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The book is an intellectual analysis of the political ideas of English radical
thinker Thomas Spence (1750-1814), who was renowned for his ‘Plan’, a
proposal for the abolition of private landownership and the replacement
of state institutions with a decentralized parochial organization. This
system would be realized by means of the revolution of the ‘swinish
multitude’, the poor labouring class despised by Edmund Burke and
adopted by Spence as his privileged political interlocutor. While he has
long been considered an eccentric and anachronistic figure, the book sets
out to demonstrate that Spence was a deeply original, thoroughly modern
thinker, who translated his themes into a popular language addressing the
multitude and publicized his Plan through chapbooks, tokens, and songs.
The book is therefore a history of Spence’s political thought ‘from below’,
designed to decode the subtle complexity of his Plan. It also shows that
the Plan featured an excoriating critique of colonialism and slavery as well
as a project of global emancipation. By virtue of its transnational scope,
the Plan made landfall in the British West Indies a few years after Spence’s
death. Indeed, Spencean ideas were intellectually implicated in the largest
slave revolt in the history of Barbados.

Matilde Cazzola is a postdoctoral researcher at the Max Planck Institute
for Legal History and Legal Theory in Frankfurt Am Main.
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Introduction
‘Pearls for pigs’

This is a book about the Age of Revolution, that is, the span of time
between the mid-eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries characterized
by recurring revolutionary waves throughout the Atlantic — in North
America, France, Haiti, Latin America, and Western Europe.! But this
was an age not only of independence movements and the rise of repub-
lican and constitutional governments against absolutism. These were
also the years in which the development of global capitalism and its
interrelated processes occurred: the enslavement of African captives;
the expropriation and extirpation of colonized native peoples resulting
from commercial infiltration, territorial conquest, and white settlement;
the enclosing of the commons and the pauperization of the common-
ers; and the exploitation of wage labourers within the new industrial
systems.? Meanwhile, the consolidation of centralized states across
Western Europe entailed the growth of disciplinary apparatuses, with
the increased severity of criminal justice, the introduction of profes-
sional police forces, and the erection of penitentiaries on a large scale.’
Borrowing Eric Hobsbawm’s terminology from his celebrated trilogy
on the long nineteenth century, the Age of Revolution was at one and
the same time an ‘Age of Capital’ and an ‘Age of Empire’.* In fact,
as several scholars have argued, building on the Marxian argument
regarding primitive accumulation, capitalism and imperialism unfolded
together on a global scale, gathering momentum between the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries.” However, this process was far
from being peaceful, as state and colonial authorities had to address
and oppose the counternarratives and counterstrategies of resistance
of the dispossessed, the coerced, and the enslaved on both sides of the
Atlantic. The establishment of disciplinary and penitentiary systems
can itself be interpreted as a concrete, concerted response to the alarm-
ing struggles and episodes of insubordination which were spreading
worldwide: the slave and indigenous revolts, the trespasses against land
enclosures, and the rise of urban and industrial radicalism across the
Americas and Europe.®
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2 Introduction

In recent decades, scholars have started uncovering and investigating
the political movements and discourses that remained ‘at the margins’ of
the history of political thought and its canon.” By virtue of their radical
nature and purposes, these movements and discourses were historically
able to pose a theoretical challenge and represent an alternative to the
modern theory of state sovereignty and to the capitalist mode of produc-
tion and social regime underpinning it. Within the rich and diversified
set of radical ideas of the Age of Revolution, particular attention has
been devoted in recent years to the so-called ‘black radical tradition’ as
a ‘counterculture of modernity’. Forged in the crucible of the Haitian
Revolution, this tradition was further developed in abolitionist and pan-
Africanist schemes throughout the Atlantic region during the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries.® Other scholars have for their part focused on the
importance of the ‘outcasts’ and ‘outlaws’ of modernity, shedding light
on the maritime culture of protest that was shaped on board pirate ships,
merchant vessels, and warships during the modern age as a response to the
coercion and dispossession inflicted by the maritime state.” The analysis
of these countercultures has recovered individual portraits of some of the
‘forgotten fathers’ of modernity, namely, a number of thinkers and agita-
tors who, despite having fallen from view, played a prominent theoretical
and organizational role in the anti-slavery and anti-capitalist struggles of
their own day. This book recounts the thought of one of these ‘forgotten
fathers’, the English radical thinker Thomas Spence (1750-1814), whose
writings epitomized the struggle against land privatization and nascent
industrialization in Britain. Spence is renowned for his ‘Plan’, a proposal
for the abolition of private landownership and a return to the common
enjoyment of the land by the members of the ‘swinish multitude’. This
phrase was coined by Edmund Burke in his Reflections on the Revolu-
tion in France (1790) to refer, with withering contempt, to the poor and
working proletariat whose distress and insubordination jeopardized the
security of the propertied establishment. Spence in turn took Burke’s pejo-
rative term and used it to refer with pride to his own preferred political
actor and interlocutor.'

