TA I LO R I N G B I O T E C H N O LO G I E S
Vol. 2, Issue 1, Spring-Summer 2006, pp: 69-78

The Achievements of 'General Ludd'
A Brief History of the Luddites

Kirkpatrick Sale

Introduction
The word 'Luddite' has entered the English language as a derogatory term
for all those who oppose new technologies. But who were the Luddites and
what was their position towards the modern technologies of their time? This
article will discuss the Luddites within their historical context and argue that
these Luddites did not oppose technology as such, but those technologies
harmful to the 'commonality'. They were one of the first to recognize that technologies are not neutral, but value-laden, and that society must have a say in
the values desired in technology.
In one sense it could be said that Luddism began on the night of 4th
November 1811, in the little village of Bulwell, some four miles north of
Nottingham, when a small band of men gathered in the darkness, counted off
in military style, hoisted their hammers and axes and pistols, and marched to
the home of a `master weaver' named Hollingsworth. They posted a guard,
suddenly forced their way inside through shutters and doors, and proceeded to
destroy a half-dozen weaving machines of a kind they found threatening to
their trade. They scattered into the night, later reassembled at a designated
spot, and at the sound of a pistol disbanded into the night, heading for home.
That, at any rate, was the first attack on textile machines by men who
called themselves followers of General Ludd, who would convulse the countryside of the English Midlands for the next 14 months -and would go down in
history, and into the English language, as the first opponents of the Industrial
Revolution and the quintessential naysayers to odious and intrusive technology.
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But, in another sense, one can certainly trace Luddism back even further:
to the Enclosure Movement from 1770 on, which took some 12 million acres
of shared common lands into private hands; to the perfection of the steam
engine in the 1780s and its gradual adoption by textile manufacturers; to the
terrible privations brought on by the seemingly endless Napoleonic wars,
when what little food there was to be had was often too expensive to buy; and
to the increasing concentration of economic power fostering the increasing
growth of factories (perhaps a thousand in the years before 1811) and new
kinds of machine that threw many kinds of labourer out of work. In short, to
the beginnings of the Industrial Revolution in the late 18th century, and all that
it meant for the transformation of British economy and society.
Here's one way of understanding what was at stake:
A description of Lancashire, around 1780:
"Their dwellings and small gardens clean and neat -all the family well clad
the men with each a watch in his pocket, and the women dressed to their own
fancy - the church crowded to excess every Sunday -every house well furnished with a clock in elegant mahogany or fancy case -handsome tea services in Staffordshire ware... The workshop of the weaver was a rural cottage,
from which when he was tired of sedentary labour he could sally forth into his
little garden, and with the spade or the hoe tend its culinary productions. The
cotton wool which was to form his weft was picked clean by the fingers of his
younger children and was carded and spun by the older girls assisted by his
wife, and the yarn was woven by himself assisted by his sons."
A description of Lancashire, around 1814:
"There are hundreds of factories in Manchester which are five or six stories high. At the side of each factory there is a great chimney which belches
forth black smoke and indicates the presence of the powerful steam engines.
The smoke from the chimneys forms a great cloud which can be seen for miles
around the town. The houses have become black on account of the smoke. The
river upon which Manchester stands is so tainted with colouring matter that
the water resembles the contents of a dye vat... To save wages, mule jennies
have actually been built so that no less than 600 spindles can be operated by
one adult and two children... In the large spinning mills machines of different
kinds stand in rows like regiments in an army."
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Great forces were at work creating this transformation: powerful manufacturing and financial interests; aristocratic landowners and speculators; government stalwarts both political and bureaucratic; it is hardly any wonder that the
men who were whirled and whipped around at the bottom of this maelstrom
chose to resist. Resisting a maelstrom, especially one that represents the future,
may be futile. But resist it they did.
Nottingham and its surrounding towns were the first to feel the Luddite
fury. In addition to the high prices and depressed wages common throughout
the industrial counties just then, Nottingham weavers - mostly of stockings
and mittens, called stockingers - faced competition from a new wide-frame
machine that produced shoddy cloth but could turn out six times as much work
as a normal machine. Moreover, around them were rising factories - in
Derbyshire, 100 cotton and 11 wool factories were working, and in nearby
Loughborough a new lace-making factory - and they could tell well enough
what the future would be for them.
