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"A Just and Profitable Commerce": Moral
Economy and the Middle Classes in
Eighteenth-CenturyLondon
Susan E. Brown

It has been twenty years since E. P. Thompson introducedthe
term "moral economy" into the historian'svocabulary.1Since then it
has exerted a paradigmaticforce in explanations of the motivations
for, and responses to, various forms of popularaction. Pitted against
this has been the notion of political economy, most often presentedas
a subsequent(andeventuallytriumphant)ideologicaldevelopmentthat
was necessarily antitheticalto a moral economy. Together these two
models have served as fundamentalreference points around which
accounts of popularprotest and public policy have been constructed.
Recent explorationsinto past assumptionsregardingthe properfunctioningof the marketplacehave served to open this conventionalschematizationto debate. Thompson himself has once again entered the
fray with a furtherrefinementand restatementof his originalarguments
and a spiritedriposte to his critics.2The purposeof the followingessay
is to focus and further develop this debate in light of the author's

SUSAN BROWN is a postdoctoral fellow in the department of history at Dalhousie
University, Halifax. The author is most indebted to Joanna Innes for her insightful
criticisms provided during the writing of this article. The author is also grateful for the
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1 E. P.
Thompson, "The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth
Century," Past and Present, no. 50 (1971), pp. 76-136.
2 John Bohstedt, Riots and Community Politics in England and Wales, 1790-1810
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ongoing research into the City of London in the late eighteenth
century.
In seeking to loosen the constructs through which past economic
relations and ideologies have been characterized, this essay will concentrate on two main areas of enquiry. The first follows the work of
other historians in attempting to probe more deeply into the diverse
and often conflicting understandings of the marketplace articulated in
this period, thus revealing alternate possibilities in the interstices of
moral economy and political economy. The second as yet remains
relatively unexplored and concerns a series of assumptions as to who
might be expected to advocate these various conceptions of market
relations and why.
These issues will be highlighted in the following case study, which
examines the response of one particular body, the Corporation of London, to the scarcity crises of the late eighteenth century. In their attempts to grapple with the problems brought on by the poor harvests
of 1795 and 1800, London's aldermen and common councilmen were
concerned less with the question of poor relief and more with the
causes of the current high prices and, in particular, the question of the
regulation of the City's markets. At first glance, the subsistence crises
of the late eighteenth century appeared to have further fueled debate
between the adherents of Adam Smith, who would leave the market
to its own natural operations, and those who looked for solutions
within the framework of a moral economy and its attendant notions of
a fair price and a regulated marketplace. The clash between these
apparently competing positions manifested itself in the editorial columns of newspapers, parliamentary debates and the proceedings of
Commons select committees, pamphlets, and parish meetings, as well
as in the streets and markets themselves.
While the understandings of many of the participants in this debate
may well have been organized around the dichotomy of a regulated
versus an unregulated market, we should be cautious of depicting this
as a straightforward battle of a traditional moral economy in the face
of the modern tenets of political economy or, indeed, of equating regulated markets with a moral economy outlook.3 Rather, the policies
advocated by government ministers and those favored by the public
reflect a much broader and more flexible range of approachescertainly an examination of the corporation's proposals during these
years reveals a far less polarized set of attitudes.
Perceptions of the well-ordered marketplace also warrant probing
3 Thompsoncautions against this in

"The MoralEconomy Reviewed," p. 288.
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in terms of historians' assumptions as to what sorts of people were
likely to subscribe to each of these respective viewpoints. Given the
social composition of the governing bodies of the Corporation during
this period, a study of its recommendations will shed some light on
the place of the middling sort in relation to this framework of ideas.4
In doing so, it would be useful to think about the various roles taken
on by the City's aldermen, common councilmen, and liverymen in this
context, and in particular their own self-representations-as members
of the commercial interest, as consumers, and also as figures of authority in their position as magistrates, legislators, and police of the City
of London-and how this shaped their responses to soaring prices at
the end of the eighteenth century.
Before entering into an investigation of these questions, this essay
will first briefly review the subsistence crises of the late eighteenth
century and the reactions of Parliament, charities, and consumers
themselves. It will then proceed to outline the central role played by
the London food markets, particularly the corn exchange, in determining the price of provisions and the Corporation's jurisdiction over these
markets. Having sketched in this background, it will then turn to the
specific proposals put forward by the various Corporation committees.
Finally, it will consider these proposals in terms of the broader issues
mentioned above, namely, the self-perceptions and representations of
the middling sort and their relation to the "ideal types" of economic
and public policy advocated in the late eighteenth century.
I
Roger Wells has argued that the years 1794-96 and 1799-1801
were ones in which famine conditions prevailed in England, conditions
brought on by severe weather, poor harvests, and soaring food prices.5
The key commodity in both of these crises was grain. Localities competed ruthlessly against one another to secure a share of a dwindling
national stock. In 1795 blockades were established by the inhabitants
of various towns to prevent grain from being sold outside the local
markets, thus leading to a virtual collapse of regional and national
marketing systems. London bakers cried that the metropolis was bare
4 By using the phrase "middling sort," I am deliberately adopting a loose terminology in order to leave room for an exploration of the various identities subscribed to by
those who might be included under this broad category-anyone from the skilled artisan
to the financier.
5
Roger Wells, Wretched Faces: Famine in Wartime England, 1793-1801 (Gloucester, 1988).
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of flour. The price of a quartern loaf rose from approximately 7d. in
1794 to 12d. in 1795, and reached over 17d. in 1800.6 Many workingclass incomes did not even cover the costs of a subsistence diet.7
However, as the self-professed commentators from the middle classes
never tired of pointing out, it was not only the poor who suffered. The
burden of heavy wartime taxation and rising poor rates, in addition to
the high cost of provisions, was felt by those higher up the social scale
as well.
What then was the public response to these conditions? Let us
begin with the measures taken by William Pitt and his ministers. The
aims of the government's policies were twofold: they wanted to secure,
to the best of their ability, a steady supply of grain for the national
market through the encouragement of imports, and second, they
needed to maintain public order. The issue of public order was a major
concern for a government preoccupied during these years with the
suppression of popular radicalism and seditious activities of any kind.
In this context, the actions of a crowd assembling to demand cheap
bread could appear particularly threatening. The more paranoid ministerial loyalists suspected Jacobins of hoarding grain in order to foment
a popular uprising.
The government was engaged in a major public relations exercise
during these years. Several Commons select committees were established to enquire into the high price of corn, privy councillors announced their pledge to reduce the consumption of fine wheaten bread
in their families by one-third, and a royal proclamation was issued in
1800 appealing to the people to do likewise. Although the government
was anxious to avoid legislative compulsion, it did pass acts banning
the sale of hot bread and prohibiting the distillation of wheat, and in
December 1800 the Brown Bread Act (or Poison Act as it was dubbed
by an angry populace) was passed, forbidding the sale of fine wheaten
bread.8
Reductions in the consumption of wheat products were to be balanced by a program of wheat substitutes. The government sent out
directives to local officials urging the use of barley, peas, and potatoes
in any distribution of poor relief. These efforts at reforming the dietary
habits of the poor were supported by numerous charitable bodies,
6 John
Stevenson, Popular Disturbances in England, 1700-1870 (London, 1979), p.
92; Walter M. Stern, "The Bread Crisis in Britain, 1795-96," Economica 31 (1964):
168-87; T. R. Gourvish, "A Note on Bread Prices in London and Glasgow, 1788-1815,"
Journal of Economic History 30 (1970): 854-60.
7 Wells, Wretched Faces,
p. 60; L. D. Schwarz, "The Standard of Living in the
Long Run: London, 1700-1860," Economic History Review, 2d ser., 38 (1985): 39-41.
8 41 Geo. III, c. 16.
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who established soup kitchens throughout the metropolis. Newspapers
were inundated with the results of philanthropists' experiments with
mixed breads and wholesome soup and stew recipes. Such projects
received further publicity through the reports of the Society for Bettering the Condition of the Poor.9
These dietary reforms met with great resistance among consumers. Despite the urgings of philanthropists and poor relief officials, the
populace could not be convinced of the wholesomeness and tastiness
of a diet consisting of a "windy wash" of pea soup, rice pudding, and
coarse wholemeal bread.?1 Rejection of the government's plans for
dietary retrenchment stemmed largely from the popularly held conviction that the scarcity was primarily the result, not of poor harvests,
but of the profiteering practices of middlemen in the provisions trade.
Indeed, the belief in a real or an artificial scarcity was a pivotal issue
in determining social responses to the high price of provisions. The
government insisted that the scarcity was genuine and urged patience
and dietary economy, while many consumers demanded that those
guilty of the marketing malpractices of forestalling, regrating, and engrossing be brought to justice.
A brief review of these marketing offenses may be useful at this
point. Forestalling was the practice of buying up a commodity, or
intercepting it before it reached the open market. Regrating was buying
a commodity in a market only to sell it again in the same market on
the same day, or within a short period of time, in order to make a
quick profit. Engrossing was similar to hoarding, the buying up of a
commodity in order to hold it back from the market in hopes of forcing
up the price. All of these practices were forbidden under legislation
dating from the sixteenth century. This legislation was repealed in
1772, yet the practices arguably remained offenses under common law.
The ideal underlying this legislation was that produce should travel
uninterrupted from the farm to the open market and then to the consumer. The only justification for purchase was to improve a commodity
for use, to process it in some way, or to consume it in one's own
household.11 Obviously, this ideal was less practicable than ever in
9 J. R.
Poynter, Society and Pauperism: English Ideas on Poor Relief (London,
1969); D. T. Andrew, Philanthropy and Police: London Charity in the Eighteenth Century (Princeton, N.J., 1989); Reports of the Society for Bettering the Condition of the
Poor (London, 1798-1808).
10J. S. Girdler, Observations on the Pernicious Consequences of Forestalling, Regrating and Ingrossing (London, 1800).
11On
marketing offenses, see R. B. Westerfield, Middlemen in English Business
(1915; reprint, New York, 1968); C. R. Fay, The Corn Laws and Social England (Cambridge, 1932); D. G. Barnes, History of the English Corn Laws (London, 1930).
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the more complex distribution system of the late eighteenth-century
provisions trade. Yet the suspicion of wholesalers and middlemen as
speculators and profiteers remained deeply engrained. In the food riots
that erupted during these years of scarcity, crowds often directed their
attacks on the premises of persons suspected of these and other marketing offenses.
Such responses to rising food prices were not simply the reactions
of an economically "backward-looking mob" but represented a set of
beliefs shared by a broad cross section of society. Magistrates such as
Joseph Girdler published pamphlets condemning the evils of forestalling and regrating and offered rewards for prosecutions; The Times ran
campaigns in its pages calling for the vigorous prosecution of these
offenses. Lord Chief Justice Kenyon's announcement during the summer assizes of 1795 that forestalling and regrating were still indictable
under common law provided further legitimacy for the notion that
scarcity had been artificially created through the machinations of speculators and middlemen.12
In appealing to the laws regarding these marketing offenses, consumers were invoking what could be fairly described as a notion of
moral economy and its accompanying ideals regarding fair market
practices. This was a notion that, in many ways, clashed with the
government's conscious adoption of laissez-faire policies and its reluctance to intervene in the operations of the nation's internal markets.
Thus, when we turn to consider the Corporation of London's proposals
regarding the high price of provisions, we see that the issue of market
regulation cannot be consigned to the mere technicalities of local administration but was central to the public response to poverty during
these years of scarcity.

