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A PUZZLING CHILDHOOD

Robert Owen, the factory manager who could be regarded as the first British theorist of socialism, was born in Newtown, a sleepy village in the centre of Wales. Both his parents were Welsh. But he left Wales at the age of ten and seems to have shown no interest in it for the rest of his very active life. In 1817, at the height of his fame, an old friend from his childhood, Rev James Donne, headmaster of Oswestry school, wrote to say that he had compiled his genealogy. According to his son, Robert Dale Owen, he showed no interest in it. At the end of his life, however, at the age of 87, he asked to return to Newtown and that is where he died and was buried.

There is something a little mysterious in his attitude to his origins. The main source is his own Autobiography. There he shows an idyllic childhood in which his own remarkable talents are recognised and indulged from the age of seven, when his schoolmaster, who rejoiced in the name of Mr Thickness, recognised that he had nothing more to teach him and made him his assistant. But he soon felt that that was not sufficiently challenging and went to work in a shop. He read voraciously and by the age of ten, always following his own account, he was convinced that, given the differences between all the world's leading religions, none of them could be true. By the age of nine he wanted to seek his fortune in the wider world but, out of deference to the wishes of his parents, put it off for another year, after which he left with 40 shillings in his pocket, going to his brother's house in London. 

He did return to Newtown at least once in his later life, around 1820. Robert Dale Owen gives us his impressions:

'I remember well how my father mourned the change which, after forty years absence, he found in his native place, Newtown. It lived in his recollection humble and homely in its ways, but cheerful and carefree also. No factory bell calling little children from their beds at daybreak. Village ways and village freedom. On those days they had taken all things easily. Saturday was by common usage a holiday, when half the population, young and old, had been wont to gather on the public green to watch the good old game of fives (now crowded out by more ambitious novelties), played against the high and wide blank wall of some public building hard by. But with the lapse of years there came a shadow over the place. He found it a busy, bustling, manufacturing town, producing beautifully figured Welsh flannels; but no holidays, no village games, no childhood life of glee; wealthier no doubt by statistical returns; for census takers do not register content, nor freedom, nor rural mirth.' (p.311).

Here Newtown seems to resemble the ideal villages which Owen had begun to advocate and which he would soon try to establish in America, as if a good deal of nostalgia was mixed into his life's work. Yet once he left his brother - to work for a linen draper in Stamford, Lincolnshire - this seems to have been his only contact with home until his death. In particular he seems to have broken off all contact with his family. The doctrine he later worked out and promoted over many years included a radical denial of the importance of heredity in the formation of human character, a system of education which encouraged the separation of children from their parents at the earliest possible age, and a fervent opposition to the institution of marriage - at least to marriage considered as an indissoluble religious sacrament. All of which would suggest the idea of an unhappy childhood.

In one respect, however, his childhood experience was certainly important for his later achievements. He tells us that he was a very good dancer.

SHOPKEEPER AND MANUFACTURER

Owen's life can be easily divided into two parts, though they overlap in time. In the first he was a practical businessman, advancing from one successful undertaking to another; in the second he was a prophet, presiding over a succession of failed experiments but nonetheless inspiring thousands of people with the vision of a much better system of social organisation that could be obtained easily and without violence.

The first, financially successful, part of his career sees him progressing from assistant shopkeeper to small manufacturer, to manager of a large factory in Manchester employing some 500 workers, until, in 1797, he took control of the great New Lanark spinning mill, near Glasgow, reputedly the largest factory of its day.

The story coincides with huge increases in the productive power of the cotton spinning industry due to the introduction of a series of machines able to take over different stages of the process - the 'jenny', which enabled a single wheel to power several spindles; the 'frame', which could group and twist the threads together to give the desired thickness and strength; and the 'mule', which combined the two processes in a single machine. Owen was not himself one of the great technical innovators though as manager of the mills owned by Peter Drinkwater in Manchester, he was the first to use 'Sea Island cotton'. This was a variety of cotton which grew in Jamaica and the Caribbean which could be cleaned more easily and therefore in greater quantities more quickly than the cotton produced in the southern states of North America. The advantage was soon lost through the invention of the 'cotton gin' which automated the process of separating freshly picked cotton from its impurities.

Owen had been introduced to Sea Island cotton by a broker named Robert Spear, who also introduced him to Caroline Dale, daughter of David Dale in Glasgow, founder of the New Lanark mills. Robert soon married Caroline and bought the mills from her father.

NEW LANARK AND DAVID DALE

New Lanark was a village created by David Dale in a region of the Clyde Valley above Glasgow. Dale had started out as an apprentice in the linen industry which dominated Scotland through most of the eighteenth century, but had prospered in Glasgow as a merchant, eventually, with his friend Robert Scott Moncrieff, establishing a branch of the Royal Bank of Scotland in Glasgow in 1783. In 1784, Richard Arkwright, who possessed the patent for the 'water frame', visited Glasgow. He was in the process of establishing an industrial empire based on the frame through Derbyshire and Lancashire, and he thought of expanding into Scotland. Dale showed him an area near the already established town of Lanark, and Arkwright was impressed. Work in the first mill began in 1786 and by 1793 there were four mill buildings and accommodation for more than 200 families. Dale was no longer in partnership with Arkwright though they seem to have parted on friendly terms.

The advantage of the New Lanark site was the force of the current of the River Clyde which could be used to turn the mills that operated the new machinery. This was also the advantage of the remote, mountainous areas of the North of England where Arkwright had established his factories. The industrialists were looking for the same remote  parts of the landscape as the romantic poets. Scotland also had the advantage that it was already importing cotton as a complement to the linen industry since cotton and linen could be combined in the cheaper 'fustian'. Cotton was now replacing linen because of the new capacities of production. It was to be many years before the linen industry could be industrialised to anything like the same extent.

The disadvantage of these remote sites was the difficulty of attracting workers. The textile factories had a bad reputation for strict discipline and long working hours in unhealthy - damp and hot - conditions. They attracted people in a state of desperation, many of them fleeing what had become impossible living conditions in the highlands. But most notoriously they used children, often, at the time, pauper children and orphans who had been taken from the streets and placed in the newly established 'foundling hospitals'. Some of the children at New Lanark came from the Town Hospital in Glasgow of which David Dale was a director.

CONDITION OF THE WORKING CLASS

When New Lanark started in 1786 there were around 80 children working there; by 1793 there were 273 and, according to Owen's account, by 1800, after he had taken charge, there were between 400 and 500. The total workforce on his arrival was between 1,700 and 1,800. Around two thirds were women and children.