Almost nightly for three months, the Luddite armies would train and march
and smash and disappear into the night. At least 1,100 knitting machines were
broken in that time, despite the presence of an increased constabulary and the
dispatch of soldiers to keep order. The local magistrates reported:
"Houses are broken into by armed men, many stocking-frames are
destroyed, the lives of opposers are threatened, arms are seized, stacks are
fired, and private property destroyed. There is an outrageous spirit of tumult
and riot."
Or, as the Luddites themselves saw it, in one of their ballads:
"Chant no more your old rhymes about bold Robin Hood
His Feats I but little admire I will sing the Achievements of General
Ludd(4)
Now the Hero of Nottinghamshire
Brave Ludd was to measures of violence unused
Till his sufferings became so severe
That at last to defend his own Interest he rous'd
And for the great work did prepare. "
In the midst of the distress, one response was typified by a knitter, Gravener
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Henson, who organised a group to send a petition to Parliament asking it
for some redress. The government quickly gave its answer, leaving no doubt
that it was siding with the manufacturing sector: it sent out more and more
troops - 3,000 to 4,000 in all by February - and it passed a law making the
destruction of a machine an offence to be paid for by hanging. It was when that
bill came up in the Lords that George Gordon, Lord Byron, gave his maiden
speech in opposition, and eloquent it was:
"Is there not blood enough upon your penal code, that more must be poured
forth to ascend to Heaven, and testify against you'? How will you carry the bill
into effect? Can you commit a whole country to their own prisons? Will you
erect a gibbet in every field and hang up men like scarecrows'? Or will you
proceed (as you must to bring this measure into effect) by decimation?... Are
these the remedies for a starving and desperate populace?"
But it had no effect whatsoever on the Parliamentary outcome, which was
overwhelmingly in favour of making a statement, a hallmark of industrialism,
that machines are more important than men.
The government followed this with the prosecution at the March Assizes
of ten men arrested for Luddism, seven of whom were convicted and sent to
Australia - transportation being the stiffest possible sentence because the
offences were committed before the death penalty act. The cases against the
men were flimsy indeed, because almost no-one would come forth to testify
against them - the solidarity of the community behind the Luddites, even by
those who disapproved of their tactics, would be a feature of Luddism
throughout - but the court was less concerned with evidence than sending a
message to the populace.
It was a message that apparently had an effect in Nottinghamshire, for only
30 machines were smashed in February and 12 in March, and then nothing at
all until a minor skirmish in the winter in which some 20 were broken. But
Luddism did not die there, not at all: its sparks were swept to Lancashire and
Yorkshire, and there started conflagrations even bigger and more destructive.
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he "never knew the poor in such a distressed situation as they are at present,"
with widespread starvation, wages down by half and more, thousands with no
work at all and "the remainder have one-third or one-fourth part work."
Factories had marched into this area with (literally) a vengeance from the late
18th century on, several hundred in Yorkshire, even more around Manchester
(30 alone in the little town of Stockport), and everywhere the new machinery
was making human work redundant or replacing men's labour with women
and children at a pittance of the pay.
Some idea of the Luddite approach is given by a letter delivered to a Mr.
Smith of Huddersfield on 9th March 1812, signed by "the General of the Army
of Redressers, Ned Ludd, Clerk":
"Sir: Information has just been given in that you are a holder of those
detestable Shearing Frames [wool-finishing machines that could do the work
of four or five men], 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."
But the issue goes beyond that:
"We will never lay down our Arms... [until] the House of Commons passes an Act to put down all Machinery hurtful to Commonality, and repeal that
to hang Frame Breakers. But We. We petition no more (,) that won't do fighting must."
It wasn't machinery in general that the Luddites opposed, (many of them
worked with fairly sophisticated weaving looms), but rather machinery that
was hurtful to the common They rose up with such ferocity not against all
technology, as they are sometimes accused of, but against technologies that
they saw would crush their livelihoods, overturn the traditional modes of work
and employment, and erase the customary bonds of household, community
and marketplace that had endured for centuries.

The acute distress of the textile workers there provided adequate tinder:
"1812 opens with a gloom altogether so frigid and cheerless," said the
Manchester Gazette. "that hope itself is almost lost and frozen in the
prospect," and across the Pennines a sympathetic manufacturer reported that
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Technologies are never neutral, and some are positively detrimental.
It was not all machinery that the Luddites opposed, but rather "all
machinery hurtful to commonality", as they put it in March 1812; machinery
to which their commonality did not give approval, over which it had no control, and the use of which was detrimental to its interests, considered either
as a body of workers or a body of families and neighbours and citizens. It
was machinery, in other words, that was produced with only economic consequences in mind, and those of benefit to only a few, while the myriad
social, environmental and cultural one, were deemed irrelevant.
