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The violent suppression of a 
mass public demonstration in 
Manchester on 16 August 1819, 

first satirised as ‘Peter-loo’ by the radi-
cal Manchester Observer, has held a very 
ambiguous place in the historiography 
of Britain in the early nineteenth cen-
tury.1 Although it has remained a staple 
item in the teaching of modern Brit-
ish politics on A-level syllabuses and 
undergraduate history courses since 
the 1960s, largely owing to the influ-
ence of E. P. Thompson’s The Mak-
ing of the English Working Class on the 
imaginations of a generation of history 
teachers, it rarely features in compul-
sory secondary school history lessons 
and there have been surprisingly few 
discrete studies of the event that Pro-
fessor Robert Poole describes as ‘the 
bloodiest political event of the nine-
teenth century on English soil.’2 

Thankfully none of the authors 
of the three most recent studies are 
interested in tired debates on who was 
responsible for the massacre. There is 
simply no question that the protestors 
at St Peter’s Field themselves were in 
any way to blame and, in Poole’s view, 
the events of Peterloo should be placed 
alongside other infamously violent 
responses by bankrupt regimes such as 
at Amritsar, Soweto and Tiananmen 
Square. Instead, the texts under review 
all concentrate on detailed archival 
research to present narratives of the 
events, characters and context of that 
summer Monday afternoon. They suc-
ceed in illuminating the scale of the 
horror of what happened at St Peter’s 
Field in central Manchester and the 
impact of the completely unexpected 
violence on almost the full range of 

the political spectrum. However, as 
is common with so much academic 
and popular history written this cen-
tury, they fail to add much to existing 
interpretations of the significance of 
the event. The most traditional popu-
lar interpretation, still perpetuated on 
educational websites such as that of 
the National Archives’ ‘The Struggle 
for Democracy’ pages, is that Peterloo 
was a necessary stepping stone on the 
inevitable march to universal suffrage.3 
Although this has been repeatedly 
challenged by academic historians, it is 
this view that Jacqueline Riding per-
petuates in her 2018 narrative account 
of ‘the Manchester massacre’. 

Riding sets out her position fairly 
openly, with George Cruikshank’s 
illustrations from William Hone’s 
pamphlet, The Political House that Jack 
Built, and his scurrilous newspaper, A 
Slap at Slop, reproduced as frontispieces 
for each chapter without any com-
ment as to their partisan nature.4 The 
meetings of radical Hampden Clubs, 
Patriotic Union and Female Reform 
Societies and the reports of the Man-
chester Observer are recorded sympa-
thetically and in depth, but the views 
of loyalists and non-radical papers 
such as the Manchester Chronicle, gen-
uinely afraid of the anarchy of the 
French Revolution being unleashed 
on Lancastrian Streets, are ignored 
or traduced. That said, her account is 
extremely powerful in illustrating the 
characters of the participants through 
anecdote and judicious quotation. 
There is no doubt that one is left with a 
huge sense of pity for the victims of the 
authorities’ thoughtlessness which led 
to brutality, but Ridings seems unsure 

of what more to make of the event. In 
her nine-page final chapter, she claims 
that ‘through the 1820s there were few 
significant advances’ but, a few pages 
later, states that there was ‘a shift in 
the attitude by the “middling sort” 
towards the plight of the disenfran-
chised labouring class’ which seems 
both contradictory and unsustainable, 
given the ‘modest nature’ of the 1832 
Great Reform Act and the viciously 
Malthusian Poor Law Amendment 
of 1834. She also asserts that ‘when 
national or local government is judged 
to have run roughshod over the rights 
… of citizens … Peterloo is evoked’ 
but in the next sentence describes the 
massacre as ‘little known.’ 5 One is 
tempted to conclude that if one needs 
to belong to a particular political 
position in order to have the right to 
invoke the name of Peterloo, it is not 
surprising that the average, apolitical 
citizen of twenty-first century Britain 
has never heard of it.

