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P R E FA C E  

“The most encouraging fact about revolutionary activity is that, although it 
always fails, it always continues. The vision of a world of free and equal human 
beings . . . never materialises, but the belief in it never dies out”. The words 
are George Orwell’s, introducing a compilation of British political writings from 
the sixteenth to the twentieth centuries. Contemporary Thought on Nineteenth 
Century Socialism is a project devoted to one of the most fascinating, prolific 
and politically consequential phases in this longer tradition. Not all the authors 
selected would have described themselves as revolutionary. Most did, however, 
subscribe to some or other vision of that “state of brotherhood” or classless soci-
ety which Orwell identified with socialism. The overall scope of the project is 
described in the general introduction at the start of Volume I. Though no treatment 
can be fully comprehensive, we believe that the four volumes together do reflect 
the richness and diversity of socialist thinking in one of the principal countries 
(along with France) in which it originated. From Robert Owen in 1814 to James 
Connolly on the outbreak of the First World War, the volumes document pre-
cisely a century of socialist activity. Many times it may have ebbed away or been 
diverted into other channels, but without belief in its basic ideals ever dying out. 

Each volume is organised around a series of thematic headings, loosely adapted 
to its contents. Within this broad approach, each volume editor has had complete 
discretion regarding the selection of materials and the overall scope of each vol-
ume. Many of the texts are reproduced in full, others are substantial extracts. 
Each chapter comprises the selected text prefaced by an editorial introduction 
providing context, evaluation and a clarification of references that may now be 
obscure. At the beginning of each volume there is also an introductory overview 
by the editor. 

There has been no modernisation of spellings or other editorial conventions. 
Offensive or taboo terms remain as in the original text, and the use of the uni-
versal male pronoun (like Orwell’s state of brotherhood) is reproduced without 
comment unless it is that of the original author. Where notes from the original text 
are reproduced, these will be found within each chapter with the document they 
derive from. Where editorial notes are provided, these are collected at the end of 
that part of the volume. 
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
Socialism before the age of party 

Peter Gurney and Kevin Morgan 

Socialism was a movement and a body of ideas long before it became a party. The 
boundaries of this movement were fluid. It ebbed and flowed over time. It had no 
single organisational focus, no commonly accepted programme, no seer or recog-
nised founder, least of all a single leader as some said Ferdinand Lassalle briefly 
was in Germany. Nevertheless, it is easy to describe it as a movement because 
socialists themselves described it that way; and as they so identified themselves, 
they had some clear sense of who the socialists were, and who were not. “At last, 
I am a socialist!”, recorded one famous convert in her journal in 1890.1 Not every 
socialist had to cross William Morris’s “river of fire” to get there. But for a great 
many socialists there was this sense of something to be crossed, as fluid as it may 
have been, and of socialism as both the answer to the challenge of their times and 
the future that would supersede them. 

As the modern socialist movement took shape from the 1880s, there were mul-
tiple attempts to celebrate its origins, plot its course over time and conjure up the 
sense of the past that defined its world-view almost as much as its sense of the 
future. Socialists were disputatious of their very nature. There could no more have 
been a single narrative of their history than a single guiding text or leader’s por-
trait image. Socialism was pluralistic, and socialisms (plural) has some force as 
the looser term that acknowledges what were sometimes fundamental differences. 
Nevertheless, it is striking how far socialists of different persuasions had some 
common notion of the movement’s limits, both temporal and political. They also 
had a surprisingly distinct sense of who and what belonged, and who did not. The 
Fabian socialist Sidney Webb, the marxists William Morris and Belfort Bax, the 
future Labour Party leader Ramsay MacDonald: all provided accounts in which 
socialism was both the general direction in which society as a whole was neces-
sarily heading and the movement of those who sought to guide it there. 

All acknowledged continental forbears, from Henri de Saint-Simon and Charles 
Fourier to Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. Most found space for Thomas Spence 
(1750–1814), whose lecture on land reform, The Real Rights of Man (1775) was one 
of the first historical documents to be reissued as the socialist movement revived in 
the late nineteenth century. Nevertheless, in its own collective memory socialism 
was a movement that first appeared in Britain around the end of the Napoleonic 
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Wars and proceeded thereafter in two distinct, somewhat loosely connected phases. 
In leading the way in the first phase, socialism’s most important early advocate was 
Robert Owen and the first true organised movement of socialists was the Owenites. 
The mass Chartist movement of the 1830s–50s could not itself be described as 
socialist, but contained a socialist current within it that was most commonly associ-
ated with James Bronterre O’Brien and regarded by later socialists as Chartism’s 
most forward-looking section. With Chartism’s protracted decline after the crisis 
year of 1848, socialism as a self-conscious movement of opinion more or less 
ceased to exist. According to its later advocates, the socialist leaven was still at 
work, but at work in more labyrinthine ways, through movements that were not 
themselves avowedly socialist. When a new wave of socialist societies were formed 
in the 1880s and 90s, these were at once boldly modern in their self-perception and 
conscious of a longer lineage that had never completely died away. 

What made socialism possible from the early nineteenth century, initially to con-
ceptualise and talk about, later to organise and think of as a movement? It had not 
always been possible: we have to go back to the Diggers in the 1640s to get some-
thing close, and the experiment on St George’s Hill was limited and soon extin-
guished. It was the long revolution in ideas usually referred to and simplified as the 
Enlightenment that made socialism thinkable in a modern sense. The development 
of the notion of “society” as something existing in its own right and not merely an 
agglomeration of individuals was crucial, as was fuller appreciation of different 
kinds of “societies”. Critics of early industrial capitalism frequently conjured up 
images of “organic societies” that were supposed to have existed in the past as a 
way of berating the present. Classical political economy in which a labour theory 
of value played a key role also constituted a fecund source of critical ideas and did 
not serve only as rationalisations for a rising bourgeoisie.2 Natural rights’ arguments 
culminating in Tom Paine’s Rights of Man was another necessary foundation for the 
full flowering of socialist ideology in the 1820s, especially the second part Paine 
published in 1792 that contained a blueprint for a “welfare state”.3 Most important 
was the continuing influence of Christianity: the legacy of religious dissent stretched 
back to the 1640s and although the observation that the British labour movement 
owed more to Methodism than Marx is a cliché it is no less true for that. The desire 
for working-class independence of thought and action was essential for the spread 
of nonconformity. Methodism was not a symptomatic expression of the “chiliasm 
of despair” either. Individual moral improvement was a vital aspect of both social-
ism and working-class association more generally from the very outset, not merely 
a sign of “bourgeois” indoctrination.4 Christianity had traditionally helped keep the 
majority down, certainly, but it also provided much of the language and mental 
furniture that enabled a far-reaching critique of capitalism: Spence imagined the 
general strike as a “Jubilee”; Chartists called it the “Sacred Month”. 

