fox spoke for many when he declared that the fall of the Bastille on 14 July 1789 was the ‘greatest event’ that had ever happened in the
         world. Yet as events across the Channel gathered pace, opinion in Britain polarised.21 To an increasingly frightened elite, it seemed that France had plunged into an abyss of anarchy, spoliation and atheism that
         now gaped before the social and moral order of all Europe. The elite was backed by state repression and surveillance, a flood
         of loyalist propaganda and, not least, a wave of passionate, antirevolutionary, popular patriotism. Many moderate reformers
         – notably Edmund Burke, once one of the staunchest British supporters of the American cause – gave a further push to the anti-revolutionary
         backlash.
      

      
      Meanwhile, bold spirits in the reform camp – the Birmingham unitarian, philosopher and scientist, Dr Joseph Priestley; the
         international revolutionary and pamphleteer, Thomas Paine; the pioneer of women’s enfranchisement, Mary Wollstonecraft; the
         London radical organiser and propagandist, John Horne Tooke; the Scottish shoemaker, Thomas Hardy; and a growing number of
         radical artisans, small masters, journeymen and tradesmen – looked increasingly to revolutionary France for inspiration. They
         sang the ‘Marsellaise’ and ‘Ça Ira’, sported tricolour cockades, sent fervent addresses of support to the French National
         Assembly and Convention, corresponded with the Jacobin clubs of Paris and the French provinces, and danced around the Liberty
         Tree.
      

      
      They also created a network of democratic societies, published a flood of pamphlets, founded several newspapers and proselytised
         energetically in the countryside. They spoke the language of liberty and citizenship, not of class, but one of their most
         important achievements was to construct an ideological framework for the aspirations of the nascent working class, largely
         derived from Thomas Paine’s explosive challenge to prescription and privilege, Rights of Man. Their enemies called them ‘Jacobins’, and in time they wore the label proudly. A comment in 1795 by John Thelwall, radical
         stalwart, minor poet, ex-tailor and eventual elocution teacher, helps to explain why. He gloried in the French Revolution,
         he wrote, because
      

      
      
         [I]t has been upheld and propagated as a principle of that Revolution, that ancient abuses are not, by their antiquity, converted
            into virtues; that it has been affirmed and established that man has rights which no statutes or usages can take away . .
            . that one order of society has no right, how many years soever they have been guilty of the pillage, to plunder and oppress
            the other parts of the community. . . . These are the principles that I admire, and that cause me, notwithstanding all its
            excesses, to exult in the French Revolution.22

      

      
      
      The curve of British Jacobinism rose quite sharply for a while. Revolution societies set up to commemorate the Glorious Revolution
         of 1688 became centres of Francophile radicalism. ‘Constitutional societies’ carried the message of democracy and human rights
         to East Anglia, the Midlands and the North. (The Sheffield Society, in particular, was a byword for turbulent and defiant
         agitation.) In January 1792, Thomas Hardy founded the enthusiastic and largely artisan London Corresponding Society, which
         quickly became the flagship of the movement. But as the tempo of revolution quickened in France, anxiety among the elite,
         often shared by the masses for whom the British Jacobins thought they spoke, began to verge on panic. A royal proclamation
         against seditious writings, issued in May 1792, was followed by a second proclamation in December, ordering the embodiment
         of part of the militia. A loyalist ‘Association for the Preservation of Liberty and Property against Republicans and Levellers’
         set out to intimidate the radical societies, often with the help of local magistrates. Paine, who had been prosecuted for
         seditious libel in May and had then left for France, was found guilty and outlawed in his absence. In the winter of 1792–3,
         he was burned in effigy in hundreds of tumultuous popular ceremonies, in places as far apart as Dover and Newcastle.23

      
      In 1793 the pace warmed up. In January, Louis XVI was guillotined. On 1 February, the French Republic, which the British Government
         had refused to recognise, declared war on Britain. The British state was now the linchpin of a Europe-wide, counter-revolutionary
         alliance, bent on stamping out the French contagion. British Jacobins faced a harsh dilemma. If they stood their ground, they
         risked being branded as traitors. If they retreated, they would be untrue to themselves and perhaps give a further fillip
         to reaction.
      
