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P R E F A C E 

T H I S B O O K K A S a clumsy title, but it is.one which meets its 
purpose. Making, because it is a study in an active process, 
which owes as much to agency as to conditioning. The working 
class did not rise like the sun at an appointed time. It was 
present at its own making. 

Class, rather than classes, for reasons which it is one purpose of 
this book to examine. There is, of course, a difference. "Work-
ing classes" is a descriptive term, which evades as much as it 
defines. It ties loosely together a bundle of discrete phenomena. 
There were tailors here and weavers there, and together they 
make up the working classes. 

By class I understand an historical phenomenon, unifying a 
number of disparate and seemingly unconnected events, both 
in the raw material of experience and in consciousness. I 
emphasise that it is an historical phenomenon. I do not see 
class as a "structure", nor even as a "category", but as some-
thing which in fact happens (and can be shown to have 
happened) in human relationships. 

More than this, the notion of class entails the notion of 
historical relationship. Like any other relationship, it is a 
fluency which evades analysis if we attempt to stop it dead at 
any given moment and anatomise its structure. The finest-
meshed sociological net cannot give us a pure specimen of 
class, any more than it can give us one of deference or of love. 
The relationship must always be embodied in real people and 
in a real context. Moreover, we cannot have two distinct 
classes, each with an independent being, and then bring them 
into relationship with each other. We cannot have love without 
lovers, nor deference without squires and labourers. And class 
happens when some men, as a result of common experiences 
(inherited or shared), feel and articulate the identity of their 
interests as between themselves, and as against other men whose 
interests are different from (and usually opposed to) theirs. The 
class experience is largely determined by the productive 
relations into which men are born—or enter involuntarily. 



Class-consciousness is the way in which these experiences are 
handled in cultural terms: embodied in traditions, value-
systems, ideas, and institutional forms. If the experience 
appears as determined, class-consciousness does not. We can 
see a logic in the responses of similar occupational groups 
undergoing similar experiences, but we cannot predicate any 
law. Consciousness of class arises in the same way in different 
times and places, but never in just the same way. 

There is today an ever-present temptation to suppose that 
class is a thing. This was not Marx's meaning, in his own 
historical writing, yet the error vitiates much latter-day 
"Marxist" writing. " I t " , the working class, is assumed to 
have a real existence, which can be defined almost mathe-
matically—so many men who stand in a certain relation to the 
means of production. Once this is assumed it becomes possible 
to deduce the class-consciousness which " i t" ought to have (but 
seldom does have) if " i t" was properly aware of its own position 
and real interests. There is a cultural superstructure, through 
which this recognition dawns in inefficient ways. These cultural 
"lags" and distortions are a nuisance, so that it is easy to pass 
from this to some theory of substitution: the party, sect, or 
theorist, who disclose class-consciousness, not as it is, but as it 
ought to be. 

But a similar error is committed daily on the other side of 
the ideological divide. In one form, this is a plain negative. 
Since the crude notion of class attributed to Marx can be 
faulted without difficulty, it is assumed that any notion of 
class is a pejorative theoretical construct, imposed upon the 
evidence. It is denied that class has happened at all. In another 
form, and by a curious inversion, it is possible to pass from a 
dynamic to a static view of class. " I t " — t h e working class— 
exists, and can be defined with some accuracy as a component 
of the social structure. Class-consciousness, however, is a bad 
thing, invented by displaced intellectuals, since everything 
which disturbs the harmonious co-existence of groups per-
forming different "social roles" (and which thereby retards 
economic growth) is to be deplored as an "unjustified dis-
turbance-symptom".1 The problem is to determine how best 
" i t " can be conditioned to accept its social role, and how its 
grievances may best be "handled and channelled". 

1 A n example o f this approach, covering the period of this book, is to be found 
in the work of a colleague o f Professor Talcott Parsons: N . J . Smelser, Social 
Change in the Industrial Revolution (1959)-



If w e remember that class is a relationship, and not a thing, 
we can not think in this way. " I t " does not exist, either to 
have an ideal interest or consciousness, or to lie as a patient 
on the Adjustor's table. Nor can we turn matters upon their 
heads, as has been done by one authority who (in a study of 
class obsessively concerned with methodology, to the exclusion 
of the examination of a single real class situation in a real 
historical context) has informed us: 
Classes are based on the differences in legitimate power associated 
with certain positions, i.e. on the structure of social roles with respect 
to their authority expectations An individual becomes a member 
of a class by playing a social r6le relevant from the point of view 
of authority.... He belongs to a class because he occupies a position 
in a social organisation; Le. class membership is derived from the 
incumbency of a social r61e.J 

The question, of course, is how the individual got to be in 
this "social role", and how the particular social organisation 
(with its property-rights and structure of authority) got to be 
there. And these are historical questions. If we stop history at a 
given point, then there are no classes but simply a multitude of 
individuals with a multitude of experiences. But if we watch 
these men over an adequate period of social change, we observe 
patterns in their relationships, their ideas, and their institutions. 
Glass is defined by men as they live their own history, and, in the 
end, this is its only definition. 

If I have shown insufficient understanding of the methodo-
logical preoccupations of certain sociologists, nevertheless I 
hope this book will be seen as a contribution to the under-
standing of class. For I am convinced that we cannot understand 
class unless we see it as a social and cultural formation, arising 
from processes which can only be studied as they work them-
selves out over a considerable historical period. This book can 
be seen as a biography of the English working class from its 
adolescence until its early manhood. In the years between 1780 
and 1832 most English working people came to feel an identity 
of interests as between themselves, and as against their rulers 
and employers. This ruling class was itself much divided, and 
in fact only gained in cohesion over the same years because 
certain antagonisms were resolved (or faded into relative 
insignificance) in the face of an insurgent working class, 

1 R . Dahrendorf, Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Steitty (1959), pp. 148-9. 



Thus the working-class presence was, in 1832, the most 
significant factor in British political life. 

The book is written in this way. In Part One I consider 
the continuing popular traditions in the 18th century which 
influenced the crucial Jacobin agitation of the 1790s. In 
Part Two I move from subjective to objective influences—the 
experiences of groups of workers during the Industrial Revolu-
tion which seem to me to be of especial significance, I also 
attempt an estimate of the character of the new industrial work-
discipline, and the bearing upon this of the Methodist Church. 
In Part Three I pick up the story of plebeian Radicalism, 
and carry it through Luddism to the heroic age at the close of 
the Napoleonic Wars. Finally, I discuss some aspects of political 
theory and of the consciousness of class in the 1820s and 1830s. 

This is a group of studies, on related themes, rather than a 
consecutive narrative. In selecting these themes I have been 
conscious, at times, of writing against the weight of prevailing 
orthodoxies. There is the Fabian orthodoxy, in which the great 
majority of working people are seen as passive victims of 
laissez fake, with the exception of a handful of far-sighted 
organisers (notably, Francis Place). There is the orthodoxy of 
the empirical economic historians, in which working people 
are seen as a labour force, as migrants, or as the data for 
statistical series. There is the "Pilgrim's Progress" orthodoxy, 
in which the period is ransacked for forerunners—pioneers of 
the Welfare State, progenitors of a Socialist Commonwealth, or 
(more recently) early exemplars of rational industrial relations. 
Each of these orthodoxies has a certain validity. All have added 
to our knowledge. My quarrel with the first and second is that 
they tend to obscure the agency of working people, the degree 
to which they contributed, by conscious efforts, to the making 
of history. M y quarrel with the third is that it reads history in 
the light of subsequent preoccupations, and not as in fact i t 
occurred. Only the successful (in the sense of those whose 
aspirations anticipated subsequent evolution) are remembered. 
The blind alleys, the lost causes, and the losers themselves are 
forgotten. 

I am seeking to rescue the poor stockinger, the Luddite 
cropper, the "obsolete" hand-loom weaver, the "utopian" 
artisan, and even the deluded follower of Joanna Southcott, 
from the enormous condescension of posterity. Their crafts and 
traditions may have been dying. Their hostility to the new 



industrialism may have been backward-looking. Their com-
munitarian ideals may have been fantasies. Their insurrection-
ary conspiracies may have been foolhardy. But they lived 
through these times of acute social disturbance, and we did not 
Their aspirations were valid in terms of their own experience; 
and, if they were casualties of history, they remain, condemned 
in their own lives, as casualties. 

Our only criterion of judgement should not be whether or 
not a man's actions are justified in the light of subsequent 
evolution. After all, we are not at the end of social evolution 
ourselves. In some of the lest causes of the people of the In-
dustrial Revolution we may discover insights into social evils 
which we have yet to cure. Moreover, this period now compels 
attention for two particular reasons. First, it was a time in 
which the plebeian movement placed an exceptionally high 
valuation upon egalitarian and democratic values. Although 
we often boast our democratic way of life, the events of these 
critical years are far too often forgotten or slurred over. Second, 
the greater part of the world today is still undergoing problems 
of industrialisation, and of the formation of democratic 
institutions, analogous in many ways to our own experience 
during the Industrial Revolution. Causes which were lost in 
England might, in Asia or Africa, yet be won. 

