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 EP THOMSON THE MAKING OF ENGLISH WORKING CLASS
The British people were noted throughout Europe for their turbulence, and the people of London astonished foreign visitors by their lack of deference. The I Bth and early 19th century are punctuated by riot, occasioned by bread prices, turnpikes and tolls, excise, "rescue", strikes, new machinery, enclosures, press-gangs and a score of other grievances. Direct action on particular grievances merges on one hand into the great political risings of the "mob"-the Wilkes agitation of the 1760s and I 770s, the Gordon Riots (1780), the mobbing of the King in the London streets (1795 and 1820), the Bristol Riots (1831) and the Birmingham Bull Ring riots (1839). On the other hand it merges with organised forms of sustained illegal action or quasi-insurrection-Luddism (IBIl-13), the East Anglian Riots (IBI6), the "Last Labourer's Revolt" (IB30), the Rebecca Riots (IB39 and IB42) and the Plug Riots (IB4Q). 

This second, quasi-insurrectionary, form we shall look at more closely when we come to consider Luddism. It was a form of direct action which arose in specific conditions, which was often highly organised and under the protection of the local community, and as to which we should be chary of generalisation. The first form is only now beginning to receive the attention of historians. Dr. Rude, in his study of The Crowd in the French Revolution, suggests that "the term 'mobs', in the sense of hired bands operating on behalfofexternal interests ... should be invoked with discretion and only when justified by the particular occasion". Too often historians have used the term lazily, to evade further analysis, or (with the suggestion of criminal elements motivated by the desire for loot) as a gesture of prejudice. And Dr. Rude suggests that the term "revolutionary crowd" may be more useful when discussing riot in late IBth-century England as well as in revolutionary France.

Coventry motor-worker of the 1960s. 

The point is ofimportance, because too much emphasis upon the newness of the cotton-mills can lead to an underestimation of the continuity of political and cultural traditions in the making ofworking-class communities. The factory hands, so far from being the "eldest children of the industrial revolution", were late arrivals. Many oftheir ideas and forms oforganisation were anticipated by domestic workers, such as the woollen workers of Norwich and the West Country, or the small-ware weavers of Manchester. And it is questionable whether factory hands-except in the cotton districts-"formed the nucleus. of the,Labour Movement" at any time before the late 1840S (and, in some northern and Midland towns, the years 1832-4, leading up to the great lock-outs). Jacobinism, as we have seen, struck root most deeply among artisans. Luddism was the work of skilled men in small workshops. From 1817 onwards to Chartism, the outworkers in the north and the Midlands were as prominent in every radical agitation as the factory hands. And in many towns the actual nucleus from which the labour movement derived ideas, organisation, and leadership, was made up of such men as shoemakers, weavers, saddlers and harnessmakers, booksellers, printers, building workers, small tradesmen, and the like. The vast area of Radical London between 1815 and 1850 drew its strength from no major heavy 

i~ ,~ 

industries (shipbuilding was tending to decline, and the engineers only made their impact later in the century) but from the host of smaller trades and occupations

In the first place, then, we must see Luddism in this context. The journeymen and artisans felt themselves to be robbed of constitutional rights, and this was a deeply-felt conviction. Ned Ludd was the "Redresser" or "Grand Executioner", defending ("by unanimous vote of the Trade") rights too deeply established "by Custom and Law" for them to be set aside by a few masters or even by Parliament: 

Chant no more your old rhymes about bold Robin Hood, 

His feats I but little admire. 

I will sing the Atchievements of General Ludd, 

Now the Hero ofNottingham shire ....2 

But, in the second place, we should not over·state the isolation into which the stockingers < or croppers had been forced. Throughout the Luddite "outrages", the machine-breakers had the backing of public opinion in the Midlands and the West Riding. The large employers, and the factory system generally, stirred up profound hostility among thousands of small masters. In I 795 the small master-clothiers of the West Riding were actively canvassing support for a Bill "for restoring and preserving entire the late system of carrying on the Cloth manufacturing ...". 

Until lately, that System has been by cloth being manufactured by Persons residing in different villages in the County, and sold in the public Halls in Leeds to merchants who did not follow the manufacturing of Cloth. Of late, several merchants have become manufacturers of Cloth, and, for the better carrying on such manufactory, have erected very large Buildings which are called Factories, wherein they intend to employ Clothiers as their Servants, so that persons, who, with their Families, have been dispersed as before mentioned, will beassociated together within, or near these Buildings in a dependant State. The Bill (which sought to prevent merchant-manufacturers from supplementing their orders by buying cloth in the public halls) was "intended to preserve a System of Trade, which has been productive of more Independence, Prosperity and Morality, and consequently of greater Happiness than any other Branch of Manufacture in the Kingdom". 1 
The gap in status between a "servant", a hired wagelabourer subject to the orders and discipline of the master, and an artisan, who might "come and go" as he pleased, was wide enough for men to shed blood rather than allow themselves to be pushed from one side to the other. And, in the valuesystem of the community, those who resisted degradation were in the right. In 1797 the first steam-mill was built in Bradford to the accompaniment of menacing and hooting crowds. The "little makers" of the West Riding saw in the many-chimneyed progeny of Arkwright, across the Pennines, the death-warrant of their own domestic industry. The small masters who supported the "Institution" or "Clothier's Community", between 1802 and 1806, had at their backs a general theory of moral economy. 