 
      
      Most British Jacobins stuck to their guns. Their most spectacular stroke came in November 1793, when they held a British Convention
         in Edinburgh. The Convention was forcibly dissolved; the ringleaders were sentenced to transportation for fourteen years.
         In May 1794, habeas corpus was suspended. In October, a number of British Jacobin leaders, including Tooke, Thelwall and Hardy,
         were charged with high treason. They were acquitted; but in November the Government pushed through a Treasonable Practices
         Act, widening the definition of treason to cover speeches and writings as well as actions. A Seditious Meetings Act empowered
         local magistrates to disallow public meetings of more than fifty persons; resistance to their orders to disperse was made
         punishable by death. These two Acts ran with the grain of the popular loyalism that the Paineites had outraged, and delivered
         the coup de grâce to the movement. It lingered on in a twilight of semi-legality and underground conspiracy but, as a Leeds society reported
         in October 1797, the ‘Sacred flame’ that had been kindled in its members’ breasts in better days had been extinguished.24 By the end of the decade, the second serious upsurge of defiance from below had been suppressed as thoroughly as the first.
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      ‘An army of principles will penetrate where an army of soldiers cannot.’ Thomas Paine wrote in an ebullient moment in 1797.
         ‘It will march on the horizon of the world and it will conquer.’25 Paine’s phrase could serve as an epigraph for the fate of the British Jacobins. They were quashed as easily as the Levellers
         had been but, unlike the Levellers, they bequeathed an ideological and moral legacy that entered the bloodstream of popular
         politics. Unitarian divines, itinerant lecturers and provincial editors played their part in this, as did the cordwainers,
         cutlers, carpenters and the like who took part in the radical societies’ debates. But the lion’s share of the credit goes
         to Paine. Like the Levellers, the British Jacobins challenged the whole edifice of custom, hierarchy and social control on
         which the British Church and State were based; that was why their enemies in all classes feared and hated them. Paine clothed
         the challenge in a mixture of passion, invective, irony and sarcasm, expressed in a limpid, demotic prose that can still set
         the pulse racing.
      

      
      In the 1790s, his acidulous contempt for the mystique of the British ancien régime, the connections that he drew between political subordination and the injustices of everyday life and, most of all perhaps,
         his exhilarating optimism must have been a revelation. He was not an original or a systematic thinker. His ideas tumbled out,
         higgledy-piggledy, in the heat of argument; most of them came from the common stock of Atlantic republicanism. But that did
         not detract from his central message: the people had been robbbed of the liberty that was theirs by right; if they had the
         determination and courage to construct a new political system, they could regain it. ‘For a nation to love liberty, it is
         sufficient that she knows it; and to be free, it is sufficient that she wills it.’26

      
      Paine’s success as a propagandist stemmed, in part, from his background. The craftsmen and small masters who formed the backbone
         of British Jacobinism were his people. In his later years, success as a writer carried him to the heights of political life
         on two continents. He was an intimate of Thomas Jefferson, a protégé of Benjamin Franklin, and he discussed French plans to
         invade Britain with Napoleon Bonaparte. (He also fell foul of Robespierre and narrowly escaped the guillotine during the Terror.)
         However, having been born into the skilled but low-status artisanate, he carried its insecurities, humiliations and stubborn
         pride in his bones. He was apprenticed to his father’s trade of staymaker, but could not settle down.
      

      
      
      He was by turns a sailor, a staymaker, a schoolteacher and an exciseman. He had talent, energy, courage and a passion for
         politics, but there was no outlet for them in the caste society of eighteenth-century England. Success did not come until
         he emigrated to America in 1774.
      

      
      During the revolution he became the Americans’ most influential propagandist. In Britain, as in America, his success as a
         writer owed much to the stimulus of the moment. The most influential of all his writings, Rights of Man, written after his return to Britain, was a reply to Edmund Burke’s volcanic onslaught on the French Revolution and its British
         supporters, Reflections on the Revolution in France. Paine and Burke had been on the same side over the American war. To Paine, it seemed that Burke had now betrayed his past.
         As the next chapter will show, he was wrong about that: the Burke who had attacked British policy towards the American colonists
         was also the Burke who excoriated the French revolutionaries. But the mistake gave Paine’s reply an edge of passion that helped
         to make the book a runaway best-seller.
      