Finally, a note of apology to Scottish and Welsh readers. 
I have neglected these histories, not out of chauvinism, but 
out of respect. It is because class is a cultural as much as an 
economic formation that I have been cautious as to generalising 
beyond English experience. (I have considered the Irish, not 
in Ireland, but as immigrants to England.) The Scottish record, 
in particular, is quite as dramatic, and as tormented, as our 
own. The Scottish Jacobin agitation was more intense and 
more heroic. But the Scottish story is significantly different. 
Calvinism was not the same thing as Methodism, although it is 
difficult to say which, in the early 19th century, was worse. 
We had no peasantry in England comparable to the Highland 
migrants. And the popular culture was very different. It is 
possible, at least until the 182c«, to regard the English and 
Scottish experiences as distinct, since trade union and political 
links were impermanent and immature. 

This book was written in Yorkshire, and is coloured at 
times by West Riding sources. My grateful acknowledgements 
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Part Two 

T H E C U R S E O F A D A M 

" I n the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou 
return unto the ground; for out of it wast thou taken: 
for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return." 

GENESIS, I I I , 1 9 



C H A P T E R SIX 

E X P L O I T A T I O N 

J O H N T H E L W A L L WAS not alone in seeing in every "manu-
factory" a potential centre of political rebellion. An aristo-
cratic traveller who visited the Yorkshire Dales in 1792 was 
alarmed to find a new cotton-mill in the "pastoral vale" of 
Aysgarth—"why, here now is a great flaring mill, whose back 
stream has drawn off half the water of the falls above the 
bridge": 

With the bell ringing, and the clamour of the mill, all the vale is 
disturb'd; treason and levelling systems are the discourse; and 
rebellion may be near at hand. 

The mill appeared as symbol of social energies which were 
destroying the very "course of Nature". It embodied a double 
threat to the settled order. First, from the owners of industrial 
wealth, those upstarts who enjoyed an unfair advantage over the 
landowners whose income was tied to their rent-roll: 

If men thus start into riches; or if riches from trade are too easily 
procured, woe to us men of middling income, and settled revenue; 
and woe it h&s been to all the Nappa Halls, and the Yeomanry of 
the land. 

Second, from the industrial working population, which our 
traveller regarded with an alliterative hostility which betrays a 
response not far removed from that of the white racialist 
towards the coloured population today: 

The people, indeed, are employ'd; but they are all abandon'd to 
vice from the throng. . . . At the times when people work not in the 
mill, they issue out to poaching, profligacy and plunder... 

The equation between the cotton-mill and the new industrial 
society, and the correspondence between new forms of produc-
tive and of social relationship, was a commonplace among 
observers in the years between 1790 and 1850. K a r l Marx was 

1 The Torrington Diaries, ed. C . B. Andrews (1936), I II , pp. 81-9. 



only expressing this with unusual vigour when he declared: 
" T h e hand-mill gives you society with the feudal lord: the 
steam-mill, society with the industrial capitalist." And it was 
not only the mill-owner but also the working population 
brought into being within and around the mills which seemed to 
contemporaries to be "new", " T he instant we get near the 
borders of the manufacturing parts of Lancashire," a rural 
magistrate wrote in 1808, "we meet a fresh race of beings, 
both in point of manners, employments and subordina-
tion . . , " ; while Robert Owen, in 1815, declared that "the 
general diffusion of manufactures throughout a country gener-
ates a new character in its inhabitants . . . an essential change 
in the general character of the mass of the people." 

Observers in the 1830s and 1840s were still exclaiming at the 
novelty of the "factory system", Peter Gaskell, in 1833, spoke 
of the manufacturing population as "but a Hercules in the 
cradle"; it was "only since the introduction of steam as a power 
that they have acquired their paramount importance". The 
steam-engine had "drawn together the population into dense 
masses" and already Gaskell saw in working-class organisations 
an " 'imperium in imperio' of the most obnoxious descrip-
tion".1 Ten years later Cooke Taylor was writing in similar 
terms: 

The steam-engine had no precedent, the spinning-jenny is without 
ancestry, the mule and the power-loom entered on no prepared 
heritage: they sprang into sudden existence like Minerva from the 
brain of Jupiter. 

But it was the human consequence of these "novelties" which 
caused this observer most disquiet: 

As a stranger passes through the masses of human beings which 
have accumulated round the mills and print works . . . he cannot 
contemplate these "crowded hives" without feelings of anxiety 
and apprehension almost amounting to dismay. The population, 
like the system to which it belongs, is NEW; but it is hourly increasing 
in breadth and strength. It is an aggregate of masses, our conceptions 
of which clothe themselves in terms that express something porten-
tous and fearful . . . as of the slow rising and gradual swelling of an 
ocean which must, at some future and no distant time, bear all the 
elements of society aloft upon its bosom, and float them Heaven 

1 P. Gaskell, The Manifaeturing Population of England (1833), p. 6; Asa Briggs, 
" T h e Language of 'Class' in Early Nineteenth-century England" , in Essays in 
Labour History, ed. Briggs and Saville (1960), p. 63. 



knows whither. There are mighty energies slumbering in these 
masses. . . . The manufacturing population is not new in its forma-
tion alone: it is new in its habits of thought and action, which 
have been formed by the circumstances of its condition, with little 
instruction, and less guidance, from external sources... -1 

For Engels, describing the Condition of the Working Class in 
England in 1844 it seemed that "the first proletarians wefe 
connected with manufacture, were engendered by it . . . the 
factory hands, eldest children of the industrial revolution, have 
from the beginning to the present day formed the nucleus of 
the Labour Movement." 

However different their judgements of value, conservative, 
radical, and socialist observers suggested the same equation: 
steam power and the cotton-mill = new working class. The 
physical instruments of production were seen as giving rise 
in a direct and more-or-less compulsive way to new social 
relationships, institutions, and cultural modes. At the same 
time the history of popular agitation during the period 1811-
50 appears to confirm this picture. I t is as if the English 
nation entered a crucible in the 1790s and emerged after the 
Wars in a different form. Between 1811 and 1813, the Luddite 
crisis; in 1817 the Pentridge Rising; in 1819, Peterloo; through-
out the next decade the proliferation of trade union activity, 
Owenite propaganda, Radical journalism, the Ten Hours 
Movement, the revolutionary crisis of 1831 -2; and, beyond that, 
the multitude of movements which made up Chartism. It is, 
perhaps, the scale and intensity of this multiform popular 
agitation which has, more than anything else, given rise 
(among contemporary observers and historians alike) to the 
sense of some catastrophic change. 

Almost every radical phenomenon of the 1790s can be found 
reproduced tenfold after 1815. T h e handful of Jacobin sheets 
gave rise to a score of ultra-Radical and Owenite periodicals. 
Where Daniel Eaton served imprisonment for publishing Paine, 
Richard Carlile and his shopmen served a total of more than 
200 years imprisonment for similar crimes. Where Correspond-
ing Societies maintained a precarious existence in a score of 
towns, the post-war Hampden Clubs or political unions struck 
root in small industrial villages. And when this popular agita-
tion is recalled alongside the dramatic pace of change in the 

1 W . Cooke Taylor^ Motes of a Tour in the Manufacturing Districts of Lancashire 
(1842), pp. 4-6. 



cotton industry, it is natural to assume a direct causal relation-
ship. The cotton-mill is seen as the agent not only of industrial 
but also of social revolution, producing not only more goods but 
also the "Labour Movement" itself. The Industrial Revolu-
tion, which commenced as a description, is now invoked as 
an explanation. 

From the time of Arkwright through to the Plug Riots and 
beyond, it is the image of the "dark, Satanic mill" which 
dominates our visual reconstruction of the Industrial Revolu-
tion. In part, perhaps, because it is a dramatic visual image 
—the barrack-like buildings, the great mill chimneys, the 
factory children, the clogs and shawls, the dwellings clustering 
around the mills as if spawned by them. (It is an image which 
forces one to think first of the industry, and only secondly of the 
people connected to it or serving it.) In part, because the 
cotton-mill and the new mill-town—from the swiftness of its 
growth, ingenuity of its techniques, and the novelty or harsh-
ness of its discipline—seemed to contemporaries to be dramatic 
and portentous: a more satisfactory symbol for debate on the 
"condition-of-England" question than those anonymous or 
sprawling manufacturing districts which figure even more often 
in the Home Office "disturbance books". And from this both a 
literary and an historical tradition is derived. Nearly all the 
classic accounts by contemporaries of conditions in the In-
dustrial Revolution are based on the cotton industry—and, in 
the main, on Lancashire: Owen, Gaskell, Ure, Fielden, Cooke 
Taylor, Engels, to mention a few. Novels such as Michael 
Armstrong or Mary Barton or Hard Times perpetuate the tradition. 
And the emphasis is markedly found in the subsequent writing 
of economic and social history. 