II
The jurisdiction of the Corporation of London in terms of the
provisions trade covered basically two important areas-market regulation and the assize of bread. Aldermen would be called on to exercise
their powers in both of these areas in the crises of 1795 and 1800. In
theory, the Corporation had jurisdiction over any markets established
within the square mile of the City and could order the suppression of
any market set up within seven miles of the City's boundaries. The
12
Girdler; The Times (February 27, March 10, July 28, December 27, 1800); Wells,
p. 84. Douglas Hay, in a forthcoming Past and Present article, considers the course of
arguments in the courts during this period regarding market regulation.
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two most important food markets managed by the Corporation were
the Billingsgate fish market and the Smithfield sheep and cattle market.13The Corporation's powers included control over the weights and
measures used in the markets and the charging of various tolls. Clerks
were employed by the Corporation to record the sales in each of the
markets and to prevent any malpractices. In the course of an investigation into the operations of salesmen at Smithfield market in 1786, it
became clear that the Corporation did not have sufficient powers to
curb certain abuses. Common councillors heard evidence from the
retail "cutting" butchers of Smithfield who complained of the wholesale "carcass" butchers' practice of meeting salesmen at informal cattle markets at such places outside the City as Knightsbridge and Islington, thereby intercepting the cattle and preventing them from reaching
the open market at Smithfield. They also accused "jobbers" of buying
from salesmen on one side of the market and selling again on the
other.14 Despite a letter received from Arthur Young that admonished
the committee that "perfect freedom of trade" was the only means of
securing lower prices, and that "all corporations and all companies
are mounds raised against freedom of trade and consequently public
nuisances," the committee concluded that what was required was
tighter market controls. The cause of the high price of meat in 1786
was clear: "the great number of salesmen, jobbers, carcase butchers
and others who buy cattle of all kinds and sell the same again in and
near the markets of the City tends to multiply the profits between the
grazier and the consumer and to enhance the prices to the latter by
throwing the supply of the metropolis entirely into the hands of the
middle buyer to the great injury of the grazier, the butcher and the
public."15 The Corporation applied to the House of Commons for an
act to better regulate Smithfield market, appealing for the revival of
"the Laws which the Wisdom and experience of our Ancestors had
found necessary to prevent Forestalling and Regrating." The proposed
legislation did not make it through the House, however. While this
committee of 1786 predates the crises, it reveals the Corporation's
13 See [P. E.
Jones], The Corporation of London: Its Origins, Constitution, Powers
and Duties (London, 1950), pp. 135-48; Alexander Pulling, A Practical Treatise on the
Laws, Customs and Regulations of the City of London (London, 1842), p. 403; notes
relating to city markets, Corporation of London Record Office (CLRO) Misc. MSS 90.8;
Alchin's Market Collection, CLRO 113A.
14Resolutions of master butchers at a meeting at the Nag's Head Tavern, August
1, 1786, CLRO MSS 353.2.
15 Minutes and
papers of the Committee regarding the High Price of Provisions and
the Control of Markets, 1786-88, CLRO MSS 118.2.
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stance on marketing practices at this time and ultimately the limits of
its abilities to prevent marketing offenses.
The Corporation had let it be known where it stood when it came
to those who sought to speculate in a commodity as precious as the
roast beef of old England. However, in the crisis years of 1795 and
1800, it was bread that was the central issue. While their ability to
regulate the fish and livestock markets was restricted, the Corporation
had even less control over the London corn market.
The London corn exchange at Mark Lane (near what is now
Fenchurch Street station) had been established in the mid-eighteenth
century as a private enterprise. It replaced to a certain extent the
former riverside markets at Queenhithe and Bear Quay. In fact, the
new market was not a market at all in the legal sense of the term,
where goods were displayed openly and sold, but was a corn exchange,
where grain was sold by sample by corn factors. Corn factors sold
grain on commission for farmers or other dealers, and their function
was similar to that of a modern stockbroker. By the end of the eighteenth century, the control of the corn exchange lay in the hands of
fourteen corn factors, who were virtually able to determine the price
of wheat for the whole country due to London's pivotal role in the
national grain market.16
Bakers often complained that the increased centralization of the
corn trade and the practice of selling by sample meant that one was
unable to determine the actual supply of corn, leaving the market open
to manipulation by an oligopoly of powerful middlemen. There was
little the Corporation of London could do to interfere in the operations
of the Mark Lane corn exchange. First of all, it was a private enterprise
in which the Corporation had no controlling interest; second, it was
an exchange rather than a proper market and thus fell outside the
ambit of the Corporation's jursidiction.
Where the Corporation could intervene in the grain trade, at least
to a certain extent, was in setting the price of bread through the mechanism of the assize. The legislation governing the assize of bread originated in the thirteenth century and had been subject to much tinkering
until it was finally abolished in the nineteenth century. The assize
allowed the prices of loaves of various qualities and weights to be
altered according to the current price of wheat. The assize was set by
16Pulling,p. 405; J. Chartres,"The Marketingof AgriculturalProduce,"in Agrarian Change,ed. J. Thirsk,vol. 5, pt. 2., of TheAgrarianHistoryof Englandand Wales,
ed. H. P. R. Finberg(Cambridge,1985),pp. 406-502; ParliamentaryPapers, 1801, vol.
2, SeventhReport of House of CommonsSelect Committeeon the Corn Trade.
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the lord mayor or J.P.s, and in calculating the price of bread they were
to allow the baker a reasonable profit. Such a policy had in mind the
needs of the consuming population and embodied the notion of the
baker as a servant of the community in receipt of a public allowance.
Throughout the late eighteenth century, bakers complained to the lord
mayor that the allowance was inadequate. Furthermore, they argued,
it was unfair to fix the profits of the baker if the miller was able to sell
flour at whatever price he pleased. While bakers were bound by the
price of wheat, they were unprotected against changes in the price of
flour. Attempts were made by the lord mayor and aldermen to set the
assize according to the price of flour instead of on wheat, but these
proved unsuccessful. Time and time again the issue of regulating the
milling trade would be raised in the debates over the high price of
provisions at the end of the century.17
The above discussion has pointed to both the extent and limitations of the Corporation's jurisdiction over the City's provisions trade.
In those markets where it did have jurisdiction, its role was mainly
that of recording the daily sales and collecting tolls. The infrastructure
broke down when it came to policing the markets. There was little
magistrates could do if those it employed to supervise the markets
were turning a blind eye to marketing offenses or even actively colluding with profiteers. Its consumer protection policy in the form of the
assize of bread was obviously limited in that the mayor could not set
the price arbitrarily-it was ultimately linked in some way to the going
price of wheat or flour. Nevertheless, it was the perception of the role
of the Corporation as having some kind of control over the markets
that led the populace to appeal to them to intervene in times of scarcity. Let us now turn to the particular measures that the Corporation
attempted to adopt during the subsistence crises of 1795 and 1800.

