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I. Introduction 

T h e  c e n t r a l  o b j e c t s  o f  t h i s  s t u d y  a r e  t o  a n a l y z e  t h e  class consciousness of 

workers in e a r l y  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  England ,  t o  d e v e l o p  a m e a n s  by which t h e  

w r i t i n g s  a n d  u t t e r a n c e s  of t h e s e  w o r k e r s  c a n  b e  t a p p e d  as i n d i c a t o r s  of thei r  

consciousness, and t o  explain its possible variation. To achieve this goal I will focus  

on t h e  discourse of workers in class struggle in a n  a t t e m p t  t o  e lucidate  t h e  part icular 

historical  manifestat ions of working-class consciousness as i t  emerged in l a t e  regency 

England .  T h r o u g h  a n  analysis of t h e  t e x t s  of speeches  and meetings, handbills and 

l e t t e r s ,  a n d  a c c o u n t s  of r i o t s  I w i l l  a t t e m p t  t o  d e t e r m i n e  t h e  c o n t e n t  of t h i s  

consciousness, gauge t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which t h e r e  exis ted commonali t ies of understanding 

and vision among d i s p a r a t e  work ing-c lass  g r o u p s ,  a n d  d e t e r m i n e  t h e  f o r c e s  t h a t  

s t ruc tu red  the i r  class ideology. 

Whi le  t h i s  s t u d y  is  m o t i v a t e d  by b o t h  p a r t i c u l a r  h i s to r ica l  and sociological 

concerns,  it does  seek t o  address ce r ta in  key problems t h a t  both d i sc ip l ines  hold in  

c o m m o n .  In a d d i t i o n ,  i t  i s  a n  a t t e m p t  t o  d e m o n s t r a t e  how historical  study c a n  

enlighten sociological wisdom. Within t h e  con tex t  of th is  study the re  a r e  several  key 

problems t h a t  pe rmea te  both fields which I will t r y  t o  address. 

The f i r s t  problem concerns t h e  na tu re  of group in teres ts ,  especially with regard 

to col lect ive  action.  How the  analys t  perceives  t h e  way such in teres ts  a r e  produced 

and a r t i cu la ted  great ly  determines  his understanding of group behavior. Specifically, 

w h e t h e r  t h e  a n a l y s t  t a k e s  i n t e r e s t s  f o r  g r a n t e d  o r  c o n s i d e r s  t h e m  prob lemat ic  

s t ruc tu res  t h e  en t i re  analysis of group action.  Michael Burawoy n o t e s  t h e  p r o b l e m  

succinctly when he  observes, 

... much of sociology t akes  in teres ts  as given. I t  is here  t h a t  we encounter t h e  
problem of rationality and irrat ionali ty,  l o g i c a l  a n d  non- logical  b e h a v i o r ,  a n d  
i n t e r e s t s  r e a l  a n d  f a l s e ,  s h o r t -  a n d  l o n g - t e r m ,  i m m e d i a t e  and fundamental, 
arising o u t  of some discrepancy between a c t u a l  and postulated behavior. Where 
in te res t s  a r e  taken as given, ideology becomes a resource t h a t  people manipulate 



t o  a d v a n c e  t h e i r  ' i n t e r e s t s '  o r  a c e m e n t  t h a t  conta ins  conf l ic t  o r  minimizes 
s t r a i n .  On t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  w h e r e  i n t e r e s t s  a r e  n o t  i m p u t e d ,  t h e y  a r e  
e m p i r i c a l l y  discovered or  determined in a tautological  fashion a f t e r  t h e  event.  ... T h e  p r o b l e m  is to  e x p l a i n  i n t e r e s t s  i n  a n y  g i v e n  s i t u a t i o n ,  n o t  to  
d e s c r i b e  t h e m  e m p i r i c a l l y  ((1979, p. 19)). 

Char les  Tilly suggests t h a t  t h e  t w o  m a j o r  c o m p e t i n g  t h e o r i e s  o f  c o l l e c t i v e  

a c t i o n ,  t h e  Millian and Marxian models, tend t o  infer in te res t s  in opposing fashions. 

While Millian theories suggest t h a t  w e  "infer t h e  in te res t  f rom t h e  popula t ion ' s  own 

u t t e r a n c e s  a n d  a c t i o n s , "  Marx ian  m o d e l s  " in fe r  it f rom a general  analysis of t h e  

connections between in teres t  and s o c i a l  pos i t ion"  ( (1978,  p. 60)) .  T o  e s c a p e  t h i s  

'ferocious dilemma1 he suggests t h a t  we 

(1) t r e a t  t h e  re la t ions  of production as predictors of t h e  in teres ts  t h a t  people 
will p u r s u e  on  t h e  a v e r a g e  a n d  in  t h e  l o n g  r u n ,  b u t  (2) r e l y ,  as m u c h  as 
poss ib le ,  o n  peop le ' s  own a r t i c u l a t i o n  of thei r  in te res t s  as- an  explanation of 
thei r  behavior in t h e  shor t  run ((Ibid., p. 61)). 

Ti l ly ' s  s c h e m e  o f  judging i n t e r e s t  formulation, while clarifying t h e  concept  of 

in teres t ,  does  not wholly resolve a l l  problems. O n e  p a r t i c u l a r  p r o b l e m  of s p e c i a l  

c o n c e r n  t o  t h i s  s t u d y  is how t h e  relat ions of production c a n  serve  as predictors of 

group interest .  This problem is a general  one within c u r r e n t  M a r x i s t  l i t e r a t u r e ,  a 

l i t e ra tu re  t h a t  is anything but  unified on t h e  point. As Bertillson and Eyerman have 

recen t ly  s u g g e s t e d ,  d i f f e r e n c e s  w i t h i n  t h i s  l i t e r a t u r e  h a v e  a r i s e n  f r o m  v a r y i n g  

c o n c e p t i o n s  of t h e  wedding of theory and p rac t i ce  ((p. 364)). The conceptualization 

of in te res t s  within recen t  s t ructura l is t  writings current ly  popular with many s c h o l a r s  

r e v o l v e s  a r o u n d  a ' s c i e n t i f i c a l l y '  generated concep t  of objective interests.  Among 

such theor is ts  a s  Poulantzas and Wright c l a s s  i n t e r e s t  i s  s e e n  as a d v a n t a g e s  t h a t  

w o u l d  b e  r e a l i z e d  if t h e  work ing  c l a s s  c o u l d  cast b a c k  t h e  v e i l  of  b o u r g e o i s  

mystif ication and s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  v i e w  i t s  p o s i t i o n  w i t h i n  s o c i e t y  ( (Wr igh t ,  p. 8 9 ;  

Bertillson and Eyerman, p. 361, 370)). In this sense c lass  in te res t  is hypothetical, or  

as Bertillson and Eyerman label  it promissory. Shor t  of a t r u e  revolutionary si tuation 

developed c lass  in teres ts  cannot  b e  said t o  exist  ((Wright, p. 91)). 



This current ly  popular perspective suffers  f rom severa l  p r o b l e m s  t h a t  m a k e  i t s  

a p p l i c a t i o n  in  r e s e a r c h  a w k w a r d ,  if no t  wholly untenable.  First ,  in a n  a t t e m p t  t o  

c r e a t e  a s c i e n c e  of c l a s s  a n y  a n a l y s i s  of s u b j e c t i v e  o r  a r t i c u l a t e d  i n t e r e s t s  i s  

r e l e g a t e d  t o  a t  b e s t  a secondary s ta tus .  As I have just noted in discussing Tilly's 

formulation a reliance on t h e  actors '  own ar t icula t ions  is necessary t o  understand and 

explain the i r  behavior. 

Second, given this predetermined definition of c lass  in teres t ,  historical  analysis of 

working-class col lect ive  act ion becomes an  exerc i se  in t e l e o l o g i c a l  c r i t i c i s m .  With 

l i t t l e  r e g a r d  t o  t h e  con tex t  of t h e  act ions  such a n  analysis c a n  verge on becoming 

ahistorical. Workaday l i fe  s t r u g g l e s ,  c r e a t e d  by t h e  o b j e c t i v e  c o n d i t i o n s  of t h e  

c u r r e n t  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  of production, a r e  thus  bel i t t led  as t h e  causes  of valid and 

cogent  cur ren t  working-class in teres ts  which c a n  s e r v e  as t h e  b a s i s  f o r  c o l l e c t i v e  

action.  Finally, the re  is a peculiar c i rcular i ty  of argumentat ion t o  b e  found in such 

a formulation. While struggle leading t o  a revolutionary si tuation is said t o  enhance 

t h e  w o r k i n g  c lass ' s  understanding of its position, such struggle is at t h e  s a m e  t i m e  

motivated by t h e  very in teres ts  it is  s u p p o s e d  t o  b e  i l l u m i n a t i n g  ( (Ber t i l l son  a n d  

E y e r m a n ,  p. 363)). In s h o r t ,  this conception of c lass  in teres t  seems t o  have l i t t l e  

analyt ica l  uti l i ty,  especially in t e rms  of historical  applications. 

In t h i s  p a p e r  I s h a l l  b e  a r g u i n g  f o r  a n d  i l lustrat ing a di f ferent  conception of 

in teres t  t h a t  combines t h e  analysis of t h e  subject ive  and objective a s p e c t s  of g r o u p  

i n t e r e s t .  I n s t e a d  o f  e m p h a s i z i n g  t h e  con t ras t s  between t h e  two  approaches I will 

show t h a t  t h e  two  aspec t s  a r e  highly complementary  and  p a r t  of a s i n g l e  a n a l y t i c  

p r o c e s s .  T h e  l inchp in  o f  t h e  argument  will b e  t o  show how a Marxian analysis of 

objective (or structural)  position can be  used t o  in te rp re t  group art iculations and thus 

produce a junction between t h e  analysis of short-  and long-term interests.  By paying 

part icular a t t en t ion  t o  t h e  social relations of product ion,  t h e  c o m m u n a l  c o n t e x t  in 



which such a r t i c u l a t i o n s  t a k e  p l a c e ,  t h e  f i e l d s  o f  p o w e r  t h a t  c i r c u m s c r i b e  t h e  

p r o d u c t i o n  o f  t h e s e  art iculations,  and t h e  processes of cu l tu ra l  production t h a t  help 

def ine  t h e  production of art iculations,  I will outl ine th is  analysis within a p a r t i c u l a r  

historical  context .  

A m o r e  par t i cu la r ized  version of t h e  problem of in te res t s  concerns t h e  Marxian 

deba te  on t h e  determinants  and con ten t  of c lass  consciousness. This deba te  has two  

principle face t s .  First ,  the re  is t h e  deba te  over  t r u e  and fa lse  consciousness. Heirs 

of t h e  Leninist and Lukacsian tradit ions ins i s t  t h a t  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  c o n t e n t  o f  c l a s s  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s  i s  a p r i o r i  determined by the  d ia lec t i c  na tu re  of class struggle. For 

these  theor is ts  class consciouness is realized in revolutionary conf l i c t  a n d  n u r s e d  t o  

fruit ion by an  enlightened vanguard par ty  of t h e  working class. In th is  view t rue  (or 

revolutionary) working-class c o n s c i o u n e s s  c a n  on ly  b r e a k  t h e  f e t t e r s  of b o u r g e o i s  

d o m i n a t i o n  when  t h e s e  c o n d i t i o n s  a r e  m e t ,  a n d  th is  occurs  when t h e  bourgeoisie, 

caught  in t h e  contradictory dia lect ics  of t h e  capi ta l is t  sys tem,  is forced in to  a crisis 

s i t u a t i o n .  Unt i l  t h i s  j u n c t u r e  workers labor under a state of 'false' or  'subjective' 

consciousness, shackled by mystification. (For a useful  summary of t h e  e v o l u t i o n  of 

t h e s e  i d e a s  see Eyerman.)  What  i s  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  abou t  th is  perspective is its 

emphasis on class consciouness as a thing, a tangible and potent ia l  set of ideas t h a t  

form a unique determined ideology. 