Responding to questions on conditions in the factory, David Dale said that each of the rooms in the mills held some 2,000 spindles and had around fifty to seventy five children working in it. The youngest children were 6-7 years of age. They worked from 6.00 in the morning to 7.00 in the evening, with a half-hour breakfast at 9.00 and an hour at 2.00 p.m. for lunch. They had supper at 7.00 in the evening and, as soon as possible after that, teachers would arrive, mainly teaching them to read. Sundays were busy with church activities and with school. The children would stay at New Lanark until they were fifteen when they were considered 'fit for any task'. Many of the boys went into the army and navy; the girls had little difficulty finding work as domestic servants in the area.

Given this picture it is surprising to realise that, even before Owen's arrival, New Lanark was regarded as a model of humane factory management. A "Society for Bettering the Condition and Increasing the Comfort of the Poor' was formed to promote Dale's methods, which included providing the children with clean linen and regularly changing the mattresses, or straw 'ticks', on which they slept, three to a bed. Owen himself was to comment to a Parliamentary Committee in 1816 that under Dale 'the children were extremely well fed, well clothed, well lodged and very great care was taken of them when they were out of the mills.' Owen's New Lanark would become something of a tourist attraction, with 20,000 visitors in ten years, but there were already 3,000 entries in Dale's visitors' book for the four years between 1795 and 1799. 

Owen's first important piece of writing - A New View of Society, published in 1813 and 1814 - nonetheless lays out his dissatisfaction with New Lanark as he found it, and what he tried to do to remedy it. The emphasis is on the condition of the adults rather than the children and in particular on their moral condition:

'such was the general dislike to that occupation at the time, that, with a few exceptions, only persons destitute of friends, employment, and character, were found willing to try the experiment; and of these a sufficient number to supply a constant increase of the manufactory could not be obtained. It was therefore deemed a favour on the part even of such individuals to reside at the village, and, when taught the business, they grew so valuable to the establishment, that they became agents not to be governed contrary to their own inclinations ... It is therefore scarcely necessary to state, that the community by degrees was formed under these circumstances into a very wretched society; every man did that which was right in his own eyes, and vice and immorality prevailed to a monstrous extent. The population lived in idleness, in poverty, in almost every kind of crime; consequently, in debt, out of health, and in misery. Yet to make matters still worse although the cause proceeded from the best possible motive, a conscientious adherence to principle, the whole was under a strong sectarian influence, which gave a marked and decided preference to one set of religious opinions over all others, and the professors of the favoured opinions were the privileged of the community.'
This last may refer to Scottish Calvinism in general or, more specifically, to the 'Old Scottish Independents', a group which had been formed in Glasgow when the town council took the power of appointing ministers out of the hands of the church. When the next vacancy occurred the council appointed a 'moderate' minister rather than  one whom Dale and his friends would have recognised as an Orthodox Calvinist. A section of the congregation separated and formed The Chapel of the Scotch Presbyterian Society. Dale was one of the original subscribers. In 1768, he was won over to the Independent system of church government, under which each congregation was a complete church in its itself without any need for a larger corporate discipline grouping several congregations in presbyteries, synods etc as in the Presbyterian system. The term 'Old Scottish' was introduced at the end of the century to distinguish them from the new evangelical independency that was spreading at the time under the influence of the brothers, James and Robert Haldane.

The Old Scottish Independents also took the view that a man called to be a minister had no need for academic qualifications. Dale himself became a minister in 1769 and as a result was subject to a great deal of public mockery and abuse. By the late 1790s, however, his wealth, power (largely through the bank) and charitable giving had secured him a respectability that was unshakeable. The wealth and the generosity complemented each other as it was said: 'David Dale gives his money by sho'elful, but God Almighty shovels it back again.'

Owen's New View goes on to praise Dale's efforts on behalf of the children but states what might seem to us to be obvious, that the hours of work rendered all the other attentions, especially the education, vain:

'It is not to be supposed that children so young could remain, with the intervals of meals only, from six in the morning until seven in the evening, in constant employment, on their feet, within cotton mills, and afterwards acquire much proficiency in education. And so it proved; for many of them became dwarfs in body and mind, and some of them were deformed. Their labour through the day and their education at night became so irksome, that numbers of them continually ran away, and almost all looked forward with impatience and anxiety to the expiration of their apprenticeship of seven, eight, and nine years, which generally expired when they were from thirteen to fifteen years old. At this period of life, unaccustomed to provide for themselves, and unacquainted with the world, they usually went to Edinburgh or Glasgow, where boys and girls were soon assailed by the innumerable temptations which all large towns present, and to which many of them fell sacrifices.'
OWEN'S FIRST PERIOD OF REFORM

Owen describes the hostility and suspicion he himself encountered. He describes his work as a steady, patient encroachment on the vices of the workforce:

'Theft and the receipt of stolen goods was their trade, idleness and drunkenness their habit, falsehood and deception their garb, dissensions, civil and religious, their daily practice; they united only in a zealous systematic opposition to their employers.'
He emphasises that he never used punishment, that everything was done by patient and careful explanation, proving that better conduct led to greater happiness. As for the children:

'The system of receiving apprentices from public charities was abolished; permanent settlers with large families were encouraged, and comfortable houses were built for their accommodation.

'The practice of employing children in the mills, of six, seven and eight years of age, was discontinued, and their parents advised to allow them to acquire health and education until they were ten, years old. (It may be remarked, that even this age is too early to keep them at constant employment in manufactories, from six in the morning to seven in the evening. Far better would it be for the children, their parents, and for society, that the first should not commence employment until they attain the age of twelve, when their education might be finished, and their bodies would be more competent to undergo the fatigue and exertions required of them. When parents can be trained to afford this additional time to their children without inconvenience, they will, of course, adopt the practice now recommended.)

'The children were taught reading, writing, and arithmetic, during five years, that is, from five to ten, in the village school, without expense to their parents. All the modern improvements in education have been adopted, or are in process of adoption. (To avoid the inconveniences which must ever arise from the introduction of a particular creed into a school, the children are taught to read in such books as inculcate those precepts of the Christian religion, which are common to all denominations.) They may therefore be taught and well-trained before they engage in any regular employment. Another important consideration is, that all their instruction is rendered a pleasure and delight to them; they are much more anxious for the hour of school-time to arrive than to end; they therefore make a rapid progress.'
While all this was being done:

'Their houses were rendered more comfortable, their streets were improved, the best provisions were purchased, and sold to them at low rates, yet covering the original expense, and under such regulations as taught them how to proportion their expenditure to their income. Fuel and clothes were obtained for them in the same manner; and no advantage was attempted to be taken of them, or means used to deceive them.'
The end result was that:

'Those employed became industrious, temperate, healthy, faithful to their employers, and kind to each other, while the proprietors were deriving services from their attachment, almost without inspection, far beyond those which could be obtained by any other means than those of mutual confidence and kindness.'
CONFLICT WITH THE PROPRIETORS

Owen did not have full control over New Lanark. He had bought it with a group of proprietors who were first and foremost interested in it as a business investment. They were not averse to Owen's improvements so long as the business continued to yield a generous return, which it did, but by 1809 they seem to have felt he was getting too ambitious. Owen offered to buy the enterprise from them but to do this he had to enter into a new partnership. The 'New Lanark Company' was formed with himself as salaried manager and largest shareholder. The same problems, however, arose, with the new managers complaining against the extravagance of Owens' plan for the education of children under ten who were not actually in employment. Owen prepared 'A Statement regarding the New Lanark Establishment' to explain his intentions. It included the essay on what he had done that was later published in the New View of Society. On the strength of this he managed to put together a group of wealthy and influential supporters who, in 1813, attended the auction and bought the enterprise. They included the utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham but also a group of Quakers, among them William Allen who would later turn out to be Owen's nemesis.