In 2019, alongside the release of 
Ken Loach’s typically didactic film 
and the unveiling of Jeremy Del-
ler’s bathetic ‘installation’ in St Peter’s 
Square, one relatively new form of his-
tory has actually succeeded in engag-
ing with those outside the usual circles 
of socialist commemoration. This is 
the graphic novel, Peterloo: Witnesses 
to a Massacre, based on Robert Poole’s 
research. Working with the Australian 
artist Eva Schlunke, the book is chiefly 
the work of the highly skilled satirist 
‘Polyp’ (Paul Fitzgerald), who has been 
the cartoonist for New Internationalist 
magazine for nearly thirty years. Polyp 
has previously produced a graphic his-
tory of the Rochdale Pioneers, enti-
tled The Co-operative Revolution in 2012, 
so he was the obvious choice for this 
new work. The artwork is startlingly 
vivid and tells the story of the events 
in upsetting detail. It carries references 
to the available sources (surely a first 
for a graphic novel), with a determina-
tion to be as factually accurate as pos-
sible. In the references section at the 
end of the novel, the authors state that 
‘everything in a white panel or speech 
bubble was written or said at the time’ 
with two very minor exceptions which 
they scrupulously identify.6 In the 
novel itself, there are odd moments of 
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humour, such as the case of John Sad-
dleworth who was saved from a fatal 
sabre blow by the bread and cheese 
lunch he had placed in his hat. There 
are scenes which graphically depict the 
brutal violence that a sharpened sword 
can do to the human body. But most 
of all, there is a lingering sense that the 
poor people of Manchester were used 
as pawns, both by the radical agitators 
who sought a confrontation to provoke 
a wider uprising and by the authori-
ties who sought to teach the common 
people their place by a show of para-
military power. The book suggests 
that Henry Hunt was more interested 
in self-publicity than amelioration of 
the people’s condition, that the army 
Hussars, deployed to rescue the yeo-
manry, intervened frequently to pre-
vent the yeomanry attacking members 
of the crowd and that many Manches-
ter shopkeepers and businessmen were 
repelled by the tactics used by the mag-
istrates. Nevertheless, the book perpet-
uates the interpretation of an uncaring 
establishment, bent on keeping the 
starving subjugated and using spies, 
hunger and sabres to do so. It may not 
go as far as Robert Reid, who claimed 
in his 1989 text that England in 1819 
was ‘closer in spirit to that of the early 
years of the Third Reich than at any 
other time in history’ but, at times, it 
comes close.7 The fact that many poli-
ticians, some radicals and the bulk of 
the contemporary press, including The 
Times, had warned of the likelihood 

of this outcome if Hunt persisted in 
holding such large scale meetings, 
is ignored, as is standard in the left-
wing’s partial view of the massacre. 

Although E. P. Thompson depicted 
the bloody event as part of a larger, 
proto-Marxist uprising which the aris-
tocratic authorities in league with the 
bourgeois businessmen of Manchester 
were inevitably bound to attack, Rob-
ert Poole is more concerned with plac-
ing the events of 1819 in the context of 
a wider political debate on ‘citizenship’ 
which had been stimulated (and then 
suppressed) by the French Revolu-
tion.8 He takes a less literary approach 
than Riding and offers a more rigor-
ous analysis of events leading up to the 
fateful events of 16 August 1819,s in 
which he manages to align the moti-
vations of both the authorities and the 
demonstrators in a manner which no 
previous account has achieved. He is 
also highly conscious of the local and 
regional context of the politics and 
economics of Manchester, at a time 
when an elite, educated group of work-
ers, the handloom weavers, were facing 
an assault on their livelihoods and sta-
tus from mechanisation of the weaving 
process. However, the role of religion, 
or rather Christian faith, dismissed by 
Thompson and other Marxists, needed 
more attention in Poole’s work in order 
for that context to be fully established. 
The most effective attack on ‘Old Cor-
ruption’ (the radicals’ nickname for 
the political system) was that mounted 