It is easy to forget how evil a reputation the new cottonmills had acquired. They were centres of exploitation, monstrous prisons in which children were confined, centres of immorality and of industrial conflict;2 above all, they reduced the industrious artisan to "a dependant State." A way of life was at stake for the community, and, hence, we must see the croppers' opposition to particular \ machines as being very -much more than a particular groupdfskilled workers defending their own livelihood. These machines symbolised the encroachment of the factory ,rystem. So strongly were the moral presuppositions of some clothiers engaged, that we know of cases where they deliberately suppressed labour-saving inventions, while Richard Oastler's father, in 1800, sold up a prospering business rather than employ machinery which he regarded as"a means of oppression on the part of the rich and of corresponding degradation and misery to the poor",1 It was this feeling, among clothiers, master cloth-dressers, artisans and labourers of all descriptions, and even some professional men, which gave a sanction to the Luddites and afforded them protection. General Grey, commanding the troops in the West Riding in 1812, commented \yith dismay upon: 

how much the opinion and wishes of even the more respectable portion of the Inhabitants are in unison with the deluded and illdisposed populace with respect to the present object of their resentment Gig Mills and Shearing Frames and this extends also to persons having Mills of a different description employed in the Manufacturing branch .... 2 
These feelings existed also in the Midlands, where no important improvements in machinery were at issue. The master-stockingers, tradesmen, artisans, and even some of the hosiers were wholly on the framework-knitters' side, most certainly during their appeal to Parliament in 1812. The Bill making frame-breaking a capital offence was deprecated even by those hosiers whose interests it was supposed to defend. And, in this light, the conventional picture of the Luddism of these years as a. blin9. opposition to machinery as such becomes less and less tenable. What was at issue was the "freedom" of the capitalist to destroy the customs of the trade, whether by new machinery, by the factory-system, or by unrestricted competition, beating-down wages, undercutting his rivals, and undermining standards of craftsmanship. We are so accustomed to the notion that it was both inevitable and "progressive" that trade should have been freed in the early 19th century from "restrictive practices", that it requires an effort of imagination to understand that the "free" factory owner or large hosier or cotton-manufacturer, who built his fortune by these means, was regarded not only with jealousy but 

as a man engaging in immoral and illegal practices. The tradition of the just price and the fair wage lived longer among "the lower orders" than is sometimes supposed. They saw laissez faire, not as freedom, but as "foul Imposition". They could see no "natural law" by which one man, or a few men, could engage in practices which brought manifest injury to their fellows. A "Declaration Extraordinary", addressed to "our wellbeloved Brother, and Captain in Chief, Edward Ludd", embodies all these notions ofthe moral economy ofthe "Trade'. Whereas it hath been represented to us, the General Agitators for the Northern Counties, assembled to redress the Grievances of the Operative Mechanics, That Charles Lacy, of the Town of Nottingham, British Lace Manufacturer, has been guilty of diverse fraudulent, and oppressive, Acts-whereby he has reduced to poverty and Misery Seven Hundred of our beloved Brethren . . . by making fraudulent Cotton Point Nett, ofOne Thread Stuff, has obtain'd the Sum ofFifteen Thousand Pounds, whereby he has ruin'd the CottonLace Trade, and consequently our worthy and well-belov'd Brethren; whose support and comfort depended on the continuance of 

that manufacture. It appeareth to us that the said Oharles Lacy was actuated by the most diabolical motives, we therefore . . . do adjudge the said Fifteen Thousand Pounds to be forfeited, and we do hereby ... command Charles Lacy to disburse the said sum, in equal shares among the Workmen, who made Cotton Nett in the year 1807 ...1 

From this aspect, then, Luddism can be seen as a violent eruption of feeling against unrestrained industrial capitalism, harking back to an obsolescent paternalist code, and sanctioned by traditions of the working community. But at this point the term "reactionary" comes too easily to some lips. For despite all the homilies addressed to the Luddites (then and subsequently) as to the beneficial consequences ofnew machinery or of "free" enterprise,-arguments which, in any case, the Luddites were intelligent enough to weigh in their minds for themselves-the machine-breakers" and not the tract-writers, made the most realistic assessment\ of the short-term effects. The croppers provide the clearest e~ample of a skill that was simply extinguished: 

Between 1806 and 1817 the number of gig mills in Yorkshire was said to have increased from 5 to 72; the number of shears worked by machinery from 100 to 1,462; and out of 3,378 shearmen no less than 1,170 were out of work while 1,445 were only partly employed.II 

Their labour was replaced by that of unskilled men and juveniles. According to an account in 1841: In 1814, there were 1,733 croppers in Leeds, all in full employment; and now, since the introduction of machinery, the whole of the cloth ... is dressed by a comparatively small number, chiefly boys, at from 5S. to 8s.... and a few men at from lOS. to 14s. per week. The old croppers have turned themselves to any thing they can get to do; some acting as bailiffs, water-carriers, scavengers, or selling oranges, cakes, tapes and laces, gingerbread, blacking,. &c. &c.1 
This was a sad end to an honourable craft. The later history of the stockingers and cotton-weavers provides scarcely more evidence for the "progressive" view of the advantages of the breakdown of custom and of "restrictive practices". We have already examined in sufficient detail the destruction ofthe weaver's livelihood. If there is any episode of the Industrial Revolution more harrowing than that ofthe hand-loom weaver, it is that of the stockinger. By 1819, according to Felkin, very many of them had been reduced to 41'. to 7s. a week for sixteen to eighteen hours daily labour; only emigration to the Cape of Good Hope afforded a means of escape. There was some recovery in the early IR:ws, with the introduction of machinelace (the twist-net or bobbin-net "fever"), which brought a new influx into the trade, followed by continuing deterioration. "We've a bit of a spurt now and then," one of them told Thomas Cooper in 1840: "But-we soon go back again to starvation." (41'. 6d. was then quoted as an "average" wage when in employmen,t.) Between the frame-rent, on one side, and a multiplicity of forms of petty exploitation-wage-cutting, "docking" or fining, truck--on the other, "the poor. framework-knitter was worn down, till you might have known him by his peculiar air ofmisery and dejection, ifyou had met him a hundred miles from Leicester". And this had been effected by "free competition" alone, without the introduction of any machinery involving steam or water-power.2 
Even if we make allowances for the cheapening of the product, it is impossible to designate as "progressive", in any meaningful sense, ,processes which brought about the degradation, for twenty or thirty years ahead, of the workers employed in the industry. And, viewed from this aspect, we may see Luddism as a moment of transitional conflict. On the one hand, it looked backward to old customs and paternalist legislation which could never be revived; on the other hand, it tried to revive ancient rights in order to establish new precedents. At different times their demands included a legal minimum wage; the control of the "sweating" of women or juveniles; arbitration; the engagement by the masters to find work for skilled men made redundant by machinery; the prohibition ofshoddy work; the right to open trade union combination. All these demands looked forwards, as much as backwards; and they contained within them a shadowy image, not so much of a paternalist, but ofa democratic community, in which industrial growth should be regulated according to ethical priorities and the pursuit of profit be subordinated to human needs. 