But many difficulties remain. Cotton was certainly the pace-
making industry of the Industrial Revolution,1 and the cotton-
mill was the pre-eminent model for the factory-system. Yet we 
should not assume any automatic, or over-direct, correspond-
ence between the dyamic of economic growth and the dynamic 
of social or cultural life. For half a century after the "break-
through" of the cotton-mill (around 1780) the mill workers 
remained as a minority of the adult labour force in the cotton 
industry itself. In the early 1830s the cotton hand-loom weavers 
alone still outnumbered all the men and women in spinning 

1 For an admirable restatement of the reasons for the primacy of the cotton 
industry in the Industrial Revolution, see E. J . Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution 
(1962), Ch. a. 



and weaving mills of cotton, wool, and silk combined.1 Still, 
in 1830, the adult male cotton-spinner was no more typical of 
that elusive figure, the "average working man", than is the 
Coventry motor-worker of the 1960s. 

T h e point is of importance, 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 of working-class communities. The factory hands, so far 
from being the "eldest children of the industrial revolution", 
were late arrivals. Many of their ideas and forms of organisation 
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 
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.2 

Such diversity of experiences has led some writers to question 
both the notions of an "industrial revolution" and of a "working 
class". The first discussion need not detain us here.* The term 
is serviceable enough in its usual connotations. For the second, 
many writers prefer the term working classes, which emphasises 
the great disparity in status, acquisitions, skills, conditions, 
within the portmanteau phrase. And in this they echo the 
complaints of Francis Place: 

1 Estimates for U . K . , 1833. Total adult labour force in all textile mills, 191,671. 
Number of cotton hand-loom weavers, 213,000. See below, p . 311 . 

a Cf. Hobsbawm, op. cit., Ch. 11. 
3 There is a summary of this controversy in E . E . Lampard, Industrial Revolution, 

(American Historical Association, 1957). See also Hobsbawm, op. cit., C h . 2. 



If the character and conduct ofthe working-people are to be taken 
from reviews, magazines, pamphlets, newspapers, reports of the 
two Houses of Parliament and the Factory Commissioners, we shall 
find them all jumbled together as the 'lower orders', the most skilled 
and the most prudent workman, with the most ignorant and im-
prudent labourers and paupers, though the difference is great 
indeed, and indeed in many cases will scarce admit of comparison.1 

Place is, of course, right: the Sunderland sailor, the Irish navvy, 
the Jewish costermonger, the inmate of an East Anglian village 
workhouse, the compositor on The Times—all might be seen by 
their "betters" as belonging to the "lower classes" while they 
themselves might scarcely understand each others' dialect. 

Nevertheless, when every caution has been made, the out-
standing fact of the period between 1790 and 1830 is the 
formation of "the working class". This is revealed, first, in the 
growth" of class-consciousness: the consciousness of an identity 
of interests as between all these diverse groups of working 
people and as against the interests of other classes. And, second, 
in the growth of corresponding forms of political and industrial 
organisation. By 1832 there were strongly-based and self-
conscious working-class institutions—trade unions, friendly 
societies, educational and religious movements, political 
organisations, periodicals—working-class intellectual tradi-
tions, working-class community-patterns, and a working-class 
structure of feeling. 

The making of the working class is a fact of political and 
cultural, as much as of economic, history. It was not the 
spontaneous generation of the factory-system. Nor should we 
think of an external force—the "industrial revolution"— 
working upon some nondescript undifferentiated raw material 
of humanity, and turning it out at the other end as a "fresh 
race of beings". The changing productive relations and work-
ing conditions of the Industrial Revolution were imposed, not 
upon raw material, but upon the free-born Englishman— 
and the free-born Englishman as Paine had left him or as the 
Methodists had moulded him. T h e factory hand or stockinger 
was also the inheritor of Bunyan, of remembered village rights, 
of notions of equality before the law, of craft traditions. He was 
the object of massive religious indoctrination and the creator of 
new political traditions. The working class made itself as much 
as it was made. 

1 Cit . M . D. George, London Life in the 18th Century (1930). p. 210. 



T o see the working class in this way is to defend a "classical" 
view of the period against the prevalent mood of contemporary 
schools of economic history and sociology. For the territory of 
the Industrial Revolution, which was first staked out and 
surveyed by Marx, Arnold Toynbee, the Webbs and the 
Hammonds, now resembles an academic battlefield. At point 
after point, the familiar "catastrophic" view of the period has 
been disputed. Where it was customary to see the period as one 
of economic disequilibrium, intense misery and exploitation, 
political repression and heroic popular agitation, attention is 
now directed to the rate of economic growth (and the difficulties 
of "take-off" into self-sustaining technological reproduction). 
T h e enclosure movement is now noted, less for its harshness in 
displacing the village poor, than for its success in feeding a 
rapidly growing population. The hardships of the period are 
seen as being due to the dislocations consequent upon the Wars, 
faulty communications, immature banking and exchange, 
uncertain markets, and the trade-cycle, rather than to exploita-
tion or cut-throat competition. Popular unrest is seen as con-
sequent upon the unavoidable coincidence of high wheat prices 
and trade depressions, and explicable in terms of an elementary 
"social tension" chart derived from these data.1 In general, it 
is suggested that the position of the industrial worker in 1840 
was better in most ways than that of the domestic worker of 
1790. The Industrial Revolution was an age, not of catastrophe 
or acute class-conflict and class oppression, but of improve-
ment.2 

T h e classical catastrophic orthodoxy has been replaced by 
a new anti-catastrophic orthodoxy, which is most clearly 
distinguished by its empirical caution and, among its most 
notable exponents (Sir John Glapham, Dr. Dorothy George, 
Professor Ashton) by an astringent criticism of the looseness of 
certain writers of the older school. The studies of the new 
orthodoxy have enriched historical scholarship, and have 
qualified and revised in important respects the work of the 
classical school. But as the new orthodoxy is now, in its turn, 
growing old and entrenched in most of the academic centres, 

1 See W , W , Rostov.', British Economy in the Nineteenth Century (1948), esp. pp. 122-5. 
2 Some of the views outlined here are to be found, implicitly or explicitly, in 

T . S. Ashton, Industrial Revolution (1948) and A. Radford, The Economic Historf of 
England (2nd edn. 1960). A sociological variant is developed by N. J . Smelser, 
Social Change in the Industrial Revolution (1Q59), and a knockabout popularisation is 
in John Vaizey, Success Story (W.E. A., n.d,). 



so it becomes open to challenge in its turn. And the successors 
of the great empiricists too often exhibit a moral complacency, 
a narrowness of reference, and an insufficient familiarity with 
the actual movements of the working people of the time. They 
are more aware of the orthodox empiricist postures than of the 
changes in social relationship and in cultural modes which the 
Industrial Revolution entailed. What has been lost is a sense of 
the whole process the whole political and social context ofthe 
period. What arose as valuable qualifications have passed by 
imperceptible stages to new generalisations (which the evidence 
can rarely sustain) and from generalisations to a ruling attitude. 

T h e empiricist orthodoxy is often defined in terms of a 
running critique o f t h e work of J. L. and Barbara Hammond. 
It is true that the Hammonds showed themselves too willing 
to moralise history, and to arrange their materials too much in 
terms of "outraged emotion".1 There are many points at which 
their work has been faulted or qualified in the light of sub-
sequent research, and we intend to propose others. But a defence 
of the Hammonds need not only be rested upon the fact that 
their volumes on the labourers, with their copious quotation 
and wide reference, will long remain among the most important 
source-books for this period. We can also say that they displayed 
throughout their narrative an understanding of the political 
context within which the Industrial Revolution took place. T o 
the student examining the ledgers of one cotton-mill, the 
Napoleonic Wars appear only as an abnormal influence 
affecting foreign markets and fluctuating demand. The 
Hammonds could never have forgotten for one moment that it 
was also a war against Jacobinism. " T h e history of England at 
the time discussed in these pages reads like a history of civil 
war." This is the opening of the introductory chapter of The 
Skilled Labourer. And in the conclusion to The Town Labourer, 
among other comments of indifferent value, there is an insight 
which throws the whole period into sudden relief: 

At the time when half Europe was intoxicated and the other half 
terrified by the new magic of the word citizen, the English nation 
was in the hands of men who regarded the idea of citizenship as a 
challenge to their religion and their civilisation; who deliberately 
sought to make the inequalities of life the basis of the state, and to 
emphasise and perpetuate the position ofthe workpeople as a subject 
class. Hence it happened that the French Revolution has divided the 

1 See E. E. Lampard, op. cit, p. 7. 



people of France less than the Industrial Revolution has divided the 
people of England, . . . 

