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Whenever convulsions take place in a community, they will almost always be traceable to 

one cause, namely, an unnatural state of society, arising from misgovernment.  

 

- George Price, 1861.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
1 G. Price, A Popular History of Bristol froŵ the Earliest Period to the PreseŶt Tiŵe… Iŵpartially WritteŶ (Bristol, 

1861), p467.  
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Introduction 

 

On the 18th of October 1831, a group of sailors gathered on the deck of the Earl of Liverpool. 

The Corporation of Bristol had previously approached Christopher Claxton, a retired Royal 

Navy lieutenant, who consequently asked the sailoƌs if theǇ Đould ͚ pledge theŵselǀes to assist 

the magistƌates iŶ puttiŶg doǁŶ ƌiotiŶg.͛2 Suddenly they were surrounded by members of the 

Bristol Political Union, who were boarding their ship. The Union proposed that Claxton was 

mad for insinuating a riot would occur, and encouraged the sailors to withdraw to the 

dockside. After considerable persuasion, the sailors signed a declaration that they, ͚will not 

allow themselves to be made a Đat͛s paǁ ďǇ the Corporation oƌ theiƌ paid ageŶts.͛3 When the 

Corporation of Bristol extended their call to defend the city to the public, the middle classes 

refused to act. FouƌteeŶ daǇs folloǁiŶg this deĐlaƌatioŶ, the ĐitǇ laǇ iŶ ƌuiŶ. ClaǆtoŶ͛s house, 

like many others, had been burned to the ground. This moment of action from the Bristol 

Political Union, demonstrated that absenteeism of the middle classes did not stem from 

apathy, but that absenteeism formed a deliberate protest from the middle classes. This 

dissertation will be an investigation into middle class absenteeism, attempting to understand 

their motivations, and exploring what deeper meanings can be gained from their behaviour. 

 

Summary of Events 

In advance of any significant analysis into the Bristol Riots, a simplified narrative of events is 

necessary. On the 7th of October 1831, although the government passed a Reform Bill, the 

Tory-dominated House of Lords rejected it. This Reform Bill was to resolve the injustices of 

͚ƌotteŶ ďoƌoughs͛; Ŷeǁ iŶdustƌialised Đities like MaŶĐhesteƌ ǁeƌe ǀastlǇ uŶdeƌƌepƌesented as 

a consequence of historic constituency boundaries. Sir Charles Wetherell, an MP, was one of 

the most vocal opponents of the Reform Bill; his role as a Recorder for Bristol required a 

ceremonial visit to the city. Even though Bristol ͚stood to gaiŶ ĐoŵpaƌatiǀelǇ little͛ fƌoŵ the 

                                                           
2 G. Amery, City Under Fire: The Bristol Riots and Aftermath (London, 1979), p25. 
3 William Henry Somerton, A narrative of the Bristol riots, on the 29th, 30th, and 31st of October, 1831 (Bristol, 

1831), p8. 
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introduction of the Reform Bill, the citizens strongly opposed his arrival.4 Simultaneously, the 

magistrates of the city failed to raise a sufficient force to provide security. Calls to the public 

to eŶƌol as ͚speĐial constables͛ ǁeƌe ŵet ǁith sileŶĐe.  

On the 29th of OĐtoďeƌ ϭϴϯϭ, ͚ the oǀeƌǁhelŵiŶg disappƌoǀal of Wetheƌell͛s Đlaiŵ to ƌepƌeseŶt 

Bristol opiŶioŶ ǁas foƌĐeful aŶd eŵphatiĐ.͛5 A crowd had gathered; most likely in the tens of 

thousands, to receive Wetherell into the city. The boos and hisses soon descended into 

ǀioleŶĐe, ͚the Moď ďegaŶ to pelt hiŵ ǁith stoŶes aŶd Đluďs so ǀeƌǇ deteƌŵiŶed theǇ seemed 

to be to destroy him - his frieŶds iŵŵediatelǇ ǁeƌe oďliged to uŶseat hiŵ aŶd ĐaƌƌǇ hiŵ off.͛6 

In spite of Mayor Charles Pinney, a reformer himself, pleading for calm, in addition to the riot 

act being read, the violence continued.7 After Bridewell was destroyed, the New Gaol, 

Bristol͛s ƌeĐeŶtlǇ deǀeloped pƌisoŶ, ǁas taƌgeted, the rioters ͚deteƌŵiŶed oŶĐe agaiŶ to 

ƌelease all the pƌisoŶeƌs aŶd saĐk the ďuildiŶg.͛8 

Even after two days of violence, the middle classes of Bristol were not willing to engage in the 

defence of the city. PinneǇ ͚oƌdeƌed ŶotiĐes to ďe ƌead out iŶ ĐhuƌĐhes aŶd Đhapels͛, askiŶg 

foƌ ͚loǇal ŵeŵďeƌs of the puďliĐ to help.͛9 However only two hundred people heeded the call. 

OŶe oďseƌǀeƌ Ƌuoted the ŵaǇoƌ, ͚the ďest adǀiĐe he Đould giǀe ǁas that eaĐh peƌsoŶ should 

go home aŶd take Đaƌe of his oǁŶ pƌopeƌtǇ.͛10 

On Monday, peace was finally restored by the middle classes of Bristol, alongside the military 

intervention in Queen Square. Most likely the attacks during the previous night on private 

houses demonstrated a threat to private property that the middle classes were unwilling to 

bear. As a result, nearly three thousand men formed the posse comitatus. Major Mackworth, 

a military official in Bristol, adŵitted that the ŵilitaƌǇ iŶteƌǀeŶtioŶ ǁas iŶsuffiĐieŶt uŶtil ͚the 

majority of the citizens had aďaŶdoŶed theiƌ passiǀe pƌotest.͛11 Following the restoration of 

peace, one hundred men were put on trial. Most were banished to Australia, while four were 

executed, including one middle class man.  

                                                           
4 S. Thomas, The Bristol Riots (Bristol, 1974), p2. 
5 J. Caple, The Bristol Riots of 1831 and Social Reform in Britain (New York, 1990), p16. 
6 C.M Macinnes, Gateway of Empire (Bristol, 1939), p365. 
7 H.G Brown and P.J. Harris, Bristol England (Bristol 1946), p161. 
8 Caple, The Bristol Riots of 1831 and Social Reform in Britain, p28. 
9 Thomas, The Bristol Riots, p9. 
10 Thomas, The Bristol Riots, p9. 
11 Thomas, The Bristol Riots, p11. 
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Historiographical Outline  

Historians of the middle classes have not specifically commented on the Bristol Riots within 

their studies. However, this dissertation will attempt to challenge their conclusions that 

middle class values in the early 19th century were conservative and they opposed instability. 

Dror Wahrman maintained that middle classes held distinctive ͚ politiĐal ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ…loǇaltǇ 

to the ĐƌoǁŶ… ǀalue as a ďulǁaƌk agaiŶst ƌeǀolutioŶ.͛12 Similarly, Morris documented how 

the middle classes in the early 19th ĐeŶtuƌǇ iŶheƌited aƌistoĐƌatiĐ ǀalues of ͚geŶtleŵaŶlǇ aŶd 

pƌofessioŶal͛ ďehaǀiouƌ duƌiŶg this peƌiod.13 These conclusions have derived from their 

studies into responses in Britain to wider European revolutions. They have not paid succinct 

attention to middle class reactions to domestic disturbances.  

More isolated studies of the Bristol Riots have examined the motivations of the crowd, but 

these have failed to grapple the wider impacts on social history. Histories of the Bristol Riots 

usually contribute to the debate as to why the riots occurred. Historians such as Susan 

Thomas and Jeremy Caple have contributed works solely concerned with the riots. Thomas 

distaŶĐed the ƌiots fƌoŵ ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ politiĐal uŶƌest, aƌguiŶg it ǁas Ŷot a ͚ŵaŶifestatioŶ of 

the eǆĐiteŵeŶt geŶeƌated ďǇ the House of Loƌds͛ ƌejeĐtioŶ of the ‘efoƌŵ Bill.͛14 Caple 

disagƌeed, aƌguiŶg it ǁas iŶstead the ͚teŶse relationship between reformers and local Tories 

ǁhiĐh ǀiƌtuallǇ eŶsuƌed that the ƌiots ǁould oĐĐuƌ.͛15 There are more narratively focused 

ǁoƌks suĐh as GeoffƌeǇ AŵeƌǇ͛s book, City Under Fire, which provide a detailed overview, but 

lack insightful analysis. Whilst existing histories have made links between the riots and 

contemporary political history, all of the studies have failed to successfully place the riots 

within a wider social historiographical context, with a distinct lack of class analysis. This 

dissertation will seek to place the study of middle class absenteeism within a wider class 

context.  