Thus we must see the years 1811-13 as a watershed, whose streams run in one direction back to Tudor times, in another forward to the factory legislation of the next hundred years. The Luddites were some ofthe last Guildsmen, and at the same time some of the first to launch the agitations which lead on to the IO Hour Movement. In both directions lay an alternative political economy and morality to that of laissez faire. During the critical decades of the Industrial Revolution, working people suffered total exposure to one of the most humanly degrading dogmas in history-that of irresponsible and unlicensed competition-and generations of outworkers died under this exposure. It was Marx who saw, in the passage ofthe 10 Hour Bill (1847), evidence that for "the first time ... in broad daylight the political economy of the middle class succumbed to the political economy of the working class". 1 The men who attacked Cartwrig~t's mill at Rawfolds were announcing this alternative politiqal economy, albeit in a confused midnight encounter. 
v. The Sherwood .Lads Luddism lingers in the popular mind as an uncouth, spontaneous affair of illiterate handworkers, blindly resisting machinery. But machine-breaking has a far loager history. The destruction of materials, loolns, threshing-machines, the flooding of pits or damage to pit-head gear, or the robbing or firing ofhouses or property ofunpopular employers-these, and other forlns of violent direct action, were employed in the 18th 

century and the first halfof the 19th, while "rattening" was still endemic in parts of the Sheffield cutlery industry in the 1860s. Such methods were sometimes aimed at machinery held to be obnoxious as such. More often they were a means of enforcing customary conditions, intimidating blacklegs, "illegal" men, or masters, or were (often effective) ancillary means to strike or other "trade union" action.1 
Although related to this tradition, the Luddite movement must be distinguished from it, first, by its high degree of organisation, second, by the political context within which it flourished. These differences may be summed up in.a single characteristic: while finding its origin in particular industrial grievances, Luddism was a quasi.;.insurrectionary movement, which continually ·trembled on the edge of ulterior revolutionary objectives. This is not to say that it was a wholly conscious revolutionary movement; on the othe~ hand, it had a tendency towards becoming such a movement, and it is this tendency which is most often understated. 

The Luddism of Lancashire revealed the highest political content, as well as the greatest spontaneity and confusion. The Luddism ofNottinghalnshire was the most highly-organised and disciplined, and the most strictly confined to industrial objectives. The Luddism of Yorkshire moved from industrial to ulterior objectives. Before analysing these differences, we must present a briefnarrative. 

The main disturbances commenced in Nottingham, in March 18II. A large demonstration of stockingers, "clamouring for work and a more liberal price" was·dispersed by the military. That night sixty stocking-frames were broken at the large village of Arnold by rioters who took no precautions to disguise themselves and who were cheered on by the crowd. For several weeks disturbances continued, mainly at night, throughout the hosiery villages of north-west Nottinghamshire. Although special constables and troops patrolled the villages, no arrests could be made. 

Although frame-breaking had extended more widely than at any time for perhaps thirty years, this first outbreak of March and April created no sensation. Riots of one kind or another were endemic in the manufacturing districts, and aroused little comment. But early in November 18Il) Luddism 

appeared in a much more disciplined form. Frame-breaking was no longer the work of "rioters" but of smaller, disciplined bands, who moved rapidly from village t9 village at night. From Nottinghamshire it spread to parts of Leicestershire and Derbyshire, and continued without intermission until February 1812. On November 10th there was a serious conflict at Bulwell, where a hosier named Hollingsworth defended his premises. Shots were exchanged, and one of the Luddites (a stockinger from Arnold named John Westley) Was killed; but after retreating with his body the Luddites returned, beat down the doors, and broke up the frames. Three days later a very large force of Luddites, armed with muskets, pistols, axes and hammers, destroyed seventy frames at a large hosier's workshop in Sutton-in-Ashfield. Night after night, for more than three months, the attacks continued, sometimes in two or three widely separated villages on the same night. By the end of December the Nottingham corespondent of the Leeds Mercury declared: "the Insurrectional state to which this county has been reduced. for the last month has no parallel in history, since the troubled days of Charles the First". No degree of activity by the magistrates or by large reinforcements 

of military deterred the Luddites. Every attack revealed planning and method: They broke only the frames of such as have reduced the price of 

the men's wages; those who have not lowered the price, have their frames untouched; in one house, last night, they broke four frames out of six; the other two which belonged to masters who had not lowered their wages, they did not meddle with. 

The Luddites were masked or dis~uised; had sentinels and couriers; "they communicated with',hch other by means of a watchword, and the firing of a pistol, or gun, is generally the signal of danger, or of a retr~at": . 

The rioters appear suddenly, in armed parties, under regular commanders; the chief of whom, be he whomsover he may, is styled General Ludd, and his orders are as implicitly obeyed as if he had received his authority from the hands ofa Monarch. 

It was generally believed that the Luddites acted under a solemn oath, and that disobedience to the General's orders was punished with death 

of money for Luddite funds became more general. A letter from Ashover described the authority with which the Luddites acted: 

Two men came to this place who called themselves inspectors from the committee; they went to every stockinger's house and discharged them from working under such prices as they gave them a list of.... They summoned all the stockingers, about 12 or 14 in number of master men to a public house with as much consequence as if they had had a mandate from the Prince Regent .. When they got them hither, all I can learn at present, was for the purpose of collecting money from them for the support of those families who were deprived ofgetting their bread by having their frames broken. Where they found a frame worked by a person who had not served a regular apprenticeship, or by a woman, they discharged them from working, and if they promised to do so, they stuck a paper upon the frame with these words written upon it-"Let this frame stand, the colts removed".l 

At the village of Pentridge (to become notorious in another context five years later) "after passing through the village, and examining the frames, and their holders, as to' the work they made and the prices they received, they retired without doing any mischief .••" From motives ofsympathy or in self-defence, those hosiers who were conforming to the conditions demanded by the stockingers affixed printed bills to their frames: "THIS FRAME IS MAKING FULL FASHIONED WORK, AT THE FULL PRICE."2 The extraordinary success of the Luddites gave to them a 

high morale: 

Now by force unsubdued, and by threats undismay'd 

Death itself can't his ardour repress 

The presence of Armies can't make him afraid 

Nor impede his career of success 

Whilst the news of his conquests is spread far and near 

How his Enemies take the alarm 

His courage, his fortitude, strikes them with fear 

For they dread his Omnipotent Arm .... 