by critics both within and outside 
the Church of England. The way in 
which the aristocracy had captured the 
Church’s hierarchy in order to enrich 
themselves had been exposed in the 
anonymous Red Book, published in 1816 
and then developed by the journalist 
William Hazlitt in his essay ,’On the 
Clerical Character’ in 1818.9 This cri-
tique of the moral failure of the Church 
to address the spiritual needs of the 
newly urbanised populations of north-
ern Britain, focused political, cultural 
and economic anger in a region where 
the nonconformist community rep-
resented a wider rejection of metro-
politan values, morality and authority. 
Poole’s work is nevertheless fastidious 
and highly detailed, with a command 
of the archival and printed sources that 
comes from a long career of research 
and scholarship. It is also written in a 
compelling and accessible fashion and 
one hopes that it will lead to a popular 
rediscovery of the massacre and enable 
its memory to be revived outside uni-
versity seminar rooms and avowedly 
socialist networks.

Poole could also have considered 
exactly how Hunt and the Manches-
ter Observer persuaded the working 
people of Manchester and the sur-
rounding districts to support his tactic 
of demanding immediate univer-
sal manhood suffrage ‘by great pub-
lic meetings … peaceably but firmly 
conducted’, in his otherwise excellent 
chapter on Hunt’s visit to Manchester 

Reviews



62 Journal of Liberal History 110 Spring 2021

in January 1819.10 Although Poole 
claims that the enthusiasm in Man-
chester derived from a political tradi-
tion of demands for full citizenship 
which the workers believed they had 
won through their participation in the 
war against Franc, rather than from 
mere economic hardship, the case is 
not wholly established. His book is 
subtitled ‘The English Uprising’ but it 
is never made clear what this actually 
means. Is it a reference to the wave of 
popular demonstrations that culmi-
nated in Peterloo? In which case, one 
would have to question an interpreta-
tion which conflated the violence of 
the Spenceans and the Pentridge Ris-
ing with the peaceful approach of the 
Blanketeers and the crowds in Man-
chester in August 1819. The historians 
of Peterloo still need to decide if it was 
a peaceful protest which resulted in a 
‘massacre’ or a popular revolt against 
unjust, corrupt and undemocratic tyr-
anny which was met with implacable 
resistance by the government and Eng-
lish establishment. It suits neither nar-
rative to suggest, of course, that the 
event was a terrible accident, which is 
probably far closer to the truth. The 
unfocused grievances of the poor were 
dangerously encouraged by unscru-
pulous, self-appointed radical ‘leaders’ 
and that these were then confronted by 
untrained, inexperienced local author-
ities who had no experience in han-
dling such events and were given little 
guidance and support by a govern-
ment keen to keep its own hands clean. 
If nothing else, the disaster of Peter-
loo makes one even more appreciative 
of the government’s handling of later 
mass demonstrations, such as the 1848 
Chartist meeting at Kennington Com-
mon, which passed off with no signifi-
cant violence at all, despite the threats 
of the radical leaders, the deployment 
of the army under the hostile com-
mand of the Duke of Wellington and 
the arming of the middle-classes in the 
guise of ‘special’ constables.11

All the authors are, however, highly 
unconvincing on the aftermath of 
Peterloo, almost as if the horror of the 
event prevents them from confront-
ing the fact that, in reality, it had lit-
tle lasting positive impact. Although 
their careers came to a swift end, 