                                                           
12 D. Wahrman, Imagining the Middle Class: The Political Representation of Class in Britain, c.1780–1840 

(Cambridge, 1995), p309. 
13 R.J Morris, Class, Sect and Party, The Making of the British Middle Class: Leeds 1820-1850 (Manchester, 

1990), p9. 
14 Thomas, The Bristol Riots, p1.  
15 Caple, The Bristol Riots of 1831 and Social Reform in Britain, p10. 
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This existing social negligence within Bristol Riot histories might be explained by the 

marginalisation of the event by social historians. As E.P Thompson aƌgued, ͚Bƌistol iŶ ϭϴϯϭ 

exemplifies the persistence of older, backward-lookiŶg patteƌŶs of ďehaǀiouƌ͛, laĐkiŶg iŶ 

͚politiĐallǇ ĐoŶsĐious ƌeǀolutioŶaƌǇ aĐtioŶ.͛16 The Bristol Riots consequently sat as an outlier 

to E.P ThoŵpsoŶ͛s disĐussioŶ of ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass consciousness. The Bristol Riots has been 

understood as a spontaneous uprising for the working classes; a demonstration of sheer 

primal destruction overcoming underlying political intent. This perceived lack of mindfulness 

has placed it outside the interests of ͚histoƌǇ fƌoŵ ďeloǁ͛ histoƌiaŶs, like E.P ThoŵpsoŶ, ǁho 

wished to create a narrative of an economically aware working class. However, it has not been 

posed before that middle class understanding can be gained from the Bristol Riots.  

This study is something entirely new; as Caple highlighted, ͚Ŷo histoƌiaŶ of this peƌiod has 

addƌessed the ƋuestioŶ of the ŵass ƌefusal of iŶdiǀiduals to aĐt as ͞speĐials.͛͟17 The answer 

as to why this has not been studied is unclear. Overall, middle class studies perhaps have been 

͚less eǆĐitiŶg͛, given the extent of socialist influence on 20th century social history, resulting in 

less moral clout to be gained through study.18 Regardless of previous disinterest, this 

dissertation will seek to demonstrate that significant deeper understandings of social history 

can be understood from this behaviour.  

 

Actors 

This dissertation will be referring to several groups within the riots as part of its analysis. 

Deeper analysis would be incomprehensible in the absence of accurate definitions and 

suŵŵaƌies of these gƌoups. The ͚ŵiddle Đlasses͛ of Bƌistol ǁeƌe a fluid gƌoup, ƌiĐh iŶ pƌopeƌtǇ, 

ǁealth aŶd politiĐal iŶflueŶĐe. Paƌt of the ͚Ŷeǁ foĐus of soĐial aŶd eĐoŶoŵiĐ poǁeƌ͛, the 

Reform Bill was in itself a representation of the middle classes flexing their political clout.19 

Although it would be impossible to use a quantitative definition based on wealth, the 

definition of the middle classes in Bristol will be based on their own consciousness and 

understanding of what middle class meant to them. The Bristol Mercury newspaper knew of 

                                                           
16 E.P Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London, 1963), p81. 
17 Caple, The Bristol Riots of 1831 and Social Reform in Britain, p12. 
18 Morris, Class, Sect and Party, p9. 
19 Wahrman, Imagining the Middle Class, p2. 
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͚the pƌoduĐtiǀe poǁeƌs of the ŵiddle Đlass͛, ǁhile peƌsisteŶtlǇ thƌoughout disĐouƌse a 

ĐoŶsĐiousŶess of the ͚ ƌespeĐtaďle Đlasses͛ aŶd the ͚ loǁest Đlasses͛ eǆists.20 The Bristol Political 

Union, positioned as a politiĐallǇ ǀoĐal seĐt of Bƌistol͛s ŵiddle Đlass, pƌoǀide a ǀehiĐle ǁithiŶ 

which to analyse the deeper feelings and behaviours of the group as a whole. Entry fees were 

ϲd, theŶ ϰd eǀeƌǇ ŵoŶth, ĐoŶseƋueŶtlǇ it ǁas uŶlikelǇ aŶǇoŶe ͚ďeloǁ the ƌaŶk of aƌtisan 

would join.͛21 

The ŵodeƌŶ ĐoŶĐeptioŶ of ͚ǁoƌkiŶg classes͛ cannot accurately be used in analysis, as Bristol 

lacked a significant manufacturing industry. The trial records demonstrate the accused were 

casual labourers, dock workers, small workshop employees such as blacksmiths, and 

unemployed.22 E.P Thompson helpfully used a less specific definition of the economically 

weak, as ͚Đlasses aƌe ďased oŶ the diffeƌeŶĐes iŶ legitiŵate poǁeƌ.͛23 Such a definition 

acknowledges the separation of class, in the absence of any manufacturing industry or 

significant bourgeoisie and proletariat class relationship. For the purposes of this dissertation, 

the teƌŵ ͚loǁeƌ Đlasses͛ ǁill ďe used to desĐƌiďe those living and working in the slums of the 

city.  

The city of Bristol ǁas ŵaŶaged aŶd ƌuŶ ďǇ the ͚Corporation͛, a contemporary city council. A 

͚ŵagistƌate͛ ǁould ƌepƌeseŶt eaĐh of Bƌistol͛s tǁelǀe ǁaƌds, aŶd the gƌoup ǁeƌe ͚ƌespoŶsiďle 

for the maintenance of social order.͛24 Hence it was their responsibility to organise the 

policing of Bristol during the Riots. Policing in the early 19th century was largely carried out by 

͚speĐial ĐoŶstaďles͛, iŶ esseŶĐe aŶ uŶtƌaiŶed ŵilitia loǇal to the loĐal goǀeƌŶŵeŶt. ‘oles were 

alŵost eǆĐlusiǀelǇ liŵited to the ŵiddle Đlass, ͚a ŵagistƌate ǁould sǁeaƌ iŶ the ͚ƌespeĐtaďle͛ 

iŶhaďitaŶts as “peĐial CoŶstaďles aŶd theǇ ͚ assoĐiated͛ as a ďodǇ to keep the peaĐe.͛25 Equally 

important to discussion however, was their wider city management. Citizens were unhappy 

at the relative decline of Bristol and viewed their civil policies such as the building of the 

expensive dry dock and high import tariffs, as responsible. 

                                                           
20 ͚PolitiĐal Miƌƌoƌ͛, Bristol Mercury, 31 May 1831. 
21 A.P Hart, The Bristol Riots of 1831 and the Mass Media (Oxford, 1979), p49 
22 John Eagles and Thomas Brereton, The Bristol Riots: Their Causes, Progress and Consequences – Primary 

Source Edition (Nabu, 2013), p259. 
23 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, p11. 
24 “. Poole, ͚To ďe a BƌistoliaŶ: CiǀiĐ IdeŶtitǇ aŶd the “oĐial Oƌdeƌ, ϭϳϱϬ-ϭϴϱϬ͛, ǁithiŶ eds. M. Dƌesseƌ aŶd P. 
Ollerenshaw, The Making of Modern Bristol (Redcliffe, 1996), p77. 
25 J. “teǀeŶsoŶ, ͚“oĐial CoŶtƌol aŶd the PƌeǀeŶtioŶ of ‘iots iŶ EŶglaŶd, ϭϳϴϵ – ϭϴϮϵ͛, ǁithiŶ eds. A.P. 
Donakgrodzki, Social Control in Nineteenth Century Britain, (London, 1977) p29. 
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Economic Decline  

Although discussion continues over the extent of the issue, it is ĐoŵŵoŶlǇ aĐĐepted that ͚the 

ĐitǇ laŶguished iŶ aŶ eĐoŶoŵiĐ tƌough͛ iŶ the lead up to the Bƌistol ‘iots.26 Bƌistol͛s weakening 

position was in spite of consistent growth: ultimately other cities benefited to a greater extent 

from the industrial revolution. The taďle ďeloǁ eǆplaiŶs Bƌistol͛s deĐliŶe as a ŵajoƌ poƌt.   