Thomas Spence has long been considered an eccentric and anachronis-
tic figure, as his calls for the common property of land in a Britain then
undergoing industrialization allegedly confined his thought to the past.
British labour historian E.P. Thompson, in his masterpiece The Making
of the English Working Class, defined Spence as the inventor of ‘periph-
eral panaceas’ to social evils, which made him sound like ‘little more
than a crank’.!! In fact, Spence lived in the age when capital detached
itself from land, becoming commercial and financial, and when the capi-
talist command over labourers was no longer founded on immoveable
landed possessions but acquired the moveable form of money and wages.
Spence witnessed the dawn of what Karl Polanyi called, in an arrest-
ing phrase, ‘the great transformation’, namely, the establishment of the
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self-regulating market by means of the mobilization and commercializa-
tion of land, money, and human labour; however, he was still living in
what Hobsbawm referred to as an ‘imperfectly capitalist society’, where
the ‘paternalist” authority of the landed aristocracy and the gentry met
with a widespread popular insubordination that had not yet assumed
the form of self-conscious ‘class struggle’.'? Spence’s Plan, due to the fact
that it echoed the radical defence of the commons by the Diggers of the
First English Revolution, seemed unable to account for the unprecedented
problems posed by the political and social phenomena characterizing Brit-
ain in the late eighteenth century. It is therefore unsurprising that his
thought seemed ‘peripheral’, his voice sounded ‘feeble’, and Spence him-
self appeared as an ‘odd survival’ to historians interested in the growth
of the British working class from ‘adolescence’ to ‘manhood’ during the
First Industrial Revolution.!® Only in recent years have a small group of
scholars turned their attention to Spence and his work. In 1982, with new
waves of privatization initiating the neoliberal era, Harry T. Dickinson
and Geoff 1. Gallop edited the two contemporary editions of Spence’s
writings.'* While a number of historians, Joan Beal, Malcolm Chase,
Gregory Claeys, and Robert Franklin among them, have shed light on spe-
cific features of Spence’s thought and legacy in the context of the labour
movement and political and intellectual developments in Britain, others
have endeavoured to systematize all the recent scholarship on him." In
2014, to celebrate the bicentenary of Spence’s death, Alastair Bonnett and
Keith Armstrong edited the collection of essays Thomas Spence: The Poor
Man’s Revolutionary, and the international symposium ‘Bicentennial Per-
spectives on Thomas Spence: Radical Reformer in the Age of Revolu-
tion’ was convened at the Université de Toulouse Jean Jaurés; the papers
presented at that symposium were later collected in a special issue of
the interdisciplinary French journal Miranda entitled Thomas Spence and
His Legacy: Bicentennial Perspectives.'® Another group of scholars has
demonstrated the importance of Spence’s thought in the radical debates
on the commons during the Age of Revolution, by showing Spence to
have had a crucial role in projecting the Diggers’ claims for the commons
forwards into the imperial and global context of the late eighteenth cen-
tury. In The Many-Headed Hydra, Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker
have surveyed the transatlantic life and political activities of Jamaican
Spencean Robert Wedderburn and presented Spenceanism as one of the
‘heads’ of the proletarian and enslaved ‘hydra’ that suffered disposses-
sion and devised strategies of resistance to capitalism on both sides of the
Atlantic in the modern age.'” More recently, in his Red Round Globe Hot
Burning, Linebaugh included Spence in the finely woven net of advocates
for commonality whose ideas crisscrossed the Atlantic region between
the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, while, in The Bloody Flag,
Niklas Frykman showed Spence to have been an important voice within
the maritime and sea-inspired radicalism of those same years.!'*
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This book is a contribution to this ongoing exploration of Thomas
Spence. However, while other scholars have rediscovered Spence within
the fields of radical history, labour history, or Atlantic history, this book
is a historical and intellectual analysis of Spence as a political thinker.
Gregory Claeys, a prominent historian of political thought, has stressed
Spence’s importance for political theory in Britain, illustrating the key
role played by Spenceanism in the genealogy and development of sev-
eral intellectual currents from republicanism to revolutionism to social-
ism."” However, no scholar has, until now, proposed a systematic study of
Spence’s political ideas, placing them in dialogue with the classic authors
and key themes of modern political theory. This book will argue that the
widely held view of Spence’s Plan as anachronistic has served to obscure
the sophistication of his thought. While he has often been described as a
militant activist, whose self-education positioned him outside the realm
of ‘real’ political thinkers, T argue that Spence has fallen victim to mis-
interpretation due in large part to the language he used to convey his
Plan and the means he employed to disseminate it.?’ He engaged with
modern political theory and its major authors but, having the penniless
and often illiterate members of the ‘swinish multitude’ as his preferred
political interlocutors, he had to translate his themes into a popular lan-
guage accessible to ‘the dregs of society’.?! Moreover, by adopting a ‘mul-
timedia attitude’, Spence publicized his Plan not through treatises, but by
what E.P. Thompson defined as ‘the methods of the underground’ — short
pamphlets, chapbooks, minted tokens, graffiti, songbooks, and maps.?
In so doing, Spence adapted the complexity of modern political thought
to suit the lower orders’. In one of his pamphlets, he distanced himself
from ‘those gentlemen, who, with their aristocracy of power, titles, [and]
wealth, . . . conceive that they possess also an aristocracy of understand-
ing’ and disdainfully concluded that ‘for these great men I write not’.?
Nonetheless, Spence deemed himself a scholar, an educator, and a phi-
losopher. At his trial at the Court of King’s Bench in 1801, he proudly
vindicated his stature as an accomplished political thinker: ‘T stand here
Gentlemen . . . not as a mere bookseller vending the works of others . . .,
but as an original legislator for having formed the most compact system
of society on the immovable basis of nature and justice’.* Significantly, his
problems with justice were mostly due not to his practical activism (which
was limited to a brief participation in the working-class association, the
London Corresponding Society (LCS), in the early 1790s), but to his intel-
lectual activities, such as the selling of banned treatises by other authors
and the writing and publishing of his own seditious pampbhlets from his
bookstall in Chancery Lane, London, and later his bookshop in Holborn.
As he wrote in the frontispiece to his periodical Pigs” Meat (an anthology
of classic political texts cheaply reprinted for the ‘swinish multitude’), he
was the intellectual ‘feeder’ of ‘pigs’.>® Spence spent almost forty years of
his life casting his political ‘pearls’ before ‘swine’.?®
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This book is therefore a history of Spence’s political thought ‘from
below’. It sets out to reveal the popular camouflage by which his Plan
was disguised, thereby decoding its subtle complexity and re-translating
it into the standard language of intellectual historians. Spence’s unconven-
tional approaches to the making of propaganda are here interpreted not
as the rough products of an eccentric radical but as original sources for a
new intellectual history from below.?” The main purpose is to reposition
Spence as a non-marginal representative of the history of modern political
thought by re-reading his humorous ballads, his subversive tokens, and
his half-penny pampbhlets from a conceptual perspective. Within a disci-
pline that usually assumes political treatises by recognized philosophers
to be the source par excellence for historians of political thought, this
book will, instead, rely on pamphlets and chapbooks, songs and rhymes,
judicial proceedings, newspaper articles, unpublished manifestos and
broadsides, and artistic and folklore productions. This differentiated set
of sources, which are widely used within the fields of social history and
the history of popular culture but are usually considered as minor and
unimportant by intellectual history and the history of political thought,
will be here analyzed as treatises, namely, as reservoirs of theoretical
notions. Therefore, archival sources will here serve to recover neglected
features of the thought, rather than the life, of Thomas Spence. Nonethe-
less, by stressing the material relation existing between Spence’s Plan and
its historical and social context, this book implies a contiguity between
the history of political thought and social history. It analyzes Spence not
only by linking him to other thinkers and traditions of thought, but also
by contextualizing him within the historical and social developments of
his age: the private and state-driven enclosures of the commons and the
organized resistance to privatization; the American and French Revolu-
tions and the British wars against France; the birth of the factory system
and the debates on the Poor Laws; the commercial transition from mer-
cantilism to free trade; and the rise of the abolitionist movement and the
Haitian Revolution.