O p p o s i n g  t h i s  d e t e r m i n i s t i c  a p p r o a c h  a r e  t h e  h u m a n i s t i c  Marx i s t s .  These 

theor is ts  suggest  t h a t  t h e  complex interplay between base  and s u p e r s t r u c t u r e  l e a v e s  

t h e  c o n t e n t  and t h e  determinants  of c lass  consciouness problemat ic  t o  t h e  t i m e  and 

c i r c u m s t a n c e s  of i t s  f o r m u l a t i o n  a n d  e x p r e s s i o n .  A p r e m i u m  i s  p l a c e d  on  t h e  

p a r t i c u l a r  h is tor ical  conditions of class formation and  conf l ic t ,  t h e  par t ia l  autonomy 

of people in m a k i n g  h i s t o r y  r a t h e r  t h a n  b e i n g  s o l e l y  a m i d w i f e ,  a n d  t h e  o p e n -  

e n d e d n e s s  o f  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  p r o c e s s .  T h e s e  t h e o r i s t s  r e j e c t  n o t i o n s  o f  f a l s e  



consciouness as being ahistorical. As E. P. Thompson suggests, t h e  concept  is at bes t  

... a m e a n i n g l e s s  s t a t e m e n t ;  a t  w o r s t  i t  is a n  absurd theoret ica l  construction,  
which eli t ists ,  who know how history ought t o  have eventuated much b e t t e r  than 
t h e  ac to rs ,  shuffle endlessly around university tables. 

A c lass  cannot  exis t  without a consciousness  o f  s o m e  kind.  If it d o e s ,  
t h e n  it is n o t ,  o r  n o t  y e t ,  a class; t h a t  is it is no t  even a n  lit,' a historical  
ent i ty  of any kind. ... t o  say t h a t  a whole c lass  has  a fa lse  o r  t r u e  consciouness 
is historically without meaning ((1977, p. 10)). 

The crucia l  a spec t  of th is  perspective is t h a t  c lass  consciousness is viewed no t  

as a thing, but  as a n  open-ended process. Classes produce thei r  consciousness as they 

make history, even if they cannot  qu i te  make history as they choose. 

In th is  study I basically will side with t h e  humanists ,  but  suggest  more a t t en t ion  

needs t o  be  paid t o  t h e  s t ructura l  determinants  of c lass  consciousness than humanists 

such a s  Thompson a r e  wont t o  do. Through t h e  ana lys i s  of workers' discourse I will 

a t t e m p t  t o  show t h a t  working-class groups did have  a c o n c e p t i o n  of t h e m s e l v e s  as 

b e i n g  s t r u c t u r a l l y  o p p o s e d  t o  o t h e r  g r o u p s ,  t h a t  t h e y  c l e a r l y  a r t i c u l a t e d  t h i s  

consciousness in struggle, and t h a t  these  conceptions and art iculations were  rooted in 

t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  h i s t o r i c a l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  of t h e i r  struggles. By tying t h e  workers1 

art iculations t o  t h e  conditions t h a t  s t ructured the i r  conf l ic ts  I will a t t e m p t  t o  s h o w  

t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  a n d  s t r u c t u r a l  g r o u n d i n g s  o f  t h e i r  c l a s s  c o n s c i o r ~ s n e s s  w i t h o u t  

teleological .trappings. 

T h e  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h i s  d i scourse  brings a t t en t ion  t o  t h e  second re la ted f a c e t  of 

this debate ,  t h e  in terpreta t ion of t e x t s  a n d  o t h e r  r e s i d u e s  o f  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t i o n .  

Since t h e  abandonment of overly value-determined concepts  of cul ture  propagated by 

functionalists  during t h e  las t  several  decades  American sociologists have i n c r e a s i n g l y  

turned t o  thei r  Eu'ropean counterpar ts  for  new modes of t h e  analysis of culture. (For 

a review of th is  adoption see P e t e r s e n . )  O n e  o f  t h e  d o m i n a n t  c o n c e r n s  of t h i s  

l i t e r a t u r e  i s  a d e b a t e  a m o n g  M a r x i s t  a n a l y s t s  on t h e  c r i t e r i a  t o  b e  used for  t h e  

analysis and evaluation of cul tura l  products. Marx himself has  precious l i t t l e  t o  say 



concerning t h e  concep t  directly,  examining its aspec t s  mostly through his analysis of 

consciousness ((Kloskowska, p. 8)). Thus t h e  analysis of cul tura l  production has given 

rise t o  a n  o f ten  long-winded and wide-ranging debate.  The p r i n c i p a l  a c t o r s  in t h i s  

d e b a t e  a r e  t h e  s t r u c t u r a l i s t s  a n d  t h e  humanists. The s t ructura l is ts ,  s tar t ing f rom 

L e n i n l s  a n a l y s i s  of t h e  ' t w o  c u l t u r e s , l  i n s i s t  t h a t  M a r x i s t  t h e o r y  ; e p r e s e n t s  a 

s y s t e m a t i c  c u l t u r a l  a n d  sc ien t i f i c  achievement by which a l l  o the r  cul tura l  products 

should b e  judged. They argue t h a t  since c lass  a n t a g o n i s m s  are r e p r o d u c e d  as t w o  

spheres of cu l tu re  -- a bourgeois reactionary cu l tu re  and a democra t i c  socialist one -- 

Marxist social  theory,  as t h e  culmination of democra t i c  socialist  philosophy, should b e  

t h e  yardstick by which a cul tura l  product is judged. (For  a more  complete  historical 

a n a l y s i s  o f  Len in ' s  c o n c e p t  see M e t s c h e r . )  A s  R i c h a r d  J o h n s o n  n o t e s ,  t h e  

s t ructura l is ts  

... t e n d  t o  s h a r e  a c o m m o n  m o d e  of c r i t i q u e .  The  object  is t o  show t h a t  a 
p a r t i c u l a r  t e x t  i s  o r g a n i z e d  a r o u n d  d e f i n i t e  p r o p o s i t i o n s  ( a  ' p rob lemat ic ' ) .  
C e r t a i n  p r o b l e m a t i c s  a r e  h e l d  t o  b e  inherently f lawed, o r  'not Marxist'. ... If 
such a tendency is present,  t h e  t ex t  as a whole is held t o  f a i l ,  f l a w e d  a t  its 
c e n t r e  ((1979(a), p. 69)). 

T h u s  t h e  s t r u c t u r a l i s t s  p ropose  a very formalized concep t  of cul tura l  analysis, one 

t h a t  emphasizes  s t r i c t  ideological comparison and c r i t ique  b a s e d  on a d e t e r  m i n i s t i c  

analysis of t h e  social  order.  

T h e  h u m a n i s t s  r e j e c t  s u c h  a f o r m  of a n a l y s i s  on  t h e  grounds t h a t  it raises 

Marxism t o  a theology of cul tura l  form and pract ice .  Ins tead t h e y  i n s i s t  t h a t  t h e  

analysis of cul tura l  production must t a k e  into account  t h e  complex interplay of base 

and supers t ructure  as it is played ou t  within a specif ic  to ta l i ty  at a specific point in 

t i m e .  R a t h e r  t h a n  v i e w i n g  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t i o n  f r o m  t h e  p e r s p e c t i v e  of fo rmal  

ideo logy ,  t h e y  i n s t e a d  o p t  f o r  t h e  a n a l y s i s  o f  w h a t  R a y m o n d  W i l l i a m s  t e r m s  

" s t r u c t u r e s  o f  f e e l i n g "  ((1977, p. 132)). C u l t u r a l  product ion is viewed f rom t h e  



perspect ive  of pract ice ,  t h e  social  creat ion of meaning of lived exper ience.  R a t h e r  

t h a n  i s o l a t i n g  i t s  a n a l y s i s  i n  t e r m s  o f  i d e o l o g y ,  they seek t o  understand cul tura l  

production as i t  c o e x i s t s  a n d  i n t e r a c t s  w i t h  o t h e r  f o r m s  of s o c i a l  a n d  m a t e r i a l  

production. As Williams observes, "A Marxist cu l tu ra l  sociology is then recognizable, 

in its simplest  outlines, in studies of d i f fe ren t  types  of institution a n d  f o r m a t i o n  in  

c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  distribution, and in t h e  linking of these  within whole social  

mate r ia l  processes" ((1 977, p. 138)). 

While t h e  humanist perspective is in many ways superior t o  t h e  s t ructura l is t ,  i t  

t o o  h a s  d r a w b a c k s .  A s  Alan  Swingewood  n o t e s ,  t h e  e m p h a s i s  on  t h e  c o m p l e x  

in terplay of specif ic  determinations surrounds t h e  analys t  in foggy notions f rom which 

h e  can  draw no c lea r  insights ((1977, p. 42-3)). In th is  analysis I wi l l  a t t e m p t  t o  

show how a selective drawing from t h e  s t ruc tu ra l i s t  perspective with i t s  emphasis on 

t h e  insti tutional and s t ructura l  determinants  of ideology, combined with t h e  humanist  

emphasis  on t h e  experiential  nature  of cul tura l  production, yields fruitful  insights t h a t  

nei ther  perspective by itself can  generate.  I will show how t h e  s t r u c t u r e  of s o c i a l  

relat ions l imi ts  t h e  possibilities of cul tura l  production, bu t  at t h e  s a m e  t i m e  how such 

production must  be  analysed in t e rms  of t h e  producers own experiences. 

T h e  f i n a l  p r o b l e m  of c o n c e r n  t o  t h i s  s t u d y  is methodological  (though it of 

course  has  its theory laden aspects). I t  revolves around how some empirical  measure  

of c lass  consciousness can  be  devised. There  a r e  two  interre la ted issues here. First ,  

j u s t  w h a t  i s  t o  b e  m e a s u r e d  n e e d s  t o  b e  f e r r e t e d  o u t .  M o s t  w o r k  o n  c l a s s  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s  i n  A m e r i c a n  soc io logy  in  t h e  l a s t  q u a r t e r  century has  cen te red  on 

survey research of social c lass  identification. In these  studies t h e  c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n  

of t h e  empir ical  measures used has, as Hazelrigg suggests, "seldom received anything 

beyond a l o o s e  a n d  t y p i c a l l y  a m b i g u o u s  d e s c r i p t i o n "  ((p.220)). B e c a u s e  o f  t h i s  

c o n c e p t u a l  a m b i g u i t y  many  s u c h  s t u d i e s  h a v e  a c t u a l l y  measured Weberian s t a t u s  



consciousness ra the r  than t h e  degree  of Marxian c lass  consc iousness .  Th i s ,  by a n d  

l a r g e ,  h a s  tu rned  t h e  study of c lass  consciousness (in t h e  Marxian sense) away from 

its cen t ra l  concerns ,  a n d  h a s  t u r n e d  a p o t e n t i a l l y  p o w e r f u l  v a r i a b l e  i n t o  a l e s s  

insightful social-psychological indicator. 

