THE ENLIGHTENMENT WORLD

'The Spirit of the Union

Gordon Pentland

Number 21



THE SPIRIT OF THE UNION: POPULAR
POLITICS IN SCOTLAND, 1815-1820

BY

Gordon Pentland

LONDON

PICKERING & CHATTO
2011



Published by Pickering & Chatto (Publishers) Limited
21 Bloomsbury Way, London WCIA2TH

2252 Ridge Road, Brookfield, Vermont 05036-9704, USA

www.pickeringchatto.com

All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise
without prior permission of the publisher.

© Pickering & Chatto (Publishers) Ltd 2011
© Gordon Pentland 2011

BRITISH LIBRARY CATALOGUING IN PUBLICATION DATA

Pentland, Gordon.

The spirit of the union: popular politics in Scotland. - (The Enlightenment
world)

1. Radicalism — Scotland - History — 19th century. 2. Scotland — Politics and
government — 19th century. 3. Scotland — History — 19th century.

L. Title II. Series

941.1’074-dc22

ISBN-13: 9781851961535
€: 9781851960620

This publication is printed on acid-free paper that conforms to the American
National Standard for the Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials.

Typeset by Pickering & Chatto (Publishers) Limited
Printed and bound in the United Kingdom by MPG Books Group



THE SPIRIT OF THE UNION: POPULAR
POLITICS IN SCOTLAND, 1815-1820



THE ENLIGHTENMENT WORLD: POLITICAL AND
INTELLECTUAL HISTORY OF THE LONG EIGHTEENTH

CENTURY
Series Editor: Michael T. Davis
Series Co-Editors:  Jack Fruchtman, Jr
Iain McCalman
Paul Pickering

Advisory Editor: Hideo Tanaka

TITLES IN THIS SERIES

1 Harlequin Empire: Race, Ethnicity and the Drama of the Popular Enlightenment
David Worrall

2 The Cosmopolitan Ideal in the Age of Revolution and Reaction, 1776-1832
Michael Scrivener

3 Writing the Empire: Robert Southey and Romantic Colonialism
Carol Bolton

4 Adam Ferguson: History, Progress and Human Nature
Eugene Heath and Vincenzo Merolle (eds)

S Charlotte Smith in British Romanticism
Jacqueline Labbe (ed.)

6 The Scottish People and the French Revolution
Bob Harris

7 The English Deists: Studies in Early Enlightenment
Wayne Hudson

8 Adam Ferguson: Philosophy, Politics and Society
Eugene Heath and Vincenzo Merolle (eds)

9 Rhyming Reason: The Poetry of Romantic-Era Psychologists
Michelle Faubert

10 Liberating Medicine, 1720-1835
Tristanne Connolly and Steve Clark (eds)



11 John Thelwall: Radical Romantic and Acquitted Felon
Steve Poole (ed.)

12 The Evolution of Sympathy in the Long Eighteenth Century
Jonathan Lamb

13 Enlightenment and Modernity: The English Deists and Reform
Wayne Hudson

14 William Wickham, Master Spy: The Secret War against the French
Revolution
Michael Durey

15 The Edinburgh Review in the Literary Culture of Romantic Britain:
Mammoth and Megalonyx
William Christie

16 Montesquieu and England: Enlightened Exchanges, 1689-1755
Usrula Haskins Gonthier

17 The Sublime Invention: Ballooning in Europe, 1783-1820
Michael R. Lynn

18 The Language of Whiggism: Liberty and Patriotism, 1802-1830
Kathryn Chittick

19 Romantic Localities: Europe Writes Place

Christoph Bode and Jacqueline Labbe (eds)

20 William Godwin and the Theatre
David O’Shaughnessy

FORTHCOMING TITLES

Ebenezer Hazard, Jeremy Belknap and the American Revolution
Russell M. Lawson

Robert and James Adam, Architects of the Age of Enlightenment
Ariyuki Kondo

British Visions of America, 1775-1820: Republican Realities
Emma Vincent Macleod

www.pickeringchatto.com/enlightenmentworld



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

First of all, [ would like to thank colleagues at the University of Edinburgh for
providing such a stimulating environment for research and writing. In particu-
lar, I am grateful to Dr Ewen Cameron and Professor Tom Devine for advice
and support throughout this project and to “The Management’ of the School
of History, Classics and Archaeology for providing a timely period of sabbatical
leave in which to write this book. Much of the research was completed with the
generous financial assistance provided by an Early Career Fellowship from the
Leverhulme Trust (ECF2005/049). It is a humane funding body that allows a
researcher to change tack halfway through an award and I gratefully acknowl-
edge the Trust’s flexibility and generosity. This assistance was supplemented
latterly by small grants from the Carnegie Trust for the Universities of Scotland
and the Strathmartine Trust, which facilitated crucial research trips to London
and Devon.