III
The high price of provisions was a prominent item on the agenda
when Common Council met in early 1795. In the vociferous debates
surrounding the question of whether Common Council would petition
the king for a speedy peace with France, the ruinous effect of the war
on the economy was a recurrent theme. The matter dominated the
hustings during a City by-election in March and was a motivating factor
17 S. Webb and B.
Webb, "The Assize of Bread," Economic Journal 54 (1904):
196-208; Sylvia Thrupp, The Worshipful Company of Bakers: A Short History (London,
1933); A. S. C. Ross, "The Assize of Bread," Economic History Review 2 (1956/57):
332-41.
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in the gathering of 5,000 liverymen together to draw up a petition for
peace.18 The matter was tackled head on in May when Common Council established a committee to inquire into the current high prices. The
lord mayor, Thomas Skinner, was particularly active, conducting his
own investigation into the practice of forestalling at Smithfield market.
The mayor wrote to Portland, the home secretary, with recommendations for stricter regulation of the cattle market, but his proposals
were rejected. Other measures that councillors came up with included
offering bounties for fish brought to Billingsgate market and opening
a subscription to subsidize the cost of bread for the poor. There was
a suggestion that all corporation dinners be discontinued for the next
year, but this was quickly voted down-there were limits to councillors' willingness to sacrifice.19
As subscriptions for bread for the poor began to come in, the lord
mayor and the four City M.P.s were summoned to a meeting of the
Privy Council. The Corporation's plan to subsidize bread had met with
alarm amongst the privy councillors. They claimed that such a measure
would only encourage consumption of bread and thus further raise the
price. The Privy Council suggested instead that the money raised be
used to purchase relief for the poor in the form of wheat substitutespeas, rice, and potatoes. The lord mayor was concerned to make it
clear that such measures that sought to tamper with the customary
diets of the poor originated from government and not from aldermen
and common councilmen. At the same time, government ministers
were anxious that the implementation of such unpopular policies be
left to local authorities. The ministerial proposals were eventually
agreed to by Common Council, but they made it explicit in their final
report that they had been instructed to use substitutes for wheaten
bread.20
The Privy Council continued to summon the mayor and city M.P.s
throughout 1795 in order to consider means of reducing the consumption of wheat. What privy councillors had in mind was some means
whereby the populace could be induced to give up their fine wheaten
loaves and eat a coarser loaf of bread, thus stretching the flour used.
This was a particularly delicate issue as Londoners of all classes were
18Morning Chronicle, January 24, 1795; Common Hall Book, vol. 9, fol. 50.
19Minutes of the Committee to Consider the Best Means of
Reducing the High
Price of Provisions, 1795, CLRO Misc. MSS 113.3.
20 "Minutes of Evidence taken before the Lords of His Majesty's Most Honourable
Privy Council respecting the Stock of Grain in this Country" (1795), in House of Commons Sessional Papers of the Eighteenth Century, ed. S. Lambert (Wilmington, Del.,
1975), 99:46; Common Council Journal (CCJ), vol. 75, fols. 238, 239.
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notorious for their refusal to eat anything but the finest white bread.
The Privy Council left the matter in the hands of the aldermen, asking
them if they could find some way around the assize laws that would
allow the baker a sufficient profit on the sale of coarser breads.21
In addition to their consultations with the Privy Council, the four
City M.P.s, Aldermen William Curtis, William Lushington, Watkin
Lewes, and John William Anderson, were all appointed to the Commons Select Committee on the high price of corn. They met throughout
the months of November and December 1795 and concluded, unsurprisingly, that the best course of action lay in encouraging imports of
corn and the consumption of coarser mixed bread and wheat substitutes.22
Meanwhile, a committee of aldermen continued to struggle with
the arcane assize tables in an effort to allow bakers a larger profit from
the sale of wholemeal bread. In the end, they declared themselves
unable to discover on what principles the regulation of the assize was
founded and simply gave up. In the course of their investigations,
however, the inexplicably large differential between the price of wheat
and the price of flour became clear. The finger of suspicion pointed at
the profiteering practices of millers.23
The new lord mayor, William Curtis, one of the largest manufacturers of sea biscuit in the metropolis and therefore knowledgeable
(and obviously self-interested) about the workings of the corn trade,
declared the returns for the price of flour "false and scandalous."
Because of this, he proceeded to set the assize of bread from the price
of wheat rather than from the price of flour, as had been the practice
for several years past. He made himself quite unpopular with the Worshipful Company of Bakers (whose members were not ordinary bakers
but rather the more powerful interests in the corn and flour trades)
when he ordered a sudden lowering of the assize, claiming the price
of flour to be excessively and artificially high, refusing to pass this
cost on to the consumer.
In September of 1796 when a plentiful harvest had ended the shortage of grain, Curtis was instrumental in establishing a committee
whose lengthy title explained their basic aims and assumptions: "the
committee to enquire into the causes of the present high price of flour,
notwithstanding the great plenty of grain at this time, and to report to
21CCJ, vol. 75, fols. 244-46.
22Journals
of the House of Commons, vol. 51, pp. 19, 92, 197, 206-13.
23 Minutes of the Court of Aldermen Committee to Consider the Assize of
Bread,
1795, CLRO Sm. MS box 4, no. 7.
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the Court of Common Council the best remedy in their judgement for
removing so oppressive an evil." The committee interviewed Samual
Wyatt, the former manager of the Albion Flour Mills, a cooperative
mill that had burned down in 1791.24 Wyatt reported that when the
mills had been operational the price of flour was lower than that of
wheat, but after the mills were destroyed the price of flour rose above
that of wheat. The committee concluded that the prime cause of the
high price of flour was the lack of sufficient numbers of mills within
the vicinity of the metropolis, which had allowed a few millers to
establish a virtual monopoly over the trade. The committee proceeded
to call in well-known metropolitan millers and corn factors and put
to them the question, Would the establishment of public mills create
increased competition amongst millers and thereby reduce the price of
flour? Charles Pratt, the former master of the Bakers Company, and
a wealthy miller, replied that the mills would be of little public utility.
Claude Scott, the most powerful corn factor in the country, thought
that the mills might well lower prices, but this would in the end only
serve to starve London, by diverting wheat to markets where it could
fetch a higher price. The committee dismissed these replies as selfinterested and concluded that the most effectual means of lowering
the price of flour would be to encourage competition by establishing
public mills on the banks of the Thames.25
The Corporation began negotiations for the purchase of the premises of the former Albion Mills, which extended over several years.
The purpose of the new establishment was laid out as follows: "to
obtain for the poor the great necessary of life, bread, at a fair and
reasonable price without at the same time depriving the miller of a fair
and reasonable profit or injuring any person concerned in the corn
trade."26
The scheme met with great resistance from London's millers. At
a meeting held in June 1800, they declared that the new public mills
would destroy the smaller mills and establish a monopoly over the
trade. They were anxious to assure the public that "no speculation,
artifice, fraud or combination can now affect the markets as the supplies come to the metropolis by so many channels, and from so many
persons unknown to one another, that the wheat ... is bought at the
24 J.
Tann, "Co-operative Corn Milling," Agricultural History Review 28 (1980):
45-57; 0. A. Westworth, "Albion Steam Flour Mills," Economic History (1932):
380-95.
25 CLRO Misc. MSS 113.3.
26Minutes of the Committee for Erecting Public Mills, 1798-1803, CLRO Misc.
MSS 119.2.
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cheapest rate, the interest of the millers being the check between the
grower and the consumer for keeping down the prices."27 Despite
the millers protestations, the public remained unconvinced. The London Company for the Manufacture of Flour and Bread was eventually
established, but the Corporation appears to have had no controlling
interest in it, although several aldermen owned shares in the enterprise.28
Many of the Corporation's policies during 1795 (those urging
wheat substitutes and dietary economy) were formulated in accordance with central government directives. With the onset of a second
subsistence crisis in 1800, marked by even sharper price rises, the
Corporation set out on a more independent path in terms of its proposals. While the city chamberlain did contribute ?1,000 to the City's
recently established soup kitchens (which met with the approval of
ministers as part of their program of dietary retrenchment), the Corporation also embarked on a new round of investigations into marketing
offenses.29