S e c o n d ,  as Hazelr igg notes,  another  cen t ra l  problem with th is  approach is t h a t  

semant ic  representa t ions  of c l a s s  s t a n d i n g  u s e d  by t h e  i n v e s t i g a t o r  a p r i o r i  a r e  

assumed t o  b e  summary representa t ions  of t h e  respondent's own understanding of class 

s t ruc tu re  and his position in it ((p.234-9)). This approach is dubious at best  because 

it m e a s u r e s  s y m b o l  u s a g e  with l i t t l e  appreciation of t h e  symbols1 meanings for t h e  

respondents. The  contention in th is  study will b e  t h a t  c l a s s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  ( in  t h e  

Marx ian  s e n s e )  c a n n o t  b e  a d e q u a t e l y  m e a s u r e d  w i t h o u t  a n  unders tanding of t h e  

part icular social  relat ions of production in which an  individual i s  i m m e r s e d  a n d  h i s  

understanding of them. I will t r y  t o  i l lustrate t h a t  t h e  mapping of these  relationships 

provides a framework fo r  in terpret ing t h e  worker's understanding of his position in t h e  

labor process. In addition, I will t r y  t o  indicate how o t h e r  fo rms  of lived experience 

produced outside these  immediate  relationships can  media te  t h e  worker's perceptions. 

( F o r  a p a r a l l e l  d i scuss ion  t o  t h i s  a n a l y s i s  see B u r a w o y  1979, ch. 9.) While t h e  

method I will use will not  b e  di rect ly  translatable in to  t h e  t e r m s  of tradit ional  survey 

r e s e a r c h  t h e  r e s u l t s  a t t a i n e d  s t i l l  shou ld  hold  s o m e  c o n s e q u e n c e  f o r  how such 

investigators approach t h e  measurement  of class consciousness. 

F ina l ly ,  as I s h a l l  d i s c u s s  i n  a s u b s e q u e n t  s e c t i o n ,  t h i s  problem has  kin in 

historical  research. Historians of t h e  working c lass  f a c e  p a r a l l e l  p r o b l e m s  in t h e i r  

a t t e m p t s  t o  unearth t h e  degree  of c lass  consciousness of t h e  working c lass  at various 

points in history. T h i s  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t r u e  f o r  h i s t o r i a n s  o f  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  

England. By neglecting a sys temat ic  t r e a t m e n t  of t h e  social  relat ions of production 

these  h i s to r ians  o f t e n  p r o d u c e  h a z y  a n d  i l l - fo rmed  t r e a t m e n t s  of work ing-c lass  



consciousness. As I shall demonstrate,  a ca re fu l  delineation of t h e  workers' position 

i n  t h e  s o c i a l  relat ions of production g rea t ly  c lar i f ies  our understanding of this c lass  

consciousness. 

T h e s e  t h e n  a r e  t h e  m a j o r  p r o b l e m s  f a c e d  by both sociologists and historians 

which will b e  c o n s i d e r e d  in  t h i s  ana lys i s .  While  t h e  u t i l i t y  o f  e x a m i n i n g  c l a s s  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s  i n  t h e  late 1820's and ear ly  1830's might seem obscure, two  principal 

reasons c a n  b e  s u g g e s t e d  f o r  us ing t h i s  p e r i o d .  F i r s t ,  t h e  p e r i o d  r e p r e s e n t s  

watershed in English political, economic, and social  history. Caught in the  squalls of 

controversy over poli t ical  reform and t h e  emergence  of t r a d e  union organizations, and 

g r a p p l i n g  w i t h  t h e  growing pains of capi ta l is t  development,  classes found themselves 

p i t t ed  agains t  one another  in a n  a rena  of novel controvery.  The t imes  were  in f a c t  

r ipe for  t h e  germination and development of working-class consciousness a s  they had 

never been before.  Because of t h e  growing r i f t  be tween  cap i ta l  and labor t h e  period 

should b e  f e r t i l e  fo r  t h e  unearthing of such consciousness. 

Second, as both Pa t r i c ia  Hollis ((1970)) and Gare th  Stedman Jones  ((1977)) have  

suggested,  th is  t i m e  period also was pivotal in working-class cri t iques of t h e  exist ing 

social order. As Jones  proposes, t h e  l a t e  twent ies  and  ea r ly  th i r t ies  "represented t h e  

decisive moment  of theoret ica l  innovation and revolutionary ambition in t h e  formation 

of proletarian theory before  1850" ((Ibid., p. 10)). Since th is  was a c r i t i ca l  period of 

r e f o r m u l a t i o n  s o m e  v a r i a t i o n  in  t h e  w a y s  i n  which  w o r k e r s  a r t i c u l a t e d  t h e i r  

understandings of t h e  conflicts  in which they were  engaged c a n  b e  e x p e c t e d .  T h i s  

v a r i a t i o n  should fac i l i t a t e  t h e  test ing of t h e  hypotheses concerning t h e  determinants  

of c lass  consciousness and t h e  measuring of t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  of 

p r o d u c t i o n  on  t h e  workers' experiential  understanding of thei r  world. In both these  

senses t h e  period represents  a fairly strong test case for  t h e  hypotheses. 



r 
11. Basic  Concepts :  Class, Class Consciousness ,  Ideology, a n d  Hegemony 

B e f o r e  moving t o  a d i s c u s s i o n  of  t h e  m o d e l  t o  e x p l a i n  w o r k i n g - c l a s s  

consciousness in the  early nineteenth century several basic explanatory concepts need 

t o  be  specified. By precisely indicating the  use of these concepts I will be  able t o  

clearly locate the  model within t he  confines of present research and theory. 

Following E. P. Thompson I will be  viewing c l a s s  as a p roces s  r a t h e r  t h a n  a 

d i s c r e t e  s t r u c t u r a l  o b j e c t  of analysis.  As he proposes, "Class happens when some 

men, as a result of common experiences (inherited or shared), feel  and ar t iculate  t he  

i d e n t i t y  of  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s  a s  between themselves, and as against other men whose 

interests a r e  different (and usually opposed) t o  theirs" ((1966, p. 9)). However, unlike 

Thompson,  I sha l l  explicitly insist . that this happening is at base determined by the  

position of groups in the  social relations of production. 

As I have  no t ed ,  c l a s s  consciousness too is  a process ra ther  than an object. 

Following Thompson i t  will be  viewed as the  way these experiences a r e  handled in 

c u l t u r a  1 terms: embodied in traditions, value-systems, and institutional forms" ((1 966, 

p. 10)). Viewed in these terms class consciousness is, in essence, both t he  practical 

consciousness of class and the experiential understanding of t he  social relationships in 

which a group is embedded ((R. Williams 1977, p. 44)). As Richard Price notes, t h e  

unfolding of this understanding in cultural production results from the interaction of 

th ree  interrelated determinants. 

The dynamics of class consciousness ... consist of t he  interaction between three  
levels of analysis and experience -- the  historical baggage tha t  is carried by the  
working c l a s s ,  t h e  par t icu la r  constructs of t ime within which i t  must operate  
(which includes t h e  general level of critiques available to the working class and 
r e l a t i onsh ips  t o  o t h e r  c lasses )  and t h e  r e l a t i onsh ip  t h e s e  bea r  t o  specif ic  
experiences, both historical and contemporary, of t h e  workplace ((p. 15)). 

I t  will  b e  shown t h a t  e a c h  o f  t he se  three determinants bears on the way workers 

express their  understanding of their  position. 



Since c lass  consciousness is determined by t h e  in teract ion of these  th ree  levels 

wha t  will be  analysed a r e  part icular cul tura l  manifestat ions of th is  consciousness. In 

essence what  will be  decoded a r e  bi ts  and pieces of t h e  ideological expressions t h a t  

w o r k e r s  u s e d  t o  a r t i c u l a t e  t h e i r  g r i e v a n c e s .  In t h i s  s e n s e  s t r a n d s  of ideology 

available t o  t h e  working c lass  will b e  used t o  measure the i r  a r t i c u l a t i o n s ,  w i t h  t h e  

i d e o l o g i e s  b e i n g  t a k e n  as t h e  c u l t u r a l  f o r m u l a t i o n s  o f  t h i s  consc iousness .  By 

comparing these  a r t i c u l a t i o n s  t o  t h e  a v a i l a b l e  i d e o l o g i c a l  f o r m u l a t i o n s  b o t h  t h e  

c o m m o n a l i t i e s  and variat ions of the  discourse used by d i f fe ren t  working-class groups 

will be noted. 

In t h e  voluminous writings on ideology since Marx a t  l eas t  four dist inct  (though 

no t  mutually exclusive) definitions of t h e  concept  can  b e  discerned. Ideology can  be  

conceived as, 

(i) c lass  beliefs based on class interests,  

(ii) illusory beliefs based on false consciousness, 

(iii) t h e  general  process of producing meaning f rom lived exper iece ,  

(iv) t h e  manifestat ion of a be l i e f  s y s t e m  in d i s c o u r s e  ( (Giddens ,  p. 183; R. 

Wi l l i ams  1977 ,  p. 35 ;  L i c h t e i m ,  p. 178-9: see a l so  Kain; Lichtman; Mellos; 

Seliger; Sprinzak; Swingewood 1975; Therborn)). 

All but  t h e  second definition have some conceptual  uti l i ty fo r  th is  study. 

What these  de f in i t ions  d o  n o t  m a k e  c l e a r ,  h o w e v e r ,  is t h e  d i s o r d e r l y  n a t u r e  o f  

i d e o l o g i e s  a t  t h e  l e v e l  o f  l i v e d  e x p e r i e n c e .  A s  S w i n g e w o o d  perceptively notes, 

"consciousness  is r i v e n  w i t h  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s ,  a n d  t h e  i d e o l o g i e s  which  s t r u c t u r e  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s  at t h e  level  of ordinary, everyday exper ience a r e  quickly transformed 

f rom a formal  coherence t o  a pract ica l  incoherence'' ((1977, p. 83; see also Therborn, 



p. 77)). This point is cen t ra l  t o  t h e  analysis of workers1 discourse because i t  cautions 

us  not  t o  expec t  neatly packaged sets of ideas,  bu t  instead loosely tied s t rands  t h a t  

c a p t u r e  on ly  p a r t  of a f o r m a l l y  d e f i n e d  c l a s s  W e l t a n s c h a u u n g .  F u r t h e r ,  s i n c e  

ideologies "are produced, conveyed, and received in par t icular  materially circumscribed 

social situations," i t  can also be  expected t h a t  some e l e m e n t s  o f  t h e s e  i d e o l o g i c a l  

s t r a n d s  w i l l  b e  r e s i d u a l  f r o m  previous  periods, and some will have no d i rec t  class 

foundation ((Therborn, p. 79-80)). Many d i s p a r a t e  e l e m e n t s  m i g h t  h a v e  h e l d  s o m e  

relevance t o  workers in thei r  a t t e m p t s  t o  cons t ruc t  beliefs and art iculations of thei r  

interests.  

In sum, it should no t  expected t h a t  manifestat ions of workers1 ideologies in thei r  

discourse will be  neatly bound, readily recognizable packages. Somet imes they will b e  

'loosely connected ideas part ial ly shrouded by old wrapping, somet imes beliefs based on 

c lass  in te res t s  ambiguously tangled with non-class ideas. Indeed, t h e r e  is p l e n t y  in 

t h e  historiography of working-class language and symbolism of this period t o  suggest 

t h a t  th is  was  in f a c t  t h e  case for  much of working-class cul tura l  production ((Briggs 

1 9 7 6 ,  1979;  C o l e  1953;  Hobsbawm 1959;  Hollis  1970; Jones  1977; Thompson 1966; 

Vicinus)). In constructing t h e  analysis of d i scourse  t h e s e  f a c t o r s  m u s t  b e  k e p t  in  

mind. 