The current oblivion surrounding Spence’s name is at odds with his
renown in nineteenth-century Europe, as he was even mentioned by Karl
Marx in Theories of Surplus-Value (1862-3) as the ‘deadly enemy of
private property in land’, while Friedrich Engels for his part recalled
‘glorious old Tom Spence’ in 1882.2% In fact, Spence’s contemporaries
and the thinkers of the following generations were well aware of the
political and theoretical significance of the Plan. Reliable evidence for
the widespread dissemination of the Plan in the late eighteenth century
is provided by the intolerance of state authorities, as Spence was beaten,
threatened, hindered in his activity as author and bookseller, arrested
without trial, and imprisoned several times. It is clear, then, that advocates
of the established order considered him a serious political thinker and
organizer. His disciples (the self-proclaimed ‘Spenceans’) were deemed no
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less dangerous. They became the indefatigable orators and agitators of the
radical London underground in the 1810s, chalking subversive messages
on walls throughout the city. As the pamphleteer and Member of Parlia-
ment William Cobbett reported in his Weekly Political Register in 1816,
‘we have all seen, for years past, written on the walls, in and near London,
these words, “SPENCE’S PLAN™".?’ Thanks to the militancy of the Spen-
ceans, according to Alastair Bonnett, ‘Spence’s name lived on in English
radical circles as a legend of incorruptible defiance’ for decades to come.?
An Act of Parliament of 1817 banned all political clubs that referred to
Thomas Spence, making Spenceanism the only political ideology to have
ever been explicitly outlawed by the British Parliament.’! A contributor to
the conservative periodical The Antijacobin Review reported in 1817 that

[Spence’s] doctrines were promulgated, and circulated in the cheapest
form among the lower classes of tradesmen and mechanics. . . . No
doctrine could be more directly subversive of the peace and welfare
of society, than those which he was disseminating in the way which
was most dangerous. The appropriate punishment . . . would have
been transportation.’?

