
E. P. Thompson, Britain, and the
French Revolution
by David Eastwood

Re-reading much of Edward Thompson's work, I have been struck afresh by
how deeply English his cast of mind was. It was not so much that his scholarly
work focused almost exclusively on English subjects, but rather that his
reading of English history so often verged on a celebration of English
exceptionalism. The finest summary of Thompson's reading of long-run
developments in English historical formation remains his 1965 essay 'The
Peculiarities of the English', that wonderfully controlled polemic where
Thompson married intellectual virtuosity and theoretical plasticity to so
telling an effect.1 If this 1965 essay hinted at the great arch of Thompson's
historical vision, the rest of his oeuvre offered stonework of a very
distinctively English kind.2 Now it is true that some Thompsonian concepts
have travelled, the idea of 'moral economy' most notably, but even his most
generally influential theoretical formulations were rooted in the English
popular experience and in English archival sources. Whether or not
Thompson died in the faith of a 'Muggletonian Marxist' I am not competent
to judge, but only the most English of Radicals could have defined himself as
such in New York in 1968.3

All of this is crucially relevant both to Thompson's reading of the French
Revolution and to the way in which he sought to situate the French
Revolution in English history. Throughout his work Thompson constantly
and emphatically played down the significance of 1789 for English history.

Too often, since every account must start somewhere, we see only the
things which are new. We start at 1789, and English Jacobinism appears
as a by-product of the French Revolution. . . . Certainly the French
Revolution precipitated a new agitation, and certainly this agitation took
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root among working people, shaped by new experiences, in the growing
manufacturing districts. But the question remains - what were the
elements precipitated so swiftly by these events? 4

In contrast to those who accorded the French Revolution a normative role in
the formation of English popular radicalism (G. S. Veitch, P. A. Brown, and
Albert Goodwin most notably), in opposition to those who sought to locate
English radicalism in a pan-Atlantic revolutionary culture (R. R. Palmer,
Jacques Godechot, and, more problematically, George Rude), and in
refutation of those who regarded English radicalism as a mutant from the
authentic and international radical movement (Perry Anderson, Tom
Nairn, and latterly the new French left), Thompson offered an unflinchingly
English account of English radicalism.5 Its constant theme, however im-
plicitly articulated, was English exceptionalism; its tone that of reverence
for the English radical tradition.

The French Revolution had two functions in Thompson's account: firstly
it constituted the context for the extraordinary democratization of English
radicalism in the 1790s6; and secondly the French Revolution and the Revol-
utionary Wars triggered a twenty-five year counter-revolution by the British
state, a counter-revolution which delayed the reform of parliament and
reshaped the forms of mass radicalism. Post-war radicalism and Chartism
were its unplanned progeny. But if the French Revolution was doing a good
deal of work in Thompson's account, it generally did so as a silent, brooding
presence rather than as a normative force. Here there is no British debate on
the French Revolution. In so far as a reading of the Revolution is seen as
instrumental in the construction of English radicalism, that reading is
straightforwardly Painite. Moreover it is no coincidence that, for Thomp-
son, the central intellectual figures of English radicalism in the 1790s are not
Paine, Godwin, and Wollstonecraft, but Thelwall, Spence, and Blake.7

In The Making of the English Working Class in particular, Thompson was
inclined to present the French Revolution not as a process but as an event.
The 'Fall of the Bastille' was offered both as symbol and essence of the
Revolution.

Too often events in England in the 1790s are seen only as a reflected glow
from the storming of the Bastille. But the elements precipitated by the
French example - the Dissenting and libertarian traditions - reach far
back into English history. . . . It was not an agitation about France,
although French events both inspired and bedeviled it. . . . Consti-
tutionalism was the flood-gate which the French example broke down.
But the year was 1792, not 1789, and the waters which flowed through
were those of Tom Paine.8

This disposition to regard the French Revolution as event rather than as pro-
cess was doubly impoverishing. Firstly, it implicitly committed Thompson to
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a very thin reading of the Revolution itself. I will return to this later.
Secondly, it blured the changing contours of the English debate on the
Revolution. Initial English reaction to the French Revolution was inclined
to construe the French Revolution as an event, in the manner of the English
Revolution of 1688, and to evaluate it accordingly. In so far as the French
Revolution differed from the Glorious Revolution, it did so in terms of the
magnitude of the event. The French Revolution was more radical in its
redistribution of rights and power, bolder in its transformation of subjects
into citizens, more searching in its reconfiguration of the relationship
between state and church. The interventions of Richard Price, James
Mackintosh, Joseph Priestly and Mary Wollstonecraft are best understood
as attempts to understand and justify the event of the French Revolution.9