In April of 1800, a new committee was set up "to consider the
present extravagantly high price of every necessary article for human
sustenance." They interviewed Daniel Sharpe, the clerk for Smithfield
market, about the practices of regrating jobbers and forestalling salesmen. Sharpe consequently found himself the object of insults both at
the market and at his home from butchers "who said he ought not to
give out information and ought to assist them in keeping the market
up and not to lower it."30 In May the committee reported that it would
be directing the city solicitor to prosecute vigorously those guilty of
"the nefarious practice of regrating in Smithfield Market."31
The committee's findings received further support from the widely
publicized trials in February and July of Samuel Waddington for forestalling hops and John Rusby for regrating oats.32 Rusby was one of
the objects of bread riots that raged through the capital in September
of 1800 on a scale not seen since the Gordon riots of 1780. On the
night of Saturday, September 13, placards appeared in the Mark Lane
27

Representation of the millers in the vicinity of London (London, 1800).
28CLRO Misc. MSS 119.2;
Parliamentary History, vol. 35, col. 455; Parliamentary
Papers, 1801, vol. 1, pt. 1, "Account presented to the House of Commons from the
London Company for the Manufacture of Flour, Meal and Bread."
29CCJ, vol. 79, fol. 60.
30 Minutes and
papers of the Committee to Enquire into the High Price of Provisions, 1800-1802, CLRO MSS 94.24.
31 Report of the committee on the High Price of Provisions, 1801, CLRO, Papers,
Accounts, Reports, bk. 2, fol. 295.
32 Wells
(n. 5 above), p. 86; Girdler (n. 10 above).
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corn exchange and on the monument exhorting the populace: "Fellow
countrymen, how long will you quietly and cowardly suffer yourselves
to be thus imposed upon and half starved by a set of mercenary slaves
and government hirelings? Can you still suffer them to proceed in their
extensive monopolies and you families are crying for food? No! Let
them exist not a day longer. Ye are the sovereignty. Rouse them from
you lethargy and meet at the Corn Market on Monday."33 On Monday
the fifteenth several thousand people gathered at Mark Lane. The lord
mayor, Harvey Christian Combe, attempted to address the crowd,
urging them to disperse, but was met with cries of "Bread, bread, give
us bread and don't starve us!" The crowds continued to roam the
streets, attacking the premises of notorious provisions merchants.
Rusby (the regrator) had his house sacked by the rioters. Tensions
rose as the rioting continued over the next week. Lord Mayor Combe
came under increasing pressure from the home secretary, who urged
more arrests and less tolerance of the rioters. While ministers were
convinced of a Jacobin plot, Combe, a Foxite whig, was "unable to
discover any concert or system in the tumult." Combe's moderation
in the deployment of troops won him popular acclamation once the
riots died down.34
In the wake of the riots the Corporation posted notices reminding
the public of their vigilance in prosecuting marketing offenses and
requested that any information be sent to the city solicitor, who would
keep the names of informants secret. Two weeks later Common Council petitioned the king, praying that he convene Parliament immediately
in order to consider "the enormous high price of provisions." At the
same time, they assured His Majesty of their attachment to the constitution and their efforts to discourage tumultuous and disorderly proceedings.35
Parliament was eventually recalled in October and another inquiry
into the high price of corn was begun as a means of "quieting men's
minds and checking erroneous opinions," as Pitt noted privately. The
committee (of which no City representatives were members) recapitulated the government's former recommendations regarding wheat substitutes and concluded that the success of such measures "depends
upon the voluntary efforts of the people ... [and] ... the uninterrupted
circulation and unchecked activity of commerce."36
33Court of Aldermen Repertory (CA Rep) 204, CLRO, fol. 412.
34 CCJ, vol. 79, fols. 197-99; CA Rep 204, fols. 414-33; Wells, pp. 120-32.
35CCJ, vol. 79, fols. 215-16.
36 Wells, p. 243; "Sixth Report from the Committee to Consider the High Price of
Provisions" (1800), in House of Commons Sessional Papers, 131:438.
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In the CommonsPitt warnedM.P.s of fallingin with "the feelings
of a misguided,deluded, and in many instances, of an inflamedpopulace." He argued that if the punishment of unfair market dealings
interferedwith the course of trade, then it would be best to let them
pass wholly unpunished. It was a view shared by ministerialistsand
oppositionalike. The Foxite CharlesGrey repliedthat "He trustedthat
no attemptswould be made to regulatecommerceby penal statutes, to
fetter its course by narrow restrictions, to subject its operations to
partiallimitations. He hoped that the utmost freedom would be given
to speculationand enterprise."37
In response to the recommendationsof the Commonsselect committee, the Corporationissued the results of its own investigations.
In many respects, they were diametricallyopposed to those of the
government.In the Corporation'sopinion, "a legislative interference
[in the corn trade and markets] was absolutely necessary to remedy
the evils so justly complained of." Although they admittedof some
difference of opinion on the matter, it was agreed that some kind of
parliamentaryregulationof middlemenandjobbers was required.38
The various proposals advanced by the Corporationto tackle the
high prices of provisions can be briefly characterizedas follows-in
1795/96, under pressure from governmentdirectives, they reluctantly
advocated the policies of noninterventionin the marketplaceand dietary retrenchment;when left to their own devices in the face of the
even higher prices of 1800, aldermen and common councilmen preferred to combat the crisis by concentratingtheir energies on tighter
marketregulationand the exposure of unfairprofits.