"Hence it h a p p e n e d . . , " . T h e judgement may be questioned. 
And yet it is in this insight—that the revolution which did 
not happen in England was fully as devastating, and in some 
features more divisive, than that which did happen in France 
—that we find a clue to the truly catastrophic nature of the 
period. Throughout this time there are three, and not two, 
great influences simultaneously at work. There is the tremen-
dous increase in population (in Great Britain, from 10-5 millions 
in 1801 to 18-1 millions in 1841, with the greatest rate of 
increase between 1811-21). There is the Industrial Revolution, 
in its technological aspects. And there is the political counter-
revolution, from 1792-1832. 

In the end, it is the political context as much as the steam-
engine, which had most influence upon the shaping conscious-
ness and institutions of the working class. The forces making for 
political reform in the late 18th century—Wilkes, the city 
merchants, the Middlesex Small gentry, the " m o b " — or Wyvill, 
and the small gentry and yeomen, clothiers, cutlers, and trades-
men—were on the eve of gaining at least some piecemeal 
victories in the 1790s: Pitt had been cast for the role of reform-
ing Prime Minister. Had events taken their "natural" course 
we might expect there to have been some show-down long 
before 1832, between the oligarchy of land and commerce and 
the manufacturers and petty gentry, with working people in 
the tail of the middle-class agitation. And even in 1792, when 
manufacturers and professional men were prominent in the 
reform movement, this was still the balance of forces. But, 
after the success of Rights of Man, the radicalisation and terror 
of the French Revolution, and the onset of Pitt's repression, 
it was the plebeian Corresponding Society which alone stood 
up against the counter-revolutionary wars. And these plebeian 
groups, small as they were in 1796, did nevertheless make up an 
"underground" tradition which ran through to the end of the 
Wars. Alarmed at the French example, and in the patriotic 
fervour of war, the aristocracy and the manufacturers made 
common cause. The English ancien regime received a new lease of 
life, not only in national affairs, but also in the perpetuation 
of the antique corporations which misgoverned the swelling 
industrial towns. In return, the manufacturers received im-
portant concessions: and notably the abrogation or repeal 



of "paternalist" legislation covering apprenticeship, wage-
regulation, or conditions in industry. The aristocracy were 
interested in repressing the Jacobin "conspiracies" of the 
people, the manufacturers were interested in defeating their 
"conspiracies" to increase wages: the Combination Acts 
served both purposes. 

Thus working people were forced into political and social 
apartheid, during the Wars (which, incidentally, they also had to 
fight). It is true that this was not altogether new. What was 
new was that it was coincident with a French Revolution: with 
growing self-consciousness and wider aspirations (for the 
"liberty tree" had been planted from the Thames to the Tyne): 
with a rise in population, in which the sheer sense of numbers, 
in London and in the industrial districts, became more im-
pressive from year to year (and as numbers grew, so deference 
to master, magistrate, or parson was likely to lessen): and with 
more intensive or more transparent forms of economic exploita-
tion. More intensive in agriculture and in the old domestic 
industries: more transparent in the new factories and perhaps in 
mining. In agriculture the years between 1760 and 1820 are the 
years of wholesale enclosure, in which, in village after village, 
common rights are lost, and the landless and—in the south— 
pauperised labourer is left to support the tenant-farmer, the 
landowner, and the tithes of the Church. In the domestic 
industries, from 1800 onwards, the tendency is widespread for 
small masters to give way to larger employers (whether manu-
facturers or middlemen) and for the majority of weavers, 
stockingers, or nail-makers to become wage-earning outworkers 
with more or less precarious employment. In the mills and in 
many mining areas these are the years of the employment of 
children (and of women underground); and the large-scale 
enterprise, the factory-system with its new discipline, the mill 
communities—where the manufacturer not only made riches 
out ofthe labour ofthe "hands" but could be seen to make riches 
in one generation—all contributed to. the transparency of the 
process of exploitation and to the social and cultural cohesion 
of the exploited. 

W e can now see something of the truly catastrophic nature 
of the Industrial Revolution; as well as some of the reasons why 
the English working class took form in these years. The people 
were subjected simultaneously to an intensification of two 
intolerable forms of relationship: those of economic exploitation 



and of political oppression. Relations between employer 
and labourer were becoming both harsher and less personal; 
and while it is true that this increased the potential freedom of 
the worker, since the hired farm servant or the journeyman in 
domestic industry was (in Toynbee's words) "halted half-way 
between the position of the serf and the position of the citizen", 
this "freedom" meant that he felt his anfreedom more. But at 
each point where he sought to resist exploitation, he was met 
by the forces of employer or State, and commonly of both. 

For most working people the crucial experience of the 
Industrial Revolution was felt in terms of changes in the nature 
and intensity of exploitation. Nor is this some anachronistic 
notion, imposed upon the evidence. We may describe some 
parts of the exploitive process as they appeared to one remark-
able cotton operative in r8i8—the year in which Marx was 
born. The account—an Address to the public of strike-bound 
Manchester by " A Journeyman Cotton Spinner"—commences 
by describing the employers and the workers as "two distinct 
classes of persons": 

"First, then, as to the employers: with very few exceptions, 
they are a set of men who have sprung from the cotton-shop 
without education or address, except so much as they have 
acquired by their intercourse with the little world of merchants 
on the exchange at Manchester; but to counterbalance that 
deficiency, they give you enough of appearances by an ostenta-
tious display of elegant mansions, equipages, liveries, parks, 
hunters, hounds, &c. which they take, care to shew off to the 
merchant stranger in the most pompous manner. Indeed their 
houses are gorgeous palaces, far surpassing in bulk and extent 
the neat charming retreats you see round London . . . but the 
chaste observer of the beauties of nature and art combined will 
observe a woeful deficiency of taste. They bring up their 
families at the most costly schools, determined to give their 
offspring a double portion of what they were so deficient in 
themselves. Thus with scarcely a Second idea in their heads, 
they are literally petty monarchs, absolute and despotic, in 
their own particular districts; and to support all this, their whole 
time is occupied in contriving how to get the greatest quantity 
of work turned off with the least expence. . . . In short, I will 
venture to say, without fear of contradiction, that there is a 
greater distance observed between the master there and the 
spinner, than there is between the first merchant in London 



and his lowest servant or the lowest artisan. Indeed there is no 
comparison. I know it to be a fact, that the greater part of the 
master spinners are anxious to keep wages low for the purpose 
of keeping the spinners indigent and spiritless . . . as for the 
purpose of taking the surplus to their own pockets. 

" T h e master spinners are a class of men unlike all other 
master tradesmen in the kingdom. They are ignorant, proud, 
and tyrannical. What then must be the men or rather beings 
who are the instruments of such masters? Why, they have 
been for a series of years, with their wives and their families, 
patience itself—bondmen and bondwomen to their cruel 
taskmasters. It is in vain to insult our common understandings 
with the observation that such men are free; that the law 
protects the rich and poor alike, and that a spinner can leave 
his master if he does not like the wages. True; so he can: but 
where must he go? why to another, to be sure. Well: he goes; 
he is asked where did you work last; 'did he discharge you?' 
No; we could not agree about wages. Well I shall not employ 
you nor anyone who leaves his master in that manner. Why is 
this? Because there is an abominable combination existing amongst 
the masters, first established at Stockport in 1802, and it has since 
become so general, as to embrace all the great masters for a 
circuit of many miles round Manchester, though not the little 
masters: they are excluded. They are the most obnoxious beings 
to the great ones that can be imagined. . . . When the combina-
tion first took place, one of their first articles was, that no master 
should take on a man until he had first ascertained whether 
his last master had discharged him. What then is the man to 
do ? If he goes to the parish, that grave of all independence, he 
is there told—We shall not relieve you; if you dispute with your 
master, and don't support your family, we will send you to 
prison; so that the man is bound, by a combination of circum-
stances, to submit to his master. He cannot travel and get work 
in any town like a shoe-maker, joiner, or taylor; he is confined 
to the district. 