The noun “socialist” first appeared in English in the Co-operative Maga-
zine and Monthly Herald in 1827 to describe Owen’s communitarian schemes. 
The diffusion of the term was slow and the next example is not found until six 
years later, when it was used in the Poor Man’s Guardian, the most important 
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newspaper in the so-called war of the unstamped press. “Socialism” itself did not 
appear until 1837.5 It developed in opposition to another early nineteenth century 
neologism, “individualism”, which stressed the primacy of abstract individuals 
in the whole social and economic order, against the claims of society.6 Signifi-
cantly, before Owenism and Chartism collapsed as mass movements in the late 
1840s, the key word “socialism” was used synonymously with “communism” and 
“co-operation”. Capitalist development did not make socialism inevitable in any 
straightforward sense during this early phase, though its revolutionary effects did 
create fertile ground, especially in the new urban environments, for the dissemi-
nation of radical ideas and the growth of radical organisations. 

Popular literacy was central: the tools of literacy and socialist criticism were inex-
tricably intertwined and conversion to socialism depended always on reading and 
sometimes on writing texts. The (usually male) artisan autodidact poring over his 
books and teaching himself Latin and Greek classics by candlelight is a stock image 
and easily overdone, but it captures important elements. George Jacob Holyoake 
who quit the engineering workshop to pursue a life as a “propagandist” and who 
was employed for a time as a “Social Missionary” by the Owenite movement in the 
early 1840s, actively cultivated the outsider identity that public profession of social-
ist belief frequently conferred. As with plebeian intellectuals generally, his autodi-
dacticism was not a lonely affair, however. He knew very well that reading and 
writing were social acts and he did what he could to share the skills he had acquired: 
his Practical Grammar published in 1844 had run to eight editions by 1870, the 
Spectator noting that it was “written in the conjoint style of Punch and an Ultra-
Radical setting the world to rights”.7 Education and persuasion were regarded as the 
best means of achieving the New Moral World by this as well as later generations 
of socialists. Even those Owenites and Chartists who employed the most combative 
language and contemplated the necessity for armed confrontation believed that edu-
cation was the real key to social and economic transformation. Organic intellectuals 
such as Holyoake spoke to a wide audience: recent studies have demonstrated the 
reach of literacy skills before the coming of a national state controlled system of 
education in the late nineteenth century, which found various rich expressions, from 
pauper letters to poor law authorities to working-class writing in the popular press 
and a veritable explosion of working-class autobiography.8 

Although Chartism should not be understood as a socialist movement in either 
embryo or disguise, the socialist current within it was influential and did not run in 
a confined channel. Indeed, many socialists called themselves Chartists and vice 
versa, not only figures such as Holyoake and William Lovett who have often been 
labelled moderates but also revolutionary firebrands such as Bronterre O’Brien 
and George Julian Harney. For sure, Chartism was deeply rooted in earlier move-
ments for political reform and its leaders often employed the language of consti-
tutionalism to attack “Old Corruption” – what William Cobbett (no socialist but 
a fierce critic of capitalism) called “the Thing”. But this aspect has been much 
overplayed by historians during recent decades with damaging results: the threat 
posed by Chartism to the emerging economic and social order has been obscured, 
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including the reach of socialist ideas. Robert Owen may have had an empty space 
in his head where most people had political responses but many others whose out-
look had been shaped by his work thought deeply about political power and often 
used a much more threatening, overtly democratic discourse. O’Brien’s nickname 
as “the schoolmaster of Chartism” was significant surely, gained after his work 
as editor of the Poor Man’s Guardian that was established by the radical London 
printer Henry Hetherington, another Owenite-Chartist. 

Clearly, Owenites as well as Chartists thought politically, and they were also fre-
quently far more practical than Owen was, establishing hundreds of co-operative 
stores as well as scores of local organisations in towns and cities across the country 
from the 1820s. In these branches, women and men drawn mainly from the artisan 
stratum of the working class built an alternative culture from below, one that was 
democratic and family-centred. Such people were as passionate about individual 
moral change as they were about collective transformation, enthusiastically taking 
up a host of alternative practices and ideas, including phrenology, temperance and 
vegetarianism.9 Henceforth, making a new culture was a distinctive feature of the 
socialist project in Britain.10 George Orwell’s dismissive swipe at socialist faddists 
in the 1930s was merely yet another iteration of a common jibe that can be traced 
back to the Owenite phase, via later figures in the same tradition such as Edward 
Carpenter. The emphasis on practical change was invariably mixed with a great 
deal of utopian longing, within Chartism as well as Owenism. Another socialist 
democrat, the radical printer Thomas Frost, wanted nothing more than to quit the 
Old Immoral World in the early 1840s. He tried unsuccessfully to establish a com-
munity himself, attempted to join Owen’s settlement at Queenwood, again with no 
luck, and contemplated enlisting in the Concordists that had set up a community at 
Ham Common. Their regime of strict vegetarianism, teetotalism and sexual absti-
nence proved too much even for Frost, who went on to edit the Communist Chron-
icle for John Goodwyn Barmby, the individual responsible for introducing the term 
“communism” to England from France after a visit to Paris in 1840. Barmby estab-
lished a Communist Church on his return that attempted to combine communism 
with Christianity, much to the dismay of most Owenite socialists. Like many other 
radicals, Frost liked to call himself “a Chartist and something more”, a description 
he used both at the time and throughout later life.11 

After mid-century, with radicals scattered and liberal free trade in triumphant 
mode, anti-capitalist utopianism understandably became more difficult to sustain. 
It was not fully extinguished, however. Historians used to accept uncritically 
the views of the “Red Republican” Chartist Ernest Jones who, like his mentor 
Karl Marx, considered consumer co-operation that attracted so much working-
class energy from this time as dominated by those motivated mainly by narrow 
material gain made possible by the success of shopkeeping. This was a simplis-
tic reading: Owenites and Chartists were instrumental in establishing many local 
co-operative societies, including the Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers in 
1844, which has often been regarded, erroneously, as originator of the modern 
movement. The press helped transmit the socialist legacy, first through the pages 
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of Henry Pitman’s Co-operator during the 1860s, then by means of a national 
weekly established in 1871 by a growing movement, the Co-operative News and 
Journal of Associated Industry. These publications featured many articles by old 
Owenites such as William Pare, Henry Travis and J.C. Farn and also reported con-
tinuing if isolated attempts at community life. Co-operators in the second half of 
the nineteenth century were as keen on building an alternative culture as socialists 
had been in the first, this time around the social nexus of the store. Hence, they 
invested a percentage of the “surplus” (not profit) from trade on education, includ-
ing formal classes and an extensive network of libraries and newsrooms, and also 
sought to cater to the desire for sociality and fellowship among members, organis-
ing tea parties, soirees, excursions, exhibitions, festivals and so on. The culture 
building associated with socialists that rallied round Robert Blatchford’s weekly 
Clarion newspaper was writ large in the co-operative movement: here was the 
British equivalent to the alternative culture constructed by the Social Democratic 
Party of Germany before the First World War. 