This was, as Alfred Cobban insisted, a genuine debate on the fundamentals
of British politics, 'the last real discussion of the fundamentals of politics in
this country', and it was a debate which fused interpreting the French
Revolution with contesting the nature and legitimacy of the English polity.10

Now it may be objected that the English response to the French
Revolution was not part of Thompson's concern in The Making of the
English Working Class. Thompson's problematic here was the formation of
popular political consciousness and the development of popular political
activism in England. But in fact the two processes were of a piece.
Thompson attributed the explosion of popular radicalism in 1792 to the
extraordinary success of Paine's Rights of Man. Paine's work both ignited
mass radicalism and became 'a foundation-text of the English working class
movement'.11 Yet Paine's radicalism is not to be explained simply in terms of
the English radical tradition, rather it gave sharper definition to an emergent
Atlantic radical tradition. Moreover, it owed its inspiration to the English
debate on the French Revolution. In short, Rights of Man both refracted the
French Revolutionary experience for an English popular readership and
translated the debate on the French Revolution into the vernacular of
popular radicalism.12 In so far as English popular radicalism in the 1790s
turned on a Painite moment, that Painite moment was a moment in the
struggle to define the meaning of the French Revolution for English political
evolution. Thompson was, of course, right to insist that English radicalism
drew heavily, even predominantly, on English radical idioms of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but the distinctive language of
English popular radicalism was neither pure nor insular. From the London
Corresponding Society to the Chartist Conventions English radicalism
retained a structural syncretism. The promised land might have been
English, green, and pleasant, but, thanks to Paine, some French trees of
liberty gave it shade and colour.

In a celebrated review of The Making of the English Working Class,
Geoffrey Best gently chided Thompson for his treatment of popular
loyalism, remaining 'a while longer on the fence . . . while I turn over a
number of small questions in my mind and hope that the rising tide of serious

 at U
niversity of C

alifornia, San Fransisco on M
arch 16, 2015

http://hw
j.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://hwj.oxfordjournals.org/


82 History Workshop Journal

social history will sooner or later provide answers to them. How strong then
was that flag-saluting, foreigner-hating, peer-respecting side of the plebeian
mind? . . . Mr Thompson, fair as he ever tries to be, notices it but, impelled
by distaste or incomprehension, at the end discounts it'.13 Thompson never
denied this oversight, welcomed the prospect of work on plebian loyalism,
and implicitly recognised the deeply fissured nature of English working class
political consciousness. What Thompson never fully appreciated was the
extent to which taking popular patriotism seriously might necessitate a
modification both of his model of English popular political culture and the
importance of the French Revolution for the English political tradition.
Over the past fifteen years or so much scholarly attention has been devoted
to the conservative and popular response to the French Revolution.141 want
to focus on two central themes which have emerged from this work: the
transformation of the language of patriotism and the impact of the
Revolutionary Wars on the nature and capacity of the English state. Both
themes configure the French Revolution not as event but as process; both
assume that the evolving, frequently dichotomous, and always capacious
nature of the Revolution was a constant challenge to the English state and to
English political culture; both, in other words, invite us to adopt a more
dynamic model of the relationship between Britain and the French
Revolution than that generally implied by Thompson.

Let us begin with popular patriotism. The language of patriotism in the
eighteenth century was predominantly a language of radicalism, quite
distinct in its political resonance from loyalism. From Bolingbroke through
to Richard Price reformers invoked patriotism as a political language which
legitimised reformism.15 The rhetorical substance of eighteenth-century
patriotic discourse was anti-corruption, broader representation of opinion,
hostility to oligarchy, and an expansion of individual and political rights.
After the French Revolution, and particularly after the outbreak of the
Revolutionary Wars, a different symbolic language of patriotism was forged
which celebrated the crown, the church, an ordered and propertied polity,
and a new pantheon of national heroes, Nelson and Wellington most
notably. By the close of the Napoleonic Wars, the political meaning of
patriotism had changed profoundly. Traditional, and popular, English
reflexes - anti-gallicanism, xenophobia, anti-Catholicism — had found a
place, and a more politically sophisticated form, in a patriotic discourse
which turned these insular, negative, popular intuitions into a celebration of
the English polity itself. The catalyst for this transformation was the need to
forge a popular and authentically English political language to challenge the
hegemonic claims of the political language of Revolutionary France, with its
universalizing imperatives.16 The language of popular patriotism, like the
language of radicalism, was improvised on that most resonant of rhetorical
formulations, 'the rights of Englishmen'.