The notoriety of the Plan in the early nineteenth century is also con-
firmed by criticisms voiced by a number of famous contemporaries: while
John Stuart Mill warned against ‘the vagaries of Spenceanism’, Thomas
Malthus listed the ‘Spencean system’ among the most absurd ‘systems of
equality’ corrupting the minds of ‘the lower classes of society’, and even
Samuel Taylor Coleridge expressed contempt for ‘the poor visionaries
called Spenceans’.>> A counterpoint to these criticisms was offered by the
prominent German romantic, Adam Miiller, in an essay entitled Spences
philanthropischer Plan, Bibelgesellschaften und Gemeinschaft der Giiter
(1816). Miiller agreed with the basic tenet of Spence’s thought (the aver-
sion to private landownership) but criticized his revolutionary conclusions
(the revolutionary overthrow of the status quo). Most interestingly, Mul-
ler remarked that the Spencean doctrine had become ‘extremely popu-
lar under the pressure of misery’ across the British Isles and reluctantly
acknowledged — though with grudging admiration — that Spence was no
less sophisticated than other modern and more famous ‘political philoso-
phers’, as those philosophers ‘are stronger on the practical side, while
Master Spence is more consistent on the theoretical side; they are more
fashionable, but he is ultimately superior’.** This book follows the path
suggested by Miiller, bringing to light the contributions of a ‘political
philosopher’ worthy of the name, who, though little-known today, was
famous — and notorious — within and beyond Britain between the late
eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries.

This book, in contrast to those that have interpreted Spence as anachron-
istic, is intended to demonstrate Spence’s success in communicating his
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political values beyond his epoch. It is of interest to note that Robert
Franklin defined Spence as a ‘link-man’, namely, an intellectual bridge
connecting the English struggles against the enclosures of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries to the demands of the British working class
of the nineteenth century.>* This was due to the unique period in which
Spence lived: the second half of the eighteenth century, when subsist-
ing early modern institutions coexisted with novel production processes.
Spence was a transitional thinker living in years that were likewise tran-
sitional, and his political ideas, articulated in the context of the Town
Moor affair (when the Newcastle freemen prevented their commons from
being privatized in the early 1770s), resurfaced in the Chartist Land Plan
(1845) several decades later. As demonstrated by Malcolm Chase in his
important study The People’s Farm, the old radical tradition of the First
English Revolution and the nineteenth-century working-class movement
were connected by common claims, which were Spencean claims — first
and foremost, the ‘agrarian’ belief that social injustice and political com-
mand were rooted in private landownership.3 Due to the importance of
the land for both the Diggers and the British socialists, Spence was the
unconventional junction between them. However, he cannot properly be
considered a forerunner of socialism, as he was a resolute opponent of the
nationalization of land and the consequent buttressing of central power,
which later became key themes within socialist schemes.’” Instead, the
commonality in the soil advocated by him would lead to the institutional
fragmentation of the state into a decentralized parish system. Spence saw
private landownership as the foundation of social inequality and politi-
cal command and considered the state to be allied with the oligarchy of
property owners pitted against the poor and landless. His Plan, therefore,
would imply the destruction of the state apparatus and the establishment of
a community-based system of services (common storehouses, free schools,
and open hospitals) emanating not from a central power, but from a paro-
chial administration. The Spencean system was outlined as intentionally
loose and radically decentralized, being opposed to any collectivism and
concentration of land and power. From this perspective, the interpreta-
tion advanced by the British socialist and leader of the Social Democratic
Federation Henry Hyndman, who reprinted the first posthumous edition
of Spence’s first lecture (1775) in 1882, is misleading, as it credits the Plan
with endorsing the nationalization of land.>® Other scholars such as the
Marxist historian and communist activist Mary Kemp-Ashraf saw Spence
as the forerunner of even later ideological developments, as she wrote
that ‘from the point of view of the historical development of political
thought, Spence may be said to have brought egalitarian democracy to the
threshold of communism’.? The interpretations of both Hyndman and
Kemp-Ashraf reflect the fact that Spence would not be easily understood
by future generations and that his unconventional political thought, once
interpreted within the confines of our understanding of political currents,
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would be stripped of its intended meaning and become inconsistent with
its own presuppositions. Spence was ‘too localist and too contemptuous
of authority’ in his claims for freedom and common property to sit com-
fortably within descriptions of him as either a pioneer of state socialism
or a proto-communist.** However, this does not mean that it is impossible
to project Spence’s Plan beyond his own time. Instead, his thought is still
able to communicate something to us. As he witnessed the very beginnings
of the process of state-driven privatization that is still producing increas-
ingly violent waves of dispossession around the globe today, Spence’s
claims for common property are again becoming relevant. But Spence’s
ability to speak about today’s problems emerges also at a more immedi-
ate, everyday level. His words become relevant for the present day when,
after an Irish radical suddenly died in Clerkenwell Prison in 1792, Spence
interrogated both prisoners and warders and then warned his readers
against the abuses of prison discipline and the dangers of confinement:
‘Reader, this may be my case — it may be thine; and whoever may be the
next victim he will demand a tribute of sorrow from all those who are so
happy as to escape the rod’.*!