The influence of Christian socialism was also important after 1850, as a 
group of clerics and bourgeois intellectuals concerned about class polarisation 
sought to Christianise economy and society. E.V. Neale and J.M. Ludlow in par-
ticular worked to remove some of the legal disabilities that were constraining 
co-operation, though not without trying to impose a straightjacket of their own. 
They much preferred co-operatives to trade unions, as the former they believed 
tended to harmonise relations between capital and labour, helping to render class 
conflict redundant. Although it is unlikely that this group had much influence on 
the majority of co-operators in the industrial north – the co-operative movement’s 
heartland – Christian Socialist involvement did facilitate better communication 
across classes. The widely read text, Progress of the Working Class, published in 
1867 by Ludlow and the ex-fustian cutter and Owenite “Social Missionary”, Pat-
rick Lloyd Jones, illustrated this dialogue. As the title suggested, the work painted 
an optimistic picture, once workers had rejected visionary schemes. Admitting 
that the influence of Owenite socialists had been “far from inconsiderable” in 
manufacturing districts, Ludlow and Jones went on to assert that “their views as 
to ‘community of property’ were regarded by themselves as matters for private 
experiment rather than general acceptance”.12 This rejection of the Owenite past 
and emphasis on class harmony helped leaders such as Holyoake form alliances 
with sympathetic members of the liberal middle class, including John Bright, J.S. 
Mill and William Gladstone. Those modern historians keen to highlight the popu-
lar bases and tenacity of liberalism have made much of such links, which were 
undoubtedly significant, though they also conceal a great deal.13 

Socialism as an ethic and ideal of social organisation was nevertheless a pres-
ence that is continuously discernible across the later decades of the nineteenth 
century. If ever a text summed up the spirit of an age, it was John Stuart Mill’s On 
Liberty (1859), which according to A.V. Dicey provided its thousands of admiring 
disciples, of whom he was one, with the “final and conclusive demonstration of the 
absolute truth of individualism”.14 Nevertheless, under Harriet Taylor’s influence 
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Mill was much attracted to socialism – co-operators often drew attention to the fact – 
and when he died in 1873 he was working on a study of socialism of which only a 
handful of chapters were ever completed. The scope of his study was international, 
and Mill had no doubt that it was on the continent that “anti-property doctrines” 
were now most actively promulgated. Nevertheless, he also opined that “even in 
England the more prominent and active leaders of the working classes are usually 
in their private creed Socialists of one order or another, though . . . better aware 
than their continental brethren that great and permanent changes in the fundamen-
tal ideas of mankind are not to be accomplished by a coup de main”.15 Nearly forty 
years later, the Fabian socialists Sidney and Beatrice Webb would write that in 
Britain as elsewhere there was “far more Socialism than there are Socialists”, and 
it was a basic precept of the Fabians that across the nineteenth century this social-
ism that did not call itself socialism had been relentlessly advancing. What better 
evidence than Mill himself, who in his autobiography had described his “ideal 
of ultimate improvement” as one that could only be rightly classed as socialist. 
In the Fabian view looking back, the first edition of Mill’s Principles of Political 
Economy (1848) had marked the boundary of the old individualist economics, and 
every other one that followed the further advance of socialism.16 

Socialism, however, could not yet be described as a political movement. In the 
articles they wrote in 1913, the Webbs wrote of socialism, not just as an aspiration 
or trend of thought, but as the revolt against oppression which gave the socialist 
movement “its halo of martyrdom, its unrecorded lives of silent heroism, its com-
radeship in privation and endurance and the strenuous unpaid work of millions 
of members”. It was socialism in this sense that marked its reappearance in Brit-
ain from the 1880s. Honour was paid to surviving Chartists like the “straggler” 
Harney.17 Owen and O’Brien were regarded as forbears; some even looked to the 
coming together of the co-operators and political socialists as the “two distinct 
bodies of social reformers” whose founding father Owen was.18 In the founding 
texts of Britain’s socialist revival of the 1880s the sense of this inheritance was 
strongly marked. In H.M. Hyndman’s England for All (1881) and Historical Basis 
of Socialism in England (1883), the very titles gave it away. Nevertheless, even 
Hyndman, while delicately avoiding any direct reference to Marx, was conscious 
from the start that the socialism he now embraced signified the assimilation into 
the long course of English history of what he called “theories now gaining ground 
all over the Continent”.19 

Socialism as a body of ideas had never been confined within national boundar-
ies. It was, moreover, on British soil and among British workers that the idea of 
an international labour organisation first took root. Already, the Chartist William 
Lovett has been described as the “first working man of modern times with an 
international outlook”.20 When Marx in 1864 took the lead in establishing the 
International Workingmen’s Association, this too was launched from London 
with trade unionists like George Odger amongst its most important advocates. 
In the inaugural address which he wrote for it, Marx not only invoked the politi-
cal economy of labour, but also described the “great social experiments” of the 
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co-operative movement as the greatest victory it had yet recorded.21 Even so, the 
socialist ideal did not yet provide a sufficient basis for such a movement. Marx’s 
address did not refer to it. Following the defeat of the Paris Commune of 1871, 
British trade unionists were among the first to make their exit as the Interna-
tional disintegrated. The theories gaining ground elsewhere now took the shape 
of national parties: Marx in 1878 mentioned those of Germany, Switzerland, Den-
mark, Portugal, Italy, Belgium, Holland and North America.22 Beginning with 
Hyndman and the Democratic Federation (later the Social Democratic Federation 
or SDF), socialists in Britain set about forming their own additions to the list. 
Hyndman described it as the dawn of a revolutionary epoch in which the ideas 
of Fourier, Owen and Marx were everywhere in Europe being “taken down from 
the closet of the Utopian investigator into the street”.23 From Belgium had come 
the initiatives for the international socialist congresses held at Ghent in 1877 and 
Chur in 1881. The idea of the International was in the air and in 1889 it for the 
first time took the relatively stable organisational form that came to be known as 
the Second International. All of Britain’s principal socialist bodies affiliated as a 
matter of course. In 1904, even the Labour Party was admitted on the basis that 
it practised the class war even if it did not preach it. Co-operators for their part 
practised as well as preached internationalism before the First World War, more 
so than did trade unionists. They felt an affinity between their ambitions and the 
Owenite goal of universal brotherhood. The picture is complicated, however, by 
the fact that some bourgeois supporters saw in international co-operation a bul-
wark against international socialism in the 1890s, and that the British co-operative 
movement itself was deeply implicated in the growth of empire owing to its 
expanding trading operations. 

An age of organisation might be thought to have simplified the search for socialist 
ideas and the places where these were documented. In reality, it was in many ways 
harder than ever. As a figurehead for socialism, Hyndman was at once indefatigable 
and disinterested and at the same time flamboyantly self-opinionated and erratic 
in his judgment. Like the organisation which he founded, he was also a Londoner 
by origin and affinity, and counted it among the principal weaknesses of Chartism 
that it had had so little impact on that crucible of any conceivable revolution which 
was the capital.24 Though Hyndman could hardly have borne the sole responsibil-
ity, he was at least a symbol of the failure to establish in Britain any single social-
ist organisation enjoying a clear ascendancy over its rivals. The Fabian Society, 
founded in 1884, was as strongly rooted in the capital as the marxist groupings of 
the SDF and breakaway Socialist League. Nevertheless, the Fabians for the time 
being rejected the very premise of a separate socialist party. Instead, they saw their 
role as one of guiding forward the tendencies to socialism they believed to be at 
work in all parts of British society, and more particularly those parts committed to 
some notion of social progress. Following some years later in 1893, the Independent 
Labour Party (ILP) combined the SDF’s approach to popular campaigning with the 
pragmatic constitutionalism of the Fabians, but from a basis in Britain’s industrial 
heartlands in which the SDF and Fabians had alike been deficient. According to the 
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 proceedings of its second annual conference in 1894, a proposal that the ILP have 
its headquarters in the capital was received “with laughter”.25 