Nadin and the Manchester magis-
trates were never held to account for 
their actions. The trial of Hunt and the 
other radical leaders may have back-
fired as it exposed the incompetence 
of the Manchester magistrates and the 
complicity of the government in the 
violence that took place, but Hunt was 
still imprisoned and never achieved 
the same popular status again. Shelley 
may have poured vitriol on Liverpool’s 
government (although his singling out 
of Castlereagh in ‘The Mask of Anar-
chy’ does appear to have been because 
it rhymed easily) but the Conservatives 
remained in office for another eleven 
years. Lord Sidmouth remained home 
secretary until 1822 and in the cabi-
net for two more years after that As 
Poole points out, the radicals failed to 
capitalise on the propaganda victory 
which the authorities had handed them 
and the momentum shifted to mod-
erate ‘liberal’ Tories such as George 
Canning and reformist Whigs such 
as Henry Brougham, none of whom 
advocated substantial electoral reform. 
Other radicals, such as Hazlitt, Hone 
and John Wade, sought instead to use 
journalism to expose the abuses of the 
elite and thus convince the public to 
demand reform and shame the elite 
into granting it.12 William Cobbett, 
then at the height of his fame, and with 
whom Hunt shared a mutual detesta-
tion, championed petitioning in order 
to achieve repeal of the Corn Laws 
and reform of the tax system; more 
achievable targets, which he felt would 
relieve popular suffering more swiftly 
than universal suffrage.13 The strict Six 
Acts restricted print debate of the event 
and the loyalists’ belief in the connec-
tion between radicalism and revolu-
tionary violence appeared confirmed 
when Arthur Thistlewood and others 
were apprehended plotting the assas-
sination of the cabinet in Cato Street. 
Many cultural historians actually 
believe that the 1820 Queen Caroline 
Affair did more to damage the govern-
ment and respect for the Crown and 
the Church and that politicians soon 
came to regard Peterloo as a tragic, but 
highly un-British misfortune, caused 
by mistakes on the sides of both radi-
cals and local authorities which would 
best be swiftly forgotten.14

The only historian who attempted 
systematically to analyse the aftermath 
of Peterloo was Donald Read in his 
classic 1958 study. Although Poole has 
claimed that Read ‘blames the mag-
istrates, but exonerates the govern-
ment’, that judgement, based on that 
of Robert Walmsley, is hardly fair.15 
Read found that the government had 
been highly unwise to trust the unrep-
resentative Manchester magistrates to 
cope with the crisis of 1819, but that 
their advice had clearly been to avoid 
violent confrontation where possible. 
The government’s firm backing for 
the actions of the magistrates cannot 
be regarded as anything other than a 
grudging necessity in that they had lit-
tle choice but to stand firm in defence 
of property or to risk the breakdown 
of authority across the country and the 
loss of resolve by local authorities in 
the north of England.16 In early 1820 
Robert Peel wrote to the secretary to 
the Admiralty that the consequences 
of repression meant that ‘the tone of 
England … [now] is more liberal than 
the policy of the government’ and he 
looked forward to ‘some undefined 
change in the mode of governing the 
country’ which no doubt included the 
demotion of hard-liners like Sidmouth, 
who was widely blamed for letting the 
crisis get out of hand.17 This demon-
strates that elements of the government 
recognised the limited effectiveness of 
repressive measures which would only 
retain popular support while there 
was clear evidence of an ongoing cri-
sis of mass demonstrations and politi-
cal violence and which would need 
to be replaced with a more emollient 
approach as soon as the danger passed 
(as it did by 1822). This hardly sup-
ports the depiction of the ruling elite as 
indifferent to ‘public opinion’ and bent 
on indiscriminate violent suppression 
presented in the books under review.

Read noted that narcissism of the 
reform leaders, chiefly Hunt, soon 
lead to equal disenchantment with 
them and their tactics on the radi-
cals’ side. As he put it, drily, ‘only the 
most extreme depression had driven 
many of the weavers to Radicalism: 
when the depression eased a little [in 
1820] they reverted to their distrust of 
all politicians.’18 It was middle-class 
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reformers who capitalised on the 
revulsion for the event and a petition 
expressing anger at loyalist support 
for the massacre was signed by 5,000 
inhabitants of Manchester (including 
148 cotton masters). Henry Grey Ben-
net, the defender of chimney-sweeps, 
spoke in parliament in support of elec-
toral reform as a means to ‘avoid civil 
dissention’ and in support of local 
government reform to prevent ‘the 
shedding of English blood by English 
hands.’19 The aldermen of the Com-
mon Council of London rebuked the 
prince regent for his swift congratula-
tions to the Manchester authorities