Table 1: Tonnage of foreign-going vessels clearing and entering Bristol, with their rank order 

amongst English ports.27 

This data demonstrates a significant divergence in economic power away from Bristol, despite 

increases in trade volume. These eĐoŶoŵiĐ pƌoďleŵs Đƌeated a laĐk of pƌospeƌitǇ foƌ Bƌistol͛s 

ĐitizeŶs. The iŶdustƌial ƌeǀolutioŶ aŶd its ĐoŶseƋueŶt populatioŶ gƌoǁth Đƌeated ͚sluŵs, oǀeƌ-

crowding, and an appalling mortalitǇ ƌate… Bristol became an extremely unhealthy and 

disease-ƌiddeŶ ĐitǇ.͛28 . For historians of Bristol, this decline had an immediate link with the 

ϭϴϯϭ uŶƌest. A.P Haƌt aƌgued the ƌiots ǁeƌe ͚douďtless a ƌespoŶse to haƌsh soĐial 

ĐoŶditioŶs.͛29 Similarly, Steǀe Poole ƌeiŶfoƌĐed the idea that Bƌistol ǁas a ͚tuƌďuleŶt poƌt 

containing all the ingredients for a riot.͛30 However, this dissertation is not seeking to highlight 

the ƌioteƌ͛s gƌieǀaŶĐes. It is hoǁeǀeƌ, tƌǇiŶg to seek to uŶdeƌstaŶd the ŵotiǀatioŶs ďehiŶd 

middle class absenteeism. These poor conditions resulted in anger towards the Corporation 

                                                           
26 Amery, City Under Fire, p23. 
27 1709, 1751: London, British Library, Add. MS. 11, 256. 1791, 1841: London, Public Record Office, Customs 

17/13. Cited iŶ K. MoƌgaŶ, ͚The EĐoŶoŵiĐ DeǀelopŵeŶt of Bƌistol, ϭϳϬϬ-ϭϴϱϬ͛, ǁithiŶ eds. M. Dƌesseƌ aŶd P. 
Ollerenshaw, The Making of Modern Bristol (Redcliffe, 1996), p53. 
28 J.H Bettey, Bristol Oďserved: Visitors͛ IŵpressioŶs of the City froŵ Doŵesday to the Blitz (Bristol, 1986), 

p105. 
29 Hart, The Bristol Riots of 1831 and the Mass Media, p98. 
30 Poole, ͚To ďe a BƌistoliaŶ͛, pϳϳ. 
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of Bristol. Histories of the Bristol Riots have documented the corrupt nature of the 

Corporation. Michael BƌoĐk has highlighted hoǁ ͚the Corporation was self-elected and of the 

ǁeakest kiŶd.͛31 These complaints are important in the context of the dissertation; it will be 

demonstrated that middle class absenteeism was rooted within anger towards the 

Corporation. This relative economic decline was deemed as the responsibility of the 

magistrates. 

 

Methodology 

This dissertation will use the methodology of the Bristol Mercury as representative of middle 

class thought. Unfortunately there are no specific archival records that demonstrate middle 

class attitudes, aŶd heŶĐe the ƌealŵ of ͚puďliĐ opiŶioŶ͛ is used. The study of language has 

seen considerable growth since Gareth Stedman-JoŶes, as paƌt of the ͚liŶguistiĐ tuƌŶ͛, 

challenged the works of Thompson and heavy class readings of 19th century England. For 

Stedman-JoŶes, studies should foĐus oŶ ǁhat people ͚actually said or wrote, the terms in 

ǁhiĐh theǇ addƌessed eaĐh otheƌ oƌ theiƌ oppoŶeŶts.͛32 The advantage of such study is that it 

decreases the imposition of political thought retroactively onto historical actors, and 

reframes debate into focusing on their own thoughts and feelings. Furthermore, Newspapers 

iŶ Bƌistol ǁeƌe ͚fieƌĐelǇ iŶdepeŶdeŶt͛, aŶd the Bristol Mercury͛s position as mouthpiece of 

middle class values and opinions provide a vehicle to demonstrate the justifications of their 

inaction.33 Bush has argued that studies of the Bristol Riots are inherently problematic as all 

source material is ͚defiŶitelǇ ďiased.͛34 Newspapers will particularly have this element. 

However, within this dissertation, opinion will be prioritised as valuable in imagining the 

beliefs and attitudes of the middle classes – their scathing dislike of the magistrates and their 

solidarity with the lower classes. Therefore, the largely politically motivated element of the 

source material will not be a limitation but a merit to discussion. 

                                                           
31 M. Brock, The Great Reform Act (London, 1973), p251. 
32 G. “tedŵaŶ JoŶes, ͚‘ethiŶkiŶg Chaƌtisŵ͛, ǁithiŶ eds. G. “tedŵaŶ JoŶes, Languages of Class: Studies in 

English Working Class History, 1832–1982 (Cambridge, 1983), p94. 
33 Hart, The Bristol Riots of 1831 and the Mass Media, p1. 
34 G. Bush, Bristol and its Municipal Government: 1820-1851 (Bristol, 1976), p59. 
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A.P Hart has been the only historian of the Bristol Riots to extensively use newspapers as a 

source. However, his raison d'etre ǁas to studǇ ͚hoǁ the pƌess opeƌated aŶd discuss the kind 

of effect it had on its audience.͛35 Haƌt͛s studǇ contrasts with this dissertation, which uses the 

Bristol Mercury as a lens through which to understand middle class beliefs and attitudes. This 

is sufficient to demonstrate that this dissertatioŶ͛s ŵethodologǇ is ďoth Ŷoǀel aŶd justified. 

This methodology might be challenged on the grounds that a single newspaper cannot be 

representative of the actions of an entire class within a city. However, the methodology used 

is justified by its similarity with other middle class histories. R.J Morris, for example, used the 

Leeds Mercury as demonstrative of the voice of the middle class in the 1820s and 1830s. It 

formed ͚the effeĐtiǀe oppositioŶ͛ to the ͚ToƌǇ AŶgliĐaŶ elite͛, ƌepƌeseŶted ďǇ the Leeds 

Corporation.36 Although the industry of Leeds was, unlike Bristol, based on manufacturing, it 

siŵilaƌlǇ had a ͚Leeds PolitiĐal UŶioŶ͛ that pƌessuƌed loĐal politiĐs. Its PolitiĐal UŶioŶ ǁas 

ĐoƌƌespoŶdiŶglǇ ͚foƌŵed oŶ the BiƌŵiŶghaŵ ŵodel͛, ŵuĐh like Bƌistol͛s.37 Moƌƌis͛ souƌĐe 

material influenced his conclusions on class relations. Morris argued that class relations in 

Leeds ƌaŶged alteƌŶatiǀelǇ ďetǁeeŶ ͚ĐoŶfliĐt, ĐoŶseŶsus, defeƌeŶĐe aŶd defiaŶĐe.͛38 

Furthermore, although using a single newspaper as a focus is limiting, this will be mitigated 

by introducing a breadth of sources. It will also reference trial material following the riots, 

and reference other newspapers where necessary. Therefore, the use of the media, and in 

particular, a single newspaper, as a lens within which to view class actions and behaviour, is 

warranted.  

 

Outline 

This dissertation will argue that the middle classes ǁeƌe uŶited iŶ ƌejeĐtiŶg the ŵagistƌates͛ 

calls to defend the city, purposefully inflicting damage on their political reputation. Their 

inaction foƌŵed ǁhat has ďeeŶ desĐƌiďed as the ͚passiǀe pƌotest.͛ This consequently 

challenges contemporary and historiographical expectations of middle class behaviour, the 

Bristol Riots formed a symbol of middle class internal struggle, between safety and political 

                                                           
35 Hart, The Bristol Riots of 1831 and the Mass Media, p1. 
36 Morris, Class, Sect and Party, p123. 
37 Morris, Class, Sect and Party, p125. 
38 Morris, Class, Sect and Party, p119. 
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change. It simultaneous challenges the conclusions of Bristol Riot histories; by reframing 

debate around the middle classes, the responsibility of the riots falls to the magistrates, rather 

than a wider concern of reform. 