      
      His overriding aim was to make the unthinkable thinkable: to convince his readers that, despite their antiquity, the barriers
         that excluded the vast majority of adult males from the political nation could be demolished if they were given a hard push.
         To do that, he had to demystify the hallowed British constitution; to make plain that, far from being the repository of immemorial
         wisdom, it was a farrago of highfalutin nonsense, and that the elite whose power it sustained was risible rather than awesome.
         The monarchy was a favourite target. William the Conqueror, from whom the kings of England derived their title to rule, was
         nothing but a ‘French bastard landing with an armed banditti, and establishing himself king of England against the consent
         of the natives . . . in plain terms a very paltry rascally original’.27 The whole notion of hereditary rule was degrading: ‘To inherit a government is to inherit the people, as if they were flocks
         and herds’.28 As for the House of Lords, the notion of a hereditary legislator was ‘as absurd as an hereditary mathematician, or an hereditary
         wise man’. The titles that went with it embodied ‘a sort of foppery in the human character, which degrades it’. In abolishing
         them, France had ‘outgrown the baby-cloaths of Count and Duke, and breeched itself in manhood’.
      

      
      These sallies were the opening salvo of a much more formidable barrage. The British constitution drew its authority from a
         long chain of precedents binding it to its past. To show that legitimate rule was grounded in the sovereign people and not
         in custom and prescription, Paine had to take an axe to that chain, demonstrating that the past could not bind the present.
         The loyalists’ faith in precedent, he argued, was akin to the worship of supposedly holy relics with which monks deceived
         the credulous. The whole notion of governing from beyond the grave was ‘the most ridiculous and insolent of all tyrannies’. Besides, reliance on precedent
         was self-contradictory. Precedents from a hundred or even a thousand years ago could be cancelled out by contrary precedents
         from an even remoter past. In truth, there was no logical stopping place short of the moment ‘when man came from the hand
         of his Maker . . . It is authority against authority all the way, till we come to the divine origin of the rights of man at
         the creation.’
      

      
      It followed that all men were born equal, with equal natural rights. That, in turn, meant that only the people, acting through
         a representative body elected for the purpose, could draw up a constitution. For constitutions were ‘antecedent to government’. A nation’s constitution was ‘not the act of its government, but of the people constituting a government’.
         Parliament was not a substitute for the people; it was part of the system that a proper constitution would sweep away. The
         ‘moderate’ reform, peddled by aristocratic ‘Friends of Liberty’, was worse than useless since its purpose was to abandon some
         abuses in order to hang on to the rest. The conclusions were as obvious as they were shocking: the much-venerated British
         Constitution was not a constitution at all; the people had ‘yet a constitution to form’.
      

      
      From the elite’s point of view, that was bad enough, but more alarming horrors followed. As well as demystifying Britain’s
         ancien régime, Paine insisted that the political injustice at its core bred economic and social injustice, and that human rights had an
         economic and social dimension as well as a political one. ‘When, in countries that are called civilized, we see age going
         to the workhouse and youth to the gallows,’ he declared, ‘something must be wrong in the system of government.’ And, in a
         passage throbbing with indignation, he asked: ‘Why is it that scarcely any are executed but the poor? . . . [T]hey are the
         exposed sacrifice of vice and legal barbarity.’29 But a new political order would not banish wretchedness all by itself. And so, in a stroke of genius far ahead of its time,
         Paine called for the redistribution of wealth as well as of political power. Unconditional state payments would go to the
         elderly and the young, financed by damming up the stream of bribes, pensions, sinecures and inflated official salaries that
         helped to keep the elite afloat. A progressive property tax would break up the great estates out of which the ancien régime was built. The implications were (and are) explosive. Although no enemy to capitalism or the market economy, Paine insisted
         that huge disparities of wealth were incompatible with equal citizenship and sought to overcome them. His message resonates
         as loudly in the age of the global super-rich as it did when he wrote it.
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      The third and last significant episode of bottom-up defiance took place nearly half a century after the second. It drew on
         the Paineite radicalism of the 1790s, and on memories of the turbulent popular agitation that had followed the French wars,
         but it is best seen as a riposte to the first big instalment of top-down reform – the ‘Great’ Reform Act of 1832 – and to
         the laissez-faire commitments of its authors. The 1832 Act was the first real fissure in the ancien régime. It was carried through Parliament by the first Whig Government for forty years, headed by Earl Grey, once a leading ‘friend
         of liberty’. It increased the total electorate from around 500, 000 to around 700, 000, and has often been seen as the first
         step towards democracy. That, however, was not how its supporters saw it. It was a classic example of the ‘moderate reform’
         that Paine had scorned. The Whig noblemen who drafted it and steered it on to the statute book had no intention of undermining
         the power of their own caste or of the property relations on which it depended. They were for change, but only to preserve.
      