The emergence of a popular, non-radical patriotic language both
facilitated and embedded itself in new forms of conservative political action.
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The Loyalist Associations of 1792-3, the Volunteer Corps which flourished
after 1793, and the Local Militias of the Napoleonic era enabled the state
to mobilize mass action in support of the anti-French, anti-radical struggle,
and in defence of a conservative polity.17 For Thompson the period after
1792 was a period of sustained coM/ifer-revolution in England. If that was
so, and there is a good deal to be said in defence of this idea, then it was a
counter-revolution which had high political and popular theatres.

This leads us directly to the role of the French Revolution in transform-
ing the nature and capacity of the English state. Viewed from the
perspective of state formation, the French Revolution was a profound,
indeed systemically democratizing event. The levie en masse and Terror,
coupled with a new ideology of citizenship, enabled the French state to
mobilize resources for war on a quite unprecedented scale. The Revol-
utionary Wars confronted the English, aristocratic polity with the chal-
lenge of matching the French state's ability to mobilize national resources
for war without embracing, or even acknowledging the efficacy of, the
revolutionary means it had employed in order to achieve this organization
of the nation for victory. Thus the mass participation in the British war
effort, the massive privations associated with Britain's insistence on
systematic economic warfare, and the increasing reliance on mass volun-
teering was justified in terms of an essentially English participatory
patriotism.18 The process was not without its ambiguities. Activism in
defence of the English polity, whether through the Reeves Associations,
the Cheap Repository, or through active volunteering, constituted a form
of self-enfranchisement. Under pressure from Revolutionary France, the
English state was forced to abandon the idea of popular political quietism.
If there was a counter-revolution after 1792 it was a process which
redefined the relationship between patrician politics and plebeian political
action, and it was a process which made the forging of popular politics and
popular political identities altogether more hesitant, complex, and contra-
dictory.

So far I have skirted around Thompson's concept of an English
counter-revolution. We should now confront it more directly. The fullest
statement of this Thompsonian counter-revolution comes towards the end
of The Making of the English Working Class.

The example of the French Revolution initiated three simultaneous
processes: panic-struck counter-revolutionary response on the part of
the landed and commercial aristocracy; a withdrawal on the part of the
bourgeoisie and an accommodation (on favourable terms) with the
status quo; and a rapid radicalization of the popular reform movement
until the Jacobin cadres who were tough enough to survive through the
Wars were in the main little masters, artisans, stockingers and croppers,
and other working men. The twenty-five years after 1795 may be seen as
the years of the long counter-revolution, and in consequence the
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Radical movement remained largely working class in character, with an
advanced democratic populism as its theory.19

Thompson's chronology of this counter-revolution is not altogether consist-
ent. Elsewhere he speaks of 'the political coM/iter-revolution from 1792-
1832' .^ Here timing matters enormously. If we date a counter-revolution to
1795 then it is explicitly a response to the presence and puissance of popular
radicalism in Britain, and it was announced in the repressive Treason and
Sedition Acts of 1795. But Thompson's earlier date is equally plausible,
implying a counter-revolution heralded tentatively in the Royal Procla-
mation of 21 May 1792, consolidated in the Reeves Associations and the
encouragement of Volunteering, and acquiring a misplaced but revealing
confidence in the State Trials of 1794. A counter-revolution beginning in
1792 would be grounded in ministerial fear that the synergy between popular
radicalism and the actions of the French Revolutionary state might prove
devastating for the English polity.

Thompson's counter-revolution was located within a specifically English
process of state formation. He always conceptualized the Hanoverian state
in terms of 'Old Corruption'. In 'The Peculiarities of the English' he
offered a characterization of the eighteenth-century state, first as aristo-
cratic 'brigandage', then as the 'parasitism' of a governing elite, and finally
in the Cobbettesque language of 'Old Corruption'. Thompson's reading of
Hanoverian politics, analytically, is straightforwardly Namierite, even if
the descriptive language is tonally different: 'all this does not quite make
up an aristocracy, conceived as a ruling class. It was . . . [sic] nothing but
itself. A unique formation. Old Corruption. It could scarcely have seen the
eighteenth century out if the French Revolution had not occurred, provi-
dentially, to save it'.21 Thus the French Revolution 'consolidated Old
Corruption by uniting landowners and manufacturers in a common pan-
ic'.22 I can't say I find this very persuasive, at least in the form in which
Thompson developed the argument. 'Old Corruption' was a splendidly
resonant radical rhetoric, but as a description of the way in which the late
Hanoverian state functioned it is at best imprecise and at worst mislead-
ing.23 It caricatures sophisticated political processes, parodies flexible
political institutions, and, above all, understates the English state's ability
to reform itself. The ability of the English state to increase its capacity - in
fiscal, political, and economic spheres - in the late eighteenth-century was
at least as important as its repressive capacity in explaining why the English
state survived and whilst an increasingly-sclerotic French state collapsed
before the Revolution.24