Socialists were therefore scattered across a range of organisations. They moved 
through them and between them and not infrequently, in a spirit of inclusiveness 
or indecision, belonged to two or more of them simultaneously. Others gave voice 
to socialist ideas without becoming a member of any of them, and sometimes did 
so within the socialist press itself. Even party organs did not for the most part 
have the exclusive character of the fortress parties of the continent.26 With the 
extension of a basic education, the size of Britain’s reading public had increased 
significantly since the years of the Owenites and Chartists. Socialism had to mark 
its territory as part of the “long revolution” whose more conspicuous manifesta-
tions included the explosion of a mass-circulation commercial press. Socialists 
continued to have faith in education and the power of the printed word. They 
addressed each other through the “graphosphere” that for decades to come would 
remain such a characteristic feature of the international left.27 Nevertheless, the 
limitations of a purely factional press were impossible to overlook in a country 
like Britain in which it faced such an uphill battle. Moreover, for Labour’s emerg-
ing political class, commercial journalism was one of the few obvious ways of 
underwriting a political career, as the ILPers Hardie, MacDonald and Snowden 
would all at some point demonstrate. 

Socialism in consequence was not a respecter of boundaries. From the penny 
dreadfuls to respectable weeklies and monthlies of no particular socialist bias, 
there were sometimes opportunities for socialists to reach a wider public and even 
get paid for it. At the same time, there were justified warnings from the outset 
that a socialist press could never achieve a mass circulation without making some 
provision for the diversion and entertainment of its readers in the manner now 
identified with Fleet Street. If this were the criterion, then the most influential 
socialist of the day was not Hardie, MacDonald or Hyndman but Robert Blatch-
ford. Blatchford had no stable party affiliation. He had an instinct for socialist 
unity and a sort of openhearted and hedonistic irreverence that aroused consider-
able mistrust among some ILP leaders in particular. Nevertheless, through the 
Clarion and pamphlets like Merrie England, Blatchford by common consent 
made more converts to the socialist cause than any of his contemporaries. 

It was not just that there was more socialism than socialists. For those who 
would seek to document them, it is also a matter of some delicacy to determine 
just who the socialists were. “The Fabian Society consists of socialists”, declared 
the society’s “Basis” without apparent ambiguity. Nevertheless, the society freely 
admitted Liberals and even Tories, while Sidney Webb worked closely with col-
lectivist “progressives” on the London County Council. The “new liberalism” of 
the day was clearly not a section of the socialist movement. Nevertheless, it did 
clearly influence the policies of the first Labour governments, and did so more-
over through the direct agency of the former Liberals who sat within them. In 
the case of the anarchists, there was almost a reverse of this converging move-
ment, and a clearer delineation of a movement of activists and ideas that could 
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not simply be assimilated within the broader socialist movement. Nevertheless, as 
the example of Charlotte Wilson shows in these volumes, in the early years of the 
socialist revival the connections could hardly have been closer. 

The concept of the labour movement meant a further blurring of boundaries. 
Entering into wider currency in the early 1890s, this implied some notion of soli-
darity and shared objectives extending to any or all of the movements of co-
operators, trade unionists and political socialists. In all three cases there remained 
instincts of fierce independence and often mutual antagonism or mistrust. There 
was certainly no common programme or consensus on either ends or means. Nev-
ertheless, there was a sufficient basis for the labour alliance strategy which from 
1900 saw the ILP and Fabian Society combine with the mass of non-socialist trade 
unionists to form the Labour Representation Committee, which later became the 
Labour Party. Activists of more militant outlook saw the unions themselves as 
possible instruments of social transformation, and lingering notions of a general 
strike re-emerged as a central strategic objective for the syndicalists of the imme-
diate pre-1914 period. 

The co-operative movement was also caught up in the widening of horizons 
and quickening anticipation of a new social order. Crucially, its liberal middle-
class sympathisers were in this period increasingly marginalised. The movement 
sloughed off patrons and asserted its independence as a working-class organisa-
tion. Outsiders like the Russian anarchist Peter Kropotkin embraced co-operation 
as a total alternative to capitalism, a system of mutual aid writ large, while insid-
ers often described it as “practical socialism”, regardless of whether all its mem-
bers acknowledged this or not. Although they were wary of equating socialism 
with co-operation – owing to the rise of “state socialism” – influential figures like 
the chairman of the English Co-operative Wholesale Society, J.T.W. Mitchell, 
believed that the movement would eventually supplant capitalism entirely. So too 
did other leaders of the wholesaling operations such as William Maxwell of the 
Scottish Co-operative Wholesale Society, whose uncle had been an Owenite. The 
discourse these co-operators articulated was neo-Owenite in its ambition, although 
now community building had to take place within the existing urban environment. 

From the 1890s in particular, co-operators used a new term, “Co-operative Com-
monwealth”, to describe their ultimate goal. This was a term they shared with 
socialists from Walter Crane to Keir Hardie. Its most famous exponent was the 
Danish-American Laurence Gronlund, who had used it to describe the statist ideals 
of the German socialist school which the great majority of co-operators would not 
have recognised as their own. Many of them also remained suspicious of the poli-
tics of class and class struggle, preferring instead the peaceful mode of social and 
economic transformation effected by co-operation. The break with liberalism was 
therefore protracted, made more difficult by the fact that for co-operators the state 
was more often regarded as a source of anxiety rather than salvation. Co-operators’ 
views on this shifted over time as consumption became more overtly politicised 
from the turn of the century, a trend that greatly accelerated during the First World 
War. Increasingly, boundaries between the co-operative and socialist movement 
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became more porous: co-operators permeated socialist bodies and vice versa, just 
as activists within Chartism and Owenism had worked together generations before. 

In the spring of 1905, Ramsay MacDonald launched the Socialist Library for the 
ILP. His reasoning in doing so was that Britain’s socialist literature, as compared 
with those of other European countries, was mainly ephemeral in nature and devoid 
of any endeavour to deal in a more substantial way with the social, economic, politi-
cal and ethical aspects of socialism. One of the principal objects of the series was 
therefore to introduce readers to those writings in other European languages which 
MacDonald held to have a less ephemeral character. It is indeed difficult to overstate 
how far socialism as a political ideal now represented an engagement with move-
ments and ideas that sought to link up in a common cause that overreached national 
boundaries. From their earliest publications in the 1880s, the SDF and its successors 
had consistently aimed at providing its readers with both texts and reports of events 
originating overseas. So renowned a figure as Eleanor Marx figures chiefly in the 
socialist press as a translator and compiler of reports on the socialist movement 
internationally. Gronlund’s Co-operative Commonwealth was among those foreign 
texts now largely forgotten that exercised an enormous influence at this time. For 
the generation of the early 1900s, the productions of Charles H. Kerr & Co of Chi-
cago were a crucial element in the library of the self-educating worker turning to 
marxism. The Bostonian Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward was also read by as 
many British socialists as any but a handful of home-produced writings of compa-
rable scope. Only the Fabian Society tracts, which MacDonald had presumably had 
in his sights, were determinedly resistant to any taint of external influence. 