The first chapter will assess the uniformity of absenteeism; it will argue that despite a single 

middle class rioter, there was an entirely separate experience for actors within the riot, based 

on class. The middle classes were absent from encouraging the riot, and from protecting the 

city. The second chapter will be concerned with the motivations behind middle class 

absenteeism. It will argue that angst towards the magistrates and the Corporation fuelled 

middle class disinterest in defending the city. This study demonstrates conflict within middle 

class values, as their affinity for safety and their dislike for the magistrates opposed one 

another. The third chapter will attempt to place the absenteeism within class histories, 

arguing that the Bristol Riots were an example of class unity. It was caused by the common 

political interests held by the lower and middle classes; both had political grievances with the 

magistrates. 

 

Unity 

 

The middle classes were united in their absenteeism; they did not defend the city, while 

simultaneously not participating in the riot itself. This bubble of irresponsibility formed a 

passive protest towards the perceivably corrupt Corporation. The Bristol Political Union͛s 

actions verified this argument; they policed the inaction of their fellow citizens, ensuring there 

was a united front of absenteeism. Any deviations from class behaviour, such as Christopher 

Daǀis͛ dƌuŶkeŶ adǀeŶtuƌe duƌiŶg the ƌiots, ĐaŶ ďe Đast aside as spoŶtaŶeous moments of 

passion, rather than politically significant action. The value of this study is implicit - to 

understand the motivations of the middle classes, the clarification of absentee expression 

needs to be firstly understood. The middle classes did not start the fire, but they watched the 

city burn. 
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Principally, the middle classes failed to join the lower classes in rioting in Bristol. Christopher 

Davis was the only convicted rioter from respectable circumstances. However, a case can be 

made that he was suffering from ill health. From the entirety of accounts, a complete 

separation of class experience in interacting with the riot can be demonstƌated. The ͚ ŵisĐhief͛ 

of Queen Square was solely propagated by those with lower incomes. The Bristol Mercury 

observed that the mass of people that greeted Wetherell was not bound by a particular class, 

͚the stƌeets… ǁeƌe thƌoŶged ǁith thousaŶds of iŶdiǀiduals… every person looked forward with 

appƌeheŶsioŶ to the ƌesult of the daǇ͛s pƌoĐeediŶgs.͛39 However, it was the periphery 

ŵeŵďeƌs of soĐietǇ that sought to Đƌeate Đhaos, ͚ďoǇs aŶd stƌipliŶgs… aŶd ǁoŵeŶ of 

aďaŶdoŶed ĐhaƌaĐteƌ͛ ǁeƌe the pƌopagatoƌs of ŵissiles toǁaƌds Wetheƌell͛s Đaƌƌiage.40 These 

claims were verified by William Ody Hard, a sheriff for Bristol. He later admitted during 

PiŶŶeǇ͛s tƌial, ǁheŶ asked to desĐƌiďe the Đƌoǁd, theǇ ǁeƌe ͚All Đlasses… all soƌts of peƌsoŶs, 

all classes, respectable, well dressed people round; the actual agents in the mischief were the 

loǁest.͛41 In this manner, uniformity in middle class experience in merely observing, but not 

participating in the riot, can be imagined. However, one middle class rioter did participate. 

Christopher Davis, a ͚ƌetiƌed tƌadesŵaŶ of good ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes͛, ǁas pƌeǀiouslǇ a Đaƌteƌ, aŶd 

experienced a good standard of living.42 He was arrested and charged for inciting the riot. This 

does not challenge the unity of the middle classes, however. He appeared somewhat 

delirious, and most likely drunk during the three days of rioting, shouting, ͚DoǁŶ ǁith those 

chuƌĐhes, aŶd ŵeŶd the ƌoads ǁith theŵ!͛43 The judge looked upon him as an exception, 

ƌatheƌ thaŶ a ƌule, ǁheŶ seŶteŶĐiŶg hiŵ to eǆeĐutioŶ, ͚You haǀe filled a ƌespeĐtaďle situatioŶ 

in society, and occupied that rank, that you ought to have set an example of peace and good 

oƌdeƌ.͛44 This expectation of refined behaviour from the judge demonstrates the marginal 

Ŷatuƌe of Daǀis͛ aĐtioŶs. Davis does not therefore undermine the wider absenteeism from the 

middle classes and a divergence in class experience can still be maintained.  

                                                           
39 ͚PuďliĐ EŶtƌǇ of “iƌ Chaƌles Wetheƌell͛, Bristol Mercury, 1 Nov. 1831. 
40 ͚Late Dƌeadful ‘iots at Bƌistol͛, Bristol Mercury, 8 Nov. 1831. 
41 Trial of Charles Pinney (1833), p261. https://archive.org/details/trialcharlespin00bencgoog [accessed online 

10/03/2016]. 
42 Thomas, The Bristol Riots, p22. 
43 William Henry Somerton, A narrative of the Bristol riots, on the 29th, 30th, and 31st of October, 1831 

(Bristol, 1831), p78. 
44 William Henry Somerton, A narrative of the Bristol riots, on the 29th, 30th, and 31st of October, 1831 

(Bristol, 1831), p87. 

https://archive.org/details/trialcharlespin00bencgoog
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Furthermore, inaction can be also be imagined within middle class negligence towards 

defending the city. Bƌistol͛s authoƌities peƌsisteŶtlǇ stƌuggled to Đƌeate aŶǇ ŵeaŶiŶgful Điǀil 

defence, as the middle classes refused to sign up as special constables. The middle classes did 

not heed calls for support during the riot, nor did they act once the riot started. Pinney 

admitted, in an authored piece in the Bristol Mercury, that he had been met with silence 

despite persistent calls for assistance: ͚upon application [to Wards for men], their returns 

were insufficient.͛45 Moƌe speĐifiĐallǇ, “t. MiĐhael͛s Waƌd pƌoǀided tǁeŶtǇ-seven men; the 

hastiness with which seven of those names were written in pencil implies these were called 

up during the riots.46 The Bristol Mercury commented that the ĐoŶstaďulaƌǇ foƌĐe ͚ǁeƌe 

inadequate to the preservation of the peace.͛47 Thomas Reynolds, a merchant of Bristol, was 

one of the few middle class volunteers at the second call. He echoed the claim that the 

volunteer numbers were vastly insufficient. They gathered at the mansion house, but their 

Ŷuŵďeƌs ǁeƌe disŵal, ͚I thought theƌe ǁeƌe ǀeƌǇ feǁ ĐoŶstaďles… he [PiŶŶeǇ] told ŵe that 

he had sent round to the different constables of the wards, to desire that they would furnish 

him with a number of constables, ǁhiĐh theǇ had Ŷot doŶe.͛48 Most likely their numbers 

totalled around two hundred; vastly insufficient to stop an ongoing riot. In Bristol, the middle 

classes refused to stop the rioters from their destructive behaviour. They would not act 

formally, or informally, but rather watched quietly as the city magistrates drastically tried and 

failed to stop the destruction of the city.   