T h e  a b o v e  d i scuss ion  of t h e  production and in terpreta t ion of ideology leads t o  

t h e  consideration of ruling c lass  a t t e m p t s  t o  control  it. The  process  by which  t h i s  

occurs  is ca l led  hegemony, a concep t  developed by Antonio Gramsci  which 

... s e e m s  t o  m e a n  a s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  in  ( G r a m s c i ' s )  t e r m i n o l o g y  a 
' m o m e n t , '  i n  which t h e  phi losophy a n d  p r a c t i c e  o f  a society fuse  o r  a r e  in 
equilibrium; an  order in which a ce r ta in  way of l ife and  thought is dominant, in 
which one  concept  of reali ty is diffused throughout socie ty  in a l l  i t s  inst i tutional 
and pr ivate  manifestations, informing with i t s  spiri t  a l l  taste, morality, customs, 
r e l i g i o u s  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  pr inciples ,  and  a l l  social  relat ions,  part icularly in thei r  
in te l lec tual  and moral connotations. An e l e m e n t  o f  c o n t r o l ,  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  
conscious, is implied ((G. Williams, p. 587; see also Bates,  Femia  1975, Mouffe, 
and Simon)). 



Through this  process t h e  ruling c lass  can  neutra l ize  c l a s s  c o n f l i c t  a n d  o p p o s i t i o n a l  

i n t e r e s t  by m a s t e r i n g  many fo rms  of cul tura l  production. Gramsci believed such a 

control  process was  possible precisely because,  as I have noted,  practical ,  experiential  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s  is f r a g m e n t e d  a n d  i n c o n s i s t e n t  ( ( F e m i a ,  p. 64)). Hegemony in t h e  

Gramscian sense is t h u s  a t y p e  of moving  e q u l i b r i u m  of s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s .  I t  i s  

i m p o r t a n t  t o  n o t e ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  "while i t  i s  dominant,  i t  is never e i the r  t o t a l  o r  
>. 

exclusive" ((R. Williams 1976, p. 113)). As Joseph Femia s u g g e s t s ,  t h e r e  is a l w a y s  

t h e  potent ia l  for t h e  working c lass  t o  break t h e  chains of th is  ideological and cultural. 

domination: 

Lurking below t h e  usually conforming sur face  a r e  subversive beliefs and values, 
l a t e n t  i n s t i n c t s  o f  r e b e l l i o n ,  which  a r e  s o m e t i m e s  t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  a c t u a l  
b e h a v i o r .  T h u s  t h e  a c t i o n s  of workers and peasants,  insofar as they devia te  
f rom coventional norms, form t h e  raw mate r ia l  of a n  a l t e rna t ive  cul ture  ((1975, 
p. 43)). 

The concep t  of hegemony is important  t o  this study in two  respects. Fi rs t ,  i t  

can  provide a n  explanation fo r  t h e  l a c k  of a r t i c u l a t e d  c l a s s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  a m o n g  

c e r t a i n  working-class groups which might b e  studied. Simply because clearly voiced 

c lass  based in teres ts  a r e  not  found does not mean t h a t  workers were  purposefully and 

wi l l fu l ly  a c c e p t i n g  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  of the i r  superiors. Second, t h e  l i tera ture  on t h e  

growth of industrial  production in England for th is  p e r i o d  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  c a p i t a l i s t s  

made many repeated (if no t  well thought out)  a t t e m p t s  t o  mold t h e  consciousness of 

thei r  workers so  they would a c c e p t  t h e  work discipline and l ife s t y l e  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  

t h e i r  n e w  i n d u s t r i a l  o r d e r  ( ( s e e  f o r  e x a m p l e  H a m m o n d s  1975;  McKendrick 1961; 

Pollard 1963, 1964; C .  Reid; D. Reid; Tholfsen 1949; E. P.Thompson 1974;  F. M. L. 

Thompson 1980)). As Sidney Pollard has  noted,  

In the i r  a t t e m p t s  to prevent  'idleness, e x t r a v a g e n c e ,  w a s t e ,  a n d  i m m o r a l i t y , '  
employers w e r e  necessarily dealing with t h e  workers both inside t h e  fac to ry  and 
outside it. The e f f o r t s  t o  reform t h e  whole man were ,  therefore ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
marked in fac to ry  towns and villages in which t h e  t o t a l  environment was under 
t h e  control  of a single employer ((1964, p. 267)). 



Thus, the  concept  of hegemony c a n  hold c o n s i d e r a b l e  exp lana to ry  power  in t h e  

examination of t h e  ways in which workers ar t iculated their  interests and concerns.. - 

With the  basic concepts outlined I now turn t o  specific historical arguments t h a t '  

h a v e  b e e n  m a d e  concerning the  class consciousness of workers during the  period of 

concern. 

Thompson,  Foster, and Musson: T h r e e  I n t e r p r e t i v e  Models  

It  has been suggested previously t h a t  h i s t o r i c a l  s tudy  c a n  in fo rm sociology. 

What needs  t o  b e  demonstrated is how historical explanations frequently a re  theory 

laden with sociological models and why, for this reason, historical studies can provide 

bo th  u se fu l  tests and  models  f o r  sociological research. In addition, t he  following 

models will be  used as guidelines for t he  development of this study's hypotheses, and 

c o n v e r s e l y  t h e  r e s u l t s  w i l l  b e  u s e d  t o  t es t  t h e i r  va l id i ty .  Each  of t h e s e  

interpretations finds analytical kin within cur ren t  sociological theory: Thompson wi th  

h u m a n i s t i c  Marxism,  F o s t e r  wi th  Lenin is t  a p p r o a c h e s ,  and  Musson in a blend of 

Millian and functionalist approaches. In testing their interpretations t h i s  s tudy thus  

a l s o  w i l l  b e  m e a s u r i n g  h o w  wel l  t h e s e  t h e o r i e s  expla in  t h e  n a t u r e  of c l a s s  

consciousness during t h e  period in question. 

J u s t  a s  a l l  t h e o r i s t s  of c l a s s  mus t  a d d r e s s  Marx, a l l  analysts  of the early 

nineteenth-century working class must tackle E. P. Thompson's The  Making of t h e  

English Working Class. Concentrating on the  experiences of craftsmen, artisans, and 

o u t w o r k e r s  Thompson s e e k s  t o  t r a c e  t h e  m a k i n g  o f  a c o m m o n  i n t e r e s t  a n d  

consc iousness  among  working-class groups  be tween  1790 and 1830. As previously 

no t ed ,  Thompson uses  a r e l a t i v i s t i c  de f in i t i on  o f  c l a s s ,  viewing i t  a s  a f l u i d ,  

h i s to r i ca l l y  grounded  process .  Class  is a happening, a coalescence of experiential 



understanding among s t r u c t u r a l l y  t i e d  soc i a l  g roups .  C la s s  consc iousness  is  t h e  

cul tural  realization of this understanding as i t  is produced and transformed in social 

relations. It is this happening tha t  Thompson seeks t o  capture  in a holistic vision of 

t h e  events  contained within it. 

S t a r t i n g  wi th  t h e  sub-political traditions of what he  elsewhere has termed the  

plebeian culture,  Thompson t races  t he  unfolding of class re la t ions .  For  t h e  a u t h o r  

t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  be l i e f s  of t h e  r i gh t s  of ' free-born'  Englishmen, the  inheritance of 

popular crowd actions, and t h e  t r a d i t i o n s  of re l ig ious  d i s sen t  p rovide  t h e  f e r t i l e  

ground necessary for the genesis of a new class based order. His approach, however, 

is not a simple evolutionary account of class development. Rather,  Thompson views 

t h i s  happening as a contrapuntal interplay among political agitation, religious fervor, 

and t rade  union activity, at times coordinated, of ten haphazard. From the  oscillating 

series of events  the  old traditions of popular resistance were transformed into a new 

crit ique of a social order which itself was in a s t a t e  of flux. The experiences of the  

e a r l y  p o l i t i c a l  unions,  t h e  'chi l iasm of despa i r '  of working-class Methodism, and 

workers '  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n s  such  as Luddism and  i l l ega l  t r a d e  u n i o n  a c t i v i t y  

crystallized into a new radical political and social consciousness, matured in i ts  vision 

and poised for working-class mass action of subsequent periods. 

As f i n a l  proof of t h i s  conve rgence  of i n t e r e s t s  Thompson, in his concluding 

chapter,  offers  a panoramic vision of this radical culture and i t s  foundations. Within 

t h e s e  s t r a n d s  of h i s tory  h e  isolates two aspects  tha t  a r e  indicative of all workers' 

visions of their  position. 

The new class consciousness of working people may be  viewed from two aspects. 
On the  one hand, their was a consciousness of t he  identity of interests between 
working men of t h e  mos t  diverse occupations and levels of attainment,  which 
was emdodied in many in s t i t u t i ona l  f o r m s ,  and  which was  exp re s sed  on a n  
unprecedented scale in the  general unionism of 1830-4. This consciousness and 
these institutions were only t o  be  found in fragmentary form in the  England of 
1780. 



O n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  t h e r e  w a s  a c o n s c i o u s n e s s  of t h e  i d e n t i t y  of t h e  
in te res t s  of t h e  working class, o r  'productive classes, '  as against those of o the r  
classes; and within this the re  was  matur ing t h e  c la im for  a n  a l ternat ive  system 
((p.807)). 

T h e s e  a s s e r t i o n s  a r e  backed  by a guided tour through representa t ive  working- 

c l a s s  w r i t e r s ,  l e a d e r s ,  a n d  i n s p i r e r s .  T h r o u g h  a n  e x a m i n a t i o n  of t h e  o r g a n i c  

in te l lec tuals  and o ther  intelligensia drawn on by t h e  working class, t h e  radical  cul ture  

of embat t l ed  workers is examined and distilled, and its resiliancy and  d e t e r m i n a t i o n ,  

heralded. I t  is in these  publicists of a new moral  order  and t h e  ba t t l e s  fought under 

the i r  banners t h a t  Thompson finds a new emerging c lass  order. 

Thompson's work, despite t i m e  and t h e  cr i t ics ,  remains  a n  enormous achievement  

in c lass  analysis, and much of th is  work is predicated o n  h i s  ideas .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  

f rom t h e  perspective of this study he  can  be  cr i t ic ized on two  accounts.  First ,  if as 

Thompson insists, t h e  ontological na tu re  of c lass  consciousness is t o  b e  uncovered in 

t h e  s p h e r e  o f  c u l t u r a l  product ion,  then i t  is n o t  qu i t e  enough t o  rely on t h e  most 

public intel lectual  representatives of s u c h  p r o d u c t i o n  as l a r g e l y  e x e m p l a r y  of t h e  

c o n t e n t  of t h i s  consc iousness .  An a p p r e c i a t i o n  of how t h e  ideas of these  public 

f igures were  harnassed, reproduced, and t r a n s f o r m e d  by t h e  work ing  c l a s s  t h r o u g h  

t h e i r  own e x p e r i e n t i a l  understanding developed in struggle is also needed. Second, 

while Thompson t races  t h e  unfolding of this new c l a s s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  w i t h  e n v i a b l e  

m a s t e r y ,  h e  is no t  very  c lea r  as t o  how t h e  social  relat ions of production played a 

determining role in this c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t i o n .  Though  h e  d o e s  d r a w  a d i s t i n c t i o n  

b e t w e e n  'honourab le '  a n d  'd i shonourab le '  labor,  and deta i ls  how t h e  degradation of 

labor led t o  t h e  changing of workers' consciousness, h e  does  not  expl ic i t ly  d e l i n e a t e  

h o w  c h a n g e s  i n  t h e  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  o f  p r o d u c t i o n ,  in  p a r t ,  p r o d u c e d  t h i s  

t ransformat ion in understanding. His brief sketch of t h i s  d e t e r i o r a t i o n  (p. 258)  i s  

more  a description of t h e  cor re la tes  of these  changes  ra the r  than a n  explanation of 

t h e  changes themselves. This at t i m e s  l e a d s  T h o m p s o n  t o  c o m p a r e  t r a d e  g r o u p s  



ra the r  than comparing workers  t h a t  w e r e  d i f f e r e n t l y  l o c a t e d  in  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  

p r o d u c t i o n .  N o n e t h e l e s s ,  these  f laws a r e  hardly damning for t h e  work as a whole, 

and as Royden Harrison has observed, one does  no t  r ead  Thompson "for  d e f i n i t i o n s ,  
I 
I 

schema o r  pedantry of any sort," but  fo r  insight ((p.211)). 