[ would like to register my appreciation of the kind help that was offered by
the staffs of the Mitchell Library in Glasgow, Airdrie, Paisley and Dundee public
libraries and the Devon Record Office. I would also like to thank the BBC and,
in particular, Dr Mark Jardine, whose ceaseless labour lay behind much of their
History of Scotland series. Mulling over some of the material contained in this
book in my role as consultant for programme 9, “This Land is Our Land’, was a
stimulating experience which I hope improved the content of both. I would also
like to thank Past € Present, whose editorial board offered searching criticism
that dramatically improved the presentation of the research which largely con-
stitutes the epilogue to this book. This was published as “Betrayed by Infamous
Spies”? The Commemoration of Scotland’s “Radical War” of 1820, Past and Pre-
sent, 201 (November 2008). Finally, I am especially grateful to two scholars and
friends — Dr Joseph Hardwick and Dr Valerie Wallace — who agreed to read a
chaotic manuscript at short notice and whose timely criticisms saved me from a
number of errors. Those that remain are, of course, my own.

More personal debts are numerous. As always, my greatest thanks are to my
wife, Katie, for her patience in enduring monologues about radical politics and
Valentine’s Day trips to less than salubrious cemeteries in the west of Scotland.



x The Spirit of the Union

She remains a constant source of support, advice and good humour. I cannot
thank her enough. Finally, my thanks go to our wonderful son, Archie ‘Smudge’
Pentland. He can readily be blamed for any delays to the manuscript, but he has
to be thanked for the endless amounts of joy he has provided the author during

its composition. This book is for him.



CONTENTS

Acknowledgements

Introduction

1 The Forging of Post-War Politics

2 Loyalism and Whiggism in Scotland
3 Scotland and the Mass Platform

4 The ‘General Rising’ of 1820
Conclusion

Epilogue: The Legacies of 1820

Notes
Works Cited
Index

109
127

145
179
199



INTRODUCTION

The ‘Radical War’ - one name given to an attempted general rising in April 1820
— holds a prominent place in Scottish culture but an uneasy one in Scottish his-
toriography. The only book-length exploration of the event, Peter Berresford
Ellis and Seumas Mac aGhobhainn’s The Scottish Insurrection of 1820 (1970),
offers an interpretation of it as both a serious rupture in Scottish society in the
form of an insurrectionary attempt nourished by nationalist and class conscious-
ness and as a piece of ‘hidden’ history which had been intentionally exorcized
from Scottish historiography.! In some quarters this interpretation has been
challenged, but with the paradoxical effect of reducing the social and political
tensions demonstrated by the event to ‘the futile revolt of a tiny minority’> A
more recent investigation of the ‘Radical War’ within the wider context of the
long eighteenth century, by C. A. Whately, has gone some way to marking out
a different case for the significance of the event and acknowledges its disrup-
tive effect, but unshackles it from some of the less supportable assertions of 7he
Scottish Insurrection.® Nevertheless, as Ellis points out in the new preface of the
2001 reprinted but unrevised edition of the book, it remains the only full-length
published study of ‘the last major Scottish insurrection.

The lacuna in ‘academic” history is all the more striking given the frequency
with which the attempted insurrection has appeared in Scottish politics and
culture and its centrality to ‘popular” histories of Scotland. In recent times, for
example, it has provided slogans for Scottish National Party (SNP) activists and
inspiration for trade unionists, while it was the fulcrum for a politically-engaged
education debate in the Scottish Parliament in 2001. Outside of the explicitly
political sphere, it has inspired plays, poetry, novels and paintings. Finally, calls
for the commemoration of the ‘martyrs’ of 1820 have led to widely-publicized
campaigns both to restore and amend existing monuments and to establish new
ones (such as the monument to the ‘battlefield” of Bonnymuir, erected in 2007).
Given this pervasive presence in politics and culture, a re-examination of the
event itself and its legacy provides a valuable addition to our understanding both
of Scotland’s past and of its political ‘usability’. This book argues that a thorough
evaluation of this crucial yet little understood and much mythologized period in
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Scottish history makes a significant contribution to our understanding of poli-
tics during E. P. Thompson’s ‘heroic age of popular radicalism’’