IV
Before consigningthese policies to one of only two idealizedcategories, some consideration of the categories themselves is in order.
In some respects, comparisons between moral economy and political
economy are problematic-the two are not simply the obverse sides
of the same coin. Rather, one could be more accuratelydescribed as
a mode of collective behavior, a popular consensus as to legitimate
marketingpractices; the other the product of a more self-consciously
theoreticalenquiry. In fact, it was on this very distinctionthat many
of the debates on the merits of marketregulationturned.A commonly
held view was that governmentministers, out of touch with the actual
37Parliamentary History, vol. 35, cols. 789, 793.
38CLRO PAR bk. 2, 295.
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practices in the nation's markets, were attempting to impose unworkable policies derived solely from an abstract understanding of the marketplace. It was precisely this theoretical aspect of the political economy position that was the target of frequent criticism. In a letter to
the editor of The Times, "Civis" reported on the conniving practices
of middlemen in the marketplace and demanded, "From these views
of the question Sir, I ask what becomes of the fine spun theories of
'the necessity of preserving the freedom of commerce, etc.' The above
facts no committee of parliament will ever arrive at, unless they alter
their mode of examining witnesses. Men of large concerns and fortunes
in the trade only are examined ... So firmly are the great body of the
people persuaded, from experience, that these practices exist, that no
eloquence will efface the impression ... It requires more than eloquent
declamation or ingenious theories to beat down 'the evidence of the
facts.'"39 Whether the kind engaged in by economic theorists or the
marketplace variant practiced by corn factors, speculation was continually singled out for condemnation. Proponents of nonintervention also
claimed to be basing their arguments on the facts but sought to further
legitimize their claims by appealing to the authority of Dr. Smith as a
means of countering the prejudices and erroneous opinions of a deluded populace.
While the concepts of a moral economy and political economy
may not correlate precisely as antitheses, it is nonetheless possible
and worthwhile to compare the two in terms of the economic, moral,
and social assumptions they each embody. A closer inspection of the
aims of the various government and corporation committees suggests
a more complicated relation between these two economic models.40
On balance, it would appear that the Corporation's policies can
be located within the framework of a moral economy. Yet their aim
in recommending more vigorous regulation of the markets was to ensure that they would operate in a free and open manner. Likewise, the
proposals for public mills arose from a desire to undercut the monopoly
of the millers, thus creating more competition and lowering prices. At
first sight such policies seem in accordance with the tenets of the new
laissez-faire philosophy advocated by Pitt and his ministers. Although
the aims may have been those of a free market, the means of achieving
those aims were antithetical to the doctrines of Adam Smith. It was
39The Times (December 27, 1800).

40 In "The Moral
Economy of the English Crowd" (n. 1 above), p. 91, Thompson

himself suggests that in practice the eighteenth-century corn trade offered empirical
verification for neither "pure" model of market relations.
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certainly possible, as I. Hont and M. Ignatieff have pointed out, for
traditionalists to argue their position on the same grounds as their
political economy opponents. Furthermore, it should be remembered
that implicit in the idea of moral economy was the understanding that
prices would be determined by the state of supply at the market-it
was middlemen and speculators who interrupted this supply and distorted the ideal of a free and open market.41
It may be fruitful to approach the arguments over market practices
in terms of the contested meaning of free trade. Those who campaigned
for renewed legislation against forestallers and regrators were seeking
interventionary measures that would create the conditions in which
the invisible hand could operate. Their calls for "ajust and free competition" highlighted conflicting perceptions of property rights and the
limits of state intervention. While government ministers resisted the
implementation of price controls and regulatory laws as breaches
against the sacred nature of private property, supporters of such measures claimed that "individuals have only a qualified property in articles of general use and necessity. . . . The public safety supersedes
every private privilege, and the first duty of a government is to feed
its people. The whole corn of the kingdom, in the first instance, is the
property of the grower; but it is a qualified property, for it is not to be
withheld from the people."42
To opponents of laissez-faire market philosophies, it was the middleman who was guilty of illegitimate intervention and violation of the
natural operations of the market: "It is evident that man has as much
a natural right to feed on the products of the earth on which he inhabits ... as he has to breathe the air or see the light of heaven; therefore,
all UNDUEinterference of property in the transit of provisions from the
grower to the consumer is a violation of the rights of nature and contrary to the implied conditions of property, which being the offspring
of society must be subservient to its general benefit."43
But just how freely were markets allowed to operate under the
policies put forward by the advocates of nonintervention? The government's plans for dietary retrenchment could be seen as simply another
way of manipulating the market. This was regulation and intervention
41I. Hont and M.
Ignatieff,"Needs and Justice in the Wealthof Nations," in their
Wealthand Virtue:The Shaping of Political Economy in the Scottish Enlightenment
(Cambridge,1983),p. 15; Wells (n. 5 above), p. 80.
42The Times(August 1, 1800).
43 The Times (December 27, 1800). While most "interventionist"commentators
agreedthat the state had the right to ensure a fair price for articles of sustenance,the
communitarianemphasisof this letter is unusual.
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from the consumption side of the equation and was greatly resented
by consumers themselves. Londoners who considered themselves victims of the Brown Bread Act certainly felt that their customary diets
were the object of undue government interference. Customer choice,
at least for the lower orders, had yet to be enshrined as a key doctrine
in the laissez-faire creed.
Thus, at the level of policy implementation the boundaries between these two apparently opposing positions might well be shifting
ones-those policies that one might want to identify as part of a moral
economy shared some of the aims of the free market, and those that
might be seen to arise from political economy contained a not insignificant element of intervention themselves. However, it would seem
that the crucial differences between the notions of moral economy and
political economy were the conceptions of social relations that lay
behind them-on the one hand, a "traditional" social order, marked
by paternalism and the fulfillment of certain duties, on the other, a
vision of society much more geared to the needs of industrial capitalism, rejecting the old bonds of mutual obligation in favor of those of
self-help and independence.
If these conceptions of social relations are taken as our criteria,
how then might we evaluate the position of the Corporation and that
of the government? John Bohstedt in his study of riots in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries suggests that neither the social structure nor the ideological climate of London was conducive to
the notion of moral economy. Urban alienation, he argues, disrupted
traditional social relations-"cavalry
and soup kitchens stood in for
compromise and patronage." Wells has claimed that urban authorities
tended to react to popular protest by publicizing their determination
to protect salesmen and their property. This portrait of urban disaffection is further reinforced by Thompson's depiction of the latter years
of the eighteenth century as a period in which government repression
and the triumph of the new ideology of political economy combined
to rupture relations between paternalist authorities and the crowd.44
The social disequilibrium suggested by these accounts does not
appear to have manifested itself in the City to the same degree. In
fact, it could be argued that the older, more settled neighborhood of the
City of London was distinguished from the surrounding and expanding
metropolis by its dense network of social relations that allowed for
more effective bargaining between the crowd and authorities and a
44Bohstedt (n. 2 above), pp. 208-9, 99; Wells, p. 178; Thompson, "The Moral
Economy of the English Crowd," p. 129.
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stronger culture of community politics.45 The reaction of the City's
magistrates to popular protests against high prices was not motivated
solely by a desire to maintain order, nor can their assurances to prosecute forestallers be dismissed as merely "thinly disguised self-preservation."46 The proposals for tighter market regulation advanced by
London's aldermen together with their conduct toward food rioters
suggest that the City's authorities were still able to "speak the language of the crowd" and shared with them certain assumptions as to
illegitimate marketing practices.47 As was evidenced by the response
of Lord Mayor Combe to the September 1800 riots, the corporation
authorities were well aware of the need to balance the protection of
property with the rigorous prosecution of profiteers. Combe, well
known for his opposition to the war and active in promoting legislation
against forestalling and regrating, was hailed "for that rare but salutary
and noble union of WISDOMand COURAGE, and of JUSTICEwith CLEMENCY,
which he displayed during the late disturbances from the scarcity of
corn, and for which his name deserves to be recorded in the annals of
our history as the FRIENDof the POOR... and a MAGISTRATE
who consecrated the legal exercise of POWER by the most amiable feelings of
HUMANITY."48