Whereas Thompson employs historically grounded suppositions t o  cap ture  t h e  rise 

o f  work ing-c lass  consc iousness  John Foster,  in h is  Class  Struggle and t h e  Industrial 

Revolution, a t t e m p t s  a m o r e  d e t e r m i n i s t i c  a c c o u n t  of its d e v e l o p m e n t  wi th in  a 

L e n i n i s t  f r a m e w o r k .  Using wha t  Thompson h a s  t e rmed  a 'Platonic' Marxism Foster  

c h a r t s  t h e  course of class struggle and development in t h r e e  English towns - Oldham, 

N o r t h a m p t o n ,  a n d  S o u t h  S h i e l d s  -- . dur ing  t h e  s e c o n d  q u a r t e r  of t h e  nineteenth 

century.  Concentrating on Oldham, Foster  a t t e m p t s  t o  d o c u m e n t  how t h e  i n t e r n a l  

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  of c a p i t a l i s t  d e v e l o p m e n t  in  t h e  co t ton  industry led t o  a ser ies  of 

deepening economic cr ises  in t h e  t h i r t i e s  a n d  f o r t i e s  which  r i p p e d  t h e  f a b r i c  of 

b o u r g e o i s  s o c i a l  c o n t r o l .  Th i s ,  h e  a r g u e s ,  a l l o w e d  t h e  t e m p o r a r y  growth of an  

autonomous working-class movement. Following L e n i n i s t  wisdom h e  s e e k s  t o  s h o w  

h o w  t h i s  r u p t u r e  p e r m i t t e d  a n  i n t e l l e c t u a l  and organizational vanguard among t h e  

working c lass  t o  lead t h e  workers t o  a deeper poli t ical  and s o c i a l  a w a r e n e s s  a n d  a 

l a r g e - s c a l e  c u l t u r a l  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n .  This  a w a k e n e d  a d e v e l o p e d  work ing-c lass  

consciousness among t h e  co t ton  workers of Oldham. 

For  t h e  purposes of this study i t  is Foster's definition and  understanding of c lass  

consciousness t h a t  a r e  crucial. His definition is synonymous with what c a n  b e  t e rmed  

revolutionary class consciousness, and this h e  proposes could only have been fos tered 

by a n  entrenched and mili tant  working-class vanguard. As h e  explains, 

If Oldham's militancy was indeed of this nature-  t h e  resul t  of a mass realization 
of demands for  t o t a l  c h a n g e  of t h e  s o c i a l  s y s t e m -  t h e n  i t  c o u l d  on ly  h a v e  
d e v e l o p e d  i n  v e r y  s p e c i a l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ;  t h o s e  in which  t h e  c o m m u n i t y ' s  
revolutionary vanguard was able  t o  b reak  o u t  o f  i t s  s t r u c t u r a l  i s o l a t i o n ,  g e t  
access t o  l a b o r  as a whole ,  and convince people t h a t  radical  poli t ical  change 



was t h e  only solution t o  its problems ((p. 74)). 

P r e v i o u s  t o  1 8 3 0  t h e n ,  F o s t e r  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  n o t h i n g  more  than t rade  union 

consciousness exis ted among Oldham's working population (though t h e  contents  of this 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s  a r e  n e v e r  explicated).  These sect ional  identi t ies were  t h e  s t ra ins  of 

consciousness t h a t  t h e  work ing-c lass  l e a d e r s h i p  m o l d e d  i n t o  a n  ideo logy  of m a s s  

p o l i t i c a l  a c t i o n .  Vi ta l  t o  this process was  t h e  res t ructur ing of cul tura l  production, 

t h e  reworking of t h e  e x t a n t  rhetor ic  of struggle, so as t o  unify immediate  grievances 

wi th  a general  cr i t ique of t h e  exist ing social  order. A s  Fos te r  proposes, 

... for  a m o v e m e n t  t o  b e c o m e  r a d i c a l ,  f o r  d i a l e c t i c a l l y  n e w  ( a n d  s o c i a l l y  
i n c o m p a t i b l e )  i d e a s  t o  b e  i n j e c t e d  i n t o  it ,  t h e s e  sectional identi t ies have -- 
however imperceptibly - t o  b e  broken down. I t  is in th is  crucia l  -- and usually 
u n s u c c e s s f u l  -- p r o c e s s  t h a t  l a n g u a g e  b e c o m e s  s o  i m p o r t a n t .  As Porshnev 
observes, it is language - t h e  part icular socia l  c o d e s  which  d e t e r m i n e  which  
i n f o r m a t i o n  is ( o r  i s  n o t )  a c c e p t a b l e  -- w h i c h  f o r m s  t h e  key s tone of any 
culture. Cause  t h a t  t o  d is in tegrate  and so will t h e  larger  cul ture  ((p. 124)). 

Without th is  hegemony, Foster  suggests, t h e  growth of c lass  consciousness would have 

remained interminably stifled. 

Foster's work has been cr i t ic ized on a number of grounds (see f o r  example Gray; 

Jones  1975; Musson 1976; Saville 1974; Thompson 1974), bu t  t h e r e  a r e  two  aspects  of 

h i s  a n a l y s i s  t h a t  a r e  e s p e c i a l l y  p rob lemat ic  in t e r m s  of this study. First ,  though 

Foster  quo tes  Porshnev approvingly, he  never provides t h e  cut t ing edge  of proof  f o r  

h i s  a r g u m e n t  c o n c e r n i n g  l a n g u a g e .  A s  J o h n  Savil le observes, "it is precisely t h e  

fa i lure  t o  define and then examine language and ideas t h a t  makes  Foster's argument  

f o r  a m a s s  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  consciousness in Oldham so  unconvincing" ((1974, p. 240)). 

Second, because  of t h e  determinism of his f ramework Fos te r  t r i e s  to map e lements  of 

t h e  workers' ideology t o  a Leninist model o f  c lass  consciousness; t h e  reader  i s  never 

given a coherent  p ic ture  of what  t h e  workers' Weltanschauung was at t h e  s t a r t  of t h e  

p e r i o d ,  n o r  i n t o  w h a t  i t  w a s  supposed ly  t r a n s f o r m e d .  D e s p i t e  t h e s e  problems, 

however ,  F o s t e r ' s  work is v a l u a b l e  in  showing  h o w  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  of t h e  s o c i a l  

relat ions of production could determine ce r ta in  aspec t s  of working-class consciousness. 



In contrast  t o  both Thompson and Foster l i es  t h e  Whig o r  ' c o m p a r t m e n t a l i s t '  

s choo l  of  h i s to r i ans  who expend  much of t h e i r  scholar ly  ene rgy  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  

dismantle Marxist approaches. As F. K. Donnelly suggests,  c e r t a i n  a f f i n i t i e s  e x i s t  

between the  compartmentalist  interpretation of collective action and the  functionalist 

view of these phenomena. Both view large-scale c o n f l i c t  as a n  a b e r r a t i o n  of t h e  

normative social order and both see societal  development a s  a gradual and progressive 

process ((p.230-4)). In addition, t he  compartmentalists have a parallel i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  

of interest  generation with Millians in t ha t  they view interests in terms of short-term 

rationality and take behavior  as a mi r ro r  of i n t e r e s t s .  Though t h e r e  a r e  many 

members  of this school one of t he  most representative and prolific is A. E. Musson. 

For Musson the  history of t he  early nineteenth century is a complex  s e r i e s  of 

events  irreducible t o  the  overarching generalizations of a Thompson or  a Foster and 

largely unscintillating in character.  Strip away the  e p h e m e r a l  ( though f a sc ina t ing )  

i n s t a n c e s  of large-scale political and social action, the  much studied but l i t t le  used 

ideologies of the  radical intelligensia, and simplistic notions of growing solidarity, he 

says, and you a r e  lef t  with t he  really important stuff of working-class history. Shorn 

of ' these distractions the  development of working-class consciousness can be  found in 

t h e  g rowth  of t h e  s e c t i o n a l  t r a d e  union. Comment ing  on  t h e  h i s tory  of t rade 

unionism a f t e r  the  repeal of t he  Combination Laws (anti-union legis la t ion) ,  Musson 

asser ts  tha t  there  is 

... p len ty  of ev idence ,  e spec i a l l y  in t r a d e  union r eco rds  (whe re  they have 
survived), t o  indicate t ha t  the  ( t rade aspects) c o n s t i t u t e d  t h e  mos t  e s sen t i a l ,  
sol id ,  and continuous features  of t rade  unionism in t he  nineteenth century, i.e. 
patient organization, collective barga in ing  on wages,  hours ,  a p p r e n t i c e s ,  and  
working condi t ions ,  and  a r r a n g e m e n t s  of  friendly benefits for unemployment, 
sickness, and death.  T h e  p r a c t i c a l  e f f e c t s  of ideology .,. upon t h e  a c t u a l  
o rgan iza t ion  and  pol ic ies  of mos t  t r a d e  s o c i e t i e s  appear t o  have been very 
superficial ((1972, p. 29)). 

Thus, t he  backbone of working-class organization and the  focus of their  struggles, f a r  



f rom instilling a unified sense of c lass  in teres t ,  largely preoccupied t h e  worker with 

m o r e  " h u m d r u m  m a t t e r s , "  q u e s t i o n s  t h a t  w e r e  h a r d l y  l ike ly  t o  e n c o u r a g e  t h e  

development of a radical  c lass  based vision. Musson begrudgingly does concede t h a t  

t h e r e  was some growing sense  of c lass  solidarity. However, in t h e  f ina l  analysis this 

commonali ty of in teres t  was foe ta l  in comparison t o  t h e  matured economism of t h e  

working-class mind. As h e  carefully notes,  'I... although a general  c lass  consciousness 

was beginning t o  emerge ,  it was very shallow and vague, and t h e  basic sectional and 

'aristocratic '  in teres ts  were  usually predominant" ((1972, p. 19)). 

One of t h e  principle problems with Musson's work is his issue oriented approach 

to  w o r k e r s '  c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  While  h i s  f o c u s  o n  t h e  workaday  problems has  some 

validity, his p iecemeal  t r e a t m e n t  of these  concerns  robs t h e  reader  of an  appreciation 

of how workers understood thei r  problems as a function of the i r  position in society. 

Certainly workers must  have developed a set of in te res t s  over such crucia l  issues as 

wages and working conditions, but  t h e  development of these  views had t o  have been 
I 

(in some senses) predicated on thei r  understanding of t h e i r  p o s i t i o n  vis-a-vis t h e i r  

I employers, thei r  community,  and other  classes in general. By deducing in teres ts  with 

th is  overly uti l i tarian perspect ive  Musson loses sense of workers' ideologies and thei r  

o v e r a l l  ( if  f r a g m e n t e d )  v is ion o f  t h e  world .  What t h i s  s t u d y  wi l l  a t t e m p t  t o  

demons t ra te  is t h a t  such a uti l i tarian perspective can  b e  useful, but  only when it is 

circumscribed by a previous analysis of t h e  development of c lass  consciousness based 

on t h e  social relations of production. 