The documents collected here are for the most part of just that ephemeral char-
acter that MacDonald seemed to rate so lowly. This is partly because texts and 
authors deemed to be of more enduring interest tend to be more familiar and easily 
accessible to readers. Doubtless to MacDonald’s posthumous chagrin, it is also 
true that his and others’ more substantial writings have not in practice proved any 
less ephemeral than their slighter productions of the moment. The documents are 
not intended as a socialist canon, or even as an alternative to one, but as a represen-
tation of a movement and tradition which, for all their divergences, were always 
interested in ideas as a way of understanding the world and collectively acting upon 
that understanding. With a few exceptions, the documents are restricted to origi-
nal texts by British socialists and co-operators mostly published independently or 
under socialist auspices in the broader sense. The international character of many 
of these publications is therefore registered only through the British interlocutors 
in a wider debate: so that Bellamy’s Looking Backward, for example, appears here 
only indirectly through the extract of William Morris’s counter-utopia News From 
Nowhere. Though the best-known socialists like Morris are not excluded, they 
appear here in the context of the wider movements of which they were part, includ-
ing even the most ephemeral of their productions where these give insight into the 
political culture of which they are the surviving traces. 

It has become commonplace to refer to the short twentieth century inaugurated 
by the outbreak of war in 1914. Eric Hobsbawm, among the most eminent of those 
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to have done so, also referred to it as an age of extremes. Within the context of the 
movements represented in these volumes, it may also be considered as an age of 
party. In 1918, the Labour Party for the first time became a national mass member-
ship party with a programme and constitution that included the socialist commitment 
of its famous Clause IV. Two years later, Britain’s marxist parties, sects and frag-
ments mostly sunk their identity in the Communist Party of Great Britain, formed as 
a section of the new Communist International. The ILP and smaller left parties found 
themselves relentlessly squeezed. The anarchist movement for a period almost dis-
appeared. Co-operation went from strength to strength but with its political horizons 
narrowed. Even the Fabian Society, though continuing its work even today, seemed 
so closely identified with the Labour Party as to lose its identity within it. With Labour 
on the one side and the CPGB on the other, some historians have described the effect 
of a synchronised pincer movement that forced into the shadows the myriad variants 
of left-wing politics that had hitherto coexisted and cross-fertilised each other. Ethi-
cal, feminist, revolutionary and anti-statist socialisms have all been portrayed as the 
victims of this so-called double close of the warring leviathans. 

This is an over-simplification and should not be taken at face value. Each 
generation has its own complexity and historical agency and cannot just be used 
as a backdrop for those that followed or came before. In any case, observers of 
these movements continued to remark upon what the Austrian secretary of the 
reborn Second International described as the “very English” trait of disorganisa-
tion. With all these caveats, it is nevertheless the case that socialists in Britain 
were entering into a new age of party. The ideas they expressed were structured 
by party loyalties and subject to party disciplines in a way only dimly prefig-
ured before the war. They were informed by research departments or the first of 
the new breed of academic socialists who before the 1920s were an exclusively 
continental phenomenon. Going far beyond the communists’ ranks, many were 
also drawn by Soviet communism, and its purported realisation of socialist ide-
als would necessarily figure prominently in any collection of socialist documents 
after 1917. Whatever the undoubted continuities that existed, the period of the 
First World War was therefore a political watershed and marked the onset of 
a new set of debates, institutions and party alignments, and new languages to 
describe them. Though it begins here a little later than in some other historical 
contexts, the long nineteenth century that is covered in these volumes has a logic 
and a rationale that did not survive the larger crisis that centred on the years of 
the First World War. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Ophélie Siméon 

As the “Father of British Socialism”, Robert Owen (1771–1858) has often come 
across as a paradox. Though he was born into modest circumstances, his aspira-
tion to raise the condition of the working classes was not informed by traditional 
radicalism, but by his life experience as a self-made factory owner. Additionally, 
while he successfully federated his supporters from the late 1820s onwards, the 
first British socialist movement – also known as Owenism – had already col-
lapsed by 1845. Owen is also associated with Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels’s 
Communist Manifesto, which disparaged his philosophies as an idealistic, “uto-
pian” forerunner to their own, “scientific” socialism ([1848] 1992, 34–37). Not-
withstanding, in a later text, Engels conceded that despite Owenism’s millenarian 
overtones, “every social movement, every real advance in England on behalf of 
the workers links itself to the name of Robert Owen” ([1880] 1970, 95). As a 
result, “The enigma – and charm – of Owen, which so attracted his contempo-
raries, casts its spell on succeeding generations of reformers. [. . .] A good part of 
the English socialist tradition is in fact a series of reinterpretations of enigmatic 
figures from the past. For each age there is a new view of Mr. Owen” (Harrison 
1971, 1). 

Long seen as merely “utopian”, early socialism is now studied as a strand of eco-
nomic and political thought in its own right. Following on from J.F.C. Harrison’s 
(1969) seminal study of Owenism in Britain and the United States, Gareth Sted-
man Jones (1983), Maxine Berg (1980), Jonathan Beecher (1986) and Gregory 
Claeys (1987; 1989) broke away from earlier, dominant teleological approaches. 
In doing so, they acknowledged the works of Charles Fourier, Henri de Saint-
Simon and Robert Owen by setting them within their own time, and in their own 
terms. More specifically, these studies explored how socialism emerged in early 
nineteenth-century Europe as a response to the challenges of the new industrial 
age and the threat of rising distress in the midst of unprecedented abundance. 
In contrast to classical political economy, socialist thought denounced the eco-
nomic status quo and refused to rationalise the depreciation of labour (Thompson 
1984, 21; Claeys 1987). Furthermore, the early socialists were not content with 
the piecemeal nature of traditional methods of social relief, and sought to design 
universal reform schemes in a bid to provide a definitive answer to the social 
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question. Far from being “utopian” in the negative sense of the word, i.e. a mere 
fiction or chimera, this vision leaned on Enlightenment-era rationalism and the 
subsequent belief in limitless human perfectibility. The force of imagination was 
used to conjure up a better future, but the new world was to be built here and now, 
through brick-and-mortar experiments, not in a distant future. Acknowledging the 
overlap of millenarian discourses and pragmatic methods has therefore challenged 
the classical distinction between “utopian” and “scientific” socialism. 

Aside from the renewed focus on early socialist thought, recent research has 
also provided a complementary social history perspective, in the vein of Eileen 
Yeo’s (1971) pathbreaking account of radical culture in the Owenite movement. 
In dealing with grassroots initiatives, beliefs and activism, studies by Simon 
Gunn, Robert J. Morris, Katrina Navickas and others have shown that in crafting 
a political vision for the future, the often overlooked minutiae of everyday life 
matters just as much the epic of well-known political events (Gunn and Morris 
2001; Navickas 2016, 12–13). 

This book is informed by and builds on these renewed approaches in the history 
of early socialism. Blending political, economic, intellectual and social history, it 
showcases the richness and diversity of the Owenite movement. Spanning from 
Robert Owen’s first seminal works in 1813–1816 to the late 1840s, it encom-
passes political allegiances, genders and epochs. 

This volume therefore draws on an unprecedented wide variety of sources that 
have never before been brought together and that are not easily accessible. The 
formats include books, pamphlets, archival sources and newspaper articles – and 
a variety of often overlapping voices – from Chartists to early co-operators, secu-
larists, non-British Owenites and proponents of women’s rights. The sheer range 
of Owenite ventures – intentional communities, co-operatives, labour exchanges, 
Halls of Science and experiments in popular education – are all covered. This 
mapping of the Owenite movement draws out the identification of its shared, 
core principles and values: internationalism, co-operation, concepts of political 
change, and above all, the ideal of community. 