Thompson's counter-factual is illuminating. 'The Priestley Riots in
Birmingham in 1791 showed to what extremes this class antagonism might
have grown'.25 Thus the substantive effect of Thompson's counter-
revolution was not merely to delay the ending of Old Corruption but to
change the trajectory of England's historical development. The implication
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that the Priestley Riots represented the prologue to some sort of decisive class
contest is hardly born out by John Money's work on the political culture of the
West Midlands, nor does Thompson himself seem to incline to this rather
stark formulation of fundamental class alignments in his later essay
'Patricians and Plebs'.26 That aside, Thompson's account of the English
counter-revolution embraces not just Tory repression but also Whig
cynicism. By 1831 the long counter-revolution had given way to another
potential revolutionary moment, and a revolutionary moment in which a
mass reform movement was not to be constrained by the crudely coercive
strategies of counter revolution. Here again Thompson's counter-factual is
revealing, not least for its French resonances. 'In 1832 a revolutionary
outbreak was averted only at the eleventh hour. . . . If it had not been, then it
is reasonable to suppose that revolution would have precipitated a very rapid
process of radicalization, passing through and beyond a Jacobin experience;
and whatever form a counter-revolution and eventual stabilization might
have taken it is unlikely that many eighteenth-century institutions could have
survived - the House of Lords, the Established Church, the monarchy, and
the judicial and military elite, would, probably have been swept away, at least
temporarily'.27 Thus, for Thompson, this long English counter-revolution
culminated in what might be termed 'The Eighteenth Brumaire of Lord
Grey'.28

There was a final, profound, and suggestive twist in Thompson's
characterization of the French Revolution. In chapters two, three, and four of
The Making of the English Working Class Thompson traced the deep roots of
English radicalism. In Witness Against the Beast he revisited these themes in a
way that accorded still greater weight to the radical legacy of the seventeenth
century and which carefully mapped the contours linking English Dissent to
English radicalism. This is far removed from the universalizing language of
French Revolutionary radicalism. But when it is associated with Thompson's
insistence on seeing the eighteenth-century English landed class as a ruling
capitalist class29, this line of argument can be redeployed against what
Thompson took to be a vulgar version of English exceptionalism. Thompson
was profoundly uneasy with the notion of the French Revolution of 1789s
constituting the normative model of the revolutionary process.

The French Revolution was fundamental in the history of the West, and in
its rapid passage through a gamut of experiences it afforded incomparable
insights and prefigurements of subsequent conflicts. But because it was a
gigantic experience it was not necessarily a typical one. . . . It [a
bourgeois/capitalist revolution] happened one way in France, in another
way in England. I am not disputing the importance of the difference - and
of the different traditions which ensued - but the notion of typicality.30

As Thompson developed this theme he came close to developing an argument
for the exceptionalism of the French Revolution. In the French Revolution
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revolutionary processes took self-consciously revolutionary forms, and in so
doing compressed, intensified, and reproblematized the process of trans-
formation. The glittering, traumatic result had beguiled Marxists and
others.

. . . if earlier Marxists had been less obsessed with the French, and more
preoccupied with the English, Revolution, the model [of Revolution]
itself might have been different. Instead of one climatic moment, the
Revolution, we might have had a more cumulative, epochal model, with
more than one critical transition.31

Thompson's insistence on the pluralism, complexity, and distinctivenss of
historical processes is as welcome (though perhaps less necessary) in the
1990s as it was in the 1960s. His model of the French Revolution, however, is
one which stands awkwardly alongside more recent scholarship. His
tendency to treat the French Revolution as an event rather than a process
would find little support in more recent scholarship. Indeed it is this notion
of the French Revolution as process that much recent work has explored.32

Certainly the French Revolution itself had no one climatic moment, not
even in Year II, and not even the post-Soboul Marxists would suggest it
did.33 Moreover, the Revolutionary tradition in France (a tradition we might
now believe ended in 1871 rather than 1968) has had more than one 'critical
transition' and has influenced British history more than once (again in 1830
for example). In the light of recent scholarship, Thompson's tendency to
characterize the French Revolution as form of Revolutionary excep-
tionalism, now looks distinctly perilous.

This would doubtless have concerned Thompson but I am unclear as to
how far it might have caused him to modify his stance. As with Professor
Best's flag waving, foreigner hating plebeian culture, Thompson would
possibly have recognised realities and then set them aside as incidental to his
principal concern. The true genius of Edward Thompson lay in his
reconstruction of the vernacular of English radicalism. If he was sometimes
deaf to ways in which French idioms intruded themselves into that
vernacular, he enabled us to relish the sonorities of the English radical
tradition and to perceive the dignity of popular political interventions. He
was the most English of English historians.
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