The book has three key aims. First, it aims to place the rising itself in its
proper contexts. It does this by exploring the different modes of extra-parlia-
mentary politics between 1815 and 1820 and paying close attention to events
outside of Scotland. It thus shifts the focus from the ‘Radical War” itself to the
reform movements of 1816-17 and 1819-20 more generally and includes an
analysis of the Queen Caroline agitation that followed the attempted insur-
rection. The dramatic appeal provided by the events of 1820 has tended to
overshadow both the importance of the development of mass popular politics
after 1815 and the revival and transformation of popular loyalism after this date.
While some superb unpublished work has provided a compelling examination
of the development of radical politics between 1815 and 1820, it has done so
without addressing the interactions of radicalism and loyalism and without plac-
ing events in Scotland within a convincing British framework.® Other work has
demonstrated that events in Scotland can fruitfully be examined in the context
provided not only by events in Parliament, but other popular political activity,
in particular, in London and the north of England.”

Existing work on Scotland in this period has approached popular politics
through the categories bequeathed by social history methodologies of the 1960s
and 1970s. By concentrating on issues of class formation and class conflict
(either explicitly or implicitly) the tendency has been to ignore the interlocu-
tors of popular radicals, those other groups that constitute a political culture.?®
The theoretical underpinning of the current book is provided by the ‘new politi-
cal history, which has been central in remodelling interpretations of English
politics across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.” Though there are few
programmatic statements of this approach to political history its central prem-
ises are well established. First, it has been influenced by the ‘linguistic turn’ in the
humanities, which has encouraged historians to take the study of language more
seriously and to complicate the relationship between language and social being.
Secondly, it has entailed emphasizing the relative autonomy of politics from
underlying social structures and encouraged a sustained assault on the notion
that political ideas and activities are the expressions of processes of class forma-
tion or instances of class conflict.

In terms of popular politics and radicalism the Ur-text of the new politi-
cal history was Gareth Stedman Jones’s influential article on Chartism, which
shifted focus away from the social composition of the movement to the lan-
guages used by activists in pursuit of wide-scale political mobilization. Instead
of social and economic distress being the crucial explanatory factor for Chartist
mobilization, Stedman Jones reversed the equation. The key area for historians
to explore, he argued, was how activists provided and disseminated languages
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and ideas about politics that allowed people to make sense of this distress in
political terms.® The historiographical legacy of this approach has been a dra-
matic shift in focus. Political historians are now far more interested in questions
of leadership, language and organization than in profiling the social constituen-
cies of mass movements and divining their role in processes of class formation
and conflict.

Stedman Jones’s key insight has been applied with considerable sophistica-
tion to English radical politics for the period after the end of the Napoleonic
Wars. Jonathan Fulcher’s work has followed Stedman Jones in eschewing the
dominance of social and economic explanations for popular radicalism: ‘it is the
political arena which provides the crucial context for understanding the rise and
fall of mass activity’" Such an approach involves not only examining the way in
which radical activists sought to appeal to the people and turn them into politi-
cal actors, but how such appeals related to and interacted with the language and
actions of other groups within the political culture. This compelling case to take
seriously other positions — most notably those of loyalists and of both Whigs
and Tories inside and outside of Parliament — has influenced the approach of
this book, which aims to place radicalism within its proper political context in
Scotland.

Chapter 1 examines distinctive features of politics in the immediate after-
math of 1815 and highlights important continuities with the popular politics of
the preceding decades. It briefly discusses the socio-economic context in which
politics was pursued but emphasizes how different political groups - radicals
and reformers, Whigs and loyalists — responded both to Parliament and to the
specific challenges and opportunities afforded by the cessation of hostilities.
One of the key arguments is that war and the challenges involved in what one
radical poet called ‘this swift hitch from war to peace’ dominated both political
discourse and aims into the 1820s. In particular, it focuses on the relationship
between ‘moderate’ and ‘radical’ reformers, both of whom pursued specific goals
after 1815 and developed novel strategies to do so, but whose critiques were both
premised on popular understandings of the British constitution. It also explores
the rhetorical and political strategies and the geographical reach of the reform
movement, all of which were crucial in the movement’s claim to represent ‘the
nation’ in 1816-17. Finally, it explores the evidence for the existence of an insur-
rectionary ‘underground’ in Scotland, which provided much of the rationale for
a series of repressive legislative measures (in particular, the suspension of habeas
corpus) in 1817.