"This invention confirms the great doctrine already propounded, that
when capital enlists science in her service, the refractory hand of labour will
always be taught docility".
For the fact of the matter is that, contrary to technophilic propaganda,
technology is not neutral, composed of tools that can be used for good or evil
depending on the user. It comes with an intrinsic character, an inevitable
logic, bearing the purposes and the values of the economic system that
spawns it. What was true of the technology of industrialism at the beginning,
when the apologist Andrew Ure (1836) praised a new machine that replaced
high-paid workmen - "This invention confirms the great doctrine already
propounded, that when capital enlists science in her service, the refractory
hand of labour will always be taught docility" - is as true today, when a
reporter for Automation can praise a computer system as "significant"
because it assures that "decision-making" is "removed from the operator
(and] gives maximum control of the machine to management." These are not
accidental, ancillary attributes of the machines that are chosen; they are
intrinsic and ineluctable.
Tools come with a prior history built in, expressing the values of a particular culture. A conquering, violent culture - of which Western civilisation
is a prime example, with the United States at its extreme - is bound to produce conquering, violent tools. When industrialism turned to agriculture
after World War II, for example, it went at it with all that it had just learned
on the battlefield, using ever-larger tractors modelled on wartime tanks to
cut up fields, ever-deadlier chemicals to kill weeds and pests, ever-larger
machines to move the earth into dams and ditches to drain it of its water.
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It was a war on the land, as sweeping and sophisticated as modern mechanisation can be, capable of destroying topsoil at the rate of 3 billion tons a year
and water at the rate of 10 billion gallons a year, as we have demonstrated
ever since. It could be no other way: if we beat our swords into
ploughshares, they are still violent and deadly tools.
The business of cropping wool with huge hand-held scissors was an
arduous and tiring one. The shearing frame could have done almost as good
a job with much less effort and time, and the croppers might have welcomed
such a disburdening tool if it had no history built in. But they knew, and
became Luddites because they knew, what they would have to give up if they
were to accept such a technology: the camaraderie of the cropping shop,
with its loose hours and ale breaks and regular conversation and pride of
workmanship, for the servility of the factory, with its discipline and hierarchy and control and skillessness, and beyond that the rule of laissez faire,
dog-eat-dog, buyer-beware, cash-on-the-line. The shearing frame was so
obviously not neutral - it was machinery that was hurtful.
Northern Luddism exploded first in Yorkshire in 1812, with a factory
burned in January, three workshops attacked and their machines broken in
February, a dozen more workshops and two factories attacked in March with
hammers, torches, pistols and muskets. Lancashire followed with a factory
attack and the burning of a warehouse in February, another factory attack in
March, and then in April no fewer than ten factories were set on, their machinery smashed, and two of them were burned to the ground, the most violent
actions in the Luddites' whole campaign. In that same month, Yorkshire
Luddism reached its height with six workshops attacked and two factories
raided, including one mill at Rawfolds, whose story became famous as part of
Charlotte Brontë's 1849 novel, Shirley.
But all this came at a fearful price. In the attack on the Rawfolds mill at
least four Luddites were shot and killed (two of them buried in the graveyard
of the church of the Reverend Patrick Brontë, Charlotte's father), and in a twoday siege of a Middleton mill at least ten men were killed (one press report
suggested "from 25 to 30") and several dozen wounded. The government had
reacted just as it had in Nottingham, sending in regiment after regiment of soldiers, many of whom were allowed to be put into service as guards in and
around the factories and more of whom would be summoned when any disturbance broke out; by the end of April, a huge force of some 10,000 men had
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been dispatched to the Northern counties and unleashed without restriction to
bully, bribe, subvert, terrify and, if necessary, fire upon the citizenry.
It was, in fact, the greatest invasion of its own territory the government of
Britain had even prosecuted. By 1st May, there were no fewer than 14,400 soldiers in the Luddite region (an area of about 2,100 square miles), including
cavalry and artillery, riding and marching around the countryside, giving the
entire place, as the Leeds Intelligencer reported, "a most warlike appearance."
In addition, there was a "voluntary militia" of citizens trained with annual
encampments and intermittent drillings, numbering perhaps 20,000, and a system of local magistrates for every sizeable town and city, each with a small
staff of constables and spies.