And when in the work of destruction employed 

He himself to no method confines, 

By fire and by water he gets them destroyed 

For the Elements aid his designs. 

Whether guarded by Soldiers along the Highway 

Or closely secured in the room, 

He shivers them up both by night and by day, 

And nothing can soften their doom.3

Not only did they openly offer a "reward" to anyone giving information as to persons who disclosed their secrets, they also issued threats against pseudo-Luddites who collected funds or robbed isolated farms under pretences. The "General's" discipline is well illustrated by a letter to an "Unknown Stranger", which accompanied some articles which had been stolen during an attack at Clifton (Notts.), with the request that the articles should be "Restoredto their respective owners": 

... it is with extream Regrat that I inform yow hau thay Came into 

my hans when I came out with my men their weir sumjoind us that 

I Never had ad with me before and it wear these Villinds that 

plundred but ass we wear going out of Clifton one of my Men came 

and t<>ld me that he Believd that those Men ad got some thinck that 

they had no Buisiness with I theirfore gave horders that thay should 

be searchd .... 

The letter ended more grimly: 

... we were gust agoen to have hang'd one of the Villends when we weir informed that Solders weir at hand we thot it Right to Retreat. 

N.B. The Men that had the things weir entire strangers to my horders or they Never dworst not have tuch'done thinck, but they have been punished for their vileny for one of them have been hang'd for 3 Menet and then Let down agane I ham a friend to the pore and Distrest and a enemy to the oppressors thron. 

GENERAL LUDD1 
In the first week of February 1812, this-the major phase of Midlands Luddism-o.ied away. There were three reasons. First, the Luddites were partially s].lccessful-the majority of hosiers had agreed to pay better price~, and wages had generally risen by as much as 2S. a week. Secortd, there were now several thousand troops in the area, supplemented by special constables and local watch parties. Third, the Bill to make frame-breaking a capital offence was now before Parliament, and (as we have seen) Luddism gave way suddenly to constitutional agitationso suddenly that it is impossible not to believe that the new Committee was not at least partly under former Luddite direction.2 But just at the moment that Nottingham Luddism became inactive, Luddism in Lancashire and Yorkshire was triggered off by its example.

In Yorkshire the reports from Nottingham had been eagerly followed by the croppers, and according to tradition the accounts in the Leeds Mercury had been read aloud in the workshops. The first intimation of active Luddism came in midJanuary, when a party of men with blackened faces was surprised on Leeds Bridge. Thereafter Luddism appeared, already full-grown, modelled upon the Nottingham discipline and tactics, but accompanied by a greater number ofemphatic threatening letters which may, or may not, have stemmed from a central source. In January one of the only Leeds gig-mills was set on fire; by February, nightly attacks were being made in the Huddersfield and Spen Valley districts, where the greatest number of gig-mills and shearing-frames were to be . found. Mter one successful attack, 

As soon as the work ofdestruction was completed, the Leader drew up his men, called over the roll, .eachman answering to a particular number instead ofhis name; they then fired off their pistols ... gave a shout, and marched off in regular military order. 

Nothing was destroyed apart from the obnoxious machinery: 

... one of the party having asked the Leader what they should do with one of the Proprietors, he replied not hUrt a hair of his head; but that should they be under-the necessity of visiting him again, they could not show him any mercy ,I 

There seem to have been different Luddite "commands" in the West Riding, centred on Leeds, Halifax, Huddersfield and the small clothing villages of the Spen Valley, whose delegates (from Cleckheaton, Heckmondwike, Gomersal, Birstall, Mirfield, Brighouse, EIland and "more distant places") are supposed to have met together in February, and to have sent delegates to a further meeting a week or two later at Halifax.2 A leaflet was distributed in Leeds, in very much more insurrectionary terms than anything attributed to the Nottingham Luddites: 

To all Croppers, Weavers &c. & Public at large. Generous Countrymen, You are requested to come forward with Arms and help the Redressers to redress their Wrongs and shake off the hateful Yoke

of a Silly Old Man, and his Son more silly and their Rogueish Ministers, all Nobles and Tyrants must be brought down. Come let us follow the Noble Example of the brave Citizens of Paris who in Sight of 30,000 Tyrant Redcoats brought A Tyrant to the Ground. by so doing you will be best aiming at your own Interest. Above 40,000 Heroes are ready to break out, to crush the old Government & establish a new one. 

Apply to General Ludd Commander of the Army of Redressers.l 

A Mr. Smith, a Huddersfield manufacturer, received a letter even more chilling: 

1nformation has just been given in that you are a holder of those detestable Shearing Frames, and I was desired by my .Men to write to you and give you fair Warning to pull them down .... You will take Notice that if they are not taken down by the end of next week, I will detach one of my Lieutenants with at least 300 Men to destroy them and furthermore take Notice that if you give us the Trouble of coming so far we will increase your misfortune by burning your Buildings down to Ashes and if you have Impudence to fire upon any of my Men, they have orders to murder you, & bum all your Housing, you will have the Goodness to your Neighbours to inform them that the same fate awaits them if their Frames are not speedily taken down .... 