The account in this book of Spence’s Plan, and of its importance in
the history of political thought, is divided into five different chapters.
Chapter 1 provides the backdrop and sociohistorical context of Spence’s
reflections. After summarizing the main contents of his Plan and its evolu-
tion from 1775 onwards, it describes Spence’s intellectual development
in relation to his personal experiences and the transformations of his age.
Spence’s conceptualization of the Plan was inspired by the struggle of the
Newcastle freemen against the attempts to privatize their Town Moor in
1771 but was developed further in the late 1780s and early 1790s, when
Spence had moved to London. Here, he was influenced by the French
revolutionary ideology, popularized by the members of the LCS from
1792 onwards. Adopting the French Revolution as a template, Spence
started presenting the establishment of his Plan as a revolutionary, violent,
and armed action. The chapter then surveys Spence’s posthumous legacy
in Britain. The Plan was first taken as a model by the Spenceans, who set
up their Society after their mentor’s death in 1814. It then became a source
of inspiration for Robert Owen, who stripped it of its socially radical
and revolutionary purposes. Afterwards, in the 1840s, a section of the
Chartist movement recovered Spence as an intellectual inspiration behind
the devising of its own Land Plan. In so doing, the Chartists carried the
Plan from its agrarian origins into the industrial age.

Chapters 2 and 3 examine Spence’s engagement with modern political
theory. Chapter 2 focuses on Spence’s intellectual debt to certain currents
of thought of the First English Revolution — the Diggers and the classi-
cal republicanism of James Harrington. Spence was deeply influenced by
the Diggers and their leader Gerrard Winstanley, whose radical claims
for the commons represented a powerful social addition to the narrowly
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political demands of the ‘democrats’ of his own day. From Harrington,
Spence drew the connection between liberty and the broad distribution
of landed property, together with the idea for a republican, decentralized,
and intensively politicized polity. Spence also engaged with the fathers of
modern contract theory: Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques
Rousseau. Like Hobbes and Locke, he questioned the origins and legiti-
macy of the political order in terms of the opposition between the natural
state and the artifice of the social compact. But Spence’s engagement with
contractualism was controversial — especially with regard to its liberal
representative Locke. On the one hand, Locke had rightly stated that
‘God hath given the earth to the children of men in common’; on the
other hand, however, he had justified the establishment of landed private
property and imagined the covenant as the means to protect private pos-
sessions in the transition from nature to the state. Spence rejected the
traditional, contractual rationale of the social compact, namely, the idea
that men should forfeit a portion of their natural freedom — including
their common property of the soil — in their progression from ‘savagery’
to ‘civility’. Instead, he adopted Rousseau’s alternative idea of the social
contract as the means to rectify the ‘harmful’ departure from nature pre-
scribed by Hobbes and Locke and to establish a social and political system
consistent with the integrity of men’s natural rights.

Chapter 3 focuses on the impact of the Enlightenment and Jacobinism
on Spence’s thought. Committed to progress, religious tolerance, and
liberty of the press, the Plan was an intellectual product of the Euro-
pean Enlightenment. In contrast to most of his contemporaries, however,
Spence equated the rights of woman and child to those of man, emerging
as a vanguard thinker regarding the emancipation of women and infants.
It was around the issue of rights that Spence engaged with Thomas Paine.
For Spence, Paine was both an intellectual landmark (being the most
advanced democratic thinker of the time and a supporter of the revolu-
tions) and a polemical target. Indeed, Spence viewed Paine as an ally of the
landed establishment and his radicalism as compromised by proprietary
limitations. It was against the author of the Rights of Man that Spence
contentiously redefined his ‘real’ rights for men, women, and children.
Over the 1790s, Spence also enthusiastically supported the French Revo-
lution. From the Jacobins, he drew the idea that the political order should
be violently overthrown, to be followed then by the establishment of a
provisional revolutionary government. Initially, Spence also agreed with
the French Jacobins that the body politic should be republican. However,
from the late 1790s, he became critical of the Jacobin phase of the French
Revolution, which he understood to be committed to a merely political
transformation. At the same time, he overcame his earlier aversion to
kingship. In fact, as the proprietary organization of society was far more
important than the institutional organization of government, the Spen-
cean Commonwealth would be either a monarchy or a republic on the
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condition that all land should be held in common. Spence thus distanced
himself from the proprietary limitations and political preoccupations of
the French revolutionaries and emerged as a ‘red’ Jacobin.