In the familiarcommunity of the City, there remained

scope for paternalist, reciprocal relations between the populace and
local politicians.
What, then, were the assumptions regarding the ideal social order
underlying the government's policies? Despite their claims that their
policies were in accordance with the sound principles of political economy, one must be cautious of assuming that ministers were therefore
rejecting a vision of social relations that has come to be associated
with a moral economy. While no doubt the economic recipes for soup
disseminated by the government and charitable bodies were meant to
inculcate a sense of thrift and self-help in the poor, the operations of
soup kitchens throughout the metropolis retained a strong sense of
paternalism. Similarly, the various proclamations issued during these
years, urging the wealthy to abstain from fine wheaten bread and other
45 Bohstedt, p. 209, following on from George Rude, "The Growth of Cities and
Popular Revolt, 1750-1850," in French Government and Society, 1500-1850, ed. J. F.
Bosher (London, 1973), pp. 172, 190, acknowledges that the City of London may have
been an exception to this typology of urban social relations.
46 R. B. Rose, in his pioneering article "Eighteenth Century Price Riots and Public
Policy in England," International Review of Social History 6 (1961): 291, suggests that
burgess magistrates were primarily concerned with the maintenance of public order;
Bohstedt, p. 48.
47Bohstedt, p. 94.
48Guildhall Library, London, Noble Collection, "Combe."
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wheat products such as hair powder, appealed to a sense of community
of interest and were suggestive, at least at the level of publicly expressed intention, of a willingness to undergo a mutual (albeit unequal)
privation, along with the poor. Proponents of a traditional moral economy certainly had no monopoly on paternalism as a model of social
relations. However, paternalism is an extremely malleable concept,
encompassing a broad range of competing social agendas.49 A substantial gulf existed between the lord of the manor distributing corn to the
poor at his gate and the efforts of charities such as the Society for
Bettering the Condition of the Poor, which sought to recreate an idealized face-to-face relationship between urban philanthropists and the
laboring poor. This new variant of paternalism advocated moral intervention while at the same time promoting the values of economic individualism, thrift, and self-help.50 Far from a demoralized theory of
trade, political economy was imbued with its own moral codes.
Several historians have already pointed in this direction. A. W.
Coats notes that "classical economics, as a body of systematic socioeconomic analysis, itself represented a vision of a 'new moral order.' "
Similarly, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese reminds us that any economics is
an ideology and that "neither traditional paternalism nor classical liberalism could have maintained their respective hegemonies for so long
without a plausible moral base."51 In The Age of Atonement, Boyd
Hilton analyzes the evangelical ethos through which ideas of political
economy were articulated. His work not only serves as a useful corrective to Thompson's depiction of political economy as "disinfested of
intrusive moral imperatives"52 but pushes the entire debate one step
further by pointing to the fact that not only was political economy
replete with its own set of values, it could be marshaled into an overtly
religious program of morality.
This raises the question, How moral was the moral economy?
Thompson's use of the term, while implying a body of social norms
49 John Seed, "Unitarianism, Political Economy and the Antinomies of Liberal Culture in Manchester, 1830-1850," Social History 7 (1982): 25, argues that paternalist
elements were not alien to middle-class culture. For an insightful discussion of the
varieties of paternalism in early nineteenth-century thought, see David Eastwood, "Robert Southey and the Intellectual Origins of Romantic Conservatism," English Historical
Review 104 (1989): 308-31.
50See Boyd Hilton, The Age of Atonement (Oxford, 1988), 87, 91-92, 98.
51A. W.
Coats, "Contrary Moralities: Plebs, Paternalists and Political Economists," Past and Present, no. 54 (1972), pp. 130-33; E. Fox-Genovese, "The Many
Faces of Moral Economy: A Contribution to a Debate," Past and Present, no. 58 (1973),
pp. 161-68.
52Hilton; Thompson, "The Moral Economy of the English Crowd" (n. 1 above),
p. 90.
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and obligations, does not carry with it any sense of religious or programmatic morality. Although for a long time the moral economy was
sanctioned by the church, this type of religious reinforcement should
be distinguished from an evangelical crusade against commercial transgressions. One can certainly find those whose campaigns against forestallers and other middlemen were driven by a sense of the sinfulness
of the offense. Lord Chief Justice Kenyon, in the widely publicized
trial of Rusby for regrating, pronounced that not only humanity but
religion demanded that such offenses be punished.53 Similarly, aldermen and councillors denounced as "evil" practices that served to create an artificial scarcity, but this is not necessarily proof of a religiously
inspired mission against jobbers and speculators. While there is evidence of evangelical connections among the active members of the
various Corporation committees on high prices, it does not go very far
in explaining their interest in a moral economy since, as Hilton points
out, either a moral economy or a political economy outlook could
coexist with a strong moral and religious line.54