Mr. Smith and his "Brethren in Sin" were then informed that "there were 2,782 Sworn Heroes bound in a Bond ofNecessity" in the Army of Huddersfield alone, nearly double sworn Men in Leeds" : 

By the latest lettets from our Correspondents we learn that. the Manufacturers in the following Placcl are going to rise and join us in redressing their Wrongs Viz. Mat¢hester, Wakefield, Halifax, Bradford, Sheffield, Oldham, Rochdale and all the Cotton Country where the brave Mr. :Hanson will lead them on to Victory, the Weavers in Glasgow and many parts of Scotland will join us the Papists in Ireland are rising to a Man, so that they are likely to find the Soldiers something else to do than Idle in Huddersfield and then Woe be to the places now guarded by them ....2 

Ten days later (20 March 1812) the most active magistrate in the Huddersfield district was himself the recipient of a threatening letter, purporting to come from the "Solicitor to General Ludd" at Sherwood Forest, Nottingham, and to carry the judgement of the "Ludds Court at Nottingham".l The successes in Yorkshire, following upon those in the Midlands, the impotence of the military, and the hostility of public opinion, were too .much for the smaller manufacturersespecially when they were recipients of such hair-raising mail. Many of them simply capitulated, destroying or storing their own shearing-frames. According to tradition, the Luddites drilled frequendy at night: "musket men, ten abreast, stood first, then those armed with pistols ... pikes and hatchets the third, and an unarmed gang were drawn up in the rear".2 

. But the pride of place, in popular legend, went to the hammer-men, who wielded enormous iron sledges called "Enochs", to break open doors and smash the frames. These frames (as well as hammers) were made by Enoch Taylor, of Marsden, a blacksmith turned machine-maker, and the Luddite cry was: "Enoch made them, Enoch shall break them." The assaults were celebrated in the cropper's song, to be rendered in "true ballad patterer's style": 

And night by night when all is still, 

And the moon is hid behind the hill, 

We forward march to do our will 

With hatchet, pike and gun! Oh, the cropper lads for me, The gallant lads for me, Who with lusty stroke The shear frames broke, The cropper lads for me! 

Great Enoch still shall lead the van Stop him who dare! stop him who can! Press forward every gallant man 

With hatchet, pike, and gun! Oh, the cropper lads for me .... 3 
The major phase of Yorkshire Luddism came to a crisis in mid.:April, after only six or seven weeks effective existence. As the n)lmber of small manufacturers still using the offensive machines diminished, so it became evident that the Luddites must either rest on these successes or attempt the destruction of the few substantial mills still holding out. They chose the second course. In the last week of March two mills near Leeds were successfully attacked; on April 9th joseph Foster's "extensive" cloth manufactory at Horbury, near Wakefield, was sacked and fired, after an attack by a contingent of up to 300 Luddites, probably assembled from several commands.l It was now generally expected that an attack would be made on one of two substantial establishments, whose owners had made themselves notorious for their determination to defY the Luddites. William Horsfall, of Ottiwells near Huddersfield, was choleric and impatient to meet an attack; his men were armed, and he had a cannon mounted in his mill, with embrasures to cover the line of attack; he had boasted that he wished to "ride up to his saddle-girths" in Luddite blood, and his hatred was so obsessional that even the children taunted him in the streets with shouts of"I'm General Luddl" William Cartwright, of Rawfolds in the Spen Valley, was quieter but no less determined; he had soldiers and armed workmen in his premises (where he himself slept) every night, sentinels, and (should his outer defences be broken) barricades of spiked rollers on his stairs and a tub of oil of vitriol at the top. According to tradition, the L'uddites drew lots to decide which mill should be their first objective. The choice fell on Rawfolds. 

The attack upon_ Rawfolds has become legendary. Perhaps 150 Luddites took part (it was said that more had been expected, and that the Leeds or Halifax contingents failed to arrive in time). Led by George Mellor, a young cropper from a small finishing shop a~ Longroyd Bridge near Huddersfield, the Luddites exchanged abrisk fire with the embattled defenders for twenty minutes. Under cover of this fire, a small party of hammermen and men with hatchets made repeated attempts to break down the heavy doors of the mill. This party suffered serious casualties, at least five being wounded, two of whommortally wounded-were left behind when the Luddites suddenly retreated. It is said that their commander, Mellor, was the last to be left on the field, and that he could not help the wounded men since he was helping to carry another (his own cousin) to safety. The ground around the mill was littered with muskets, axes, pikes and metal implements. 

A thousand details of this attack and ofits aftermath entered into the folklore both of the masters and of the populace. And at this point we should pause to enquire 'why, as well as looking further at the resources of the authorities, the political context of April and May 1812, and at contemporaneous events in Lancashire.. 

. One part of the background is faithfully given to us in Charlotte Bronte's Shirley. The mill-owner, Gerard Moore (modelled on Cartwright), is rightly shown as belonging to the half-Whig, half-Radical, middle class, whose organ was the LeeJs Mercury-indifferent or hostile to the war, eager to have all restrictions upon trade removed, bitterly critical of Ministerial policies and especially of the Orders in Council. The military parson, Helstone (closely modelled on the Reverend Hammond Roberson) ,is a rabid "Church-and-King"Tory, regarding the Leeds Mercury as mischievous and the mill~owners as disaffected and as the authors of their own discomforts. All this is authentic. Charlotte Bronte's jacobin-Whig squire, Mr. Yorke, divided between his class allegiance and his sympathy for popular grievances, may also have an original in more than onej.P. who remained strangely inactive during 

the Luddite outbreaks. Shirley's limitations, of course, are in the treatment of the Luddites and their sympathisers. But the novel remains a true expression of the middle-class myth. During 1812 traditional class antagonisms were thrown into the crucible of Luddism; mill-owner and squire entere'd the year in bitter hostility to each other; as the Luddites succeeded in intimidating one manufacturer after another, the contempt of the Robersons grew. Then Cartwright, by his defiant action at Rawfolds, earned the admiration and gratitude ofthe military officers and the Tory squirearchy. In the north, for a few weeks, he was a hero to be named alongside Wellington. The gunfire at Rawfolds signalled a profound emotional reconciliation between the large mill-owners and the authorities. Economic interest had triumphed, and the ultimate loyalty of the manufacturers when faced with working-class Jacobinism was displayed in one dramatic incident. But what brought emotional reconciliation to the propertied classes brought profounder antagonism between them and the working classes. The folk-traditions of the Rawfolds attack emphasised the heroism of the Luddites and the callousness of the defenders. Folklore thrives on incident, on the particular hazards and interplay of character. After the retreat, Cartwright was alleged to have refused water or aid to. the two…..