Chapter 2 examines how a broadly-based reform movement came to an end
in 1817. Traditional explanations focus on the role of both repression and the
ebb and flow of economic conditions. The argument here will focus on politics.
It will explore closely both the reaction to radicalism in terms of state trials (in
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particular those of Niel Douglas, the Universalist minister and Andrew McKin-
lay, a weaver tried for administering secret oaths) and the encouragement of a
revival of official loyalism across Scotland. Another part of the explanation, how-
ever, is provided by an examination of how Whigs and potentially sympathetic
groups responded to popular politics and radicalism. The Whigs in Scotland
were generally successful in asserting some leadership of reform during 1817,
both by channelling it through a critique of the Scottish state and its assault on
the liberties of the people and by linking it to the specifically Scottish issue of
burgh reform.

Chapter 3 investigates the emergence in Scotland of the first genuinely
popular political movement based around the ‘mass platform’, which reached
its apotheosis during the second half of 1819. Once again, previous accounts
have tended to ground explanations in socio-economic factors, on the premise
that material distress necessarily produced political activism. While these factors
will be explored, emphasis will be placed instead on the shifting relationships of
different political groups and on the languages and strategies they used. ‘Union’
had been a key strategic goal and an end in itself for the earlier movement, but
it became axiomatic during the movement of 1819, which was both socially and
geographically more exclusive. It was in this year that the Spiriz of the Union -
the short-lived Scottish radical periodical from which this book takes its name
— emerged, in part as a response to the problems of creating and articulating a
national claim for radicals in the fraught context after Peterloo.

While the centre of gravity of the book lies in the mass political activity pre-
ceding 1820 its second aim is to provide the first full and referenced account
of the rising of 1820 itself in Chapter 4. There are key problems with existing
accounts. Ellis and Mac 2Ghobhainn’s work was clearly based on extensive con-
sultation of primary source material, but this was left unreferenced throughout.
Through the careful examination of the surviving sources a different account of
1820 will be presented and the roles played by events in England and by pur-
ported agents provocateurs will be examined. The political context for radical
activity described and analysed in Chapters 1-3 goes some way to furnishing
this different interpretation of the events of 1820. The compelling case for the
connections between Scottish and English radicals has been made for the 1790s
and it is no less important in explaining some of the central events of the post-
war period.” In particular, the idea that events in the west of Scotland formed
part of an abortive ‘general rising’ across north Britain will be explored.

It is worth stating at this stage that I have been unable to identify or locate
the only evidence cited by Ellis and Mac 2’Ghobhainn in support of their asser-
tion that the aims of the radicals in Scotland were nationalist and republican.
This consisted of two letters about the Scottish radicals, allegedly sent by the
Glasgow chief of police, James Mitchell, in March of 1820, stating that: “Their
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plan is to set up a Scottish Assembly or Parliament in Edinburgh, likewise
similar assemblies are to be set up by the disaffected in England and Ireland’**
Despite assiduous searching through all of those manuscript sources that appear
in the book’s truncated bibliography (and much else besides) I have come across
neither of these letters, nor have I come across any mention of them. I make no
claims or accusations. What I will say is that even if these letters do exist, they
are slim testimony indeed when set against the overwhelming evidence, both in
public and private statements, that radicals in Scotland generally spoke a British
language of popular constitutionalism. This language was capacious enough to
make room for the extensive use of the Scottish past, but its principal aim was
the radical reform of British political institutions and its implications, therefore,
were unionist."

The Conclusion addresses two historical questions: what did the mass reform
movement actually achieve; and how can historians explain the relative political
quiescence of the 1820s during which, while reform projects abounded, there
were no mass calls for political reform until the constitutional crisis of 1830-27
The conclusion incorporates an investigation of the Queen Caroline agitation.
which should be seen as a period of transition from post-war politics to those
of the 1820s and as far more than a ‘footnote’ to the mass platform agitation of
1819-20. Indeed, one recent account has interpreted it as a ‘rehabilitation’ of
constitutionalist popular politics, which acted as a kind of balm after the vio-
lent episodes of 1817-20." Arguably the most important impact was from this
realignment of the reform platform, which provided a model for what would
happen in 1832 and also rendered radicalism an acknowledged force within the
state. Above and beyond this impact, the period after 1815 emerges as one of
considerable political innovation that established much of the repertoire of mass
political action into Chartism and beyond.

The third and final aim of this book is to examine the long-term political
‘usability’ of the insurrection of 1820. A lengthy epilogue argues that the ‘Radi-
cal War’ has a complex legacy, which has been more politically significant than
the event itself. The historicity of popular politics in the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries ensured that 1820 was used by a number of groups in different
contexts and maintained a consistent presence in Scottish political culture (in
spite of its later casting as ‘hidden” or forgotten’ history). The Epilogue thus
shifts the focus to move onto issues of commemoration and the different politi-
cal uses of the Scottish past. Existing literature on modern commemoration has
tended to focus on the activities of states and political elites rather than within
what Geoff Eley calls an ‘oppositional public sphere’’® An exploration of how
different understandings of this period have been mobilized provides an ideal
lens through which to examine radical and oppositional uses of commemoration
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and addresses a significant lacuna
within modern Scottish history.