Robert Owen: from philanthropy to socialism (1771–1825) 
Robert Owen was born on 14 May 1771 in Newtown, Wales, the youngest but 
one of seven children. His father, Robert Senior, was a saddler, ironmonger and 
churchwarden, while his mother, Anne, came from an impoverished gentry fam-
ily. At the age of ten, after a short stint at the local school where, according to 
his own account, he showed great proficiency, Owen was sent to work with a 
Lincolnshire master clothier (Owen 1857–1858, 42; Donnachie 1998). By 1788, 
the young Welshman had relocated to Manchester, then already the capital of Brit-
ain’s booming textile sector. The next few years were marked by his rapid upward 
social mobility. After working for a firm of drapers, Owen set up his own business 
as a spinning-machine builder and yarn dealer. In 1792, he was appointed under-
manager at Peter Drinkwater’s Piccadilly factory, one of the biggest Mancunian 
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spinning mills. Four years later, at the age of twenty-five, he established his own 
firm, the Chorlton Twist Company, thus becoming part of Britain’s industrial elite. 
Unlike most of his fellow factory owners, he had also established a reputation as a 
progressive employer, with a strong interest in poor relief, no doubt helped by his 
own humble beginnings. The 1790s saw him join both the prestigious Manchester 
Literary and Philosophical Society, one of the country’s biggest learned societies, 
and the Manchester Board of Health, a group of local philanthropists determined 
to improve the conditions of factory workers, and which would later play a key 
role in the passing of the 1802 Health and Morals of Apprentices Act (Chaloner 
1954; Innes 2002). 

In 1798, while on a business trip to Glasgow, Robert Owen met his future wife, 
Anne Caroline Dale. Her father, David, had established the factory village of New 
Lanark as a joint venture with Richard Arkwright in 1785, and he had already 
found national fame as a progressive entrepreneur and philanthropist. On Anne 
Caroline’s advice, Owen called at New Lanark on 15 June 1798 where he made 
acquaintance with her father. At first glance, it would seem that the two men had 
little in common. Dale was a staunch Evangelical Dissenter and a Tory, while 
Owen harboured deist opinions and less conservative political views. Yet both 
had been born into modest circumstances and they shared an interest in charitable 
management. It soon became obvious that the founder of New Lanark, already in 
his old age, was looking to sell, but struggled to find potential buyers who were 
as keen as he was. In his own words, he hoped to find successors willing to “unite 
the things which [. . .] have been thought impossible to go on together, the pros-
perity of the works and the health, morals [. . .] of the people” (Dale 1792, cited 
in Currie 1831, 132). Owen, in comparison, seemed like a suitable candidate, 
as his Manchester years had convinced him that benevolent management of the 
workers’ material, moral and intellectual environment held the key to the social 
and economic upheavals of the new industrial age (Siméon 2017, 1). David Dale 
thus sold New Lanark in September 1799 to Owen, who married Anne Caroline 
Dale the very same month. The young entrepreneur was officially appointed mill 
manager on the first of January 1800. 

Though Owen believed that industrialisation and the advent of the factory sys-
tem held tremendous economic promise, he also feared that they had widened 
social divisions – between employer and worker, town and country, men and 
women – thus posing an unprecedented threat on the nation’s peace and long-
term prosperity. His proposed solution was essentially deterministic. As a deist, 
he thought that individual character was not predetermined by the stain of original 
sin, but that it was formed by a combination of environmental factors defined as 
“whatever you see, or feel, or know to exist around you” (1824). This “doctrine of 
circumstances” was in his eyes the most fundamental law of nature, and therefore 
the only rule upon which to build effective social reform. This he called a “sci-
ence of society”, or “social system” (Owen 1826–1827). To eradicate the vices 
of society, it was necessary to create an environment where the nefarious impact 
of industrialisation could be mitigated, thus reconciling the potential of the new 
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economic order with an ancestral sense of community. In keeping with Enlighten-
ment thinking, Owen wished to turn the chaotic world in which he lived into a 
state of order, and was also deeply confident in the perfectibility of human beings. 
He accordingly placed particular importance on education and experimentation as 
vehicles of social change. Lastly, Owen believed that the rich and powerful had a 
moral duty to provide for their dependents’ welfare; as symbols of the new indus-
trial age, factories were seen as the ideal testing ground, and his budding theories 
were thus tried out at New Lanark. 

He had to endure a difficult start. While David Dale had been a mostly absentee 
proprietor, Robert Owen, Anne Caroline and their seven children took up resi-
dence at Braxfield House, a manor adjoining the factory village. This enabled 
closer surveillance of the workforce, but many employees resented the new direc-
tor’s management style. Owen also faced great hostility from his Mancunian 
business partners, who did not share his enthusiasm for factory reform. This, in 
addition to Owen’s carelessness in money matters,1 meant that he was unable to 
put his plan to the test until a decade later. Indeed, in 1813, he secured backing 
from a group of new associates which included Jeremy Bentham and the Quaker 
philanthropists William Allen, Joseph Fox and John Walker (Siméon 2017, 45). 
Thanks to this new latitude, Owen progressively reduced the day’s work to ten 
hours. With the Institute for the Formation of Character (IFC) that he inaugu-
rated in 1816, he also developed the Dale-era infant, day and evening schools 
well beyond the educational practices of the time, without sacrificing the factory’s 
profitability. Thanks to his new business partners, Owen also gained entry into 
London’s reformist circles, and this encouraged him to write his first major politi-
cal treatise, A New View of Society.2 

Published between 1813 and 1816, the four-volume book first arranged into 
a coherent whole the pillars of Owen’s thought: determinism, education as the 
means and end of true change, and the superiority of community life as a form 
of social organisation. Most of these ideas were quite certainly formed in the 
1790s when Owen came into contact with Manchester’s enlightened and philan-
thropic circles; however, the details of his intellectual journey remain a mystery. 
Throughout his public career, Owen strategically insisted that his system was 
entirely derived from personal experience, thus setting himself apart from clas-
sic social and political thinkers, whom he saw as “mere closet theorists” ([1820] 
1991, 271). Even though these claims were sincere, Owen also deliberately used 
his empiricist conception to establish himself – the low-born, self-taught reformer 
and philanthropist – as a bona fide social scientist in the learned and influential 
spheres of his day. In this way, his autobiography offers scant evidence of his for-
mative readings, with the notable exception of Treatise on the Wealth, Power and 
Resources of the British Empire by Patrick Colquhoun (1814), whose blend of 
statistical data and social observation was reminiscent of his own works. Histori-
ans have nevertheless rightly pointed out that Owen’s ideas, interests and methods 
were profoundly informed by late-Enlightenment thought, which he applied to 
the tide of rising industrialisation (Harrison 1969, 7–33; O’Brien and Quinault 
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1993). More specifically, many have remarked upon Owen’s indebtedness to Wil-
liam Godwin. In the years 1812–1813, while writing his New View of Society, 
Owen spent most of that time in London, where he met Godwin at least fifty times 
according to the latter’s diary (1788–1836). While its characteristically terse tone 
reveals nothing of the nature of these conversations, Godwin’s influence, espe-
cially his deterministic theory of character formation and his support for popular 
education as an agent of social change, can be felt throughout Owen’s New View 
(Harrison 1969, 84–85; Seed 1982, 4; Siméon 2017, 24). 