For some of the middle classes, absenteeism was not sufficient as a form of protest. The 

Bristol Political Union, a middle class group, actively sought to prevent other people from 

joining the civil defence, demonstrating the civil protest element of their actions. They 

actively stated their opposition to the magistrates of the city. In advance of the riots, they 

criticised the magistrates͛ ĐhoiĐe to seek assistaŶĐe. OŶe haŶdďill deŵaŶded that if ͚theǇ feel 

theŵselǀes iŶĐoŵpeteŶt to pƌeseƌǀe the puďliĐ peaĐe… theǇ should ƌesigŶ theiƌ offiĐes.͛49 As 

a result of their dislike for the magistrates, the Bristol Political Union disrupted a sailoƌ͛s 

meeting discussing the possibility of protecting Wetherell. The Union ͚sǁaƌŵed aƌound and 

                                                           
45 ͚CouŶĐil House͛, Bristol Mercury, 4 Nov. 1831.  
46 Bristol, BRO, Add. 32955/52, ͚Bƌistol ‘iots: List of “peĐial CoŶstaďles foƌ “t. MiĐhael͛s Waƌd͛. 
47 ͚PuďliĐ EŶtƌǇ of “iƌ Chaƌles Wetheƌell͛. 
48 Trial of Charles Pinney, p88. 
49 University of Bristol Special Collections, Bristol Political Union Handbill (25 Oct. 1831), within The Bristol 

Riots Volume 1. 
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oǀeƌ the ships͛, sƋuashiŶg any chance of an agreement.50 Their efforts to disrupt the ĐitǇ͛s 

defence were successful. The sailors released a statement that theǇ ͚ ǁill Ŷot alloǁ theŵselǀes 

to ďe ŵade a Đat͛s paǁ ďǇ the Corporation oƌ theiƌ paid ageŶts.͛51 Arguably using the lens of 

aďseŶteeisŵ to ǀieǁ the sailoƌ͛s ŵeetiŶg aŶd its ĐoŶseƋueŶt iŶteƌƌuptioŶ ƌeŶeǁs aŶd 

ƌeiŶǀigoƌates its sigŶifiĐaŶĐe. It deŵoŶstƌates the Bƌistol PolitiĐal UŶioŶ͛s hostilitǇ toǁaƌds 

the Bristol magistrates; highlighting how civil conflict could be expressed beyond political or 

media pressure. Here, the middle classes were willing to wager the safety of the city on their 

frustration of the Corporation͛s ĐoƌƌuptioŶ. Therefore, while the majority of the middle class 

were absent from any action during the riot, one small group actively discouraged others from 

joining the civil defence.  

 

In conclusion, the middle classes were united in their expression of absenteeism despite calls 

to defend their city, and resisted any temptation to give in to any violent urges. In this way 

the middle classes had a unique experience during the riots, separate to the rioters 

themselves yet simultaneously against the authoritarian powers that governed the city. This 

unity can still be applied in spite of Chƌistopheƌ Daǀis͛ aĐtioŶs; his aĐtioŶs as a dƌuŶk pƌeseŶt 

him as an anomaly amongst the thousands of middle class men and women who did nothing. 

The only actions that might be identified, was the decision from the Bristol Political Union to 

disrupt the meeting of the sailors; therefore acting to prevent others from acting. It is 

iŶteƌestiŶg that suĐh uŶified ďehaǀiouƌ oĐĐuƌƌed, iŶ spite of the ͚ŵiddle Đlasses͛ ďeiŶg a 

heterogeneous group. This demonstrates that the reasons for acting in this manner were 

similar for the entire group, which emphasises the need to understand the motivations for 

their ͚passiǀe pƌotest.͛ 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
50 Amery, City Under Fire, p26. 
51 William Henry Somerton, A narrative of the Bristol riots, on the 29th, 30th, and 31st of October, 1831 

(Bristol, 1831), p8. 



16 

 

Justifications 

 

Middle class absenteeism was motivated principally by a disdain for the Bristol Corporation. 

Tired of what they perceived to be decades of decline and corruption, they were quietly 

pleased to see the ͚self-interested Corporation͛ scramble to find only inadequate protection 

for the city.52 Sensing that signing up to be a special constable was somehow approving the 

ĐitǇ͛s leadeƌship, the ŵiddle Đlasses ǁeƌe sileŶt to the magistrates͛ calls. There was also the 

lesser concern of reform, but this was outweighed by the angst towards the Corporation. By 

understanding the motivations of the middle classes inaction, an insight is given into the 

beliefs, priorities and attitudes of the middle classes in England. The dislike of the magistrates 

represented a distinctive anti-authoritarian view within the middle classes, contributing to a 

wider social history of the relationship between the middle class and civic security and 

challenging the argument that ͚staďilitǇ aŶd haƌŵoŶǇ͛ ǁas alǁaǇs their pursuit.53  

Principally, the middle classes were incensed at the politicians that ran the city, in particular, 

the Corporation of Bristol. This is verified by the damning language used within middle class 

discourse. The Bristol Mercury was one amongst many vocal opponents, explaining how 

͚eǀeƌǇ Đlass of soĐietǇ͛ considered the Corporation, ͚uŶpopulaƌ.͛54 They made a direct link 

between the mass refusal of volunteers and the Corporation: ͚ThousaŶds haǀe ƌefused to 

enrol their names to protect the public peace, even in the present emergency, because they 

haǀe Ŷo ĐoŶfideŶĐe iŶ the MagistƌaĐǇ.͛55 The Bristol Political Union, the most vocal sect of the 

middle classes, were equally adamant in their scepticism of regional power. In a handbill, they 

aƌgued, ͚a ŵagistƌate ĐaŶŶot ďe eǆpeĐted to possess the puďliĐ ĐoŶfideŶĐe, ǁithout ǁhiĐh he 

will always be found incompetent to preseƌǀe the puďliĐ peaĐe.͛56 Additionally, more 

privately, when implored by the magistrates for support, W. Herapath, a senior member of 

the Union, deliberately condemned the magistrates to theiƌ fate, ͚the magistrates alone must 

                                                           
52 J. Latimer, The Annals of Bristol in the Nineteenth Century (Bristol, 1887), p103. 
53 Wahrman, Imagining the Middle Class, p18. 
54 ͚Editoƌial͛, Bristol Mercury, 15 Nov. 1831.  
55 ͚Editoƌial͛, Bristol Mercury, 15 Nov. 1831. 
56 University of Bristol, Bristol Political Union Handbill (25 Oct. 1831), within The Bristol Riots Volume 1. 
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ďe aĐĐouŶtaďle͛ foƌ the safetǇ of the city.57 In both public and private spheres, the magistrates 

were persistently criticised by the middle classes. 

 

Furthermore, the Bristol Political Union had to be eventually paid off by the magistrates 

themselves to defend the city. Herapath was complained at personally, as he had the men to 

stop the ƌiot, ďut Đhose Ŷot to, ͚Heƌapath… ǁas asked ǁhetheƌ he ǁould get his uŶioŶ 

togetheƌ, aŶd tƌǇ to saǀe the toǁŶ. He said he Đould Ŷot aŶsǁeƌ foƌ it.͛58 It is interesting that 

he refused this opportunity to aid Bristol, but accepted the payments from the magistrates 

on the final day, for four hundred members to patrol the streets, at a rate of 3s 6d each.59 

This payment, in addition to their explicit dislike of the magistrates and persistent calls for 

their resignation, demonstrates that the Bristol Political Union only defended the city when 

they could extract resources from the magistrates. This was more likely to be a subtle attack 

on the Magistrates, rather than a selfish desire for resources; it was expensive to maintain 

membership of the Union, hence it was unlikely the members were in financial need. 

Furthermore, they examined themselves in spite of this payment as saviours of the city, as 

the ǁideƌ politiĐal uŶioŶ ŵoǀeŵeŶt Đlaiŵed, ͚the ĐitǇ is Ŷoǁ under the protection of the 

members of the political union.͛60 This eradication of the ŵagistƌates͛ reputation as 

pƌoteĐtoƌs of the ĐitǇ foƌŵed paƌt of the PolitiĐal UŶioŶ͛s systematic lack of confidence in the 

Corporation. They ensured the Bristol Riots demonstrated the magistrates͛ lack of authority 

and control. In this manner, the Bristol Political Union tactically abstained, then deployed 

their manpower, to inflict maximum reputational damage to the magistrates. 