" T h e workmen in general are an inoffensive, unassuming, set 
of well-informed men, though how they acquire their informa-
tion is almost a mystery to me. They are docile and tractable, if 
not goaded too much; but this is not to be wondered at, when 
we consider that they are trained to work from six years old, 
from five in a morning to eight and nine at night. Let one of 
the advocates for obedience to his master take his stand in 



an avenue leading to a factory a little before five o'clock in 
the morning, and observe the squalid appearance of the little 
infants and their parents taken from their beds at so early 
an hour in all kinds of weather; let him examine the miserable 
pittance of food, chiefly composed of water gruel and oatcake 
broken into it, a little salt, and sometimes coloured with a 
little milk, together with a few potatoes, and a bit of bacon or 
fat for dinner; would a London mechanic eat this? There they 
are, (and if late a few minutes, a quarter of a day is stopped in 
wages) locked up until night in rooms heated above the hottest 
days we have had this summer, and allowed no time, except 
three-quarters of an hour at dinner in the whole day: whatever 
they eat at any other time must be as they are at work. The 
negro slave in the West Indies, if he works under a scorching 
sun, has probably a little breeze of air sometimes to fan him: 
he has a space of ground, and time allowed to cultivate it. 
The English spinner slave has no enjoyment of the open 
atmosphere and breezes of heaven. Locked up in factories eight 
stories high, he has no relaxation till the ponderous engine 
stops, and then he goes home to get refreshed for the next day; 
no time for sweet association with his family; they are all alike 
fatigued and exhausted. This is no over-drawn picture: it is 
literally true. I ask again, would the mechanics in the South of 
England submit to this? 

"When the spinning of cotton was in its infancy, and before 
those terrible machines for superseding the necessity of human 
labour, called steam engines, came into use, there were a great 
number of what were then called little masters; men who with 
a small capital, could procure a few machines, and employ a 
few hands, men and boys (say to twenty or thirty), the produce 
of whose labour was all taken to Manchester central mart, and 
put into the hands of brokers. . . . The brokers sold it to the 
merchants, by which means the master spinner was enabled to 
stay at home and work and attend to his workmen. The 
cotton was then always given out in its raw state from the bale 
to the wives of the spinners at home, when they heat and 
cleansed it ready for the spinners in the factory. By this they 
could earn eight, ten, or twelve shillings a week, and cook and 
attend to their families. But none are thus employed now; for 
all the cotton is broke up by a machine, turned by the steam 
engine, called a devil: so that the spinners wives have no 
employment, except they go to work in the factory all day at 



what can be done by children for a few shillings, four or five 
per week. If a man then could not agree with his master, he 
left him, and could get employed elsewhere. A few years, 
however, changed the face of things. Steam engines came into 
use, to purchase which, and to erect buildings sufficient to 
contain them and six or seven hundred hands, required a 
great capital. The engine power produced a more marketable 
(though not a better) article than the little master could at the 
same price. The consequence was their ruin in a short time; and 
the overgrown capitalists triumphed in their fall; for they were 
the only obstacle that stood between them and the complete 
controul of the workmen. 

"Various disputes then originated between the workmen and 
masters as to the fineness of the work, the workmen being paid 
according to the number of hanks or yards of thread he 
produced from a given quantity of cotton, which was always to 
be proved by the overlooker, whose interest made it imperative 
on him to lean to his master, and call the material coarser than 
it was. If the workman would not submit he must summon his 
employer before a magistrate; the whole of the acting magistrates 
in that district, with the exception of two worthy clergymen, 
being gentlemen who have sprung from the same source with the 
master cotton spinners. The employer generally contented 
himself with sending his overlooker to answer any such sum-
mons, thinking it beneath him to meet his servant. The magis-
trate's decision was generally in favour of the master, though 
on the statement of the overlooker only. The workman dared 
not appeal to the sessions on account o f the expense. . . . 

"These evils to the men have arisen from that dreadful 
monopoly which exists in those districts where wealth and 
power are got into the hands of the few, who, in the pride of 
their hearts, think themselves the lords o f t h e universe."1 

This reading of the facts, in its remarkable cogency, is as 
much an ex parte statement as is the "political economy" of 
Lord Brougham. But the "Journeyman Cotton Spinner" was 
describing facts of a different order. We need not concern our-
selves with the soundness of all his judgements. What his 
address does is to itemise one after another the grievances felt 
by working people as to changes in the character of capitalist 
exploitation: the rise of a master-class without traditional 
authority or obligations: the growing distance between master 

1 Black Dwarf, 30 September 1818. 



and man: the transparency of the exploitation at the source of 
their new wealth and power: the loss of status and above all of 
independence for the worker, his reduction to total dependence 
on the master's instruments of production: the partiality o f t h e 
law: the disruption of the traditional family economy: the 
discipline, monotony, hours and conditions of work: loss of 
leisure and amenities: the reduction o f t h e man to the status of 
an "instrument". 

That working people felt these grievances at all—and felt 
them passionately—is itself a sufficient fact to merit our 
attention. And it reminds us forcibly that some of the most 
bitter conflicts of these years turned on issues which are not 
encompassed by cost-of-living series. T h e issues which provoked 
the most intensity of feeling were very often ones in which such 
values as traditional customs, "justice", "independence", 
security, or family-economy were at stake, rather than straight-
forward "bread-and-butter" issues. The early years of the 
1830s are aflame with agitations which turned on issues in 
which wages were of secondary importance; by the potters, 
against the Truck System; by the textile workers, for the io-Hour 
Bill; by the building workers, for co-operative direct action; 
by all groups of workers, for the right to join trade unions. The 
great strike in the north-east coalfield in 1831 turned on 
security of employment, "tommy shops", child labour. 

The exploitive relationship is more than the sum of grievances 
and mutual antagonisms. It is a relationship which can be 
seen to take distinct forms in different historical contexts, forms 
which are related to corresponding forms of ownership and 
State power. The classic exploitive relationship of the Industrial 
Revolution is depersonalised, in the sense that no lingering 
obligations of mutuality—of paternalism or deference, or of 
the interests of "the Trade"—are admitted. There is no whisper 
o f t h e "just" price, or of a wage justified in relation to social or 
moral sanctions, as opposed to the operation of free market 
forces. Antagonism is accepted as intrinsic to the relations of 
production. Managerial trr supervisory functions demand the 
repression of all attributes except those which further the ex-
propriation of the maximum surplus value from labour. This 
is the political economy which Marx anatomised in Das Kapital. 
The worker has become an "instrument", or an entry among 
other items of cost. 

In fact, no complex industrial enterprise could be conducted 



according to such a philosophy. The need for industrial peace, 
for a stable labour-force, and for a body of skilled and ex-
perienced workers, necessitated the modification of managerial 
techniques—and, indeed, the growth of new forms of paternal-
ism—in the cotton-mills by the 1830s. But in the overstocked 
outwork industries, where there was always a sufficiency of 
unorganised "hands" competing for employment, these con-
siderations did not operate. Here, as old customs were eroded, 
and old paternalism was set aside, the exploitive relationship 
emerged supreme. 

This does not mean that we can lay all the "blame" for each 
hardship of the Industrial Revolution upon "the masters" or 
upon laissez faire. The process of industrialisation must, in 
any conceivable social context, entail suffering and the destruc-
tion of older and valued ways of life. Much recent research has 
thrown light upon the particular difficulties of the British 
experience; the hazards of markets; the manifold commercial 
and financial consequences of the Wars; the post-war deflation; 
movements in the terms of trade; and the exceptional stresses 
resulting from the population "explosion". Moreover, 20th-
century preoccupations have made us aware of the overarching 
problems of economic growth. It can be argued that Britain in 
the Industrial Revolution was encountering the problems of 
"take-off"; heavy long-term investment—canals, mills, rail-
ways, foundries, mines, utilities—was at the expense of current 
consumption; the generations of workers between 1790 and 
1840 sacrificed some, or all, of their prospects of increased 
consumption to the future.1 

These arguments all deserve close attention. For example, 
studies of the fluctuations in the demand of the South American 
market, or of the crisis in country banking, may tell us much 
about the reasons for the growth or retardation of particular 
industries. The objection to the reigning academic orthodoxy is 
not to empirical studies per se, but to the fragmentation of our 
comprehension of the full historical process. First, the empiricist 
segregates certain events from this process and examines them 
in isolation. Since the conditions which gave rise to these events 
are assumed, they appear not only as explicable in their own 
terms but as inevitable. The Wars had to be paid for out of 
heavy taxation; they accelerated growth in this way and 

1 See S. Pollard, "Investment, Consumption, and the Industrial Revolution," 
Earn.. Mist. Review, and Series, X I (1958), pp. a 15-26. 



retarded it in that. Since this can be shown, it is also implied 
that this was necessarily so. But thousands of Englishmen at the 
time agreed with Thomas Bewick's condemnation of "this 
superlatively wicked war" . 1 The unequal burden of taxation, 
fund-holders who profited from the National Debt, paper-
money—these were not accepted as given data by many con-
temporaries, but were the staple of intensive Radical agitation. 