In keeping with Owen’s wish to build a “science of society”, the seemingly 
positive results of the New Lanark experiment were given pride of place in A 
New View of Society (1813–1816). As the book became immensely successful, 
this pragmatic stance brought legitimacy to Owen’s growing forays into factory 
and social reform. New Lanark became a popular tourist attraction for reformers, 
philanthropists and curious travellers generally, with the schools receiving spe-
cial attention. Though the village was run along paternalistic, not socialist lines, 
the experiment foreshadowed some of Owenism’s later developments, including 
the will to embrace all-encompassing reform schemes. Owen’s willingness to 
join the national debate was encouraged by the fact that he had now attracted a 
small group of middle- and upper-class supporters that included the Duke of Kent 
(father of the future Queen Victoria), Sir Robert Peel the Elder, Whig MP William 
Champion de Crespigny, Henry Brougham and Alexander Hamilton of Dalzell, 
a Scottish radical and improving landowner. Beyond their political differences, 
Owen and his allies shared an interest in philanthropic endeavour, and a fear that 
rampant, unchecked industrialisation might wreak havoc on the United King-
dom’s social fabric. Moreover, Owen knew that the success of his plans depended 
on his ability to secure backing from “those who have influence in the affairs of 
men” ([1813–1816] 1991, 10). This, however, he was unable to achieve, a fact 
that fuelled his transition from philanthropy to socialism in the years 1815–1820. 

In the context of Britain’s post-Waterloo crisis, Owen became active in two 
reform campaigns. In 1815, with the support of Robert Peel, he drafted a bill 
advocating the regulation of child labour in textile factories, as a means to amend 
the 1802 Health and Morals of Apprentices Act. That same year, Owen also 
championed the creation of “Villages of Co-operation” as an improvement upon 
the Old Poor Law system. Partly modelled on New Lanark, these communities 
on the land were meant to combine industrial and agricultural work to counter 
both rampant unemployment and the rural exodus that had soared in the wake 
of the enclosure movement. Both projects were met with great hostility. Owen’s 
communitarian schemes, especially, were criticised by Tories and Radicals alike, 
who saw it respectively as a misguided utopia, and as an instance of enlightened 
despotism (Malthus [1798] 1817, vol. 2: 40–48, 395–99; Cobbett 1817; Siméon 
2014, 22). 

Owen’s public response showed a shift in his intellectual approach. In August 
1817, during a series of public speeches at the City of London Tavern, he expressed 
his conviction that all established institutions – be it organised religion, private 

17 



I N T R O D U C T I O N

 

 

property, and traditional, outdoor relief schemes – encouraged unnecessary divi-
sions, thereby standing in the way of progress. “Villages of Co-operation” were 
now advocated, not only as a remedy to the woes of the labouring classes, but 
as the foundation of the ultimate regeneration and emancipation of mankind. 
With increasingly universalist and prophetic overtones, what had originated as a 
scheme for unemployment relief turned, in just a few years, into a blueprint for 
the reorganisation of society on a communitarian basis. This “Plan”, as Owen’s 
reform schemes were now colloquially known, was further refined in the Report 
to the County of Lanark (1820), a book which cemented Owen’s move away from 
classical philanthropy. Calling for communities to usher in a “New Moral World”, 
he now rejected all traditional means of political action, private property and the 
search for profit as an end in itself, advocating instead a fair wage system benefit-
ing producers, not capitalists and their middlemen. This set of principles, which 
Owen called “social science” or “science of society” would be popularised by his 
followers under the name of “socialism” from the late 1820s onwards (Claeys 
1986). 

Starting in 1817, support within and outside New Lanark declined dramati-
cally. In 1823, disagreeing with Owen’s religious scepticism, his Quaker partners 
fired most of the IFC’s teaching staff and increased the amount of Bible study 
classes. Tired of being considered objects of curiosity, Owen’s labour force also 
campaigned to have New Lanark closed to the public, and their demands were 
finally met in March 1824 (Owen 1824). Finally, Owen’s radicalisation had put a 
strain on his marriage, as his wife disagreed both with her husband’s “Plan” and 
with his freethinking opinions. Family rifts came into full view in 1824, when 
Owen brought his business career to an end and set out to establish his now fully-
formed communitarian plans. Those were put to the test one year later, when he 
and the Scottish-American reformer William Maclure acquired the village of New 
Harmony (Indiana, USA) from Wilhelm Rapp, a German-American Pietist pastor. 
Owen moved to North America with his four sons Robert Dale, William, Richard 
and David Dale, while Anne Caroline remained in Scotland with their daughters 
Mary, Anne and Jane (though only Mary shared her mother’s disagreement with 
Owen’s notions). Anne Caroline Owen passed away in 1832, without seemingly 
having resumed contact with her estranged husband (Siméon 2017, 128). 

Early Owenism (1820–1834): co-operators 
and trade unionists 

The word “socialist” first appeared in print in the July 1827 issue of the Co-
operative Magazine and Monthly Herald ,3 in relation to Owen’s communitarian 
schemes. “Socialism” and “Owenism” thus became synonymous in Britain until 
1848, when the movement started to collapse after the rise of Chartism and Com-
munism. The origins of Owenism can be traced to the early 1820s, following 
the publication of the Report to the County of Lanark. Especially after his anti-
religious diatribe of 1817, many of Owen’s former allies, his business partners 
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included, had turned their backs on him. The Duke of Kent’s death in 1820 was 
another dent in Owen’s reputation, as he had now lost one of his most powerful 
allies. In 1822, Owen founded a subscription group to establish a “Village of Co-
operation” at Motherwell, near New Lanark, but he failed to attract support from 
aristocratic and middle-class backers. Even among those who respected Owen’s 
philanthropic endeavours, like Henry Brougham and William de Crespigny, few 
were ready to align with his more “visionary” notions. 

Yet at the same time, Owen’s ideas began to find favour among a new band of 
mostly working-class disciples. Starting in 1821, the first attempts to establish 
such “Villages of Co-operation” were pioneered by Abram Combe’s Edinburgh 
Practical Society and George Mudie’s Co-operative and Economical Society at 
Spa Fields, London. In 1825, after their respective experiments had failed, both 
men joined forces with Archibald Hamilton to create a community in Orbiston 
(Lanarkshire). Though these early ventures were short-lived, interest in the “social 
system” grew in British radical circles while Owen was still residing in America. 
Some early middle- and upper-class followers, like Archibald Hamilton, William 
Thompson and Anna Doyle Wheeler, had remained faithful to the “new views”, 
but the bulk of new supporters now hailed from the skilled, artisan classes across 
the country’s main industrial regions, especially London, the Scottish Lowlands 
and the North of England. Ideological variation was considerable, and major rifts 
gradually emerged around three main issues: the compatibility between the “new 
views” and religion, the means to achieve community and working-class agency, 
especially in the context of the Great Reform Act, 1832. 