T h e s e  t h e n  a r e  t h e  t h r e e  p e r s p e c t i v e s  t h a t  wi l l  b e  both  used and t es ted  in 

constructing th is  study's predic t ive  model of working-class c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  S i n c e  a l l  

t h r e e  p e r s p e c t i v e s  a r e  i n  s o m e  s e n s e s  m o t i v a t e d  by c o m p e t i n g  s o c i o l o g i c a l  

perspectives th is  study will b e  ab le  t o  test t h e  validity of th is  body of wisdom as it 



111. Perspectives on the Model 

H a v i n g  r e v i e w e d  previous historical  research I now move on t o  t h e  model t h a t  

will b e  used in t h e  a n a l y s i s .  In t h i s  s e c t i o n  I w i l l  b r i e f l y  s k e t c h  s o m e  of t h e  

t h e o r e t i c a l  a n d  h i s t o r i c a l  perspect ives  t h a t  inform t h e  basic scheme of t h e  model. 

Specifically, I will examine how i t  will b e  possible t o  t a p  t h e  d i s c o u r s e  of w o r k e r s  

f rom e x t a n t  t e x t s  t o  understand thei r  class consciousness. Within this section the re  

will b e  two  c e n t r a l  concerns: (1) what f e a t u r e s  e m b e d d e d  in  t h e  t e x t  p r o v i d e  t h e  

analys t  with c lues  on t h e  e x t e n t  and kind of c lass  consciousness, and (2) how can  a 

model b e  s t ructured t o  cap ture  these  clues? 

In t h e  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  t e x t s  in t h e  sample th is  study will b e  concentrating on 

t h e  logic of t h e  argument  or position t h a t  w o r k e r s  a r t i c u l a t e ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  on  t h e  

vocabulary o r  symbols they use for  t h e  conveyance of thei r  message. While the re  has 

been valuable work done on t h e  development of vocabulary (see  f o r  e x a m p l e  Br iggs  

1 9 7 4 ,  1979;  and  C u n n i n g h a m )  it is t h e  contention here  t h a t  such a n  emphasis can 

obscure as much as it c a n  reveal  in several  respects.  F i r s t ,  k e y i n g  on  words  c a n  

l e a d  a n a l y s t s  t o  a t t r i b u t e  m e a n i n g s  t o  people's notions t h a t  they had no in tent  of 

conveying.  S e c o n d ,  a n d  r e l a t e d l y ,  b e c a u s e  t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  words  i s  p r o d u c e d ,  

reproduced, and o f t e n  transformed in t h e  act of cu l tu ra l  production, words as symbols 

have a plastici ty of meaning t h a t  can  make simple r e i f i e d  c o d i n g  b o t h  e r r a n t  a n d  

a w k w a r d .  A s  J o h n  Mepham r e m i n d s  us ,  " ... meaning is not a m a t t e r  of words, 

images, phrases, etc. taken in isolation, but of a n  order  of d i s c o u r s e  a n d  p r a c t i c e s  

within which part icular words, phrases, o r  images c a n  t a k e  on a var ie ty  of meanings" 

((p.165)). (For a non-Marxist d i scuss ion  t h a t  p a r a l l e l s  t h i s  l i n e  of r e a s o n i n g  see 

Dittmer.) To know what a worker meant  when h e  used t h e  t e r m  class,  for example, 

t h e  analyst  f i rs t  needs t o  have an  appreciation of his u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of how h e  f i t  



in to  t h e  c lass  based order in which h e  part icipated.  F i n a l l y ,  t h e  a n a l y s t  n e e d s  t o  

r e c o g n i z e  t h a t  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  rhe to r ic  and t h e  meanings of symbols a r e  themselves 

p a r t  and parcel  of t h e  hegemony t h a t  t h e  ruling c lasses  seek t o  exercise  over thei r  

subordinates. In this sense a war of words is no t  just banter ing and hot  a i r ;  it can 

b e  a b a t t l e  of cul tura l  domination as well. Ruling c lass  cu l tu ra l  production does not  

whol ly  d e t e r m i n e  t h a t  o f  t h e  subord ina te  classes,  b u t  it c a n  strongly mediate  t h e  

ways in which i t  is organized and carried out. Specifically, in t h e  cases this  study 

w i l l  b e  e x a m i n i n g ,  w o r k e r s  m i g h t  h a v e  h a d  f e w  o p t i o n s  b u t  t o  e x p r e s s  t h e i r  

gr ievances  and i n t e r e s t s  us ing  t h e  m e a n i n g s  o f  s y m b o l s  t h a t  w e r e  p r o d u c e d  a n d  

maintained by t h e  capi ta l is ts  agains t  whom they struggled. By concentrating on this 

s o c i a l  n o m e n c l a t u r e  t h i s  s t u d y  t h u s  poss ibly  would b e  m i s t a k e n l y  i d e n t i f y i n g  

commonal i t ies  of understanding where in f a c t  none such exist .  

What th is  study will be  searching for a r e  t h e  por t raya l  of t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s  anc! 

t h e  b a s e s  on  which  t h e y  a r e  c o n s t r u c t e d .  A s  I h a v e  s u g g e s t e d ,  s u c h  c u l t u r a l  

production is in t imately  t ied t o  other  forms of social  and  mate r ia l  production, so t h a t  

a m o d e l  t h a t  p r e d i c t s  d i s c o u r s e ,  in  p a r t ,  on  t h e  b a s i s  of t h e  social  relations of 

production is needed. A model t h a t  allows fo r  var iance in discourse c r e a t e d  by t h e  

f r a g m e n t e d  n a t u r e  of p r a c t i c a l  consciousness,  workers'  historical  baggage, and t h e  

hegemony of t h e  ruling class, however, also is  required. 

Given these  const ra ints  I propose a model representing a continuum of possible 

discourse, bounded on e i the r  end by two  ideal  types. The  ideal  types  a r e  developed 

f r o m  a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  t w o  p r e d o m i n a n t  t y p e s  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  relations of 

production in which mas te r  and men labored: outwork and  mill o r  shop work. Based 

o n  p r e v i o u s  r e s e a r c h  on t h e  ways workers in e a c h  sys tem viewed thei r  position and 

ar t icula ted the i r  interests,  ideal-type e lements  of t h e  i d e o l o g i e s  a n d  p o s i t i o n s  t h a t  

would  b e  e x p e c t e d  o f  w o r k e r s  under e a c h  regime in voicing thei r  positions will be  



constructed.  Basical ly  t h e n  t h e  i d e a l  t y p e s  a r e  c o n s t r u c t e d  in r e s p o n s e  t o  t h e  

f o l l o w i n g  q u e s t i o n ;  a l l  o the r  conditions being equal ,  how would outworkers and mill 

workers conceptualize thei r  c lass  in teres ts  and how would these  conceptualizations b e  

f ramed? If workers in each  system did in f a c t  sys temat ical ly  di f fer  in thei r  views of 

t h e  world then a n  analysis of t h e  t e x t s  t h e y  h a v e  l e f t  beh ind  shou ld  e x p o s e  s u c h  

differences.  

Bounding t h e  r a n g e  of d i s c o u r s e  in th is  fashion holds two  advantages. First ,  

such a model allows t h e  analys t  t o  understand how o t h e r  c o n d i t i o n s  a n d  s i t u a t i o n s  

could have influenced workers' art iculations and perceptions. Thus, this study should 

b e  ab le  t o  g e t  a rough measure of how such var iables  as c o m m u n i t y  c u l t u r e ,  p a s t  

e x p e r i e n c e s  a n d  pa t t e rns ,  s t r a teg ic  exegency, and ruling c lass  hegemony might have 

influenced or  mitigated th is  simple relationship. Second, it a lso  gives t h e  analyst  an  

e m p i r i c a l  p i c t u r e  of how workers in various combinations of conditions drew on t h e  

ideologies available t o  them t o  express thei r  in teres ts .  By noting t h e  various ways in 

which workers picked e lements  f rom t h e  avai lable  ideologies t h e  analyst  c a n  gain an  

understanding of which ideas were  most c e n t r a l  t o  thei r  perceptions and why this  was 

t h e  case. 

There  a r e  a var ie ty  of studies in t h e  historiography of t h e  working c lass  of this 

period t h a t  give t h e  p roposed  m o d e l  b o t h  e m p i r i c a l  a n d  t h e o r e t i c a l  f o u n d a t i o n s .  

Several  studies have shown t h a t  working-class groups adopted f rom cur ren t  ideologies 

selectively on t h e  basis of thei r  position, perceived in teres ts ,  and community cu l tu re  

( (Thompson  1966 ,  p. 418;  Behagg ,  p. 475)). E v e n  t h e  m o r e  c o h e r e n t  and most 

publicized ideologies, such as Owenism, were  a l w a y s  m o l d e d  a n d  i n c o r p o r a t e d  i n t o  

dis t inct  tradit ions and ideas indigenous t o  e a c h  working-class group o r  community ((J. 

F. C .  Harrison, ch. 2; Musson 1958; Thompson 1966, p. 789)). In addition, a var ie ty  

o f  s t u d i e s  h a v e  shown how t h e  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  o f  production, by structuring t h e  



nature of conflict be tween  c a p i t a l i s t s  and  workers ,  a l s o  s t r u c t u r e d  t h e  workers '  

cen t ra l  interests and perceptions 'of their  position. ((Briggs 1959; Cuca; Daniels 1929- 

30; Gadian; Haynes; Johnson 1979b; Jones 1975; Mee; P r i c e ;  P r o t h e r o  1979; Reid ;  

Tholfsen 1949; Thompson 1974)). For the  outworkers t he  issues (besides piece rates) 

of ten concerned their thread bare  but still formal control over par t  of the  production 

process .  They wished t o  preserve what l i t t le  autonomy and security from capitalist 

c o n t r o l  t h e y  had l e f t ,  a s  t h e  ab i l i t y  t o  c o n t r o l  work p a c e  and h a b i t s  b e c a m e  

increas ing ly  undermined by the  shop and mill. For t h e  mill operative disputes over 

control had been transformed into struggles over work-discipline and  t h e  d i r e c t  a n d  

t o t a l  exp lo i t a t i on  of  t h e  p roduc t ion  system. Once caught  in the web of absolute 

social control t he  mill worker of ten realized he had l i t t le  t o  defend besides his own 

labor. 

F ina l ly ,  t h e  Hollis and Jones studies refered t o  previously suggest a somewhat 

parallel interpretation of political rhetorics and ideologies.  Both a r g u e  t h a t  t h e r e  

w e r e  in  f a c t  t w o  r a d i c a l  r h e t o r i c s  available in the  working-class political culture, 

each rooted in a different (but not mutually exclusive) cr i t ical  analysis of the  social 

o rde r .  The  'old analysis '  ( a s  Holl is  t e r m s  i t )  c e n t e r e d  i t s  denunciations on the  

aristocracy, monopoly, taxes, and church and g o v e r n m e n t  co r rup t ion .  Within t h i s  

critique was the  notion tha t  if such cancers as corruption and special (and decadent) 

interests could be  purged from the  body politic government could function in the  best 

interests of all  t he  people. The 'new analysis,' based in par t  on Ricardian socialism, 

took a different view of t he  problem. "Wealth was c rea ted  by labor,  p rope r ty  was  

created by law. The rich were powerful because they made the  laws, they were rich. 

It  was a closed magic circle of power and property, c i rcumscribed by law" ((Hollis 

1970,  p. 249)). The ana lys i s  c r i t i q u e d  t h e  current order with nascent but potent  

theories of underconsumption and a labor theory of value, b u t  t h e i r  so lu t ions  w e r e  



political as well as economic. "Because t h e r e  w a s  bo th  a po l i t i c a l  and  economic  

d iv ide  b e t w e e n  t h e  working c l a s se s  and t h e  r e s t  of society;  the  enemies of the  

working class were those who both denied them the  vote  and who appropriated their  

l a b o r "  ((Ibid., p. 249)). Economic  a c t i o n  needed  t o  b e  wed wi th  i t s  po l i t i c a l  

counterpart;  without political power the  working c l a s s e s  could  e x p e c t  only p a r t i a l  

redress. 