Is it O.K. to be a Luddite?
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As if being 1984 weren't enough, it's also the 25th anniversary this year of C. P. Snow's famous Rede lecture, "The Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution," notable for its warning that intellectual life in the West was becoming polarized into "literary" and "scientific" factions, each doomed not to understand or appreciate the other. The lecture was originally meant to address such matters as curriculum reform in the age of Sputnik and the role of technology in the development of what would soon be known as the third world. But it was the two-culture formulation that got people's attention. In fact it kicked up an amazing row in its day. To some already simplified points, further reductions were made, provoking certain remarks, name-calling, even intemperate rejoinders, giving the whole affair, though attenuated by the mists of time, a distinctly cranky look.
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Today nobody could get away with making such a distinction. Since 1959, we have come to live among flows of data more vast than anything the world has seen. Demystification is the order of our day, all the cats are jumping out of all the bags and even beginning to mingle. We immediately suspect ego insecurity in people who may still try to hide behind the jargon of a specialty or pretend to some data base forever "beyond" the reach of a layman. Anybody with the time, literacy, and access fee can get together with just about any piece of specialized knowledge s/he may need. So, to that extent, the two-cultures quarrel can no longer be sustained. As a visit to any local library or magazine rack will easily confirm, there are now so many more than two cultures that the problem has really become how to find the time to read anything outside one's own specialty.
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What has persisted, after a long quarter century, is the element of human character. C. P. Snow, with the reflexes of a novelist after all, sought to identify not only two kinds of education but also two kinds of personality. Fragmentary echoes of old disputes, of unforgotten offense taken in the course of a long-ago high-table chitchat, may have helped form the subtext for Snow's immoderate, and thus celebrated, assertion, "If we forget the scientific culture, then the rest of intellectuals have never tried, wanted, or been able to understand the Industrial Revolution." Such "intellectuals," for the most part "literary," were supposed by Lord Snow, to be "natural Luddites."
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Except maybe for Brainy Smurf, it's hard to imagine anybody these days wanting to be called a literary intellectual, though it doesn't sound so bad if you broaden the labeling to, say, "people who read and think." Being called a Luddite is another matter. It brings up questions such as, Is there something about reading and thinking that would cause or predispose a person to turn Luddite? Is It O.K. to be a Luddite? And come to think of it, what is a Luddite, anyway?
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Historically, Luddites flourished In Britain from about 1811 to 1816. They were bands of men, organized, masked, anonymous, whose object was to destroy machinery used mostly in the textile industry. They swore allegiance not to any British king but to their own King Ludd. It Isn't clear whether they called themselves Luddites, although they were so termed by both friends and enemies. C.P. Snow's use of the word was clearly polemical, wishing to imply an irrational fear and hatred of science and technology. Luddites had, in this view, come to be imagined as the counter-revolutionaries of that "Industrial Revolution" which their modern versions have "never tried, wanted, or been able to understand."
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But the Industrial Revolution was not, like the American and French Revolutions of about the same period, a violent struggle with a beginning, middle and end. It was smoother, less conclusive, more like an accelerated passage in a long evolution. The phrase was first popularized a hundred years ago by the historian Arnold Toynbee, and has had its share of revisionist attention, lately in the July 1984 Scientific American. Here, in "Medieval Roots of the Industrial Revolution," Terry S. Reynolds suggests that the early role of the steam engine (1765) may have been overdramatized. Far from being revolutionary, much of the machinery that steam was coming to drive had already long been in place, having in fact been driven by water power since the Middle Ages. Nevertheless, the idea of a technosocial "revolution," in which the same people came out on top as in France and America, has proven of use to many over the years, not least to those who, like C. P. Snow, have thought that in "Luddite" they have discovered a way to call those with whom they disagree both politically reactionary and anti-capitalist at the same time.
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But the Oxford English Dictionary has an interesting tale to tell. In 1779, in a village somewhere in Leicestershire, one Ned Lud broke into a house and "in a fit of insane rage" destroyed two machines used for knitting hosiery. Word got around. Soon, whenever a stocking-frame was found sabotaged -- this had been going on, sez the Encyclopedia Britannica, since about 1710 -- folks would respond with the catch phrase "Lud must have been here." By the time his name was taken up by the frame-breakers of 1812, historical Ned Lud was well absorbed into the more or less sarcastic nickname "King (or Captain) Ludd," and was now all mystery, resonance and dark fun: a more-than-human presence, out in the night, roaming the hosiery districts of England, possessed by a single comic shtick -- every time he spots a stocking-frame he goes crazy and proceeds to trash it.
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But it's important to remember that the target even of the original assault of l779, like many machines of the Industrial Revolution, was not a new piece of technology. The stocking-frame had been around since 1589, when, according to the folklore, it was invented by the Rev. William Lee, out of pure meanness. Seems that Lee was in love with a young woman who was more interested in her knitting than in him. He'd show up at her place. "Sorry, Rev, got some knitting." "What, again?" After a while, unable to deal with this kind of rejection, Lee, not, like Ned Lud, in any fit of insane rage, but let's imagine logically and coolly, vowed to invent a machine that would make the hand-knitting of hosiery obsolete, and so he did. According to the encyclopedia, the jilted cleric's frame "was so perfect in its conception that it continued to be the only mechanical means of knitting for hundreds of years."
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Now, given that kind of time span, it's just not easy to think of Ned Lud as a technophobic crazy. No doubt what people admired and mythologized him for was the vigor and single-mindedness of his assault. But the words "fit of insane rage" are third-hand and at least 68 years after the event. And Ned Lud's anger was not directed at the machines, not exactly. I like to think of it more as the controlled, martial-arts type anger of the dedicated Badass.