V
Given the need for a careful handling of the terms moral economy
and political economy, how might one account for the proposals advanced by the Corporation? Just as the suppositions that have accumulated around these two concepts are open to question, so historians'
assumptions as to who might be expected to espouse a particular brand
of social and economic policy warrant further probing. The role of the
middling sort common councillors in formulating policies of market
intervention sits most uneasily with the models employed by historians
up to now. The main actors in Thompson's model of the moral economy are paternalist gentry and rebellious plebians. (Aldermen, as magistrates, seem to fit more easily into Thompson's model as paternalist
figures of authority.) While Thompson allows a role for sympathetic
urban professionals or occasionally large employers of labor, the moti53Girdler(n. 10 above), p. 255.
54 Thomas Dornford, an activist on the committee for public mills, came from a
strongMethodistbackground;AldermanPaul Lemesurier,who chairedthe 1786committeeon abuses at Smithfieldmarket,was a memberof boththe Society for Propagating
the Gospel and the Society for Betteringthe Conditionof the Poor (SBCP;thoughthe
SBCP fits into Hilton's laissez-faireschool of evangelicalism);and AldermanThomas
Cadell, who led the inquiryinto the exorbitantprofits of metropolitanmillers, was a
directorof the FoundlingHospital. See JosiahDornford,Some Memoirsof the Life and
Death of Mrs Eleanor Dornford, 2d ed. (London, 1805);Andrew (n. 9 above), app.
s.v. "MajorDonors."
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vations of the middle classes are not the subject of any sustained analysis. In the main, the middle classes enter the scene as villains of the
piece (middlemen and monopolizers) or as proselytizers of the new
political economy. Dale Williams has suggested the need to set up a
triangular model of gentry, middling sorts, and labor. Yet he too locates the interests of the middle classes in opposition to those of rioting
consumers.55 Wells asserts that the debates over scarcity and the culpability of middlemen actually spawned conflicts among the middle
classes and militated against any kind of middle-class consciousness.56
In approaching this issue, it would perhaps be useful to set aside
any assumptions of class identity on the part of London's governors,
leaving open the possibilities of shifting self-representations of aldermen and councillors in different contexts. In casting about for a sense
of the self-understandings of London's common councillors, an obvious point of departure would seem to be occupational categories.57
Although clearly an inadequate gauge of class consciousness, occupational identity does provide some indication of councillors' positions
in the social and economic order. In general, they were representative
of the social composition of the Common council as a whole during
this period-dominated by retailers, manufacturers, and tradesmen.
An identification with the commercial and manufacturing interests
was particularly evident in the various Corporation petitions to Parliament that sought to link the question of scarcity to the ongoing war
with France. Councillor Robert Waithman, in his pamphlet of 1800
entitled War Proved to be the Real Cause of the Present Scarcity,
argued that war increased the wealth and power of a small elite of
placemen, financiers, and contractors while depressing the situation of
the middle classes through heavy wartime taxation. The great mass
of the taxpaying public, in funding the national debt, was effectively
providing the interest payments for a small body of stockholders. Pitt's
new income tax came under heavy criticism for failing to discriminate
between those who had permanent wealth in the forms of land or funds
and those whose incomes were fluctuating and uncertain.58
55
Thompson, "The Moral Economy of the English Crowd"; D. Williams, "Morals,
Markets and the English Crowd in 1766," Past and Present, no. 104 (1984), pp. 56-73.
56 Wells
(n. 5 above), p. 328.
57
Going through the lists of the more active members of the Corporation's provisions committees, one finds a stationer, haberdasher, laceman, wax chandler, and attorney. Few committee members had any direct interest in the provisions trade themselves
though a tea broker, a grocer, and two seedsmen can be identified among the activists.
See CLRO Misc. MSS 118.2, 113.3, 119.2, 94.24, and the following London trade directories: Kent's (London, 1782-1800), Lowndes's (London, 1784, 1796), Universal British
(London, 1791).
58 Robert Waithman, War Proved to be the Real Cause of the Present Scarcity
(London, 1800).
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Underlying these criticisms was a particular conception of social
order-one which did to a certain extent see society in terms of competing interests-the landed, monied, and commercial. The propensity, of councillors especially, to view their interests as opposed to
those of the monied men may have been accentuated by the peculiar
social composition of the Corporation's governing bodies. Despite the
role of the Corporation as a powerful authority in the City-then, as
now, the banking and financial center of London-stockholders and
financiers were greatly underrepresented in the Court of Aldermen and
Common Council.
This particular vision of social order emerges in the Corporation's
conclusions as to the causes of the high price of provisions. In addition
to the "nefarious practices of forestalling and regrating," the 1801
committee cited "the two considerable consolidation and consequent
enlargement of farms" and "the great increase of the country banks,
and the inundation of their paper, by which the farmer and the grazier
are enabled to raise an artificial capital on the credit of their crop . ..
and thereby feed the market as suits their avarice or convenience."
Thus, "the character of the farmer is lost in that of the speculator and
monopolist, to the great injury of the public."59 Repeatedly, committees took the side of the small retailer against the powerful salesmen
and middlemen. Thus, corn factors and cattle salesmen were thrown
together with stockjobbers and placemen in the catalogue of national
evils.
Does such a conception of social order mean, therefore, as Wells
would argue, that we cannot talk about the middle classes in this debate but only of particular interests? Did the issue of scarcity divide
the middle classes against themselves more than it consolidated them?
What this essay attempts to explain is how it was possible for the
middling sort who composed the City's governing bodies to have these
commitments to a moralized conception of the economy, when other
historians seem to suppose they would have thought otherwise. It
should be made clear at this point that debates over scarcity did not,
of themselves, generate a sense of cohesiveness among the middle
classes. Nor is there evidence of a unified consistent middle-class response to the subsistence crises of the late eighteenth century. However, there were those who did call for government intervention and
regulated markets, for the reintroduction of legislation against forestallers and regrators, and for fair prices from a perspective that was
not grounded in a "traditional" paternalist social order and that was
explicitly from the viewpoint of the middle classes. Many of those who
59CLRO PAR bk. 2, 295.
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expressed their anger at the high cost of necessities and the practices
of those in the provisions trade chose to depict themselves as members
of the middle classes and described their grievances as middle-class
grievances. While they expressed solidarity with the lower classes
against the monopolists and speculators, this did not militate against
a simultaneous differentiation of middle-class interests and circumstances. This stance was especially evident in petitions that linked the
issue of high prices to the ongoing war with France and the resultant
heavy taxation that was seen as falling on the shoulders of the middle
classes.
In a petition to the Commons, the inhabitants of the parish of St.
Leonard Shoreditch depicted their sufferings in the following manner:
In this description of the public calamities, the inconveniences of the
middlingclasses of society must be most prominent,whilst unbounded
wealth is acquired by factors and speculatists with ease and expended
with profusion. The effective bulk of society, who are the life's blood of
the country, who encourage arts, patronize improvements,create the
resources and supportthe burthensof the nation, graduallybecome the
victims of augmentingand extreme distress; these indeed bear the burthens of the country . . . the petitionersare convinced that the miseries
of the middle ranks are more painful than the miseries of the poor ...
the petitionershave always considereda gradationof wealthas extremely
beneficialto a state, and to expect the speedy and irrecoverabledestruction of that country which is the residence only of the abject poor and
the superlativelyopulent. These fatal consequences the petitionersconceive will be produced by the continuance of the present prices of the
necessaries of life; for in the countrythe middlingclasses of society begin
to disappear;and, in the metropolis,many have been recently compelled
to solicit that parochial relief which they were long accustomed to
bestow.60
As far as the central question of the middle classes and moral
economy is concerned, what is striking about the terms and language
of this petition is not so much an overt expression of class consciousness but its implicit vision of social order. While this may be an appeal
to a tradition of market intervention, it does not emerge from a traditional paternalist ethos. From the point of view of these petitioners,
the gentry may still have been the country's rulers, but they were no
longer its leaders. It was now the role of the middle classes to "patronize" and "support," who formed the nation's "lifeblood" and who
would set the agenda for the future.
60