But there is a second stage, where the empiricist may 
put these fragmentary studies back together again, constructing 
a model of the historical process made up from a multiplicity 
of interlocking inevitabilities, a piecemeal processional. In 
the scrutiny of credit facilities or of the terms of trade, where 
each event is explicable and appears also as a self-sufficient 
cause of other events, we arrive at a post facto determinism. 
The dimension of human agency is lost, and the context of class 
relations is forgotten. 

It is perfectly true that what the empiricist points to was 
there. T h e Orders in Council had in 1811 brought certain 
trades almost to a standstill; rising timber prices after the Wars 
inflated the costs of building; a passing change of fashion (lace 
for ribbon) might silence the looms of Coventry; the power-
loom competed with the hand-loom. But even these open-faced 
facts, with their frank credentials, deserve to be questioned. 
Whose Council, why the Orders? W h o profited most from 
corners in scarce timber ? Why should looms remain idle when 
tens of thousands of country girls fancied ribbons but could not 
afford to buy. By what social alchemy did inventions for 
saving labour become engines of immiseration ? The raw f a c t — 
a bad harvest—may seem to be beyond human election. But 
the way that fact worked its way out was in terms of a particular 
complex of human relationships: law, ownership, power. When 
we encounter some sonorous phrase such as "the strong ebb 
and flow of the trade cycle" we must be put on our guard. 
For behind this trade cycle there is a structure of social rela-
tions, fostering some sorts of expropriation (rent, interest, and 
profit) and outlawing others (theft, feudal dues), legitimising 
some types of conflict (competition, armed warfare) and 
inhibiting others (trades unionism, bread riots, popular 
political organisation)—a structure which may appear, in the 
eyes of the future, to be both barbarous and ephemeral. 

It might be unnecessary to raise these large questions, since 
1 T . Bewick, Memoir (1961 edn . ) , p. 151. 



the historian cannot always be questioning the credentials 
of the society which he studies. But all these questions were, 
in fact, raised by contemporaries: not only by men of the upper 
classes (Shelley, Cobbett, Owen, Peacock, Thompson, Hodg-
skin, Carlyle) but by thousands of articulate working men. Not 
the political institutions alone, but the social and economic 
structure of industrial capitalism, were brought into question 
by their spokesmen. T o the facts of orthodox political economy 
they opposed their own facts and their own arithmetic. Thus 
as early as 1817 the Leicester framework-knitters put forward, 
in a series of resolutions, an under-consumption theory of 
capitalist crisis: 

That in proportion as the Reduction of Wages makes the great 
Body of the People poor and wretched, in the same proportion must 
the consumption of our manufactures be lessened. 
That if liberal Wages were given to the Mechanics in general 
throughout the Country, the Home Consumption of our Manu-
factures would be immediately more than doubled, and con-
sequently every hand would soon find full employment. 
That to Reduce the Wage of the Mechanic of this Country so low 
that he cannot live by his labour, in order to undersell Foreign 
Manufacturers in a Foreign Market, is to gain one customer 
abroad, and lose two at home. . . -1 

If those in employment worked shorter hours, and if child 
labour were to be restricted, there would be more work for 
hand-workers and the unemployed could employ themselves 
and exchange the products of their labour directly—short-
circuiting the vagaries of the capitalist market—goods would 
be cheaper and labour better-rewarded. T o the rhetoric of the 
free market they opposed the language of the "new moral 
order". It is because alternative and irreconcilable views of 
human order—one based on mutuality, the other on competi-
tion—confronted each other between 1815 and 1850 that the 
historian today still feels the need to take sides. 

It is scarcely possible to write the history of popular agita-
tions in these years unless we make at least the imaginative 
effort to understand how such a man as the "Journeyman 
Cotton Spinner" read the evidence. He spoke of the "masters", 
not as an aggregate of individuals, but as a class. As such, 

1 H . O . 42.160. See also Hammonds, Tie Town Labourer, p. 303, and Oastler's 
evidence on the hand-loom weavers, below, p. 298. 



"they" denied him political rights. I f there was a trade reces-
sion, "they" cut his wages. If trade improved, he had to fight 
"them" and their state to obtain any share in the improvement. 
If food was plentiful, " they" profited from it. If it was scarce, 
some of "them" profited more. " T h e y " conspired, not in this 
or that fact alone, but in the essential exploitive relationship 
within which all the facts were validated. Certainly there were 
market fluctuations, bad harvests, and the rest; but the ex-
perience of intensified exploitation was constant, whereas these 
other causes of hardship were variable. The latter bore upon 
working people, not directly, but through the refraction of a 
particular system of ownership and power which distributed 
the gains and losses with gross partiality. 

These larger considerations have been, for some years, 
overlaid by the academic exercise (through which all students 
must march and counter-march) known as the "standard-of-
living controversy". Did the living standards of the bulk 
o f t h e people rise or fall between 1780 and 1830—or 1800 and 
1850?1 T o understand the significance of the argument, we 
must look briefly at its development. 

The debate on values is as old as the Industrial Revolution. 
The controversy on the standard-of-living is more recent. T h e 
ideological muddle is more recent still. W e may start at one of 
the more lucid points of the controversy. Sir John Clapham, in 
his Preface to the first edition of his Economic History of Modern 
Britain (1926) wrote: 
The legend that everything was getting worse for the working man, 
down to some unspecified date between the drafting of the People's 
Charter and the Great Exhibition [1837 and 1851: E.P.T.], dies 
hard. The fact that, after the price fall of 1820-1, the purchasing 
power of wages in general—not, of course^ of everyone's wages—-
was definitely greater than it had been just before the revolutionary 
and Napoleonic wars, fits so ill with the tradition that it is very 
seldom mentioned, the work of statisticians on wages and prices 
being constantly ignored by social historians. 

T o this, J . L. Hammond offered a reply in the Economic History 
Review (1930) of two kinds: first, he criticised Clapham's 
statistics of agricultural earnings. These had been based 
on totting up the country averages, and then dividing them 

1 The futility of one part of this discussion is shown by the fact that if different 
datum-lines are taken, different answers may come up. 1780-1830 favours the 
"pessimists"; 1800-1850 favours the "optimists". 



by the number o f counties in order to reach a national average; 
whereas the population in the low wage-earning counties of 
the south was more numerous than that ofthe high wage-earn-
ing counties (where agricultural earnings were inflated by the 
proximity of industry) so that Hammond was able to show that 
the "national average" concealed the fact that 60% of the 
labouring population was in counties where wages were 
below the "average" figure. The second part of his reply 
consisted in a switch to discussions of value (happiness) in his 
most cloudy and unsatisfactory manner. The first part of this 
reply Clapham, in his Preface to his second edition (1930), 
accepted; the second part he met with dry caution ("a curve in 
words", "higher matters") but nevertheless acknowledged: " I 
agree most profoundly . . . that statistics of material well-
being can never measure a people's happiness." Moreover, he 
asserted that when he had criticised the view that "every-
thing was getting worse"—"I did not mean that everything 
was getting better. I only meant that recent historians have 
too often . . . stressed the worsenings and slurred over or 
ignored the bettering?." The Hammonds, for their part, in 
a late revision of The Bleak Age (1947 edition), made their 
own peace: "statisticians tell us that . . . they are satisfied 
that earnings increased and that most men and women 
were less poor when this discontent was loud and active 
than they were when the eighteenth century was beginning 
to grow old in a silence like that of autumn. The evidence, of 
course, is scanty, and its interpretation not too simple, but 
this general view is probably more or less correct." The 
explanation for discontent "must be sought outside the sphere 
of strictly economic conditions". 