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There is a long folk history of this figure, the Badass. He is usually male, and while sometimes earning the quizzical tolerance of women, is almost universally admired by men for two basic virtues: he Is Bad, and he is Big. Bad meaning not morally evil, necessarily, more like able to work mischief on a large scale. What is important here is the amplifying of scale, the multiplication of effect.
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The knitting machines which provoked the first Luddite disturbances had been putting people out of work for well over two centuries. Everybody saw this happening -- it became part of daily life. They also saw the machines coming more and more to be the property of men who did not work, only owned and hired. It took no German philosopher, then or later, to point out what this did, had been doing, to wages and jobs. Public feeling about the machines could never have been simple unreasoning horror, but likely something more complex: the love/hate that grows up between humans and machinery -- especially when it's been around for a while -- not to mention serious resentment toward at least two multiplications of effect that were seen as unfair and threatening. One was the concentration of capital that each machine represented, and the other was the ability of each machine to put a certain number of humans out of work -- to be "worth" that many human souls. What gave King Ludd his special Bad charisma, took him from local hero to nationwide public enemy, was that he went up against these amplified, multiplied, more than human opponents and prevailed. When times are hard, and we feel at the mercy of forces many times more powerful, don't we, in seeking some equalizer, turn, if only in imagination, in wish, to the Badass -- the djinn, the golem, the hulk, the superhero -- who will resist what otherwise would overwhelm us? Of course, the real or secular frame-bashing was still being done by everyday folks, trade unionists ahead of their time, using the night, and their own solidarity and discipline, to achieve their multiplications of effect.
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It was open-eyed class war. The movement had its Parliamentary allies, among them Lord Byron, whose maiden speech in the House of Lords in 1812 compassionately argued against a bill proposing, among other repressive measures, to make frame-breaking punishable by death. "Are you not near the Luddites?" he wrote from Venice to Thomas Moore. "By the Lord! if there's a row, but I'll be among ye! How go on the weavers -- the breakers of frames -- the Lutherans of politics -- the reformers?" He includes an "amiable chanson," which proves to be a Luddite hymn so inflammatory that it wasn't published until after the poet's death. The letter is dated December 1816: Byron had spent the summer previous in Switzerland, cooped up for a while in the Villa Diodati with the Shelleys, watching the rain come down, while they all told each other ghost stories. By that December, as it happened, Mary Shelley was working on Chapter Four of her novel Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus.
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If there were such a genre as the Luddite novel, this one, warning of what can happen when technology, and those who practice it, get out of hand, would be the first and among the best. Victor Frankenstein's creature also, surely, qualifies as a major literary Badass. "I resolved. . . ," Victor tells us, "to make the being of a gigantic stature, that is to say, about eight feet in height, and proportionately large," which takes care of Big. The story of how he got to be so Bad is the heart of the novel, sheltered innermost: told to Victor in the first person by the creature himself, then nested inside of Victor's own narrative, which is nested in its turn in the letters of the arctic explorer Robert Walton. However much of Frankenstein's longevity is owing to the undersung genius James Whale, who translated it to film, it remains today more than well worth reading, for all the reasons we read novels, as well as for the much more limited question of its Luddite value: that is, for its attempt, through literary means which are nocturnal and deal in disguise, to deny the machine.
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Look, for example, at Victor's account of how he assembles and animates his creature. He must, of course, be a little vague about the details, but we're left with a procedure that seems to include surgery, electricity (though nothing like Whale's galvanic extravaganzas), chemistry, even, from dark hints about Paracelsus and Albertus Magnus, the still recently discredited form of magic known as alchemy. What is clear, though, despite the commonly depicted Bolt Through the Neck, is that neither the method nor the creature that results is mechanical.
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This is one of several interesting similarities between Frankenstein and an earlier tale of the Bad and Big, The Castle of Otranto (1765), by Horace Walpole, usually regarded as the first Gothic novel. For one thing, both authors, in presenting their books to the public, used voices not their own. Mary Shelley's preface was written by her husband, Percy, who was pretending to be her. Not till 15 years later did she write an introduction to Frankenstein in her own voice. Walpole, on the other hand, gave his book an entire made-up publishing history, claiming it was a translation from medieval Italian. Only in his preface to the second edition did he admit authorship.
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The novels are also of strikingly similar nocturnal origin: both resulted from episodes of lucid dreaming. Mary Shelley, that ghost-story summer in Geneva, trying to get to sleep one midnight, suddenly beheld the creature being brought to life, the images arising in her mind "with a vividness far beyond the usual bounds of reverie." Walpole had been awakened from a dream, "of which, all I could remember was, that I had thought myself in an ancient castle ... and that on the uppermost bannister of a great stair-case I saw a gigantic hand in armour."
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In Walpole's novel, this hand shows up as the hand of Alfonso the Good, former Prince of Otranto and, despite his epithet, the castle's resident Badass. Alfonso, like Frankenstein's creature, is assembled from pieces -- sable-plumed helmet, foot, leg, sword, all of them, like the hand, quite oversized -- which fall from the sky or just materialize here and there about the castle grounds, relentless as Freud's slow return of the repressed. The activating agencies, again like those in Frankenstein, are non-mechanical. The final assembly of "the form of Alfonso, dilated to an immense magnitude," is achieved through supernatural means: a family curse, and the intercession of Otranto's patron saint.