Chapter 4 focuses on the transatlantic scope of Spence’s Plan. It clari-
fies an apparent paradox: while Spence had a fixed concern about the
land, he often used the sea as a reservoir of radical images to convey his
revolutionary proposal. He imagined the establishment of the Plan aboard
the sailing ship ‘the Marine Republic’ and on oceanic islands. Influenced
by the radical struggles at sea of his time, such as the great mutinies at
the Nore and Spithead in 1797, and by the English utopian tradition (the
Land of Cockaigne, Thomas More, James Harrington, and Daniel Defoe),
Spence rejected the implicit assumption that history only unfolded on
terrestrial spaces, which some scholars have recently referred to as the
‘terracentrism’ characterizing Western political thought.** This chapter
also surveys Spence’s astringent critique of colonialism, which he viewed
as replicating overseas the same dynamics of enclosure and disposses-
sion that landlordism had already produced in Europe. As the social and
political dominion of the few over the many extended on both sides of the
Atlantic, the colonies stood in need of the same revolution as England.
The Plan can therefore be understood as a project of decolonization of the
world by means of the abolition of private landownership globally. In fact,
Spence also, remarkably enough, devised his Plan for colonial application,
as he hoped that it might be established in the ‘Republic of the Incas’ and
be adopted as the new constitution of revolutionary Saint-Domingue.
After presenting Spenceanism as a transatlantic movement, the chapter
concludes by surveying the startling, hitherto unknown legacy of Spence’s
Plan in the British West Indies, particularly in Barbados, where, according
to the official documents of the local House of Assembly, it was intellectu-
ally implicated in Bussa’s Rebellion of 1816, the largest slave revolt in the
history of the island.

Chapter 5 shows Spence’s present-day relevance by projecting his
notion of common property on to contemporary political debates. These
debates conceive of common property as either the commons (the fields,
the waters, and the ‘fruits of nature’) or the commonwealth (the wealth
and ‘fruits of labour’ produced by society). The first interpretation is
represented by the works of Peter Linebaugh, Silvia Federici, and Ugo
Mattei and the second by Commonwealth, by Antonio Negri and Michael
Hardt.* Both sets of scholars use the notion of common property to
suggest the existence of a third sphere of politics, which goes beyond the
modern divide between the private and public domains. Spence embod-
ied these two perspectives by conceiving of the Plan as a scheme for the
reappropriation of both the commons and the commonwealth. In order
to reappropriate the commons, Spence proposed the abolition of private
landownership and the establishment of a system of parochial land man-
agement. The reappropriation of the commonwealth would, in its turn, be
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achieved by sharing what Spence called ‘dividends’, which were quotas of
money to be redistributed quarterly among all parishioners, regardless of
their age, sex, civil status, employment, criminal convictions, or national
origins. The redistribution of dividends would ensure the basic means
of subsistence to everyone without requiring work. In this way, Spence’s
Plan would achieve not only the emancipation of men’s work from any
command imposed by either capitalists or the state, but also the emanci-
pation of men from work and poverty. After the Spencean revolution, the
multitude (as opposed to both ‘the people’ enclosed by national boundar-
ies and ‘the individuals’ defined by liberal private property rights) would
establish a new social order, neither capitalist nor collectivist but rather
founded upon grassroots, democratic self-management.

The aim of this book is not only to demonstrate the theoretical com-
plexity and sophistication of an altogether unconventional and little-
known political thinker by uncovering in an original fashion his political
thought by means of a methodological approach ‘from below’. In addi-
tion, it will be argued here that Thomas Spence can be viewed as a key
figure through whom we can understand modernity and its crisis, which
we are witnessing in our own times. Spence’s Plan, in fact, provided a
lens through which a critique of capitalism and socialism could be made
by offering an alternative to both in the years of their very making, rise,
and development. These chapters are also designed to challenge the two
most enduring preconceptions about Spence, which have long prevented
scholars from fully appreciating his thought: that his ideas were confined
to the local context of Newcastle or to the London urban underground
and that his Plan harked back to the seventeenth-century claims for the
commons in the thick of the early industrial age. While Spence has often
been studied within a narrow context, this book sets out to deprovincial-
ize him; although his Plan has often been considered outdated, this book
intends to demonstrate its timeliness and relevance. The ambition of this
work is to carry Thomas Spence from local to global history and from
anachronism to modernity.
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1 Spence and his worlds