So far, so good. The most fertile—but loose—social historians 
of the period had encountered the astringent criticism of a 
notable empiricist; and in the result both sides had given 
ground. And, despite the heat which has subsequently been 
generated, the actual divergence between the hard economic 
conclusions of the protagonists is slight. If no serious scholar 
is now willing to argue that everything was getting worse, 
no serious scholar will argue that everything was getting 
better. Both Dr. Hobsbawm (a "pessimist") and Professor 
Ashton (an "optimist") agree that real wages declined during 
the Napoleonic Wars and in their immediate aftermath. Dr. 
Hobsbawm will not vouch for any marked general rise in the 



standard-of-living until the mid-i 84.0s; whereas Professor 
Ashton notes a "more genial" economic climate after 1821— 
a "marked upward movement broken only by the slumps of 
1825-6 and 1831"; and in view of increasing imports of tea, 
coffee, sugar, etc., "it is difficult to believe that the workers 
hid no share in the gain". On the other hand his own table 
of prices in the Oldham and Manchester districts show that 
"in 1831 the standard diet of the poor can hardly have cost 
much less than in 1791", while he offers no corresponding wage-
tables. His conclusion is to suggest two main groups within 
the working class—"a large class raised well above the level of 
mere subsistence" and "masses of unskilled or poorly skilled 
workers—seasonally employed agricultural workers and hand-
loom weavers in particular—whose incomes were almost wholly 
absorbed in paying for the bare necessaries of life". " M y guess 
would be that the number of those who were able to share 
in the benefits of economic progress was larger than the 
number of those who were shut out from these benefits and that 
it was steadily growing."1 

In fact, so far as the period 1790-1830 goes, there is very little 
in it. The condition of the majority was bad in 1790: it re-
mained bad in 1830 (and forty years is a long time) but there 
is some disagreement as to the size ofthe relative groups within 
the working class. And matters are little clearer in the next 
decade. There were undoubted increases in real wages among 
organised workers during the burst of trade union activity 
between 1832-4: but the period of good trade between 1833 and 
183 7 was accompanied by the smashing of the trade unions by 
the concerted efforts of Government, magistrates, and em-
ployers; while 1837-42 are depression years. So that it is indeed 
at "some unspecified date between the drafting of the People's 
Charter and the Great Exhibition" that the tide begins to turn; 
let us say, with the railway boom in 1843. Moreover, even in 
the mid-4os the plight of very large groups of workers remains 
desperate, while the railway crash led to the depression years of 
1847-8. This does not look very much like a "success story"; 
in half a century of the fullest development of industrialism, 
the standard-of-living still remained—for very large but 
indeterminate groups—at the point of subsistence. 

1 M y italics. T . S. Ashton, " T h e Standard of Life o f t h e Workers in England, 
1790-1830", in Capitalism arid the Historians (ed. F. A. Hayek), pp. 127 ff.; E. J . 
Hobsbawm, " T h e British Standard of Living, 1790-1850"! Economic History Review, 
X , August 1957. 



This is not, however, the impression given in much con-
temporary writing. For, just as an earlier generation of his-
torians who were also social reformers (Thorold Rogers, Arnold 
Toynbee, the Hammonds) allowed their sympathy with the 
poor to lead on occasions to a confusion of history with ideology, 
so we find that the sympathies of some economic historians 
today for the capitalist entrepreneur have led to a confusion of 
history and apologetics.1 The point of transition was marked 
by the publication, in 1954, of a symposium on Capitalism and 
the Historians, edited by Professor F. A. Hayek, itself the work of 
a group of specialists "who for some years have been meeting 
regularly to discuss the problems of the preservation of a free 
society against the totalitarian threat". Since this group of 
international specialists regarded "a free society" as by defini-
tion a capitalist society, the effects of such an admixture of 
economic theory and special pleading were deplorable; and 
not least in the work of one of the contributors, Professor 
Ashton, whose cautious findings of 1949 are now transmuted 
—without further evidence—into the flat statement that 
"generally it is now agreed that for the majority the gain in 
real wages was substantial".2 It is at this stage that the con-
troversy degenerated into a muddle. And despite more recent 
attempts to rescue it for scholarship,8 in many respects it is as 
a muddle of assertion and special pleading that the controversy 
remains. 

T h e controversy falls into two parts. There is, first, the very 
real difficulty of constructing wage-series, price-series, and 
statistical indices from the abundant but patchy evidence. 
We shall examine some of the difficulties in interpreting such 
evidence when we come to the artisans. But at this point a 
further series of difficulties begins, since the term "standard" 

1 Lest the reader should judge the historian too harshly, we m a y record Sir John 
Clapham's explanation as to the w a y in which this selective principle may order 
the evidence. "It is very easy to do this unawares. Thirty years ago I read and 
marked Arthur Young's Travels in Frame, and taught from the marked passages. 
Five years ago I went through it again, to find that whenever Young spoke of a 
wretched Frenchman I had marked him, but that many of his references to happy 
or prosperous Frenchmen remained unmarked." One suspects that for ten or 
fifteen years most economic historians have been busy marking up the happy and 
prosperous evidence in the text. 

2 T . S. Ashtbn, "The Treatment of Capitalism by Historians", in Capitalism 
and the Historians, p. 41. Professor Ashton's essay on "The Standard of Life of the 
Workers in England , reprinted in this volume, originally appeared in the Journal 
of Economic History, 1949. 

3 The most constructive appraisal of the controversy is in A. J. Taylor's "Pro-
gress and Poverty in Britain, 1780-1850", Histoty, February ig6o. 



leads us from data amenable to statistical measurement (wages 
or articles of consumption) to those satisfactions which are 
sometimes described by statisticans as "imponderables". 
From food we are led to homes, from homes to health, from 
health to family life, and thence to leisure, work-discipline, 
education and play, intensity of labour, and so on. From 
standard-of-life we pass to way-of-life. But the two are not 
the same. T h e first is a measurement of quantities: the second 
a description (and sometimes an evaluation) of qualities. 
Where statistical evidence is appropriate to the first, we must 
rely largely upon "literary evidence" as to the second. A 
major source of confusion arises from the drawing of con-
clusions as to one from evidence appropriate only to the other. 
It is at times as if statisticians have been arguing: "the indices 
reveal an increased per capita consumption of tea, sugar, meat 
and soap, therefore the working class was happier", while social 
historians have replied: "the literary sources show that people 
were unhappy, therefore their standard-of-living must have 
deteriorated". 

This is to simplify. But simple points must be made. It is 
quite possible for statistical averages and human experiences 
to run in opposite directions. A per capita increase in quantitative 
factors may take place at the same time as a great qualitative 
disturbance in people's way of life, traditional relationships, and 
sanctions. People may consume more goods and become less 
happy or less free at the same time. Next to the agricultural 
workers the largest single group of working people during the 
whole period of the Industrial Revolution were the domestic 
servants. Very many of them were household servants, living-
in with the employing family, sharing cramped quarters, 
working excessive hours, for a few shillings' reward. Neverthe-
less, we may confidently list them among the more favoured 
groups whose standards (or consumption of food and dress) 
improved on average slighdy during the Industrial Revolution. 
But the hand-loom weaver and his wife, on the edge of starva-
tion, still regarded their status as being superior to that of a 
"flunkey". Or again, we might cite those trades, such as coal-
mining, in which real wages advanced between 1790 and 1840, 
but at the cost of longer hours and a greater intensity of labour, 
so that the breadwinner was "worn out" before the age of 
forty. In statistical terms, this reveals an upward curve. T o the 
families concerned it might feel like immiseration. 



Thus it is perfectly possible to maintain two propositions 
which, on a casual view, appear to be contradictory. Over 
the period 1790-1840 there was a slight improvement in aver-
age material standards. Over the same period there was in-
tensified exploitation, greater insecurity, and increasing human 
misery. By 1840 most people were "better o f f " than their fore-
runners had been fifty years before, but they had suffered and 
continued to suffer this slight improvement as a catastrophic 
experience. In order to explore this experience, out of which the 
political and cultural expression of working-class consciousness 
arose, we shall do these things. First, we shall examine the 
changing life-experience of three groups of workers: the field 
labourers, the urban artisans, and the hand-loom weavers.1 

Second, we shall discuss some of the less "ponderable'' elements 
in the people's standard-of-life. Third, we shall discuss the inner 
compulsions of the industrial way of life, and the bearing 
upon them of Methodism. Finally, we shall examine some of the 
elements in the new working-class communities. 

1 These groups have been selected because their experience seems most to 
colour the social consciousness of the working class in the first half of the century. 
T h e miners and metal-workers do not make their influence fully felt until later in 
the century. T h e other key group—the cotton-spinners—are the subject of an 
admirable study in the Hammonds, The Skilled Labourer, 



B I B L I O G R A P H I C A L N O T E 

I H A V E D R A W N U P O N manuscript sources selectively, and 
in particular at those points where it seemed to me advisable 
to re-examine the accepted accounts. In the Public Record 
Office the most valuable sources have been the Home Office 
Papers (H.O.), especially series 40 and 42: miscellaneous bundles 
relating to the London Corresponding Society, food riots, &c., 
in the Privy Council Papers (P.C.): and the Treasury Solicitor's 
Papers (T.S.), which sometimes contain the evidence (informers' 
reports, depositions, intercepted letters, &c.) from which the 
Crown briefs against State prisoners were prepared, I have 
also consulted the Place Collection in the British Museum (Add. 
MSS.), and have found most useful Place's "Autobiography", 
the Minute Books and Letter Books of the L.C.S., notes on 
aspects of L.C.S. history by Hardy, Richter, Lemaitre, and 
Oxlade: Place's materials on the life of Spence and his notes 
on 1816-20: and Lovett's note? on the history of the National 
Union of the Working Classes and Others. I have explained 
in my text some reasons why it is advisable to use Place's his-
torical materials with some caution. 