[image: image18.png]


The craze for Gothic fiction after The Castle of Otranto was grounded, I suspect, in deep and religious yearnings for that earlier mythic time which had come to be known as the Age of Miracles. In ways more and less literal, folks in the 18th century believed that once upon a time all kinds of things had been possible which were no longer so. Giants, dragons, spells. The laws of nature had not been so strictly formulated back then. What had once been true working magic had, by the Age of Reason, degenerated into mere machinery. Blake's dark Satanic mills represented an old magic that, like Satan, had fallen from grace. As religion was being more and more secularized into Deism and nonbelief, the abiding human hunger for evidence of God and afterlife, for salvation -- bodily resurrection, if possible -- remained. The Methodist movement and the American Great Awakening were only two sectors on a broad front of resistance to the Age of Reason, a front which included Radicalism and Freemasonry as well as Luddites and the Gothic novel. Each in its way expressed the same profound unwillingness to give up elements of faith, however "irrational," to an emerging technopolitical order that might or might not know what it was doing. "Gothic" became code for "medieval," and that has remained code for "miraculous," on through Pre-Raphaelites, turn-of-the-century tarot cards, space opera in the pulps and comics, down to Star Wars and contemporary tales of sword and sorcery.
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To insist on the miraculous is to deny to the machine at least some of its claims on us, to assert the limited wish that living things, earthly and otherwise, may on occasion become Bad and Big enough to take part in transcendent doings. By this theory, for example, King Kong (?-1933) becomes your classic Luddite saint. The final dialogue in the movie, you recall, goes, "Well, the airplanes got him." "No. . . it was Beauty killed the Beast." In which we again encounter the same Snovian Disjunction, only different, between the human and the technological.
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But if we do insist upon fictional violations of the laws of nature -- of space, time, thermodynamics, and the big one, mortality itself -- then we risk being judged by the literary mainstream as Insufficiently Serious. Being serious about these matters is one way that adults have traditionally defined themselves against the confidently immortal children they must deal with. Looking back on Frankenstein, which she wrote when she was 19, Mary Shelley said, "I have affection for it, for it was the offspring of happy days, when death and grief were but words which found no true echo in my heart." The Gothic attitude in general, because it used images of death and ghostly survival toward no more responsible end than special effects and cheap thrills, was judged not Serious enough and confined to its own part of town. It is not the only neighborhood in the great City of Literature so, let us say, closely defined. In westerns, the good people always win. In romance novels, love conquers all. In whodunits, murder, being a pretext for a logical puzzle, is hardly ever an irrational act. In science fiction, where entire worlds may be generated from simple sets of axioms, the constraints of our own everyday world are routinely transcended. In each of these cases we know better. We say, "But the world isn't like that." These genres, by insisting on what is contrary to fact, fail to be Serious enough, and so they get redlined under the label "escapist fare."
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This is especially unfortunate in the case of science fiction, in which the decade after Hiroshima saw one of the most remarkable flowerings of literary talent and, quite often, genius, in our history. It was just as important as the Beat movement going on at the same time, certainly more important than mainstream fiction, which with only a few exceptions had been paralyzed by the political climate of the cold war and McCarthy years. Besides being a nearly ideal synthesis of the Two Cultures, science fiction also happens to have been one of the principal refuges, in our time, for those of Luddite persuasion.
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By 1945, the factory system -- which, more than any piece of machinery, was the real and major result of the Industrial Revolution -- had been extended to include the Manhattan Project, the German long-range rocket program and the death camps, such as Auschwitz. It has taken no major gift of prophecy to see how these three curves of development might plausibly converge, and before too long. Since Hiroshima, we have watched nuclear weapons multiply out of control, and delivery systems acquire, for global purposes, unlimited range and accuracy. An unblinking acceptance of a holocaust running to seven- and eight-figure body counts has become -- among those who, particularly since 1980, have been guiding our military policies -- conventional wisdom.
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To people who were writing science fiction in the 50's, none of this was much of a surprise, though modern Luddite imaginations have yet to come up with any countercritter Bad and Big enough, even in the most irresponsible of fictions, to begin to compare with what would happen in a nuclear war. So, in the science fiction of the Atomic Age and the cold war, we see the Luddite impulse to deny the machine taking a different direction. The hardware angle got de-emphasized in favor of more humanistic concerns -- exotic cultural evolutions and social scenarios, paradoxes and games with space/time, wild philosophical questions -- most of it sharing, as the critical literature has amply discussed, a definition of "human" as particularly distinguished from "machine." Like their earlier counterparts, 20th-century Luddites looked back yearningly to another age -- curiously, the same Age of Reason which had forced the first Luddites into nostalgia for the Age of Miracles.
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But we now live, we are told, in the Computer Age. What is the outlook for Luddite sensibility? Will mainframes attract the same hostile attention as knitting frames once did? I really doubt it. Writers of all descriptions are stampeding to buy word processors. Machines have already become so user-friendly that even the most unreconstructed of Luddites can be charmed into laying down the old sledgehammer and stroking a few keys instead. Beyond this seems to be a growing consensus that knowledge really is power, that there is a pretty straightforward conversion between money and information, and that somehow, if the logistics can be worked out, miracles may yet be possible. If this is so, Luddites may at last have come to stand on common ground with their Snovian adversaries, the cheerful army of technocrats who were supposed to have the "future in their bones." It may be only a new form of the perennial Luddite ambivalence about machines, or it may be that the deepest Luddite hope of miracle has now come to reside in the computer's ability to get the right data to those whom the data will do the most good. With the proper deployment of budget and computer time, we will cure cancer, save ourselves from nuclear extinction, grow food for everybody, detoxify the results of industrial greed gone berserk -- realize all the wistful pipe dreams of our days.
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The word "Luddite" continues to be applied with contempt to anyone with doubts about technology, especially the nuclear kind. Luddites today are no longer faced with human factory owners and vulnerable machines. As well-known President and unintentional Luddite D.D. Eisenhower prophesied when he left office, there is now a permanent power establishment of admirals, generals and corporate CEO's, up against whom us average poor bastards are completely outclassed, although Ike didn't put it quite that way. We are all supposed to keep tranquil and allow it to go on, even though, because of the data revolution, it becomes every day less possible to fool any of the people any of the time.
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If our world survives, the next great challenge to watch out for will come -- you heard it here first -- when the curves of research and development in artificial intelligence, molecular biology and robotics all converge. Oboy. It will be amazing and unpredictable, and even the biggest of brass, let us devoutly hope, are going to be caught flat-footed. It is certainly something for all good Luddites to look forward to if, God willing, we should live so long. Meantime, as Americans, we can take comfort, however minimal and cold, from Lord Byron's mischievously improvised song, in which he, like other observers of the time, saw clear identification between the first Luddites and our own revolutionary origins. It begins:

As the Liberty lads o'er the sea
Bought their freedom, and cheaply, with blood,
So we, boys, we
Will die fighting, or live free,
And down with all kings but King Ludd!
--Thomas Pynchon