Journals of the House of Commons, vol. 55, 798.
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This strongly conceived "middle-class" response differs significantly in emphasis from that of the Corporation of London. Such forceful expressions of a burgeoning middle-class identity are rarely to be
found among the committee minutes and petitions on the high price of
provisions drawn up by the City's aldermen and councillors. When
the Corporation did invoke a middle-class language, this self-image
was conceived of within an overwhelmingly urban and commercial
framework and in terms of particular interests within that context.
This is not to deny any expression of class consciousness on the part
of the City's local politicians, but simply to suggest that such an identity was highly contingent, perhaps only invoked in particular circumstances.61
Expressions of group solidarity among the City's governors were
often articulated in different ways and against other groups. One of
the most strongly felt identities of London's aldermen and councillors
was precisely their role as members of the Corporation of London.
This is the one aspect of these men's self-understandings that it is
perhaps easiest to overlook, digging beneath such formal titles for a
more "genuine" group consciousness. This civic identity goes a long
way to explain the differences between the City's petitions and that
of the parishioners of St. Leonard's Shoreditch (especially when one
remembers that St. Leonard's was outside the City's boundaries).
Within this kind of corporate framework, there may not have been the
same compulsion to refer consistently to oneself using a language of
class, as one had alternative sets of allegiances on which to draw.
Obviously, this civic identity did not necessarily preclude a selfdefinition as representatives of the middle classes. However, when the
aldermen and councillors did describe themselves as representatives
of the citizens of London, they conceived of themselves and their
constituents as members of the industrious commercial classes of London, as opposed to the monied interest or the owners of landed property. At the heart of this self-representation was a conception of commerce not merely as an exchange of goods but as a mutual satisfaction
of needs. Commerce, conducted with sobriety and propriety, was distinguished from the irresponsible and selfish mania of speculation.
While Hilton identifies this conception of commerce as one that informed evangelical attitudes to business, there is no reason to limit it
to a particularly religious frame of mind.
61 See Dror
Wahrman, "Virtual Representation: Parliamentary Reporting and Lan-

guages of Class in the 1790s," Past and Present, no. 136 (1992), pp. 83-113, who argues
that a middle-class idiom in the late eighteenth century was a highly contested assertion.
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This characterization was part of a long-standing debate on legitimate and corrupt forms of commercial activity in which equitable exchange and its civilizing tendencies was contrasted with the baser
forms of monopolizing, combining, and speculating.62 Speculation was
viewed as a threat not only to honest commerce but ultimately to the
stability of the social order. The press and numerous pamphleteers
decried the social disequilibrium that resulted from an increasing disparity of wealth, spiralling consumption, escalating public debt and
paper credit and the insidious spread of indolence and luxury. A commentator in The Times feared that "our commercial principles have
carried us quite far enough," and predicted calamitous consequences
"if we are governed by our capital instead of governing it." Another
correspondent mourned the decline of the industrious, fair dealing and
plain-living London shopkeeper, content with a reasonable profit: "I
repeat again, because it is a circumstance of vast moment as to the
price of provisions, society, in London at least, has lost its due gradation. Our maid servants are allowed to dress in far more finery than
the grandmothers of our citizens ever indulged in; the wives and daughters of our shopkeepers are not distinguishable, in point of expence,
from the nobility. Let us encourage honest and industrious men, who
will be grateful and content with a moderate profit on the necessary
articles of subsistence, the price will be decreased to an astonishing
degree." At the root of profiteering, speculation and ostentatious living
lay the pernicious system of paper credit. "A fictitious capital is hereby
created, which enables the shopkeeper to give long credit-improvident credit-and go into a style of living altogether incomparable with
his rank, and repugnant to the sober industrious habits which should
be the only legitimate foundation of his credit. These circumstances
enhance the price of provisions prodigiously."63 In the midst of such
pervasive corruption, the call went out for a return to a "just and
profitable commerce." This then was the spin put on the notion of a
moral economy by one sector of the commercial interest. Although
aldermen and common councillors were concerned to secure consumers a fair price for the necessaries of life, they were equally, if not
more, concerned that those in the provisions trade be limited to a fair
profit. Proper business conduct was as important as the just price.

VI
The response of the Corporation of London to scarcity was shaped
several roles taken up by the City's governors. Aldermen, as
the
by
62 Hilton (n. 50 above); Claeys (n. 2 above), chap. 1.
63 The Times (November 10, 1800).
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J.P.s, were responsible for maintaining public order and protecting
property. Yet balanced against this was the need to assure the populace that they would not be allowed to suffer at the hands of profiteers
and monopolists. In their capacities as magistrates, aldermen could
ensure that those guilty of marketing offenses were publicly brought
to justice and punished. Through the mechanism of the assize of bread,
the lord mayor could regulate, albeit in a limited fashion, the price of
the most basic article of food and ensure that the baker took no more
than a fair profit. As legislators, common councillors were called on
to supervise the markets and devise regulatory systems to prevent
abuses.
The familiar neighborhoods and dense social networks of the City
provided the foundation for these paternalist responses to economic
distress and allowed for some degree of effective bargaining between
the crowd and City magistrates. Not only did established social relations shape the responses of the authorities but so too did the Corporation's long-standing traditions and institutions. While the crowd appealed to the customary framework of market relations, aldermen and
councillors invoked their own civic customs and roles-the setting of
the assize of bread, the supervision of the City's markets. This corporate identity may have been a key factor in formulating their policies,
as they tried to prevent the erosion of these institutions at the hands
of the enthusiastic proponents of political economy whether in the
shape of corn factors or government ministers.
Civic functions alone did not determine the Corporation's response to soaring prices; there was another element at work-the conviction that the Corporation of London represented the voice of industrious commerce. Councillors and aldermen sought to carve out a
distinctive role for themselves, encompassing both the corporate and
the commercial. Of course, an identification with the commercial
classes of the metropolis did not necessarily entail a rejection of the
principles of political economy. In the case of London's local politicians, the attempt was made to appropriate this commercial identity
and link it with a particular constellation of values, to construct their
own model of virtuous commerce. What one encounters in the City's
petitions and proposals is not so much an emergent middle-class voice
but an affirmation of the commercial ideals of honest and open exchange grounded in a corporatist tradition.
The debate over legitimate marketing practices generated by the
spiraling prices of the late eighteenth century demonstrates that the
interests of the propertied classes were not clear-cut. In the City,
the feeding of the populace was not pitted against the security of commerce; if anything, both objects were threatened by the activities of
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speculative middlemen and jobbers. The motivations underlyingthe
policies advocated by London's aldermenand councillors cannot be
attributedmerely to a desire for self-preservationor the maintenance
of low wages but were founded on convictions as to the appropriate
economic roles to be played by various social groups in the community, underpinnedby a particularnotion of legitimatecommerce. The
controversy over the high cost of provisions reveals a diverse range
of conceptions of market relations, disclosing a broad spectrum of
motivations, none of which can be determinedon the basis of social
position. The fact that by and large the Corporation'sproposals were
set within the frameworkof an interventionisttraditionstemmedfrom
their own self-perceptionsas guardiansof civic custom and fair commerce.