The Fitzwilliam Papers are part of the large Wentworth 
collection now in the care of Sheffield Reference Library, 
They include some part of the correspondence on public 
affairs of Earl Fitzwilliam, together with reports from Yorkshire 
J.P.s and other informants, during the time when he was Lord 
Lieutenant of the West Riding. I have drawn on series F. 44, 
45 and 52, which are of interest for the early 1790s, the years 
1801-3, and for Luddism. T w o other sources have been of 
value for Luddism. The Radcliffe Papers include some corre-
spondence preserved by Sir Joseph Radcliffe, the exceedingly 
active Huddersfield magistrate who received his knighthood in 
recognition of his services in bringing leading Yorkshire 
Luddites to trial. The manuscripts remain in the custodianship 
of his descendant, Captain J, B. E. Radcliffe, at Rudding 
Park, Harrogate, and they are catalogued in the National 
Register of Archives, The Papers of the Framework-Knitters' 



Committee were seized in 1814 and remain in the Nottingham 
City Archives. They cover the years 1812-14, and an admirable 
selection has been published in the Records of the Borough of 
Nottingham, 1800-1832 (1952). These have been my main 
manuscript sources. 

Most of the scarcer pamphlets, periodicals, &c., cited in the 
text are to be found in the British Museum or in the John 
Rylands Library (Manchester). It has not been possible to 
follow the press intensively for the fifty years covered by my 
narrative, and I have therefore, once again, consulted news-
papers and periodicals selectively, in the attempt to throw 
light upon certain problems and periods. I have referred 
frequently to Cobbetts5 Political Register, The Times, The Leeds 
Mercury, and The Nottingham Review, and on occasions to other 
provincial papers. Among Jacobin, Radical, trade unionist, 
or Owenite periodicals which I have consulted are: 

For the i7go5s: Eaton's Politics for the People; The Patriot 
(Sheffield); Thelwall's Tribune-, The Cabinet (Norwich); Perry's 
Argus-, The Philanthropist-, The Moral and Political Magazine-, The 
Cambridge Intelligencer-, The Sheffield Iris. (The most interesting 
writing in the 1790s, however, is in pamphlet, rather than 
periodical, form). 

For the Wars, and the years 1816-20: Flower's Political 
Review, Bone's Reasoner-, The Alfred', The Independent Whig-, 
Hone's Reformist's Register-, Sherwin's Republican-, Sherwin's 
Political Register-, The Black Dwarf-, The 'Forlorn Hope'-, The 
Axe Laid to the Root; The People-, The Political Observer-, 
The Legislator-, The Briton-, Duckett's Despatch; The Gorgon-, The 

Black Book (originally published in periodical parts); The 
Examiner, The Champion-, The Cap of Liberty, The Medusa-, 
The Manchester Observer-, The White Hat', The Theological Comet, 
or Free-Thinking Englishman-, The Blanketteer, Carlile's Republican-, 
The Birmingham Inspector-, Hunt's Addresses to Radical Reformers. 

For the 1820s and early 1830s: The Economist-, The Mechanic's 
Magazine-, The Trades Newspaper-, The Artizan's London and 
Provincial Chronicle-, Carlile's Prompter-, Cobbett's Two-Penny 
Trash; The Devil's Pulpit; The Voice of the People-, Dr. King's 
Co-operator-, Common Sense-, The Union Pilot; The Lancashire and 
Yorkshire Co-operator-, The Poor Man's Advocate-, The Voice of 
the West Riding; The Poor Man's Guardian-, The Working Man's 
Friend; The Radical Reformer', The Cosmopolite-, The Cracker-, The 
Crisis', The Destructive', The People's Conservative', The Man', The 



Pioneer; The Herald of the Rights of Industry. Also (for later 
periods) Bronterre's National Reformer; The Social Pioneer; The 
Ten Hours' Advocate; The Labourer; The Northern Star; Notes to 
the People. 

O n the title-page to Part One there are reproduced the two 
sides to one of the token coins issued by the London Correspond-
ing Society. Many such coins were issued—they were struck, 
for example, in honour of the juries which acquitted Hardy, 
Tooke and Thelwall, and Daniel Isaac Eaton-—and Thomas 
Spence struck many others. O n the title-page to Part Two 
there is a rough wood-blocked card, supposedly used as a 
ticket of admission to secret Luddite meetings in Lancashire 
(1812). On the title-page to Part Three, Cruikshank's mock 
memorial to the victors of Peterloo is from William Hone and 
George Cruikshank's A Slap at Slop (1822). 

Finally, there are a few secondary authorities which demand 
mention since I have been (like all students- of this period) 
very much indebted to them. A. Aspinall, The Early English 
Trade Unions (1949) provides an excellent selection of documents 
from the Home Office Papers for the years when the Combina-
tion Acts were in force. G. D. H. Cole and A. W. Filson, British 
Working Class Movements: Select Documents (1951) provides a 
wider selection of source-material, and M. Morris, From 
Cobbett to the Chartists (1948) a more abbreviated selection. Those 
who cannot gain access to Cobbett's Political Register (his 
Rural Rides are available in the Everyman edition) will find 
ably-edited selections in G. D. H. and M. Cole, The Opinions 
of William Cobbett (1944) and in W. Reitzel, The Progress of a 
Ploughboy (1933). Both H. L. Jephson, The Platform (1892) 
and G. Wallas, Life of Francis Place (1898) draw extensively and 
verbatim from Place's manuscripts, very often too uncritically. 
O f the books by J. L. and B. Hammond, The Skilled Labourer 
(1919) remains of outstanding importance, and The Village 
Labourer (1911) is scarcely less important. (The Town Labourer 
(1917) is a more impressionistic work). M. D. George, London 
Life in the Eighteenth Century (1930); J. H. Clapham, Economic 
History of Modem Britain, (Cambridge, 1927); S. and B. Webb, 
History of Trade Unionism (1894: revised 1920); and I. Pinch-
beck, Women Workers and the Industrial Revolution (1930) have 
all earned their place as reference books. There is no volume 
of comparable weight on early democratic and Radical history; 
perhaps the best introductions remain, G. S. Veitch, The 



Genesis of Parliamentary Reform (1913)—although Veitch's 
English Jacobins are too pious and constitutionalist for belief 
—and, for later years, W. D. Wickwar, The Struggle for the 
Freedom of the Press (1928) and J. R. M. Butler, The Passing 
of the Great Reform Bill (1914). (S. Maccoby's interesting 
volume on English Radicalism, 1786-1832 (1955), is in general 
too much oriented towards parliamentary goings-on to throw 
light on the kinds of problem examined in this book), Samuel 
Bamford's Passages in the Life of a Radical (Heywood, 1841) 
and William Lovett's Life and Struggles in Pursuit of Bread, 
Knowledge, and Freedom (1876)—both of which have appeared 
in subsequent editions—are essential reading for any English-
man. Students who wish to place this history in a wider frame-
work will find in E. Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution (1962) 
and Asa Briggs, The Age of Improvement (1959) the materials 
for an European and a British frame of reference; while E. 
Halćvy, England in 1815 (1924) remains the outstanding general 
survey of early 19th century British society. 

T o attempt a full bibliography in a book which covers such 
an extensive period and so many topics must either appear 
pretentious or incomplete. In each section of the book I have 
been at pains to indicate in my footnotes the most relevant 
secondary authorities; and I hope that I have given sufficient 
indication of my main primary sources in the same place. I 
must therefore ask for the reader's indulgence, and leave him 
with the envoi o f a Spitalfields silk weaver (from Samuel 
Shell's Historical Account of the Silk Manufacture (1811)) by way 
of apology: 

M y loom's entirely out of square, 
M y rolls now worm-eaten are; 
M y clamps and treadles they are broke, 
M y battons, they won't strike a stroke; 
M y porry's covered with the dust, 
M y shears and pickers eat with rust; 
M y reed and harness are worn out, 
M y wheel won't turn a quill about; 
M y shuttle's broke, my glass is run, 
M y droplee's shot—my cane is done! 
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served in Africa and Italy during the war, and then went on 
to graduate from Cambridge. Since that time he has been 
working in adult education and is at present Senior Lecturer 
in the Extra-Mural Department of Leeds University. He has 
published a study of William Morris and edited a volume of 
political essays entitled Out of Apathy. In 1957 he helped 
found the magazine The New Reasoner, and until recently 
was Chairman of the Editorial Board of The New Left 
Review. In 1962, Mr. Thompson was awarded a Senior Re-
search Fellowship by the Leverhulme Trust, an award which 
has enabled him to complete the many years of research that 
have gone into this book. 