Owen describes how after the auction he and his fellow proprietors drove to New Lanark. As they approached Old Lanark, they suddenly found themselves surrounded by an excited crowd which busied itself with unhitching their horses. The little group of philanthropists was alarmed. Owen himself was alarmed since he did not recognise many of the faces that were surrounding them. It turned out that these were the citizens of Old Lanark who wanted to welcome their visitors by pulling the carriage to their own town where it would be taken over for the rest of the journey by the citizens of New Lanark.

Though perhaps 'citizens' is not the right word since it implies the possession of legal rights and a degree of self government and, however well treated the people of New Lanark were, their relations with Owen were legally closer to the relation of subjects to an - in this case benevolent - master.

THE INSTITUTION FOR THE FORMATION OF CHARACTER

Owen was now free, or so it seemed, to develop his policy as he saw fit. He started work on a new building which was completed by the end of 1815 and opened at the beginning of 1816 under the name of the Institution for the Formation of Character.

The building had three large rooms, two on the upper floor, one on the ground floor. The ground floor was for infants, the two upperfloor rooms for older pupils. One of the rooms was laid out as a classroom on the conventional model, with desks and forms; the other was full of objects, pictures and maps, and was an open space which could also be used for singing and dancing. Instruction was free, though there was a nominal fee of 3d a month for the day school. The Institution was open to all in the neighbourhood, not just the children of the mills. There were no punishments or rewards: 'these children should never hear from their teacher an angry word, or see a cross or threatening expression of countenance.' There were no toys: 'thirty or fifty infants, when left to themselves, will always amuse each other without any childish toys.'

Music and dancing were taught, as well as military drill, since Owen argued that a society able to defend itself would have no room for a standing army. The children were given tunics designed to allow the free movement of the body - boys wore kilts, not trousers. During the Summer, there were excursions organised in the surrounding countryside, where Owen had arranged for paths to be laid out. 

One group of visitors left a description of a little presentation given by the children:

'In another large room, six boys entered in Highland costume, playing a quick march on the fife, with all the boys and all the girls following in order, the rear being closed with other six boy-fifers. The whole body, on entering, formed a square : then, after practising right face and left face, they marched round the room in slow and in quick time. At the word of command, fifty boys and girls, by means of a sort of dancing run, met in two lines in the centre of the square ; and sang, with the accompaniment of a clarionet, When first this humble roof I knew, The Birks of Aberfeldy, Ye Banks and Braes of Bonny Doon, and Auld Lang Syne. The square having been re-formed at the word of command, other children came to the centre, and went through several dances in an elegant style. In England there would be great awkwardness in such a case, from the clumsy, or ragged, shoes ; but these youngsters went barefoot. The narrator describes the whole scene as most exhilarating, and as bringing tears to his eyes.'  (Sargent p.204)

In 1817 during a tour of Europe Owen visited the schools of Johann Pestalozzi in Switzerland, Johann Oberlin, a Protestant pastor in Alsace, and Philipp Emmanuel von Fellenberg, who had established an agricultural college in Hofwyl. He was particularly impressed with Fellenberg where he later sent his own sons, Robert Dale and William. Owen may already have known about Fellenberg from an article published in 1813 in the Philanthropist, run by his partner at New Lanark, the Quaker, William Allen.

A REVOLUTIONARY VISION

But Owen's vision for the Institution for the Formation of Character went far beyond the immediate project. Margaret Cole describes his speech at the opening of the Institution as the beginning of his 'apocalyptic strain', and the wider philosophy behind his thinking was laid out in uncompromising terms in the third of the essays published in the New Vision  of Society. Here he argues that the whole of existing human culture had been based on a fundamental error which had to be rooted out if a just and moral society was to be established:

'From the earliest ages it has been the practice of the world to act on the supposition that each individual man forms his own character, and that therefore he is accountable for all his sentiments and habits, and consequently merits reward for some and punishment for others. Every system which has been established among men has been founded on these erroneous principles. When, however, they shall be brought to the test of fair examination, they will be found not only unsupported, but in direct opposition to all experience, and to the evidence of our senses.

'This is not a slight mistake, which involves only trivial consequences; it is a fundamental error of the highest possible magnitude; it enters into all our proceedings regarding man from his infancy; and it will be found to be the true and sole origin of evil. It generates and perpetuates ignorance, hatred, and revenge, where, without such error, only intelligence, confidence, and kindness, would exist. It has hitherto been the Evil Genius of the world. It severs man from man throughout the various regions of the earth; and makes enemies of those who, but for this gross error, would have enjoyed each other's kind offices and sincere friendship. It is, in short, an error which carries misery in all its consequences.

'This error cannot much longer exist; for every day will make it more and more evident that the character of man is, without a single exception, always formed for him; that it may be, and is, chiefly created by his predecessors; that they give him, or may give him, his ideas and habits, which are the powers that govern and direct his conduct. Man, therefore, never did, nor is it possible he ever can, form his own character.'
Owen's project, then, was to remove children from the existing bad influences that were operating on them and introduce them to a new system that would be entirely based on a combination of kindness and reason - terms which Owen may well have believed to be synonyms since the first lesson to be given to his children was that the only way to achieve their own happiness was to ensure the happiness of others.

In particular it was, so the Third Essay argued, necessary to remove children from existing religious influences. All the 'various opposing systems which have governed the world and disunited man from man' are, he says:

'without an exception, in part inconsistent with the works of nature; that is, with the facts which exist around us. Those systems therefore must have contained some fundamental errors; and it is utterly impossible for man to become rational, or enjoy the happiness he is capable of attaining, until those errors are exposed and annihilated.'
But it follows that the very last people who could be entrusted with the education of children are 'the official expounders and defenders of the various opposing religious systems throughout the world; for many of these are actively engaged in propagating imaginary notions, which cannot fail to vitiate the rational powers of man, and to perpetuate his misery.'

We can understand why some of the more religiously minded among Owen's fellow proprietors were beginning to wonder if they should be supporting this institution.