1 THE FORGING OF POST-WAR POLITICS

The first step in reconstructing the politics of the early nineteenth century is to
acknowledge the sheer impact of the end of the war. The transformative nature
of the long French Wars (1793-1815) can scarcely be underestimated. It was
an unprecedented conflict in terms of the scale of participation of manpower
(and indeed womanpower), something conveyed in part by simple but striking
figures. The participation rate of men of military age was one in sixteen for the
War of the Austrian Succession (1740-8); one in eight for the American Revo-
lution (1776-83); but rose to one in five or six at the height of the French Wars.!
The peacetime army of 1789 had stood at 40,000 — by 1814 it had reached
250,000. One of the most remarkable features of the period is the manner in
which the British state proved capable of mobilizing manpower at those points
at which French invasion seemed credible and imminent. In particular, the
extraordinary mobilization of 1803-4, which saw volunteering on a huge scale,
vastly increased the numbers of Britons with some military experience. While it
avoided recourse to the novel French levée en masse the British state nevertheless
managed to create the ‘armed nation’? As J. E. Cookson has demonstrated, the
participation rate of Scots in all of these various forms of martial endeavour was
out of proportion to the small size of their country. As well as providing more
men, proportionately, for both the officers and the rank and file of the army, they
were the United Kingdom’s most enthusiastic volunteers.?

This mobilization of manpower was matched by the ability to raise resources
through borrowing, and especially through taxation. Britain was the only state
in Europe which, under the pressure of the French Wars, successfully trans-
formed itself into a ‘fiscal state’, able efficiently to tax a large proportion of the
nation’s wealth and combine this with large-scale borrowing. The great inno-
vation here was, of course, the income tax, which provided a source of direct
taxation between 1799 and 1816. While there were worrying signs for minis-
ters, in attacks on corruption and ‘tax-eaters, that the legitimacy of the public
revenue was increasingly being questioned towards the end of the war, it was
successfully maintained.*
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No society could have snapped from a war demanding such a level of par-
ticipation and commitment and returned to the status quo ante. Britain’s elite
was faced with challenges common to the post-war experiences of other states
and, indeed, other periods.> An economy geared to war, in which prices for mar-
ginal agricultural land had risen, was thrown into competition with Europe and
became subject to repeated economic crises. Adding to this profound problem
was the fact that thousands of men with military experience were thrust back
into a turbulent civilian life and countless more people with exposure to years
of military spectacle considered how best to promote and defend their interests
in peacetime.

The impact of demobilized soldiers, in particular, was dramatic and formed
an oft-stated anxiety of contemporary observers. Between 300,000 and 400,000
ex-servicemen were demobilized in the years following Waterloo. In 1819,
according to F. C. Mather, there were 61,397 out-pensioners registered at Chel-
sea, fully three times the 1792 figure. This continued to rise to a peak of 85,834
in 1828 and then steadily diminished after that point.” Military recruitment, of
course, had been strong in populous areas and the army had been a destination
for many from the manufacturing communities of the north of England and
south of Scotland, as well as from increasingly landless and proletarianized rural
communities. These men were thrust back into an economy which was contract-
ing as it adjusted to post-war realities, with the predictable outcome of spiralling
unemployment.® As Mather pointed out, to the ruling elites and nervous middle
classes these ex-servicemen represented at one and the same time a threat and an
opportunity. The opportunity was slowly but, in the end, successfully grasped
and men of military experience were co-opted into the peacetime law and order
establishment. This was, however, a gradual and uneven process with marked
success only after 1819. Even if, as Cookson has argued, ‘military service more
obviously produced civil officers and “magistrates’ men” than it did insurrection-
ists, it did create both, and before the 1820s ex-servicemen were a threat to the
social order as much as they were a guarantor of it.’

This profoundly altered socio-economic landscape was matched by an
utterly changed context for the practice of politics. First, new groups emerged
with novel claims on the state or with old claims strengthened and given a new
validity, while at the same time governments ran the risk of becoming victims
of those rhetorical and political strategies they had employed to sustain the war
effort. The end of the war entailed a major shift in the political languages open
to different groups. Most importantly, war had been the crucial glue that kept
patriotism and loyalism in close proximity. The fit had never been exact and pat-
riotism had remained contested throughout the war. Radicals had largely lost
this contest by the mid-1790s, but there were attempts to rebuild a reform con-