“The Plan’: its contents and changes

‘Spence’s Plan’ was a direct response to the social dislocation affecting
thousands of men and women, resulting from enclosures and the dis-
mantling of poor relief that accompanied the establishment of the market
economy and industrial society in Britain between the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries.! First expounded in his lecture Property in Land
Every One’s Right, read before the Newecastle Philosophical Society
in 1775, the Plan was characterized by a number of core features that
remained unaltered over the following forty years.? Starting from a sharp
critique of the existing societal system, Spence devised his Plan as a pro-
ject of radical social transformation detailing a new order of things to
replace the old. According to him, the origins of the existing evils lay in
the loss of man’s natural right to the common enjoyment of land. In fact,
‘the country of any people, in a native state, is properly their common,
in which each of them has an equal property, with free liberty to sus-
tain himself and connections with the animals, fruits and other products
thereof’.’ The end of this original state of ‘free liberty’ and equality had
been caused by an act of usurpation by which the few violently claimed
illegitimate private ownership of the soil, dispossessing the many; this pos-
session of landed monopolies had enabled landlords to acquire and retain
social and political power over the landless. This condition of injustice
and inequality would only be overcome when the ‘whole people in some
country’ assembled, unanimously decided to abolish private ownership
of land (but not of moveable goods, which would be privately held),
and established a parochial system of common landownership. As the
parishes, corresponding to the old territorial districts developing around
each parish church, were the ‘corporations’ in which the population found
itself already organized locally, Spence assigned them the crucial role of
landlords. Being the common proprietors of their respective fields, this
ensured that ‘[there] are no more nor other landlords in the whole country
than the parishes; and each of them is sovereign landlord of its own ter-
ritories’.* As the administrative units responsible for the allocation and
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redistribution of plots of land to parishioners, the parishes would be able
to rent the soil out in portions but not ‘alienate the least morsel’ of it,
that is sell it.* In Spence’s system, as private landownership would be
abolished, the plots of land could never be privately owned but only
privately cultivated within a system of common property. This system
ruled out the existence of small freeholders who, being proprietors of the
soil, could have individually sold or bought their plots, leading to new
inequalities in a short span of time. As Spence’s system would no longer
involve landlords apart from the parishes, everyone, without exception,
would pay rent for use of the land in proportion to the size and quality of
the plot received in usufruct; this payment was needed to prevent landed
accumulation. The rent would be paid in place of all other taxes, tithes,
customs, and duties formerly collected and would be used by the parishes
for many purposes such as to remunerate public servants, support paro-
chial and central administration, and fund the ordinary maintenance of
the urban landscape and local social services (including schools and poor
relief). ‘In a word, in doing whatever the people think proper’. Despite
the many services that needed to be funded, rent would be affordable for
each parishioner, as corruption and waste would be eliminated. Taken
together, the parishes would constitute a sort of confederation, with each
retaining marked political autonomy from the central government. The
parishioners, thanks to universal male suffrage (‘each man has a vote’)
and the secret ballot, would enjoy full political liberty, and social justice
would be guaranteed by common landownership; as ‘freedom to any
thing whatever cannot there be bought’, social and political hierarchies
would be totally eradicated. The spread of the Plan, starting from a single
parish, was described by Spence as a domino effect: “The whole earth shall
at last be happy, and live like brethren’.