T h e r e  i s  o n e  f u r t h e r  set of observations in t he  Hollis and Jones studies tha t  

bears directly on the  analysis of discourse, i.e. considerations on the  actual  usage of 

t h e s e  ideas .  In p r a c t i c e  t h e  new analysis never wholly supplanted the  old; instead 

both were used in various combinations in the  pract ical  articulation of working-class 

i n t e r e s t s .  As Hollis n o t e s ,  "at  b e s t ,  working-class  speeches  and le t ters  were a 

somewhat undigested mixture of both attacks" ((Ibid., p. 286)). Given t h i s  s tudy 's  

t h e o r e t i c a l  perspective on ideology and consciousness this is no surprise, but i t  does 

lend some empirical foundation to  the  model t ha t  has been proposed. Unfortunately, 

n e i t h e r  a n a l y s t  p r e s e n t s  a sys t ema t i c  t rea tment  of the causes of these variations, 

though Jones provides a few all too brief tantilizing insights ((1977, p. 19-21)). 

Having ske tched  the perspective this study will use in constructing a model of 

discourse I now turn t o  a sketch of the  two ideal types t h i s  s tudy  will  use  in t h e  

textual  analysis. 

IV. T w o  Models  of  Discourse: A r t i s a n a l  a n d  O p e r a t i v e  

The mos t  ba s i c  d i l e m m a  f o r  working-class  groups  and t h e i r  l e a d e r s  ( se l f -  

p roc l a imed  o r  o the rwi se )  in  c r e a t i n g  a d iscourse-  of con ten t ion  was producing a 

rhetoric t ha t  dovetailed with the  lived experience of as many working-class groups a s  

possible. As Jones observes for  the political case, 

Clearly any discussion of working-class theories of society and po l i t i c s  in t h i s  



period would have t o  consider how f a r  they were  ab le  t o  a r t i cu la te  t h e  diversity 
of forms of conflict  engendered by t h e  onset  of industrial capitalism. For t o  b e  
s u c c e s s f u l ,  t h a t  i s ,  t o  e m b e d  itself in t h e  assumptions of a politically ac t ive  
mass, a part icular social and poli t ical  (rhetoric)  must possess sufficient  purchase 
on  t h e  l ived  r e a l i t y  i t  purpor t s  t o  explain, t o  enable  its potent ia l  recrui ts  t o  
think within i t s  terms. I t  mus t  b e  sufficiently broad and appropr ia te  t o  enable  
its potent ia l  recrui ts  t o  inhabit its language in confronting day-to-day problems 
of poli t ical  and social  exper ience,  t o  e l a b o r a t e  tactics a n d  s l o g a n s  upon i t s  
b a s i s ,  a n d  t o  r e s i s t  a t t e m p t s  o f  oppos ing  social  groups t o  encroach upon it, 
re in te rp re t  it ,  or  in e x t r e m e  cases, replace  it by a dif ferent  language ((1977, p. 
3)). 

The rhetor ic  of labor struggle was  plagued with parallel  problems. The  diversity 

of exper ience frequently mean t  t h a t  speaker or  wri ter  m i g h t  d r a w  f r o m  b o t h  i d e a l  

types  of discourse if his intention was t o  communica te  t o  a wide audience. Similarly, 

t h e  communication of l ived e x p e r i e n c e  o f t e n  m o t i v a t e d  p a t c h w o r k  c o m b i n a t i o n s .  

Thus, it should b e  expected t h a t  t h e  discourse this study will b e  analysing o f ten  will 

conta in  tangled e lements  of both ideologies, produced in a n  a rgument  t h a t  shows f e w  

outward signs of being a d i rec t  ref leet ion of one  o r  t h e  other.  For this reason this 

study will concen t ra te  on t h e  ideas and e lements  of each  ideal  type  ra ther  than t h e  

vehicles by which such ideas were  t ransmit ted.  

(The A r t i s a n a l  Discourse )  

In a s e n s e  t h e  t e r m  a r t i s a n a l  is a misnomer,  for t h e  users of th is  discourse 

were  mostly outworkers and degraded craf tsmen.  The t e r m  does, however, contain a 

measure  of t ru th  in t h a t  t h e  ways in which t h e s e  workers o f ten  f ramed and defined 

t h e  issues they faced were  in a revamped a r t i s a n a l  m o d e  of consc iousness .  T o  a 

large  e x t e n t  th is  ar t i sanal  construction of real i ty  was derived f rom t h e  workers' s t i l l  

part ial ly formal  independent status. Since t h e  outworker or  degraded c ra f t sman  st i l l  

maintained control  over t i m e  and work discipline h e  could cons t ruc t  an  in terpreta t ion 

of his si tuation in which h e  was  a part ial ly independent producer. T o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  

s o m e  o u t w o r k  g r o u p s  s t i l l  o w n e d  t h e  m e a n s  o f  p r o d u c t i o n  ( such  as looms) t h a t  

ownership might have influenced t h e  social construction of reality. 



The above s t a t e m e n t  is not  mean t  t o  imply t h a t  these  w o r k e r s  s u f f e r e d  f r o m  

f a l s e  c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  An a r t i sana l  consciousness and its a t t e n d a n t  fo rm of discourse 

could supply t h e  degraded worker with a p o s i t i v e  s e n s e  of h i s  s o c i a l  p o s i t i o n  a n d  

s o c i a l  w o r t h  i n  t h e  f a c e  of a sinking s t a t u s  and  mate r ia l  position. In addition, t h e  

discourse was  a package of language tha t ,  because  of i t s  roots  in a tradit ional  issue 

c u l t u r e ,  c o u l d  b e  u s e d  as a l e g i t i m a t e  f o u n d a t i o n  fo r  t h e  assert ion of rights and 

demands. Indeed, a n  ar t i sanal  discourse was a lmos t  ce r ta in  t o  e x a c t  more  sympathy 

f r o m  t h e  m a s t e r  ( a n d  p r o b a b l y  f r o m  t h e  l o c a l  au thor i t i e s  and t h e  public) than a 

hardened operat ive  rhetoric. 

The consciousness and rhe to r ic  of t h e  truly privileged and skilled ar t i san was at 

variance w i t h  t h i s  o u t w o r k e r  a r t i s a n a l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  in a t  l e a s t  t w o  i m p o r t a n t  

r e s p e c t s .  F i r s t ,  t h e  e l i t e  o f  t h e  pr ivi leged t r a d e s  had a keener  and more  act ive  

sense of t h e  hierarchical  g r a d a t i o n s  of s t a t u s  i n  t h e  t r a d e .  S e c o n d ,  a r t i s a n s  of 

'honourable trades1 had a more  part icularist ic and detailed consciousness of t h e  weight 

of custom and tradition, especially as they impinged on t h e  daily social  relations of 

production. (For a concise account  of t h e  'respectable1 ar t i sans  and t h e  c o r e  values 

underpinning th is  group see Pro thero  1979, p. 26-28.) In a sense,  t h e  outworker had 

t a k e n  t h e s e  p a r t i c u l a r  notions and refracted them t o  give moral  and social  validity 

more  ref lect ive  of his own situation. Transforming tradit ion t o  m e e t  t h e  n e e d s  of 

t h e  p r e s e n t ,  t h e  o u t w o r k e r  const ructed a moral  economy of labor t h a t  was a class 

based image of t h e  world, though i t  had some fo rmal  trappings of t h e  pas t  contained 

in  t h e  historical  baggage he  carr ied with him. 

The following outl ine of points of a n  a r t i s a n a l  d i s c o u r s e  is a c o n d e n s e d  a n d  

concret ized scheme of how t h e  outworkers f ramed  t h e  issues they faced. The list of 

p o i n t s  is by n o  m e a n s  e x h a u s t i v e .  I t  c o n c e n t r a t e s  on  t h e  w o r k e r s '  i m a g e s  of 

themselves qua workers, and on thei r  relationship t o  the i r  employer. Broader images 



of t h e  workers1 place  in t h e  social and poli t ical  s t r u c t u r e  a r e  t h u s  l a c k i n g  t o  s o m e  

extent .  

(An  O u t l i n e  of P o i n t s  o f  a n  A r t i s a n a l  D i s c o u r s e )  

A. Character izat ion of t h e  worker and his social  s t a t u s  

( I )  The worker is member  of t h e  labouring poor, t h e  lower classes of society. The  
l a b o u r i n g  p o o r  a r e  p a r t  of t h e  industrious c lasses  of socie ty ,  and they serve  as t h e  
major producer of t h e  mate r ia l  and social weal th  of t h e  community and  t h e  n a t i o n .  
The poor of t h e  country  a r e  the, s t rength  of t h e  country.  

(2) As productive members  of t h e  community t h e  w o r k e r  h a s  t h e  b a s i c  r i g h t s  a n d  
p r i v i l e g e s  o f  any free-born Englishman. More part icularly,  t h e  worker has t h e  right 
t o  "live by his own labor." The worker has a social  r ight  t o  r e c e i v e  (and  d e m a n d )  
f a i r  r e m u n e r a t i o n  f o r  h i s  l a b o r ;  enough  s o  t h a t  h e  c a n  p r o v i d e  a r e a s o n a b l e  
sus tenance fo r  himself and his family and a modicum of simple comfort .  

(3) A s  a f r e e - b o r n  Engl i shman  a n d  p r o d u c e r  o f  weal th  t h e  worker has a right t o  
e x p e c t  t h a t  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  t h e  n a t i o n  w i l l  b e  m i n d f u l  o f  h i s  r i g h t  t o  
i n d e p e n d e n c e  by h i s  o w n  labor .  Indeed ,  t h i s  w a t c h f u l n e s s  is b e n e f i c i a l  t o  t h e  
community;  when t h e  worker prospers a l l  members  of t h e  community prosper. 

(4) A s  p r o d u c e r s  o f  t h e  national wealth, t h e  labouring poor can  legit imately expec t  
t h e  nation, as represented by t h e  government,  will p r e s e r v e  t h e i r  r i g h t  t o  l ive  by 
the i r  own labour. The government,  as an  act of reciprocal  duty,  should ensure t h a t  
workers have t h e  means  of consuming t h e  products  of the i r  own labor before special  
in teres ts  a r e  allowed t o  b e  pursued. I t  is a l so  incumbent upon t h e  goverment (local 
or  national), if deemed necessary, t o  act a s  a n  i m p a r t i a l  a n d  r e a s o n e d  a r b i t o r  i n  
disputes between masters  and men. 

(5) Workers have a duty  t o  themselves, thei r  t r ade ,  and the i r  community t o  b e  united. 
Unity among workers c r e a t e s  t r a d e  s t a b i l i t y  a n d  h e l p s  e n s u r e  p r o s p e r i t y  f o r  a l l .  
Division among t h e  workers only brings ruinous consequences for all. 

B. Character izat ion of t h e  mas te r  by t h e  worker 

(1) The s t a t u s  of t h e  mas te r  in t h e  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  s o c i e t y  i s  d e t e r m i n e d  by t h e  
d e g r e e  t o  which  h e  a b i d e s  a n d  acts by t h e  mora l  p recep t s  of community interest .  
Those t h a t  abide by such p r e c e p t s  a r e  h o n o r a b l e  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  t r a d e  a n d  t h e  
community. Those who seek t o  gain a l l  advantages  f o r  themselves  t o  t h e  det r iment  
of o thers  a r e  dishonorable, and their  ac t ions  only se rve  t o  heap additional burdens on 
t h e  laboring poor and t h e  community. 

(2)  M a n u f a c t u r e r s  who act upon honorable principles should b e  permit ted  t o  acquire 



and dispose of property as they see fi t .  The m a s t e r  has  t h e  right t o  b e t t e r  himself 
by his actions,  so long as they a r e  no t  injurious t o  t h e  workers o r  t h e  community. 