VILLAGES OF CO-OPERATION

1815 - the year when Owen was building his new Institution - was the year of the battle of Waterloo and the end of the Napoleonic wars. As Owen commented: 'On the day on which peace was signed the great customer of the producers died' - meaning that the enormous demand created by the needs of the army suddenly stopped at the very moment when the labour market was glutted by the return of thousands of discharged soldiers. The result was a nightmare period in which society tried to cope with the huge problems that had been created by a policy of repression - hanging, flogging, deportation and imprisonment - culminating in the 'Peterloo massacre' of 1819 when soldiers launched a sabre charge against a densely packed crowd which had gathered in St Peter's Field, Manchester, to hear a radical orator, Henry Hunt, calling for parliamentary reform.

Owen regarded the demand for reform of the franchise as quite irrelevant. The intellect of the populace at large was, in his view, as deformed as that of the existing privileged aristocracy. The task in hand was to persuade men to act rationally and the aristocracy were probably more open to persuasion than a completely unformed rabble, subject to the maddening influences of poverty, insecurity and spirituous liquor. Owen, always anxious to dampen down strong feelings, was in continual conflict with the radicals whose policy was to use the anger of the poor as a battering ram to widen the franchise.

Owen argued that where the ordinary mechanisms of the market - which he did not at this time challenge - could not provide for full employment, the state should intervene, not to subsidise idleness which was the practise of the existing Poor Law, but to create work. In the context of the disputes over how to deal with the unemployment of the time he argued for the establishment of 'villages of co-operation', based mainly on a highly labour intensive agricultural work. When the House of Commons committee looking into the reform of the Poor Law refused to give him a hearing (after keeping him waiting two days in the antechamber), Owen launched a huge publicity campaign which climaxed in two very well attended public meetings in London in August 1817. 

Owen seems at the time to have been in a state of some exaltation. He later declared in the Autobiography: 'I was the most popular individual in the world.' A later follower of his, John Minter Morgan, described something of the impact that he made:

'The year 1817 was a grand climacteric in Mr. Owen's -career. A more extraordinary sensation was never before produced by the proceedings of any single individual so little known to the public at large as was Mr. Owen at this period. Those who attended the meetings at the City of London Tavern in the autumn of this year, or noticed the wide circulation of the Reports of the meetings, can never forget the intense excitement that prevailed.'
At the climax of his speech on 21st August he declared:

'Hitherto you have been prevented from even knowing what happiness really is, solely in consequence of the errors - gross errors - that have been combined with the fundamental notions of every religion that has hitherto been taught to men. And in consequence they have made man the most inconsistent and most miserable being in existence. By the errors of those systems he has been made a weak, imbecile animal; a furious bigot and fanatic.'
THE QUARREL WITH WILLIAM ALLEN

It seems to have been about this time that trouble began to develop between Owen and some of his fellow proprietors, notably William Allen. A hostile but well researched biography of Owen, William Lucas Sargent's Robert Owen and His Social Philosophy, 1860, comments:

'It must have occurred to some readers as a singular phenomenon, that while New Lanark was being conducted by an association of benevolent persons, for philanthropic purposes, one of the number should from time to time make his appearance before the public, and denounce in the loudest and most audacious terms, every religious creed under the sun. Most partners would have felt themselves extremely ill used by this unheard-of proceeding.'
and he continues:

'Owen always speaks of his partner with less charity than he exhibits towards others of his opponents. While he acknowledges Allen's sincerity, and his real desire to do good, he calls him ambitious and meddling ; and implies that he could not rest content unless the good he proposed, were effected just in his own way. He says that his mind was hedged round with Quaker prejudices: that he regarded the Lancasterian system of education [the system commonly used to provide cheap education at the time - PB] as perfect: and that he thought it gross heterodoxy to attempt to improve it. The military training in the New Lanark schools was unscriptural, the music was a profanity, the dancing was a licentious abomination.'
Allen has indeed had a bad press in the literature on Owen. The Russian essayist Alexander Herzen calls him and his fellow Quakers on the New Lanark board 'saintly shopkeepers' and claims that had it not been for them 'there would be in England and America now hundreds of New Lanarks and New Harmonies; into them would have flowed the fresh vigour of the working population ...'

But Allen was a substantial figure in his own right, a leading campaigner against the slave trade and in favour of penal reform. He was a chemist and founded the pharmaceutical company, Allen and Hanbury. He helped to establish the Geological Society and was a fellow of the Royal Society and founder member of the Society for Diminishing Capital Punishment. We have seen that his journal The Philanthropist had published an account of the educational reformer Emmanuel von Fellenberg. It also published the plan Owen submitted to Parliament for the relief of unemployment. Allen was involved with the Society for the purpose of encouraging the black settlers at Sierra Leone and the natives of Africa generally in the cultivation of their soil by the sale of their of their produce. Later, after Owen had left New Lanark, Allen persuaded the mills to use cotton imported from Sierra Leone rather than the cotton produced by the slave plantations in the southern states of North America.

He was even involved in establishing a model village in the parish of Lindfield, Co Sussex, providing cottages and plots of land as a substitute for living off the poor rates or emigrating. The first houses were open in 1827 and the estate was personally managed by Allen. It was referred to as a 'colony' and part of the idea was that instead of going to America to establish self sufficient colonies on the land they could be established at home. Allen produced a pamphlet published in 1827 called Colonies at Home or, the means for rendering the industrious labourer independent of parish relief and for providing for the poor population of Ireland by the cultivation of the soil. The idea is obviously very close to Owen's co-operative villages and much later in life Owen set up a 'Home Colonisation Society.'

Allen cuts a poor figure in the Owen story because his objections to Owen's system of education seem at first sight to have a killjoy air about them. His main concern was to ensure a basic Protestant Christian education, but he also wanted the dancing master to be dismissed, psalm singing to be introduced, and that 'having considered the dress of the children, we are of opinion that decency requires, that all males as they arrive at the age of six years, should wear trousers or drawers : we agree therefore, that they shall be required to be so clothed.'
This was part of an articles of agreement with his fellow proprietors imposed on Owen in January 1824. Allen's  anxieties about the state of religious education in New Lanark are recorded in his published diaries as, for example when he wrote to Owen in 1822 saying:

'I yesterday received thy reply to my letter announcing our safe return to London; that reply awakened afresh all the sympathy which I have ever felt for the benevolent part of thy character. Sorry indeed am I to see, that our principles are diametrically opposite; but may that Great and Holy Being, who seeth not as man sees, so influence thy heart, before the shadows of the evening close upon thee, that it may become softened, and receive those impressions which He alone can give; then thou wilt perceive that there is indeed something infinitely beyond human reason, and which human reason alone can never comprehend, though, in itself, perfectly reasonable. At present, however, it is quite plain to me that we must part. '
Owen, as we shall see, left New Lanark some months after the agreement was signed, but it would be wrong to think that in his absence the proprietors abandoned their idealism or even that Owen ceased to take a sympathetic interest in it (he did not sell his shares until 1828). In 1833 Owen's own weekly paper The Crisis had this to say:

'NEW LANARK. The visitors to this beautiful little village, so interestingly situated on the banks of the Clyde, "mid nature's wildest grandeur," have this season been much more numerous than was the case last year. Scarcely a day passes, but parties in carriages and gigs, on their way to the far-famed Falls, are shown through the mills, schools, &c., the great attraction of which is allowed on all hands to be the excellent method of teaching singing and dancing practised by Mr. Budge. The cleanliness and well-ventilated state of the factories are also known and appreciated by every visitor; and indeed the blooming countenances of the girls, compared with those similarly employed in this quarter, speak volumes in favour of the New Lanark system of management. Of course, so much attention is not now paid to what may be called the ornamental parts of education, in the schools, as was encouraged under the regime of the philanthropic Robert Owen ; but even yet we are not aware of the inhabitants having to complain of any falling off on the part of the company, in their regard to the education of the children, in every essential particular; and the polite attention paid to strangers under the direction of Mr. Walker, the active manager, cannot be too much commended ... Suffice it to say, that things there, at present, go on swimmingly; and, if not entirely happy, the population are apparently contented.'
NEW HARMONY

1824, the year when he had to agree to the conditions laid down by Allen and his friends, was also the year when he received Richard Flower, an Englishman living in North America, who was trying to find a buyer for 'New Harmony' - a large tract of land, some 30,000 acres, in Indiana, owned by the 'Rappites', followers of a German millennialist preacher called George Rapp

Rapp had arrived in America from Würtemburg in 1803 and initially set up a community in Pennsylvania, under the name of 'Harmony'. There were soon about 600 members and around 1807 they decided to adopt a policy of strict celibacy. Thenceforth, like the Shakers, their numbers had to be replenished by new people coming in from outside.

In 1814, for a variety of reasons including bad relations with their neighbours, they moved to Indiana. Now they wanted to move again and were offering, according to the account by C.R.Edson: '30,000 acres of land, nearly 3,000 of it being under cultivation and consisting of nineteen detached farms; 600 acres of improved land occupied by tenants; 15 acres of full-bearing vines; fine orchards; the village with regularly laid out streets, running at right angles to each other; a public square, around which were built churches, schools, and other public buildings, of brick; mills and factories, all for the sum of $150,000 a mere pittance for the property involved.'

The Indiana property was, however, in a very isolated area with poor and erratic communications. Large consignements of goods could only be transported by river and only at particular limited times of the year. From Owen's point of view, aiming at a self sufficient society, this was not a disadvantage, but the Rappites were deeply interested in commerce with the external world. They now wanted to move back to Pennsylvania, to a new site they called 'Economy', near Pittsburgh.   There they were to remain throughout the century. It is rather sad to contrast the material success of the Rappites with Owen's effort which was, in the event, a fairly thoroughgoing failure. Edson, in an article published in 1892, tells us that:

'In less than five years from the time of their establishment at Economy, they had built factories for the manufacture of cotton, woollen and silk goods, and later on were controlling at Beaver Falls the largest cutlery establishment in the United States, and were noted for their extensive farming operations, orchards and vineyards ...

'and there they are to be found - what is left of them - to-day, millionaires, rich in their railroads, oil wells, coal mines, and other landed property.'
There may be an element of sour grapes in Robert Dale Owen's comment that 'Intellectually and socially, however, it was doubtless a failure; as an ecclesiastical autocracy, especially when it contravenes an important law of nature [he is referring to the celibacy] eventually must be.'
The Rappites had employed Flower as their agent to find a buyer and he had thought of Owen, the champion of the co-operative village. He visited New Lanark in the Summer and seems to have surprised himself at the ease with which he won Owen over to the idea. Owen accompanied him back to America at the end of the year and was lionised by the North American establishment, apparently very excited by his vision of a network of well-organised self sufficient co-operative communities. Even before he established New Harmony itself he had inspired a Swedenborgian congregation in Cincinatti under Rev Daniel Roe to establish a community in Yellow Springs, in Greene County, Ohio. He also excited the enthusiasm of William Maclure, a Scotsman who has been called the 'father of American geology' and who introduced the Pestalozzi educational system into North America. Maclure gathered together a 'boatload of knowledge' with some of the best scientific minds in the country, to come to New Harmony and contribute to the educational side.

Robert Dale Owen was closely involved with his father in the New Harmony project. Looking back on it many years later in his autobiography, he felt that going to the United States had been an error, since the North American labouring class was at the time in much less desperate straits than their English equivalents: 'The need for co-operation, or some other protection for labour, may be said to be threefold greater there than here' (he was writing in North America).

A further error, he felt, was to provide no mechanism for assessing the quality of those who wanted to join the community. Advertisements were placed in the papers over the Summer of 1825 and some eight hundred people soon turned up but there was no attempt to secure references or any other information about them. In addition 'he allowed this motley assembly to elect its own Committee of Management' though in fact Owen, who had the right under the constitution to appoint the whole committee for the first year, nominated four out of its seven members and the nominations were accepted. This was all decided in May 1825 and in July Owen left to return to New Lanark. He did not return until January 1826 when he arrived together with Robert Dale about the same time as the 'boatload of knowledge'.

The Committee had a crucially important role because, in the initial stages of the community, when it was felt to be impossible to introduce a full equality of remuneration, they decided how much each member's contribution was worth and therefore how much they should be paid. Owen had insisted that some such system was necessary since 'scientists and educators would be brought to the settlement under inducements'. The committee provided housing and free education, boarding and clothing for the children:

'As to the other inhabitants' Robert Dale explains, 'they received a weekly credit on the public store to the amount which their services were, by the committee, deemed worth. There was a good band of music; and the inhabitants, on my father’s recommendation, resolved to meet together three evenings each week - one to discuss all subjects connected with the welfare of the society; another for a concert of vocal and instrumental music; while the third was given up to a public ball.'
When Robert Dale arrived at the beginning of 1826, he particularly liked 'the weekly ball, where I found crowds of young people, bright and genial if not specially cultivated, and as passionately fond of dancing as, in those days, I myself was.'
When Owen returned in January he declared himself pleased with the state of the community as he found it and as a result decided to move on to the next stage of development, which had been envisaged from the start - an equality of property. Still following Robert Dale Owen's account:

'Until now the executive committee had estimated the value of each person’s services, and given all persons employed respectively credit for the amount, to be drawn out by them in produce or store goods. But under the new constitution, all members, according to their ages, not according to the actual value of their services, were to be "furnished, as near as can be, with similar food, clothing, and education; and, as soon as practicable, to live in similar houses, and in all respects to be accommodated alike ...  The power of making laws was vested in the Assembly, which consisted of all the resident adult members of the Community. There was an Executive Council, having superintendence and empowered to "carry into effect all general regulations"; but the Council was "subject at all times to any directions expressed by a majority of the Assembly and communicated by the clerk of the Assembly to the secretary of the Council."'
This new constitution was adopted in February 1826 and those wishing to remain members were expected to agree to it within three days. Robert Dale remarks that it took Louis Napoleon four years to become absolute dictator of France after the democratic republic was declared in 1848; but it took his father only five weeks after this democratic constitution was adopted to become absolute dictator at New Harmony, in response to the anarchy that resulted. A process seems to have set in by which the community broke up into a number of different, more or less independent, smaller communities, and within the main community there was a tendency to divide into separate self organising trades. One of the communities was formed under Maclure and had the name 'Macluria'. There was a particularly nasty quarrel between Maclure and Owen on financial matters though it seems Owen had also started a system of education separately from Maclure who felt that that was his responsibility.