Moreover, absenteeism as a form of protest can be imagined because the middle classes 

allowed public property to be destroyed, but stepped in once their own property was under 

threat. It was the magistrates͛ responsibility to protect public buildings. Bridewell, The New 

Gaol, the Mansion House; all were symbols of state authority.61 Major Mackworth, observing 

the ƌiot uŶfold, ǁas suƌpƌisiŶglǇ aĐĐuƌate ǁith his pƌediĐtioŶ, ͚the ďuƌŶiŶg aŶd pluŶdeƌiŶg a 

                                                           
57 William Henry Somerton, A narrative of the Bristol riots, on the 29th, 30th, and 31st of October, 1831 

(Bristol, 1831), p8. 
58 ͚Majoƌ DigďǇ MaĐkǁoƌth͛s peƌsoŶal Naƌƌatiǀe of the late ‘iots͛ Royal Cornwall Gazette, Falmouth Packet & 

Plymouth Journal, 26 Nov. 1831. 
59 Thomas, The Bristol Riots, p9. 
60 National Political Union to the Inhabitants of London, National Political Union, (London, 1831). 
61 Poole, ͚To ďe a BƌistoliaŶ͛, pϴϱ. 
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few private houses, which would inevitably follow the unchecked destruction of public 

property, would… ƌouse the iŶhaďitaŶts of Bƌistol to a seŶse of theiƌ ĐoŵŵoŶ daŶgeƌ.͛62 The 

middle classes therefore were not willing to engage in the defence of Bristol over public 

property, but thought the riot has gone too far when private property, or, when their own 

wellbeing was on the line. The Bristol Mercury similarly shifted debates away from reform, in 

the hope of uniting the population, describing hoǁ the ͚stauŶĐhest Toƌies͛ aŶd the ͚ďoldest 

ƌefoƌŵeƌs͛ ǁill ƌeĐoŶĐile: ͚A seŶse of ĐoŵŵoŶ daŶgeƌ ǁill ŵake theŵ fƌieŶds.͛63 This verifies 

that the magistrates were of greater concern to the middle classes; the Bristol Mercury was 

more concerned about the immediate danger, that is, of the burning of private property, than 

point scoring on behalf of the reformers. It was this united front eventually made by the 

middle classes that fully expressed their de facto power as a group. Three thousand citizens 

eventually ended their passive protest to defend the city. This priority to defend private 

property expresses how the middle classes in Bristol did not deviate from existing 

historiographical expectations of affinity for economy.64 Political protest persisted, but the 

values of individualism evidently remained.  

To a lesser extent, the middle classes were motivated by reform. The issue of reform existed 

throughout middle class discourse on the Bristol Riots, but sources usually fell short of making 

the direct link between reform and inaction. Their support fell in line with historiographical 

expectations, given that middle class attitudes nationwide were typically pro-reform, as ͚the 

͞ŵiddle Đlass͟ Đaŵe to desigŶate a ŵiddle ǁaǇ of ŵodeƌate ƌefoƌŵ.͛65 The Bristol Mercury 

similarly cited the tangible link between the middle class and reform, ͚the ŵiddle Đlasses – 

are true to the cause which they consider to be peculiarly their own.͛66 Unsurprisingly, when 

the Bristol Mercury ƌeĐouŶted the Ŷaƌƌatiǀe of the ƌiots, theǇ oďseƌǀed that ͚Heƌe the ŵost 

astouŶdiŶg Đƌies ǁeƌe ƌaised ďǇ the people… iŶ derision of the Recorder, mixed with yells and 

gƌoaŶs͛ ǁheŶ the ToǁŶ Cleƌk asked foƌ Đalŵ ͚ ǁith ƌespeĐt to ƌefoƌŵ.͛67 For the middle classes, 

reform was not the priority, but evidently its support exists within discourse. This contrasted 

to the direct and explicit attacks on the magistrates. Many histories of Bristol argue that 

                                                           
62 ͚Majoƌ DigďǇ MaĐkǁoƌth͛s peƌsoŶal Naƌƌatiǀe of the late ‘iots͛. 
63 ͚PuďliĐ EŶtƌǇ of “iƌ Chaƌles Wetheƌell͛. 
64 Wahrman, Imagining the Middle Class, p404. 
65 S. Gunn and R. Bell, Middle Classes: Their Rise and Sprawl (London, 2002), p12. 
66 ͚Late Dƌeadful ‘iots at Bƌistol͛, Bristol Mercury, 8 November, 1831. 
67 ͚PuďliĐ EŶtƌǇ of “iƌ Chaƌles Wetheƌell͛. 
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reform was responsible for the riots; this dissertation challenges this argument. Buchanan 

Đited the ͚uŶƌefoƌŵed paƌliaŵeŶtaƌǇ ƌepƌeseŶtatioŶ͛ as responsible for the riots.68 For Caple, 

͚‘efoƌŵ plaǇed a ĐƌuĐiallǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt ƌole iŶ the ƌiots of Bƌistol.͛69 BuĐhaŶaŶ͛s aŶd Caple͛s 

conclusions, like many other studies of Bristol, rely upon an exclusive focus on the rioters. 

This limited view is problematic. Middle class attitudes have been demonstrated to have been 

supportive of reform, but crucially, their absenteeism was motivated by a dislike of local 

government. Consequently, a more complex view can be imagined; the rioters were not the 

only actors involved in 1831, and the middle classes were more concerned about the local 

government in justifying their absenteeism.  

Contrasting these middle class motivations with historiographical expectations also 

challenges existing arguments about middle class attitudes to authority. ArguablǇ Bƌistol͛s 

relative economic decline throughout this period strengthened middle class anti-

authoritarian thought. William Mackinnon, a gentleman raised in England, offered his 

iŶtƌospeĐtiǀe oŶ the ŵiddle Đlass, ͚suĐh a Đlass is peƌhaps the gƌeatest seĐuƌity for the 

preservation of civil liberty, and against the chance of a revolution, that can be found in any 

country.͛70 But in Bristol, only three years following, the middle classes took no effort to stop 

what has been considered a revolutionary act.71 What this dissertation demonstrates is that 

middle class allegiance to the state was not immediately guaranteed, regardless of the 

potential danger to communal spaces. This challenges existing thought regarding the middle 

class: Wahrman discussed the formation of middle class values in the early 19th century, of 

͚oƌdeƌ, ƌegulaƌitǇ aŶd eĐoŶoŵǇ.͛72 While the ideal of economy was still maintained, given that 

aggression towards the magistrates stemmed from a mishandling of the economy, this desire 

foƌ ͚oƌdeƌ͛ ĐaŶ ďe questioned. Repeatedly throughout the riots, the middle classes absconded 

order in favour of protesting against their political opponents. This ĐhalleŶge of WahƌŵaŶ͛s 

ideas, validates that studies such as the middle class riots in Bristol, in addition to Moƌƌis͛ 

study of the middle classes in Leeds, have merit through localisation. They implicitly accept 

that the middle class experience was different in relation to their location, and hence vast 
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generalising studies lack accuracy. In this manner, this disseƌtatioŶ͛s studǇ iŶto the 

motivations behind middle class absenteeism have demonstrated unexpected anti-

authoritarian behaviours from the middle class citizens in Bristol.  

In summary, while there might have been small amounts of consideration for reform, the 

primary concern of the absentee middle classes was the dislike of the magistrates of the city. 

Haŵďuƌgeƌ has ĐoŵŵeŶted, ͚the ƌespeĐtaďle peƌsoŶs, although iŶŶoĐeŶt of ǀioleŶĐe, had 

ǀiĐaƌious gƌatifiĐatioŶ fƌoŵ seeiŶg the ŵoď at ǁoƌk.͛ 73 Although difficult to quantify, a 

consequence of respectable nature inherent within the middle classes, the evidence suggests 

they experienced pleasure as their political enemies struggled to keep control of the city. 

Angry at the ͚disgƌaĐeful͛ decline of the city, aŶd the ͚ǀeŶalitǇ͛ of theiƌ leadeƌship, they 

absolved themselves in retribution towards the magistrates.74 Typically middle class thought 

has ďeeŶ Đategoƌised as alŵost oǁŶiŶg the ƌefoƌŵ ďill, as it ͚ ǁas plaĐiŶg the fƌaŶĐhise as ŵuĐh 

as possible iŶ the haŶds of the ŵiddle Đlasses.͛75 However, this study has demonstrated that 

the people of Bristol placed local politics above their concern for a national reform bill. Their 

political discourse demonstrates that while reform was an active concern, the magistrates 

were the priority target of protest. Consequently the Bristol middle class identity was driven 

more by an affinity to the city, than by a concept of national participation. What is also 

observable is the shift from the middle classes to value anarchy over safety, in order to 

aĐhieǀe theiƌ oǁŶ politiĐal aiŵs. The ŵiddle Đlass ͚ peƌŵaŶeŶt iŶteƌest… to pƌeseƌǀe the puďliĐ 

tƌaŶƋuillitǇ͛, ǁas Đast iŶ douďt.76 
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Consequences 

 