It was in the face of this armed force, and continuing refusal by the government to lend any helping hand despite the continuing misery and unemployment, that the Luddites ratcheted up the level of violence once more. In
April, one manufacturer in Nottingham was shot at and wounded, another
manufacturer in Huddersfield was shot at and escaped, and a third in Yorkshire
was shot and killed. Raids at night were no longer on factories or owners'
houses, but on any establishment that might contain guns and bullets and valuables; a government agent in Stockport reported that "bodies of 100 and
upwards of the Luddites have entered houses night after night and made
seizures of arms." Churches were plundered for lead, and pumps and waterspouts and anything that could be melted down were stolen, all to be converted into bullets. Rebellion, indeed revolution, seemed to be in the air: a West
Riding officer wrote of "open rebellion against the government", another
warned that the nation was on "a direct Road to an open Insurrection," and a
Lancashire general thought the Luddites were now aiming at "nothing more or
less than the subversion of the government of the Country and the destruction
of all Property."
But it proved to be less than that; in fact more like the dying twitch of a
movement that had made its statement of desperation and misery for six
months and found that it fell entirely on deaf ears, with no response from the
powers of the land except force and repression. At the Lancashire Assizes in
May, 10 Luddites were hanged, 38 transported and 18 imprisoned; in June, 38
men were arrested in Lancashire, in October and November 20 more in
Yorkshire. A factory was torched in Lancaster in September, but for the most
part the storm had passed; the heart seemed to have gone out of the cause. And
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for the first time, perhaps in reaction to the extremity of assassination, the
Luddite ranks cracked and a cropper in Huddersfield informed on the murderers, who were arrested and brought to trial. At the December Assizes, 14 men
were hanged, and 6 transported, and with their deaths, Luddism came to an
end - as a movement, though not as an idea.
A brief summary of Luddism's diverse effects suggests why it struck such
a historic chord, and why that chord resonated through the social edifice of
Britain, then and afterward, as few others before or since.
First, the costs: the Luddites destroyed something over £100,000 worth of
property in just 14 months, and manufacturers had other losses in expenditures
for defending mills and in factories idled; the government spent at least
£500,000 in salaries alone for its military force, to say nothing of food, lodging, and equipment and an untold amount for prosecutions at the assizes. All
in all, losses of around £1.5 million can be laid directly to Luddite activity.
Second, there were a few scattered practical results: wages in a few places
were raised, some machinery was discarded by manufacturers, several factories moved out of the Midlands, and a national organisation for poor relief was
established. In many places, new machinery was not introduced for fear of a
Luddite reaction.
Third, the failure of direct and violent action channelled workers' grievances into conventional reformist actions, leading to a revival of pressure for
trade unions and workplace improvement on the one hand, and for parliamentary reform on the other. In effect, this meant the end of radicalism in Britain
for all practical purposes, at least for the 19th century.
Fourth, the open alliance of government and industry laid bare the true
nature of the state and its willingness to use any force at hand in service to
industrialism - a lesson not always heeded, but therefor all to see. bare the true
nature of the state and its willingness to use any force at hand in service to
industrialism - a lesson not always heeded, but there for all to see.
Manufacturers learned that there would be nothing to check their powers
except the market, and ancient bonds between the worker and master, fellow
members of one community though of different rank, were now seen as irrelevant and unimportant.
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Finally - and this is the real reason the Luddites have become as indelibly
a part of the language as that other English group, the Puritans - Luddism
brought the whole issue of machinery, and the succeeding technologies of the
Industrial Revolution, out into the public arena and placed it on the agenda of
industrial society for every age thereafter. "The machinery question", as it was
called in 19th-century Britain, might be answered in several ways - and the
favoured way of the industrialists was that all machines were legitimate and
the economic and social consequences, however horrible, irrelevant - but at
least it could no longer be ignored and would continue to haunt the industrial
process wherever it went in the world and down to the present day.
Ultimately, it must be said, Luddism lost, and all that it opposed, and
apprehended, came to pass. The dawn of modernism was not held back, the
future was not brought short, and the Industrial Revolution was able to proceed on its catastrophic trajectory of destruction and immiseration, across
Europe and around the world.
And yet, industrialism has had only 200 years of triumph. The Luddite tradition, of custom and community, of family and friendship, of good goods and
fair prices, and of the natural rejection of "machinery hurtful to commonality,"
goes back far longer than that.
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