Owen left again in the Spring of 1827. On his return in April 1828 he said in a speech in Harmony Hall:

'I had hoped that 50 years of political liberty had prepared the American people to govern themselves advantageously. I supplied land and the use of capital, and I tried, each in their own way, the different parties who collected here; and experience proved that the attempt was premature, to unite a number of strangers not previously educated for the purpose. I afterward tried what could be done by those who associated through their own choice and in small numbers; to those I gave leases of large tracts of good land for ten thousand years for a nominal rent, and upon moral conditions only; and these I did expect would have made progress during my absence; and now upon my return I find that the habits of the individual system  were so powerful that these leases have been, with a few exceptions, applied for individual purposes and individual gain, and in consequence they must return again into my hands ... My intention now is to form such arrangements on the estate as will enable those who desire to promote the practise of the social system, to live in separate families on the individual system and yet to unite their general labor; or to exchange labor for labor on the most beneficial terms for all; all to do both or neither as their feelings or apparent interest may influence them; while the children shall be educated with a view to the establishment of the social system in the future ...'
From then on he had little more to do with it. A large number of the original families, however, did continue to live in the area, and Owen's sons, David Dale Owen and Richard Owen, as well as his daughter, Jane Dale Owen, kept up their connection with it. Maclure established an orphan school and later, in the old Rappite church, a Workingman's Institute and library. Both David Dale and Richard followed Maclure in becoming geologists and through David's influence New Harmony became in 1839 the centre of the United States Geological Survey.

THE TRADE UNION AND CO-OPERATIVE MOVEMENTS IN ENGLAND

After a brief attempt to persuade the Mexican government to give him Texas for his experiments, and a mammoth debate with a prominent American liberal theologian on the evidences of Christianity, Owen returned to England, where he became involved with the fledgling trade union and workers' co-operative movements.

We have seen that Owen was no democrat - at least in the present state of society when, he believed, people were so badly formed that they could not be trusted to look after their own interests. Essentially he seems to have seen society as a school in which the ruling elements acted as teachers to the rest - very bad teachers who were forming them in the ways of selfishness, dissipation and idleness. His policy was to improve the teachers - he had little confidence that the mass would be able to improve themselves of their own volition - the inability of men to form their own character was an axiom with him.

Owen's own closest personal relations had been with the aristocracy and the philanthropic rich and his most substantial personal achievement - New Lanark - paved the way for a succession of model villages and educational initiatives undertaken throughout the century by industrialists with a conscience.

This line of development was personified in politics by Owen's friend, Henry, later Lord, Brougham, a major architect of the strange alliance between utilitarianism and evangelical Christianity that helped bring about the transition from eighteenth century 'Whig' to nineteenth century 'Liberal'. An early sign of that alliance was the presence of the utilitarian Jeremy Bentham together with the Quakers among the proprietors of New Lanark.

Like Owen, Brougham laid great emphasis on the education of the working class - he was to be the driving force behind the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge and in the 1820s, while Owen was in North America, he was behind the establishment throughout Britain of 'Mechanics' Institutes', which provided low-cost library, educational and meeting facilities for skilled workers - men whose work required technical knowledge, unlike the unskilled women and children at New Lanark. There is something moving and appropriate in the fact that Owen's last public appearance, at the age of 86, was at a public meeting organised by Brougham.

Owen's arguments, however, contained the seeds of something more radical. One of his basic arguments, often repeated, was that the principle of commerce - to buy cheap and sell dear - was self destructive, especially in a society whose productivity had been greatly increased by the use of machines. The easiest way to cut the costs of production was to cut wages. But it was of little use to produce an enormous amount of goods very cheaply if they could not find a market. The problem was that too many goods were chasing too few purchasers. And yet the country was full of people who needed these goods but could not afford them - a population which included those workers whose wages were being depressed. On economic grounds alone - simply to create a market - a mechanism had to be devised by which workers were able to enjoy the fruits of their own labour and at the same time in which no-one should be without employment.

Owen had addressed this problem in his Report to the County of Lanark in which, as we have seen, he had argued for the establishment of labour intensive agricultural villages. But the Report had also proposed a reform of the currency. In 1820, with the country still suffering from the aftermath of the Napoleonic wars, the Bank of England had engineered a return to the Gold Standard - abandoned since 1797 so that enough money could be put into circulation to pay for the cost of war. Now, when the problem was massive unemployment and poverty, the money supply was to be restricted again. Owen's Report argued that instead of gold, labour should be used as the determining measure of the value of money. Workers should be paid in notes expressive of the value of their work, denominated according to 'hours'. The worker would thus be able to use them to obtain the equivalent of the value of his own contribution to the total social wealth. 

Implicit in this was the idea that wealth is created by labour, in opposition to the predominant idea that it was created by the investment of capital. A much more sophisticated version of this 'labour theory of value' had earlier been advanced by the economist David Ricardo. The conclusion could easily be drawn that if wealth is created by labour, then the profit of the person who has merely invested capital in the enterprise has been stolen from the worker. This is not the sort of language that Owen himself used - he preferred to see both 'capitalist' and worker as victims of a bad system rooted in ignorance. But his idea - that labour was the source of wealth and that poverty and unemployment could be eliminated by a more rational organisation of society - was a great inspiration for the ideas of self organisation that were gaining ground in the working class. Owen was thus adopted by - and tried himself to adopt - a tendency he had not initiated. 

Through the 1820s, a number of writers emerged who regarded themselves as followers of Owen but who developed his ideas in a fuller and often more readable manner. They included Abram Combe, John Gray, William Thompson and John Minter Morgan. Combe in Scotland was involved in an unsuccessful attempt to establish a self-supporting community in Orbiston, County Lanark, parallel to Owen's efforts at New Harmony. Gray's Lectures on Human Happiness developed the idea that all property was based on labour and that capital was simply 'accumulated labour': 'all just exchanges can only be based on equal quantities of labour while between the possessing and labouring classes no just exchanges can take place.' The only limits to production were those imposed by the competitive system - there was no objective limit either to production or to demand. Later, in 1831, Gray worked out a practical proposal for a system of money understood simply as a receipt for quantities of labour.

