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Protest and the Parish: contextualising popular protest in the early-nineteenth century

Despite a continuity of interest, it can be argued that the discipline of English ‘protest studies’ has not moved significantly forward since the most important intervention of its godfather, Edward Thompson, in 1971.  The emergence of Adrian Randall’s comprehensive monograph on Hanoverian protest, Riotous Assemblies, in 2006 serves to illustrate that though a great deal remains to be said about the subject, historians remain largely faithful to the ‘traditional’ template set more than 30 years previously.  This template – of a subtly nuanced narrative of protest (refined by Thompson but sketched out by earlier historians) – has been pivotal in placing the immediate motivations and the mentalité of crowds, as well as those of the authorities who sought to suppress them, at centre stage.  What it has not done is to greatly advance our understanding of the ‘deeper’ social and economic milieu of popular protest.  As a result, while a degree of consensus exists over who protested, how they did it, and what their immediate or ostensible motivations were, there remains a significant historiographical gap in our understanding of the local social and economic context of protest in the longer term.  This paper aims address that gap by analysing both the overt demands of protesting crowds and their ‘body language’ within the context of measurable changes in economic and social relations over time.

Focussing specifically on some of the most disturbed parishes in central southern England during the so-called ‘Swing riots’ of 1830, it adopts a microhistorical approach in order to project a three dimensional picture of the social and economic life of labourers in selected parishes in the three decades prior to the disturbances.  Recent work by Samantha Williams and others has reemphasised the increasingly interventionist role taken by parishes in the south of England during this period.  However, it has also highlighted that the emphasis of this intervention changed significantly during the two decades immediately prior to the Swing disturbances, reflecting a move away from direct financial assistance to families and the able-bodied and towards the provision of subsidised employment and make-work schemes.  My own work supports this thesis, and the current paper seeks to extend it still further, demonstrating that for large numbers of labourers, the parish in south central England during this period acted variously as employer, labour exchange, and as a de facto regulator of wages, in addition to its central role as a provider of welfare in extremis.  This unprecedented extension of the parish into the working lives of ordinary labourers obviously has profound implications for students of popular disturbances during this period.  Analysing parish records alongside more normative protest sources such as court records, official papers, private correspondence and reportage, this paper will make the fundamental (but hitherto largely ignored) point that it is impossible to fully understand late-Hanoverian protest without first understanding the backdrop of social and economic relations in the locality against which it took place.  This novel approach has a number of advantages over traditional ‘protest studies’: it enables us to track changes in the administration of relief and (crucially) modes of employment over time, and therefore to contextualise the demands and behaviour of protesting crowds much more subtly; it enables us to track the pauper and, to an extent, the working careers of individuals who are known to have taken part in protest, and to provide a much more intimate rationale for their involvement; and it enables us to contextualise specific ‘moments’ of protest much more closely within the social, cultural and economic milieu within which they took place.