      
      They could see that industrialisation and urbanisation had created important new social interests. They thought these interests
         would have to be incorporated into the political nation sooner or later, and feared that if they were not incorporated peacefully
         they would incorporate themselves through revolution. But they wanted to forestall democracy, not to move towards it. In a
         savage passage in 1829, the young T.B. Macaulay, future doyen of Whig historians and then a rising Whig politician and essayist,
         had declared that, in a democracy, the rich ‘would be pillaged as unmercifully as under a Turkish Pacha’ – adding, for good
         measure, that ‘taste, literature, science, commerce, manufactures, everything but the rude arts necessary for the support
         of animal life’ would be swept away.30 Few Whigs would have disagreed. As they saw it, the question for the government was how to avert the evils that Macaulay
         had depicted. Their answer was to drive a wedge between the middle class and the working class. The Reform Act was a finely
         calibrated piece of political engineering, designed to do just that.
      

      
      The Act had two prongs, both of them much sharper than the political world had expected. First, it redrew the electoral map.
         The unreformed House of Commons represented an extraordinary patchwork of constituencies of varying sizes, with a bewildering
         variety of qualifications for the suffrage. The new industrial centres in the North were grossly underrepresented in comparison
         with small towns and villages in the South. The Reform Act left the patchwork in place, but made it far less flagrant. Fifty-six
         small boroughs were disfranchised altogether; thirty lost one member apiece. The chief beneficiaries were unrepresented towns,
         such as Manchester, Birmingham, Leeds and Sheffield. Second, the suffrage was rationalised. Existing voters retained their
         rights during their lifetimes, but in the boroughs (and the vast majority of MPs sat for boroughs) the right to vote would thereafter be confined to adult males
         occupying property with an annual value of £10 or more. These £10 householders were assumed to be middle-class. The working
         class was thought to be safely below the £10 line. The previously unenfranchised sections of the middle class would be allowed
         into the political nation; the working class would be locked out.
      

      
      By a cruel paradox, however, working-class support turned out to be essential to the success of the operation. The bill ran
         into fierce Tory opposition, particularly in the House of Lords. If the struggle had been confined to the political elite,
         the bill would almost certainly have been lost. It was passed only because its opponents were overawed by a brilliantly organised
         and massively supported extra-parliamentary agitation, orchestrated by so-called political unions in which working-class organisations
         and leaders played an indispensable part. Had the working class stood aloof, the spectre of revolution, which did more than
         anything else to intimidate the bill’s opponents, would never have hovered in the Westminster air.
      

      
      The paradox of 1832 made another upsurge of defiance from below almost inevitable. To a growing number of working-class radicals
         and their leaders, the moral of the Reform Act seemed obvious. Cross-class collaboration was a treacherous snare. To realise
         the dream of popular government, and win the disfranchised masses their rightful place in the political nation, the working
         class would have to do for itself what it had done for the middle class in 1832. From that logic sprang the London Working
         Men’s Association, founded in 1836, with the modest, occasionally morose but steadfastly radical cabinet maker, William Lovett,
         in the van. The 1838 People’s Charter, largely drawn up by Lovett, followed the same logic, as did the subsequent Chartist
         movement, which mobilised an unprecedented mass following among working people, of all levels of skill and from a huge variety
         of occupations, for a decade and
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