The most sophisticated socialist economist of the time was an Irish landowner, William Thompson, who argued for a system of co-operation against a system in which 'not the cheerful desire of increasing happiness, but the fear of want becomes the stimulus to labour.' He chaired the Co-operative Congress in Manchester in 1831 - meeting in one of Brougham's Mechanics Institutes - which was Owen's first encounter with working class politics.

The most entertaining Owenite writer, however, was John Minter Morgan, whose popular Revolt of the Bees, published in 1826, describes the chaos and disorganisation that result when a hive of bees adopt the principles of private property and competition. Eventually an ingenious bee devises a system whereby large quantities of honey can be produced using very few workers. Then a clever drone (Rev Richard Malthus) argues that the resulting misery was due to the fact that there were too many bees and no amount of honey would be able to keep up with the number of unemployed bees. As they reflect that the only solution is collective suicide, a wise bee shows them a way by which all can be gainfully employed and consume the fruits of their labour. But he is treated as a visionary and so flies off to a foreign land (Owen in North America). Since 1824, however, the poor bees are beginning to understand and turn to the wise bee's teachings.

THE EQUITABLE LABOUR EXCHANGE

A large number of co-operative societies (for the most part very small scale trading associations) and trade unions or guilds (the distinction was not clearcut) existed throughout the country, but those who were called 'Owenites', seeing them as having within themselves the potential for a complete reorganisation of society, pressed for organisation on an ever larger, more national, scale. Owen himself was not initially involved in this. On his return to England he had seen his main role as education. He was delivering regular Sunday morning lectures in London (Sunday because that was the only day many workers could come to hear him), and founded a weekly journal, The Crisis. His first practical initiative was the establishment of an 'Equitable Labour Exchange'.

This was an attempt to realise the idea of a currency based on units of labour. One of his supporters offered him the use of a large building on the Gray's Inn Road, initially for the purpose of the lectures, but Owen quickly recognised its potential as a trading emporium. Workers - in this case presumably small independent artisans - brought the product of their work and were given notes in exchange which could then be used to buy other products deposited in the store. The notes supposedly represented the hours devoted to doing the work, but since the work of a skilled craftsman was rated more highly than the value of a day labourer it amounted in practice to a judgment on the part of the committee running the store.

The attractions of the scheme were explained in an article by Robert Dale Owen written during a visit to England when he was briefly made co-editor with his father of The Crisis. He said that the producer would receive 'an immediate representative of his product', before any sale had been made; that the profit of the middleman had been reduced from anything between 20 and 100% to a fixed percentage of eight and one half to cover expenses,  and the valuation was made by disinterested parties, who did not stand to gain or lose by it. This probably goes some way towards explaining the initial popularity of the Exchange but in the event it only lasted a couple of years, probably because the labour notes could only be exchanged against the arbitrary selection of goods that were available in the store. When it was put to him that many people had invested in the venture on the strength of his name, Owen felt obliged personally to pay off the deficiency that had accumulated of some £2,500.

CLASS WARFARE V MORAL UNION

All this time, dramatic developments were occurring in the trade union movement, centred on Birmingham, where there was another Equitable Labour Exchange and a great deal of interest in Owen's thinking. 1833 saw a major conflict between the Operative Builders Union and the building contractors, who were themselves combining and pledging themselves not to employ any members of the union. The Operative Builders Union was a relatively recent creation, bringing together a variety of smaller associations each of them representing particular crafts within the overall industry. Towards the end of the year it expanded again into the Grand National Union of Builders, with its own journal, The Pioneer, edited by James Morrison. Morrison, a housepainter, was a friend of William Pare, one of the leading advocates of Equitable Exchanges. He was himself involved with the Birmingham Exchange and had written to Owen in July 1833 saying 'Before I knew the great truths which you have developed, I was a rough and irritable stickler for individual liberty.'

The Pioneer first appeared in September 1833 as the voice of the centralising tendency within the union which aimed at an even greater scale of organisation, beyond the building trade - the Grand National Consolidated Trades Union, which finally emerged in 1834. Owen himself had been involved in the discussions that led to it but he had advocated a 'Grand National Moral Union of the Useful and Productive Classes of the United Kingdom', which would have attempted to bring together employers and employees, masters and men, with the emphasis on a reorganisation of the whole economic system.

But Owen was out of phase with the mood of the times, when the unions were faced with a policy of lockouts and an agreement among the employers to refuse to use workers unless they signed a 'document' renouncing trade unionism. The employers had the support of the government led by Lord Melbourne who was, as it happens, a friend of Owen's. In January 1834, Owen complained in a letter published in The Pioneer and in The Crisis: 

'Sometimes you and your correspondents seem to have lost the spirit of peace and charity by which alone the regeneration of mankind can ever be effected. You have drawn a line of opposition of feelings and interests between the employers and employed in the production of wealth which, if it were continued, would tend to delay the progress of this great cause, and to injure those noble principles which you are so desirous of seeing carried into practise.'
But both The Pioneer and his own paper The Crisis were drifting away from him.

ELISHAMA SMITH

Since September 1833, The Crisis had been edited by a rather extraordinary figure called James Elishama Smith, a one time probationer of the Church of Scotland who had taken up millennialist views under the influence of the pioneer of Pentecostalist preaching, Edward Irving, and had then been drawn to the 'Christian Israelite' followers of Joanna Southcott, observing Jewish dietary laws and preaching a doctrine which he called 'universalism', though it seems unrelated to American universalism. Smith's universalism would have shared the American idea that all would eventually be saved, but he taught in addition that there was a continuity between God and the Devil, good and evil - that evil was a necessary prerequisite for the existence of good.

He had come to London in August 1832 and been introduced to Owen through Edward Irving (Irving had been a very successful and even fashionable London-based minister of the Church of Scotland, but was expelled after members of his congregation started speaking in tongues. After his expulsion he preached for a time in premises provided by Owen). Smith set up as a free lance preacher in a chapel he rented for the purpose, rather as Owen himself had done. From June 1833 he began to give regular lectures in Owen's exchange building, which had now moved from the Gray's Inn Road to Charlotte Street. He preached a Christian variety of Owen's social gospel, relating Owen's insistence that individuals were not responsible for good and evil to St Paul's doctrine that 'it is not I that sin, but sin that dwelleth in me.' (Rom 7.17) He argued that the Christianity of the rich was Antichrist and that it was only now that the real Christianity, the Christianity of the poor, was beginning to manifest itself. He developed these ideas with great freedom in the pages of The Crisis.