Nevertheless, the likes of Christian Socialist John Minter Morgan, feminist 
Anna Doyle Wheeler and future Chartist William Lovett somewhat found com-
mon ground in Owen’s thought. First of all, there was a broad consensus over his 
insistence that workers alone had the right to control production, trading rela-
tionships and the wage system, a stance known as his “labour theory of value”, 
which he had first developed in the Report to the County of Lanark. This critique 
of capitalism and classical political economy was expanded upon in the writings 
of early supporters like George Mudie and William Thompson, who gained tre-
mendous popularity within the emerging Owenite movement. Second, in contrast 
to earlier strands of radicalism, the Owenites eschewed agrarian conceptions of 
community building. Though farming was an essential part of their reform plans, 
in the vein of Owen’s 1817 “Villages of Co-operation”, they insisted that only a 
rational use of machinery would harness the economic potential of the labouring 
classes, thus securing the fruits of abundance for all (Claeys 1987, 148; Chase 
1988, 139; Langdon 2000, 12). 

Lastly, Owen’s emphasis on community resonated with long-established 
working-class traditions of mutuality and self-help (Harrison 1969, 50; Kumar 1990, 12). 
In 1769, the earliest recorded consumer co-operative was established in Scotland 
by the Fenwick Weavers’ Society, a local corporation. To create an additional 
stream of revenue and guarantee relief in times of need, they pooled part of their 
funds to buy food in bulk and sell it to members and outsiders alike at a fair price 
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(Fenwick Weavers’ Society Records, 1761–1873). Similar initiatives followed 
throughout the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth centuries, notably with the 
founding of co-operative corn mills at Woolwich, Chatham and in Yorkshire (Har-
rison 1969, 254–255). Under the aegis of Abram Combe and George Mudie, the 
first Owenite associations had formed with the belief that workers needed to take 
matters into their own hands if they were to achieve “the complete emancipation 
of the labouring class from the tyranny of capital and monopoly” (To Unionists 
1834, 13, cited in Taylor 1983, 93). Due to the failure of the Orbiston and Spa 
Fields communities, and faced with a lack of resources and political connections, 
subsequent groups like the London Co-operative Society (LCS) took cues from 
the earliest grassroots initiatives and gradually opted to invest in consumer and 
producer co-operatives. Setting up shop would circumvent the lack of capital and 
political connections that had plagued earlier ventures, as profits would be redi-
rected to the funding of intentional communities instead of going to capitalists and 
middlemen. The strategy proved highly successful. In 1827, the LCS established 
its own outlet, the London Co-operative Trading Association. By 1830, nearly 
300 of such institutions had been founded throughout the United Kingdom, with 
branches in London, Manchester, Glasgow, Belfast and elsewhere. Nearly a dozen 
publications, including the LCS-edited Co-operative Magazine and Monthly Her-
ald (1826–1830) attested to the growing popularity of Socialist ideals.4 

Meanwhile, attempts to bring the same “science of society” to the United 
States of America failed to materialise. Upon his arrival in the New World, 
Owen embarked on a lecture tour to promote his views that culminated with two 
addresses given to the President and Members of Congress in early 1825. Follow-
ing this wave of enthusiasm, a motley crew of some 800 reformers, freethinkers, 
radicals, millenarians and scientists flocked to New Harmony (Claeys 1991, xvi). 
Most had trouble adapting to community life, due to a lack of farming skills and 
to disagreements with Owen’s leadership, and the venture folded in less than three 
years. Several other Owenite communities were founded in the United States and 
Canada over the same period, but all met with a similar fate.5 Owen left for Europe 
in 1828 but travelled back to North America in November of the same year, hop-
ing to establish a community in Texas, then part of the newly independent state of 
Mexico. When that project failed, he returned to Britain for good in 1829. 

Now settled in London, Owen found himself the de facto leader of a budding 
workers’ movement with links to radical and trade unionist circles (Claeys 1982, 
170). At first, he treated his new band of disciples with contempt, as he felt that 
co-operative shops were but a pale imitation of his all-encompassing “science 
of society”. Retail co-operatives, in particular, amounted in his eyes to “a mere 
pawnbroker’s shop” unless they were submitted to the broader ideals of commu-
nity life (Proceedings of the Sixth Co-operative Congress, 8 October 1833, cited 
in Royle 1998, 54). But after witnessing the growing popularity of co-operation as 
a vehicle for his communitarian schemes, Owen agreed to take part in the move-
ment that bore his name, federating it and steering it closer to his own universalist 
principles. (Lovett [1876] 1967, 35; Taylor 1983, 93–94). 
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Owenism was officially launched in May 1831, when the First Co-operative 
Congress brought together the delegates from 250 co-operative societies who 
publicly declared their support for Owen’s social system. Following a resolution 
from the First Birmingham Co-operative Society, they agreed to pool their action 
and resources on a national scale to establish a community which would prove by 
the virtue of example the truth of their co-operative ideals (Carpenter’s Political 
Letters and Pamphlets, 30 April 1831, cited in Langdon 2000, 37). The following 
year, Owen formed his own co-operative workshop and store, the National Equi-
table Labour Exchange, which was located on the premises of the movement’s 
headquarters off Gray’s Inn Road, London. Labour exchanges had been launched 
in London and Birmingham by three of his disciples, William Pare, William King 
and James Tucker, and several of these institutions were created in Britain in the 
years 1832–1833. 

But by now, Owen was turning his attention towards the growing trades’ union 
movement, which had been on the rise following the repeal of the Combination 
Acts in 1825. Having witnessed rising support for his ideas among unionists, he 
now believed that syndicalism would usher in a “New Moral World” more effec-
tively than co-operative trading alone. Ideally, a union of all trades under Socialist 
principles would help create a comprehensive system of political and economic 
co-operation that would supersede the present system based on unrestrained com-
petition and individual interest (Siméon 2018, 23). The Co-operative Congress 
approved this change in strategy in November 1833, and the Grand National Con-
solidated Trades’ Union (GNCTU) was founded in February 1834. Launched in 
1833, the Crisis, and National Co-operative Trades’ Union Gazette, became the 
official Owenite newspaper, and reported on the progress of social reform. But 
just like earlier community experiments, these attempts at political and economic 
co-operation were short-lived. Plagued by economic difficulties, Owen’s Labour 
Exchange closed down in 1834 after only two years in operation. Despite wide-
spread popular support, the GNCTU also collapsed that same year due to a com-
bination of infighting, organisational inadequacies and political repression in the 
wake of the trial and deportation of the Tolpuddle Martyrs, who had been affiliated 
with the union. This added to the general feeling of frustration that pervaded work-
ing-class politics in the wake of the Reform Act 1832. Deeming that working men 
were as yet too uneducated to be given the vote, Owen had favoured co-operation 
and unionism in part as alternatives to an extended franchise. Unsurprisingly, the 
demise of early Owenite institutions was mirrored by a surge of support for uni-
versal male suffrage, while future Chartist leaders like William Lovett and Henry 
Hetherington gradually distanced themselves from Owen’s top-down leadership. 

Late Owenism (1834–1845): the age of communities 
In spite of these obstacles, the Owenite movement managed to reinvent itself over 
the next decade. For most early British socialists, the collapse of specific institu-
tions did not hinder their faith in community and Owenism as a whole (Harrison 
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