There were wider outcomes that derived from middle class absenteeism, most notably an 

element of class unity. Class conflict is particularly of interest to social historians during this 

period of early industrialisation and political reform. E.P Thompson unsurprisingly criticised 

the ͚ŵoƌal ĐoŵplaĐeŶĐǇ͛ of aƌguiŶg Đlass ĐoŶfliĐt did not exist in the early 19th century, 

espeĐiallǇ ǁheŶ ͚the aĐtual ŵoǀeŵeŶts of the ǁoƌkiŶg people͛ aƌe igŶoƌed.77 Wahrman 

discussed how class conflict became the tangible expression of political debate; the Tories 

supporting the landed property owners, the Whigs advocates of the middle class.78 This 

dissertation will reframe class conflict discussions with a greater middle class focus. Despite 

some physical scuffles between the middle and lower classes, middle class absenteeism 

momentarily created a shared political power in Bristol. This unity was not borne from 

sympathy, but instead iŶspiƌed ďǇ a ĐoŵŵoŶ ŵistƌust of the ĐitǇ͛s magistrates; the lower 

classes had suffered from poor living conditions, while the middle classes viewed them as 

corrupt and self-serving. The Bristol Riots as a representation of unity is enhanced when it is 

contrasted against similar contemporary disturbances; where the middle classes openly 

criticized the lower classes for causing a disturbance.  

Class unity inspired and motivated middle class absenteeism during the Bristol Riots. Steve 

Poole, a local historian of Bristol, has argued that 19th century Bristol was a city fractured by 

Đlass: ͚“oĐial uŶitǇ ǁas aŶ iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ uŶteŶaďle illusioŶ.͛79 However, this existing argument 

might be challenged through the lens of middle class discourse. Although the geographical 

separation of class has already been raised as the middle classes escaped the slums of Bristol, 

their use of language implies a degree of unity, through expressions of sympathy towards the 

lower classes.  W.H Somerton, editor for the Bristol Mercury, specifically complained that the 

wider anti-reform movement had created a class divide; they have ͚seǀeƌed the last liŶk ǁhiĐh 

connected the labouring classes with their supeƌioƌs.͛80 This demonstrated an aspiration for 
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a stronger relationship of unity between the lower and middle classes. Their desire for class 

unity transformed into expressions of relative sympathy towards the lower classes that 

formed the crowds during the riots. In spite of the city being left in ruins, the Bristol Mercury 

Đalled foƌ Đalŵ justiĐe, ͚we place faith in the discrimination and sound sense of the Bristol 

juries, that the guilty will alone suffer, and that malice and private spite will have no influence 

on their verdicts.͛81 Theiƌ dislike of ͚ŵaliĐe͛ aŶd ͚pƌiǀate spite͛ ǁas aŶ appeal foƌ leŶieŶĐǇ; a 

very difficult attitude to maintain with so many homes in ruin - in total forty-seven middle 

class owned properties were destroyed.82 This presence of class unity runs persistently 

throughout the middle class experience in Bristol. Class unity existed before the riots, which 

informed their decision to not defend the city. Their absenteeism consequently reinforced 

their views, culminating in an expression of sympathy for the lower classes caught up in the 

riots.  

This element of class unity can be sourced within the common complaint of mismanagement 

of the city. In the second Đhapteƌ, it ǁas aƌgued that the ŵiddle Đlasses͛ ŵaiŶ ŵotiǀatioŶ to 

not defend the city was to hinder the Corporation. Both lower classes and middle classes were 

unhappy at the magistrates; by uniting in their opposition, through absenteeism and rioting, 

arguably class unity can be expressed. As the Bristol Mercury eǆplaiŶed, ͚ eǀeƌǇ Đlass of soĐietǇ͛ 

considered the Corporation, ͚uŶpopulaƌ.͛83 As the Corporation had overseen the general 

ƌelatiǀe deĐliŶe of Bƌistol, the pooƌ ǁeƌe aŶgƌǇ at theiƌ ͚Đƌaŵped aŶd iŶsanitary living 

ĐoŶditioŶs.͛84 Class unity was ƌeiŶfoƌĐed ďǇ a deĐlaƌatioŶ aŵoŶgst ͚ŵeƌĐhaŶts, ďaŶkeƌs, 

tƌadeƌs aŶd otheƌ iŶhaďitaŶts͛ folloǁiŶg the ƌiot, that theǇ ǁeƌe ͚fiƌŵlǇ ĐoŶǀiŶĐed that all this 

might have been prevented, had proper precautions been adopted.͛85 This declaration 

verified the view that the middle classes were united against the magistracy of the city, rather 

than turning on the lower classes for the destruction they caused. They did not seek to lay 

blame on the rioters, but instead on the mismanagement of the city. In the future, they hoped 
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to ͚ƌestoƌe futuƌe tƌaŶƋuillitǇ.͛ For the middle classes, harmony was the end desire, not class 

conflict.  

This outcome of class unity is strengthened when viewed within the context of wider civil 

disturbances, which demonstrate that the Bristol Riots were idiosyncratic in their class unity. 

Histories of Chartism, a contemporary lower class social movement that held vast 

demonstrations, have highlighted the middle class condemnation of the lower class 

movement. John Saville has commented that during the Chartist Kennington Common 

deŵoŶstƌatioŶ, ͚theƌe ǁas Ŷo douďt oŶ ǁhiĐh side the ŵiddle Đlasses ǁould staŶd.͛86 This 

disunity is reinforced by The Economist, a mouthpiece for middle class financial interests in 

LoŶdoŶ. TheǇ ǁaƌŶed of the ĐoŶseƋueŶĐes of lettiŶg the loǁeƌ Đlasses pƌotest, ͚puďliĐ 

confidence weakened, public securities depressed, the more timid and prudent among 

merchants, dealers and emploǇeƌs͛, ǁhiĐh theǇ ideŶtified as iƌoŶiĐ ďeĐause ͚the ǁoƌkiŶg 

populatioŶ͛ ǁeƌe the ŵost susĐeptiďle to ͚ĐoŵŵeƌĐial paŶiĐs aŶd alaƌŵs.͛87 This highlights 

the calculated hostility inherent within middle class thought in London. They blamed the 

lower classes for causing economic fragility, which would force negative consequences on the 

nation. This contrasted with the class unity expressed by absenteeism in Bristol, the middle 

classes there comparatively blamed the magistrates for corruption and poor economic 

coŶditioŶs, ƌatheƌ thaŶ the loǁeƌ Đlasses. Theƌefoƌe, the Đlass uŶitǇ iŶheƌeŶt ǁithiŶ Bƌistol͛s 

middle class absenteeism is heightened when compared to similar circumstances in London, 

where the middle classes blamed the lower classes for disrupting the city.  

However, it is of interest to assess the alternate evidence that demonstrates that middle class 

absenteeism contributed to a deeper class divide in Bristol. Although there were physical 

brawls between the middle classes and the rioters, these can be deemed marginal in 

comparison to the feelings of the middle classes as a whole. There were some further violent 

Đlashes ďetǁeeŶ ďǇstaŶdeƌs aŶd the ƌioteƌs. CaptaiŶ Leǁis, ͚a Ŷatiǀe of the ĐitǇ͛, had seƌǀed 

as an officer of the army, where he retired with comfortable pay. His income and stature 

placed him within the middle class.  Lewis was approached by a rioter, ͚oŶ ƌaisiŶg ŵǇ aƌŵ to 

keep hiŵ fƌoŵ ĐlosiŶg oŶ ŵe… I ƌeĐeiǀed a seǀeƌe ďloǁ oŶ ŵǇ teŵple fƌoŵ oŶe of his 
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companions.͛88 This highlights the tensions that existed between some of the rioters and the 

middle classes; overall scenes of unrest spilled over into physical fractions between citizens. 

This presentation of violence was both received and imposed by the middle classes. In 

cleaning out Queen SƋuaƌe, ͚Mƌ. ClaǆtoŶ͛s Negƌo seƌǀaŶt thƌeǁ oŶe of the thƌiǀes ĐleaŶ out 

of aŶ upstaiƌs ǁiŶdoǁ.͛89 The violence between middle and lower classes highlights that the 

overall chaos of the riots exacerbated tensions between some citizens. However, it is 

important to highlight the marginality of these events. Captain Lewis suffered from an attack 

but it appeared to be an exceptional case. There were three thousand middle class citizens 

that ended their passive protest and joined the military in keeping the streets safe. This 

physical move in absence of a police force was likely to cause a few scuffles. The sheer size of 

the riots explains the sparse examples of violence. Therefore, although class conflict might be 

interpreted when the middle classes broke their passive protest, any physical scuffles seem 

to be marginal cases. It remains outweighed by their expressed sympathy for the rioters and 

dislike of the magistrates.  