His Royal Highness the Prince 
Regent, through … the gross mis-
representations of others had been 
adduced to sanction, and not only 
to sanction, but to applaud and 
express his thanks for the conduct 
of the Manchester Magistrates and 
of the Yeomanry Cavalry – con-
duct which no dispassionate man 
could contemplate without feel-
ings of indignation.20 

The chance to seize the initiative by 
offering constructive criticism of the 
authorities, led to John Taylor’s estab-
lishment of the Manchester Guardian, a 
paper which largely created the ‘Man-
chester School’ of liberalism and which 
was, in the words of its biographer, ‘the 
most durable … outcome of the Battle 
of Peterloo.’21 Read probably underes-
timates the way in which the Church 
of England’s enthusiastic support for 
the actions at Peterloo helped to fur-
ther discredit the established Church 
in the eyes of the urban communities 
of England. The symbolic promotion 
of the Reverend William Hay, who 
claimed to have assisted in reading the 
Riot Act that no one else heard that 
Monday, to the rectorship at Roch-
dale, one of the richest livings in the 
country, probably sealed the fate of the 
Church. From that point onwards and 
throughout the 1820s it was seen as a 
mere source of Tory self-enrichment 
by northern town-dwellers in par-
ticular and the Whigs and radicals in 
general. The collapse of any attempt 
by the Church’s authorities at neutral-
ity over the massacre ended any viable 

claim for it to be a truly national insti-
tution, harmed the Tory government 
who failed to reform it before 1830 and 
nearly led to its disestablishment (from 
which it only was saved by Robert 
Peel’s neat but drastic invention of the 
Ecclesiastical Commission). 22

The books under review and the 
left-wing discourse of ‘tyranny’ and 
‘massacre’ which has, in general, domi-
nated the historiography of Peterloo, 
fail, therefore, to demonstrate con-
vincingly the ways in which middle-
class and wider public opinion was 
inflamed by the event to such an extent 
that respectable urban professionals 
willingly participated in mass demon-
strations during the crisis of 1830–32. 
Poole points out that the eyewitness 
reports of John Tyas, the Times corre-
spondent, did much to convince even 
those fearful of revolutionary mobs 
that the authorities had gone too far 
this time and that such an event must 
never be allowed to re-occur. But he 
never develops this into a systematic 
analysis of the subsequent discourse 
of the press or the development of the 
liberal reform movement in the 1820s. 
The puzzling gulf between the vio-
lence of 1819 and the relative peace of 
the ‘Reform Crisis’ of 1830–32 remains 
unbridged by all these works. The 
Times’s accusations of the ‘dreadful 
fact’ of the massacre, bolstered by the 
reports from the Manchester Gazette and 
the Manchester Observer, Wade’s enor-
mously popular The Black Book: Or 
Corruption Unmasked and Hone’s The 
Political House that Jack Built, marked 
the popular reaction against repression 
that Peel noted and which would, once 
the economy recovered, push the Can-
ningite Tories to demand legal reform, 
relaxation of the Corn Laws and a fur-
ther purge of expensive sinecures and 
reductions in the Civil List; the gradual 
rise of an irresistible liberal tide which 
would lead to Catholic and Noncon-
formist emancipation, the collapse of 
the Tory Ministry and the advent of 
‘the Age of Reform’.23 This reviewer 
therefore hopes that any future study of 
Peterloo might examine the subsequent 
rise of popular support for the radical 
and liberal press of 1820s.24 Only then 
might we understand why the Scots 
Guards, stationed in Birmingham in 

the ‘days of May’ in 1832, with swords 
sharpened and discipline firm, were 
told to remain in their barracks during 
the ‘monster meeting’ at Newhall Hill 
and, ultimately, why Peterloo happily 
remains the exception in the course of 
modern British political history.25
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