While these foundational features of Spence’s Plan remained unchanged,
its post-1775 versions were updated as a result of the author’s intellectual
evolution due to both his personal experiences and the changing social
and political context in which he lived.” The first and most important
change in the Plan dated back to the ballad “The Rights of Man’ of
1783, where Spence first mentioned the redistribution of what he called
‘dividends’.® The Plan was, in fact, a scheme for the redistribution not
of land but of rent, as the soil would be not reapportioned but rather
held in common. Spence anticipated that, after everyone had paid rent
to their respective parishes and all the expenses for public administration
and social services had been covered, two-thirds of the total amount of
the rent would be left over. These remainders would constitute the divi-
dends, namely, shares of money to be redistributed according to a quar-
terly schedule ‘among all the living souls in the parish, whether male or
female; married or single; legitimate or illegitimate; from a day old to the
extremest age’.” This idea was probably inspired by Gilbert’s Act of 1782,
which encouraged wage supplementation for poor workers. Interestingly,
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the most complete accounts of Spence’s system of dividends can be found
in his pamphlets The Meridian Sun of Liberty, or the Whole Rights of
Man (1796) and The Rights of Infants (1797), which followed the estab-
lishment of the system of wage subsidies introduced by the Berkshire
parish of Speenhamland in 1795, guaranteeing poor workers a minimum
income dependent on the price of bread.!® Spence’s Plan was also strongly
affected by the revolutions of his age. In 1782, influenced by North
American developments (and by his reading of Daniel Defoe), he referred
to his confederation of parishes as the ‘United Parishes of Crusonia’.!!
In 1793, inspired by the terminology of the constitution of the United
States, he adopted the terms ‘Senate” and ‘Congress’, alongside the more
common ‘Parliament’, to describe the central institutions of the Spencean
parishes.'? But the second, most significant change in Spence’s thought,
which concerned the method by which his Plan might be implemented,
dated back to 1795 and was directly connected to the Jacobin phase of
the French Revolution. While in former writings, the Spencean system
rested upon a unanimous and peaceful collective decision, the pamphlet
The End of Oppression (1795) contained Spence’s first explicit theoriza-
tion of violent revolution as the method for destroying private landown-
ership and establishing the parish system.!> The American and the French
Revolutions also inspired the two constitutional versions of Spence’s
Plan: The Constitution of a Perfect Commonwealth (1798), which bor-
rowed from the Jacobin Constitution of 1793, and The Constitution
of Spensonia (1803), which, as Chapter 3 will show, reflected Spence’s
increasing distance from French revolutionary developments.'* These
Revolutions also influenced Spence’s religious attitudes. While the 1775
edition of his first lecture mentioned a parochial ‘established religion’
professed by the majority of the population, the 1793 edition, reprinted
with the new title The Rights of Man and imbued with the ideas of the
‘Atlantic Enlightenment’, declared that ‘toleration would be allowed to
every religion or opinion not repugnant to the Rights of Man’.!> Here,
Spence implicitly took a stance in relation to the contemporary par-
liamentary debates concerning the repeal of the Test and Corporation
Acts, which had made the holding of any public office conditional on
being a member of the Church of England.'® The Plan also reflected,
in fact, Spence’s engagement with contemporary British debates. Since
the publication of his periodical Pigs’ Meat in 1793, he had referred to
his political interlocutors as ‘the swinish multitude’, thereby parodying
the expression coined by Burke in his Reflections on the Revolution in
France.' Furthermore, in 1795, Spence reprinted another version of his
1775 lecture, whose most significant novelty was in fact its title, which,
to stress the limitations of Paine’s Rights of Man (1791-2), became The
Real Rights of Man.'® Spence’s dispute with Paine did not end there, for,
in 1797, he wrote The Rights of Infants, where the Plan was spelled out
by a woman, who vindicated the rights of mothers and children alongside
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those of men. The pamphlet also contained an appendix which demol-
ished Paine’s social proposal in Agrarian Justice (1797) and presented the
Spencean system of dividends as a radical alternative.' Over the years,
Spence’s Plan was also formulated in reference to different geographical
locations. As Chapter 4 will detail, Spence lived in an age of maritime
voyages, white conquests, and anticolonial struggle and appeared to be
directly influenced by those events. In A Supplement to the History of
Robinson Crusoe, Being the History of Crusonia (1782), the Plan was
implemented in Crusonia, the Pacific island conquered by Robinson Cru-
soe in Defoe’s famous novel.?* Crusonia was Spence’s first utopia and
was in all likelihood inspired by James Cook’s expeditions to Oceania
between 1768 and 1771; interestingly, one of the ships which carried
Cook in his first voyage, HMS Endeavour, had been previously used as
a collier in the North East of England.?! In 1794, probably struck by
the news about the mutiny on the Royal vessel Bounty, whose crew had
bundled their captain William Bligh into a small boat in 1789 and had
themselves settled on Tahiti and other islands in the South Pacific (before
being arrested, brought back to England, and court-martialled), Spence
wrote both The Marine Republic, where the Plan was put into practice
aboard a sailing ship, and A Further Account of Spensonia, which pre-
sented the first description of his second utopia, the island of Spensonia
in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean.?? In 1796, following new encroach-
ments on native lands by the new-born government of the United States,
Spence published The Reign of Felicity in which he explicitly proposed a
colonial adoption of the Plan among Native Americans.?’ Therefore, as it
was deeply influenced by revolutions, social and territorial developments,
and intellectual debates both within and beyond Britain during those
years, the Plan can be viewed as an up-to-date, open field of reflection,
which mirrored Spence’s times and the transformations he witnessed.

Newcastle and the Town Moor affair

Spence was born in 1750 to poor Scottish parents and raised alongside
eighteen siblings in Newcastle upon Tyne, which provided the backdrop
to his political education.?* The impoverished milieu in which Spence
grew up pushed him, from his earliest years, to reflect upon the division
of society between the rich and the poor. The important role played by
his familial experience in his early intellectual development was acknow-
ledged by Spence himself, retrospectively, in 1793:

The feelings occasioned by beholding the struggles of temperance,
frugality, and industry, after an honest livelihood, which ought to
be easily attainable by every one, have always been sufficiently pow-
erful to enable me to despise them. Yet, those sympathetic feelings
were impressed deep on my heart, being first excited by the many