Overall, middle class absenteeism in the Bristol Riots contributes to existing studies of class 

conflict, demonstrating that class unity was present in Bristol in 1831. This class unity was 

motivated by a common political enemy, the Bristol magistrates, who were viewed by middle 

and lower classes as corrupt. Their sympathies were expressed in middle class discourse, 

contrast with a lack of sympathy from the London middle class during the Kennington 

Common demonstration to emphasise the uniqueness of this behaviour. To stimulate debate, 

alternative evidence can be raised which highlighted class conflict, but this can be seen as a 

marginal experience; small scuffles were trivial in comparison to the size of the crowd.  

While this study contributes evidence towards a shared class experience, it also demonstrates 

that different cities had differing experiences of class relations. This opposes existing 

interpretations of class unity, which tend to use singular explanatioŶs of BƌitaiŶ͛s eǆpeƌieŶĐe. 

Social histoƌiaŶs suĐh as E.P ThoŵpsoŶ haǀe supposedlǇ foĐused oŶ ͚the ǁoƌkiŶg Đlass iŶ 

EŶglaŶd͛, ďut iŶ ƌeality they dwell on the vast industrial cities of Manchester and Leeds – 

locations with a defined relationship between proletariat and bourgeoisie. Similarly, 
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WahƌŵaŶ͛s ĐoŵŵeŶts deƌiǀed fƌoŵ studies iŶto the ŵoƌe elite politiĐal spheƌes of EŶglaŶd. 

Once again, the absenteeism during the Bristol Riots challenges existing historiography, by 

demonstrating a unique divergence from the typical narrative between the powerful and the 

poǁeƌless. Bƌistol͛s ƌesistaŶĐe to this Ŷaƌƌatiǀe has ďeeŶ pƌoposed fƌoŵ a common dislike of 

the local government. Though equally, the distinct lack of a manufacturing industry, which 

aƌguaďlǇ Đaused ThoŵpsoŶ to shǇ fƌoŵ Bƌistol͛s histoƌǇ to ďegiŶ ǁith, fƌustƌates the eǆistiŶg 

eǆpeĐtatioŶs of ͚loǁeƌ Đlass͛ aŶd ͚ŵiddle Đlass͛ ďehaviour. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Bƌistol ‘iots deŵoŶstƌated the ŵiddle Đlasses͛ poteŶtial foƌ aďaŶdoŶiŶg the safetǇ of the 

community in favour of personal grievances and political protest. This dissertation has 

explored the expressions of this absenteeism, revealing that the middle classes formed a 

united front in ignoring calls to defend the city. The specific motivations underlying their 

absenteeism have been explained; to the largest extent, the middle classes justified their 

actions through their anger towards Bƌistol͛s magistrates as a ͚self-selecting, secretive, 

inaccessible and extravagant Corporation.͛90 The wider implications for this inaction were 

then investigated, with attention drawn to the class unity created as a result of the common 

dislike of the magistrates.  

Afteƌ the ƌiots, ĐhƌoŶiĐleƌs iŵŵediatelǇ seaƌĐhed foƌ a ŵǇstiĐal sĐapegoat. TheǇ ͚gaǀe leadiŶg 

ƌoles to outsideƌs; Ŷot oŶlǇ Đollieƌs ďut ͞ageŶts͟, ͞eŵissaƌies͟ aŶd ͞ tall ŵeŶ iŶ loŶg Đloaks aŶd 

fuƌ Đaps͟.͛91 This explicitly denied agency from Bƌistol͛s loǁeƌ Đlasses, aŶd peƌhaps iŶflueŶĐed 

the wider rejection of deeper meaning from the Bristol Riots from working classes histories. 

Thƌough studǇiŶg the iŶaĐtioŶ of the ŵiddle Đlasses, the souƌĐe of Bƌistol͛s Điǀil disƌuptioŶ ǁas 

revealed to be the Bristol magistrates. A stronger relationship between citizenry and local 

government most likely would haǀe Đaused the ƌiots to haǀe Ŷeǀeƌ oĐĐuƌƌed, as ͚theiƌ oǁŶ 
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ŵistakeŶ poliĐǇ͛ was ͚iŶĐapaďle of ŵeetiŶg the eŵeƌgeŶĐǇ.͛92 Through this study of the 

middle class, the Bristol Riots can be revaluated away from a spontaneous, primal desire for 

destruction, and towards a more complex example of citizen protest, motivated by a 

perceivably cowardly, indecisive local government.  

With this lack of agency in mind, it is important that future study of the Bristol Riots makes a 

conscious link between the rioters and social history. Too much of existing study has operated 

within a social vacuum, linking only the riots to a wider concern of contemporary political 

reform. While this is important, it is equally important to ask the question of what the Bristol 

Riots can contribute to the histories of social relations in the early 19th century. This 

dissertation has sought to do this by making a link between the Bristol Riots and wider middle 

class identities and beliefs, but also by devoting significant study into asking what the Bristol 

‘iots ĐaŶ ĐoŶtƌiďute to studies of Đlass ƌelatioŶs. ‘.J Moƌƌis used Leeds as a ͚soĐial histoƌǇ 

laboratory within which the nineteenth-centuƌǇ Bƌitish ŵiddle Đlass Đould ďe tƌaĐed.͛93 Future 

study should be expected to treat the Bristol Riots in the same way. More specifically to this 

dissertation, future study should consider the opponents to middle class absenteeism. Francis 

Jarman, a Londoner, released a pamphlet following the riots that criticised the actions of the 

middle classes. For JarmaŶ, theǇ ǁaŶted to ͚ŵuƌdeƌ͛ Wetheƌell aŶd that theǇ ͚ƌeseŵďled͛, 

͚FƌeŶĐh JaĐoďiŶs.͛94 This dissertation needed to be concise; the non-local, contemporary 

critics of Bristol remain unexplored. 

Bristol Riot histories more recently have entered contemporary historical themes; Steve Poole 

appƌoaĐhed the Bƌistol ‘iots iŶ aŶ atteŵpt to Đhaƌt spatial histoƌǇ; ĐoŵŵeŶtiŶg oŶ ͚QueeŶ 

“Ƌuaƌe͛s pƌojeĐtioŶ as a populaƌ politiĐal foƌuŵ.͛95 This demonstrates that in spite of a lack of 

recent study, the Bristol Riots can remain relevant. 

While the idea of the Bristol Riots as a social history laboratory has been attractive, some 

limitations within this dissertation need to be highlighted. The middle classes have been 

treated as heterogeneous in their beliefs and motivations. Morris would have found particular 
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issue ǁith this, as he split the ŵiddle Đlasses iŶto a ͚ďouƌgeoisie – petite bourgeoisie 

division.͛96 This was not problematic for assessments of the actions of the middle class during 

the first chapter, as there was sufficient evidence to demonstrate they physically did not 

collectively defend the city. However, conclusions that concerned the beliefs of the entire 

middle class in Bristol in the second and third chapters have been based on deduction. Most 

souƌĐes haǀe opeƌated ǁithiŶ the ƌealŵ of ͚ puďliĐ opiŶioŶ͛; although souƌĐes ŵight ďe uŶited, 

for example in pointing blame at the magistrates, this dissertation cannot fully confirm that 

it was the opinion by every middle class Bristolian. Naturally as a result of the respectable 

nature of the middle classes in the 19th century, every historical study that examines the 

middle classes in a similar way will inherently have this limitation. To mitigate this issue, in 

addition to raising the physical inaction of the middle classes, a breath of sources, sometimes 

from private spheres, have been used.  

This dissertation has challenged existing expectations of early 19th century middle class 

citizens in England; demonstrating that they were not consistently the authoritarian 

conservatives that Morris and Wahrman imagined. In Bristol, middle class absenteeism 

formed a political protest.   
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