A series of 'Letters on Associated Labour', almost certainly by Smith, appeared in Morrison's Pioneer at a time when Morrison was in an increasingly bitter dispute with Owen and the executive of the Consolidated Union. This was in the context of the arrest of six agricultural workers in Dorsetshire, held without bail for administering unlawful oaths, trying to form a branch of the Consolidated Union - the famous 'Tolpuddle Martyrs'. Owen was himself indignant at their treatment and had formally joined the Consolidated Union in April, but he was trying to steer it towards a moderate policy of negotiation and compromise. Smith's Crisis, however, complained against the inaction of the Union's executive and in the following issue actually expressed disagreement with a long letter in which Owen complained that his principles had been misunderstood and outlined the aims of the Union as he understood them - aims which contained nothing more radical than the elimination of drunkenness, the education of children and adults, and establishing proper relations between workmen and the government.

Smith wrote to his brother at the beginning of August to say he had left Owen's party and, a couple of issues later, The Crisis stopped publication. Morrison had resigned from the Union's executive in March, though he continued to publish The Pioneer in defiance of Owen's wishes. He died the following year.

In these conditions both the Labour Exchanges and the Consolidated Union collapsed. In November 1834 Owen launched a new journal - The New Moral World - with the emphasis on unity of interests throughout the country, and in May the following year he became the 'Social Father' of 'The Association of All Classes and All Nations.' The political initiative in working class politics passed decisively into the hands of the Chartist movement with its commitment to aggressive class warfare and its central demand for an extension of the franchise.

THE 'RATIONAL RELIGIONIST'

W.L.Sargent, says that 'From this date for nearly twenty years Owen's proceedings have little to interest people generally.' But there was a continuing dialogue between his little group and the Chartists in which the Owenites were maintaining a larger view of the reforms necessary to serve the working class interest; and in the person of Thomas Allsop, Lincolnshire landowner and disciple of the theologian and poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Owen had an intermediary with the Chartists, since Allsop was also acting as an adviser to the Chartist leader, Feargus O'Connor. The Owenites argued against over-reliance on an extension of the franchise, pointing out that the working class had the franchise in North America but thousands were still unemployed. They also argued against the other temptation of the Chartists - physical force revolution: 'The victory must have been achieved by physical force and some individuals must thereby attain the political power now possessed by the aristocracy of this country. Who the parties acquiring this power, after such a revolution, might be, no man can know, probably some more fortunate military chiefs.'

In 1839, Owen's latest 'society' - The Society of Rational Religionists - took a lease on land in Hampshire for a new attempt at forming a community - Queenswood. With a population of nineteen people it fell far short of the ambitions Owen had had for New Harmony - not to mention Texas. The Rational Religionists also established 'Halls of Science', and employed lecturers, who included the atheist and lifelong champion of the co-operative principle, George Jacob Holyoake, the last man to be imprisoned for blasphemy on grounds of atheism. His friend, Charles Southwell who had been imprisoned just before him, was also one of the Rational Religionist lecturers.

The context in which this happened was a protest launched by the Bishop of Exeter, Henry Philpotts, when Lord Melbourne - the same Lord Melbourne who had refused to pardon the Tolpuddle Martyrs and had given government backing to the lockouts that broke the Consolidated Union - formally presented Owen to Queen Victoria. It wasn't Owen's socialism that upset the Bishop so much as his views on religion. Owen was a deist - believing in God but disbelieving in any special revelation from God, other than the normal operations of the human reason. But even Holyoake thought him lacking in tact when in 1837, for example, he said to Rev J.H.Roebuck in Manchester that 'he was compelled to believe that all the religions of the world were so many geographical insanities.'
Philpotts's protest stimulated a small wave of persecution against what the Bishop considered to be atheism. Owen's old associate, William Pare, lost his job as registrar of births, deaths and marriages in Birmingham. And since the rooms in which the Rational Religionists lectured were under episcopal license, those churchmen who wished could make the use of them dependent on swearing an oath that, to put it in Holyoake's words, 'they held Christian tenets and took the Bible as the guide of their teaching.' A number of them, including Alexander Fleming, editor of the New Moral World, took the oath but Southwell, Holyoake and two of their colleagues refused. Southwell then issued the journal The Oracle of Reason or Philosophy Vindicated with its defiant masthead: 'Faith's empire is the world; its monarch God; its ministers the priests; its slaves the people.' It claimed to be 'the only exclusively ATHEISTICAL print that has appeared in any age or country.' Southwell was imprisoned for an article that appeared in issue number 4, Holyoake for responding warmly to a clergyman who challenged him on his religious views when he was lecturing in the Cheltenham Mechanics Institute on the very Owenite topic of 'self supporting Home Colonies.'
Owen, then, was still at the centre of an interesting intellectual life even if he himself at times seemed rather oblivious of it.

THE SPIRITUALIST

In the autobiography written at the end of his life, Owen imagines himself being questioned by an 'inquisitor', who asks:

'What makes you so confident of ultimate success?"
He replies:

'The daily aid which I receive from superior spirits, who promise effective assistance until success shall be secured.'
Spiritualism had sprung up as a movement in North America in 1847, through the mediums, Margaretta and Catherine Fox. It had been introduced to Britain in 1852 by Mrs Maria Hayden, who converted Owen in 1854, to the dismay of many of his followers. As Sargent puts it: 'He owed his conversion to the spirits of his father and mother who kindly and as it seemed most anxiously desired that he should see and know the truth of our future existence "and the unimaginable glories and happiness of a never-ending, progressive immortality."'
Owen passed on much of what he learned from the spirits - his parents, the Duke of Kent, President Jefferson, Shelley, Byron, some of the Old Testament prophets - but they seemed to bear a remarkable resemblance to his own ideas on the need to reform the world and unite the human race. 

One of the characteristics of the spirits, he said, was that they retain much the same character they had on earth. Some years after his death, he himself appeared to the medium, Emma Harding Britten, and revealed to her the 'Seven Principles of Spiritualism' later adopted by the Spiritualists National Union. One of the seven principles was 'personal responsibility' - whether we do good or ill is within our power and we may legitimately be given praise or censure depending on the choice we make. Which implies that in the spirit world Owen somewhat uncharacteristically changed his mind. All his life he had taught that this notion of personal responsibility was the fundamental error at the root of all our social and moral ills.

In 1902, at the unveiling ceremony of a memorial raised to him in Newtown, his old comrade, G.J.Holyoake, chairman of the memorial committee, said he 'loved the Welsh people and the place of his birth'. He 'came back to the little town, which gave him birth, and was laid to rest in this old churchyard. Those who buried him, and those connected with this place, raised a monument to his memory.' Perhaps the rugged old atheist had Owen's Spiritualism in mind when he added 'and it was well said of him that "his grave was too cold and damp for a soul so warm and true."'
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