(3) Honorable mas te r s  work within t h e  in teres ts  of the i r  trade.  They discourage any 
changes  in p rac t i ce  det r imental  t o  t h e  vital i ty of t h e  trade.  In addition, they asse r t  
and  defend t rade  in teres t  against  thei r  r eca lc i t r an t  and  dishonorable peers. 

(4) Honorable manufacturers,  who through no f a u l t  of thei r  own experience distress in 
the i r  t rade,  should expec t  t h e  support  of thei r  workers  and t h e  community. They c a n  
e x p e c t  t h a t  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  b u r d e n  wi l l  b e  shared by thei r  workers s o  long as it is 
shared with due  regard for  t h e  c i rcumstances  of a l l  others.  

(5) The honorable mas te r  does not  seek t o  impress  his in teres ts  on local  and national 
author i t ies  t o  obtain an  advantage over  t h e  o t h e r  p a r t s  of t h e  t r ade  and community. 
H e  adheres  t o  a l l  laws and tradit ions t h a t  govern t h e  t r a d e  and maintain its in teres ts  
and  position. He  should adhere  t o  l e t t e r  and sp i r i t  of law and custom equally with 
t h e  worker. 

(6) Dishonorable masters  a r e  those  who a r e  l iable t o  abandon honorable principles in 
search of personal gain. They might at t imes  support  t h e  workers' interests,  but only 
if  they perceive  t h a t  thei r  own interes ts  a r e  being served through such support. 

C. The relationship between worker and mas te r  

(1) Master and worker a r e  engaged in a web of  r e c i p r o c a l  d u t i e s  a n d  o b l i g a t i o n s ,  
though t h e  reciproci ty  is not  egali tarian in nature .  This web is constructed with t h e  
in te res t s  of both  par t ies  in mind, and is f ramed  t o  b e  supportive o f  t h e  v i t a l i t y  of 
t h e  t r a d e  in general. 

( 2 )  Duties and obligations a r e  based on t h e  cus tom and tradit ion of t h e  t rade,  and t h e  
basic r ights  of t h e  basic r ights of worker and m a s t e r  as Englishmen. Any redefinition 
o f  t h e  w e b  o f  r e c i p r o c i t y  is d o n e  c o n j o i n t l y ,  i n  a r a t i o n a l  manner, and for t h e  
in te res t s  of t h e  trade. 

(3) It is t h e  du ty  of t h e  master  t o  remunera te  t h e  worker fairly for a l l  wprk done. 
H e  mus t  provide a living wage (as previously defined), and never t a k e  a d v a n t a g e  o f  
his power t o  impose f ines  and penalt ies for  his own mate r ia l  gain. 

(4) Masters have t h e  authority t o  specify c e r t a i n  t e r m s  for  t h e  labor they con t rac t ,  
b u t  t h e y  h a v e  t h e  m o r a l  obligation of staying within law and custom. The mas te r  
must  respect  t h e  independent s t a tus  of t h e  worker  and not  seek t o  unjustly impinge 
on his con t ro l  over  t i m e  and work discipline involved in production (including t h e  use 
of family  labor).. 

(5) Masters have t h e  obligation of paying agreed upon (s ta tement)  prices for a l l  labor 
unti l  a new pr ice  has been amicably agreed upon by both parties. S ta tement  pr ices  
s h o u l d  b e  p a i d  f o r  a l l  l i k e  goods ,  regardless of t h e  method employed in producing 
them.  

(6) Should  t h e  mas te r  con t rac t  with t h e  worker in a fa i r  and honorable manner t h e  
worker has  t h e  obligation t o  produce t h e  b e s t  possible product wi thin  t h e  p e r i o d  o f  
t i m e  s ta ted .  



(7) I t  is t h e  duty of t h e  worker t o  p ro tec t  t h e  proper ty  and t r a d e  i n t e r e s t s  of t h e  
mas te r ,  so  long as t h e  t w o  have en te red  in to  an  amicable  and binding agreement .  

(8) Masters and workers have a n  obligation t o  e a c h  other  and t o  t h e  t r a d e  t o  oppose 
a l l  p r a c t i c e s  i n j u r i o u s  t o  t h e  t r a d e .  T h e y  h a v e  t h e  duty  of working together  t o  
prevent  t h e  introduction of shoddy goods or c r a f t s m a n s h i p  a n d  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  of 
unfai r  t r a d e  into t h e  country. In addition they have t h e  obligation of monitoring and 
exercising thei r  respective peers  t o  ensure  t h a t  a l l  work is d o n e  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  
s tandards  of t h e  trade.  

D. The logic of str ikes and disputes 

( I )  Workers s t r ike  because of a serious o r  continous breach of reciprocity by masters. 
Workers a r e  forced in to  strikes; they do not  e n t e r  in to  them indiscriminately t o  seek 
advantage.  

(2) All disputes between workers and mas te r s  should be  se t t l ed  in a fa i r  and reasoned 
manner.  Strikes occur when mas te r s  v iola te  th is  spiri t  of rationality. 

(3) Str ikes  a r e  carried o u t  against  dishonorable masters.  Honorable mas te r s  should b e  
p ro tec ted  f rom t h e  s t r ike  if at a l l  possible, and t h e  reciprocal  bonds b e t w e e n  t h e m  
a n d  the i r  workmen maintained. 

(4) Str ikes  a r e  carr ied  o u t  for  t h e  good of t h e  t r a d e ,  not solely for  self interest .  All 
honorable employers benefit  f rom a s t r ike  s i n c e  it is  c a r r i e d  o u t  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e  
v i t a l i t y  o f  t h e  t r a d e .  In th i s  sense s t r ikes  a r e  o f ten  init iated because masters  a r e  
lax or  re luctant  t o  maintain t r ade  discipline within thei r  own ranks. 

(5) In t h e  redress of wrongs t h a t  a r e  pe rpe t ra ted  agains t  them workers should be  ab le  
t o  tu rn  t o  local or na t iona l  a u t h o r i t i e s  t o  h e l p  s e t t l e  a l l  d i s p u t e s .  M a g i s t r a t e s  
especially should be  expected t o  administer  a l l  t h e  laws of t h e  community in a fa i r  
and judicious manner, with due respect  for  t h e  position of t h e  laboring poor. 

(6 )  Str ikes  a r e  in the  in teres t  of t h e  community.  When workers seek t o  defend thei r  
in te res t s  and mater ia l  position they concommitant ly  t ry  t o  p r e s e r v e  t h e  v i t a l i t y  o f  
the '  community  since they a r e  t h e  major producers of a l l  wealth. I t  is therefore  in 
t h e  in te res t  of t h e  c o m m u n i t y  t o  s u p p o r t  s t r i k i n g  w o r k e r s  in  t h e i r  a t t e m p t s  t o  
mainta in  o r  advance thei r  position in t h e  t rade.  

E. Other  considerations of t h e  worker's position and s ta tus  

(1) Fac tory  work is deleterious t o  t h e  position of t h e  worker and his o r  her family. 
F a c t o r i e s  u n d e r m i n e  t h e  m o r a l i t y  of t h e  f a m i l y  economy,  rob t h e  worker of his 
independence, and provide no spiri tual  or  mate r ia l  advantage t o  t h e  worker or his o r  
h e r  family. 

(The L o g i c  o f  the  Opera$ivels Discourse) 



The operative's discourse is one which clearly and readily recognizes central  and 

enduring conflicts between all  'workers and capitalists. The operative is  conscious of 

t h e  f a c t  t ha t  relations between worker and master a r e  established and maintained on 

t h e  basis of the  economic (and social) power of each party. He also recognizes tha t  

his independence is a wholly col lect ive one ,  in common  wi th  a l l  m e m b e r s  of t h e  

working classes. 

T h e  o p e r a t i v e  d i s cou r se  is  a rhetoric which has several variants ranging from 

general anti-capitalist critiques of present circumstances t o  more detailed vis ions of 

a l t e r n a t i v e  non-capi ta l i s t  sy s t ems .  All variants of this discourse at hear t  contain 

some critique of the  existing capitalist  order accompanied by a biting a w a r e n e s s  of 

t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  bases  of power in society. Shorn of the  formal  independence of t he  

outworker t he  mill or shop worker is faced with experiences t ha t  can c r ea t e  a new 

construction of reality. Immersed in social relations of production tha t  give rise t o  

frequent transparent c o n f l i c t  and  a sense  of t o t a l  domina t ion ,  t h e  mil l  o r  shop 

w o r k e r s  deve loped  through their tr ials and tribulations a discourse tha t  spoke more 

directly t o  their  sense of struggle than tha t  of their  outworker counterparts. 

The term operative is used as a label not t o  solely conjure up the  image of the 

factory worker, but t o  indicate t ha t  this form of discourse frames t h e  worker  a s  a 

l ink in  t h e  product ion  p roces s  r a t h e r  than a moderator of it.  Thus given cer ta in  

historical and situationally specific conditions this form of d i s cou r se  migh t  a l so  b e  

used by degraded outworkers. 

(An Ou t l i ne  o f  P o i n t s  of an O p e r a t i v e  Discourse)  

A. Characterization of the worker and his social s ta tus  

(1) The worker is a member of t h e  working c l a s se s ,  a g roup  t h a t  h a s  a t  b e s t  a 



marginal s t a tus  within t h e  present  order of society. The  working classes a r e  t h e  sole 
producers of wealth,  although they a r e  t h e  most minor consumers. More particularly, 
they a r e  t h e  sole producers of national s t rength  and power, though they a r e  allowed 
no  control  over  t h e  power they generate .  

(2)  T h e  work ing  c l a s s e s  h a v e  no  r e c o g n i z e d  r i g h t s  o r  privileges as t h e  society is 
presently consti tuted.  The only rights t h e  working c lasses  c a n  expec t  a r e  those they 
'gain and maintain through thei r  own united actions.  

(3) The. working classes can  expec t  no significant help f rom t h e  government and thei r  
usual p iecemeal  reforms. While t h e  working c lasses  lack c ivic  power they should no t  
expec t  t h e  government  t o  r e p r e s e n t  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s  u n l e s s  it is f o r c e d  i n t o  t h i s  
responsibility by working-class action.  

(4) The working classes only rea l  property and socia l  leverage is the i r  own labor. As 
thei r  only rea l  property labor must b e  vigorously p ro tec ted  f r o m  o t h e r  c l a s s e s  who  
seek t o  control  and debase  it. The productive use  of labor is presently monopolized 
by o ther  classes. 

(5) The working classes will b e  f r e e  and independent only when they have t h e  power 
t o  w i t h s t a n d  t h e i r  d e g r a d a t i o n ,  a n d  t h i s  is o n l y  a c h i e v e d  t h r o u g h  c l a s s  b a s e d  
m o b i l i z a t i o n .  T h e  i n d e p e n d e n c e  o f  t h e  w o r k i n g  c l a s s e s  is a collective state, as 
likewise is thei r  misery.. The continuation of such misery can  ult imately be  t raced t o  
t h e  working classes ine r t i a  t o  seek thei r  own be t t e rment .  In th is  sense  t h e  struggle 
of workers in one t rade  should b e  recognized as a n  ins tance of t h e  common struggle 
of a l l  workers. 

( 6 )  Changes in t h e  means  of production a r e  no t  intrinsically injurious t o  t h e  position 
of t h e  workers. Such changes  (including new machinery a n d  n e w  f o r m s  of f a c t o r y  
p r o d u c t i o n )  a r e  on ly  d e t r i m e n t a l  because they  a r e  brought about  and controlled by 
capital ists .  

B. Character izat ion of t h e  mas te r  by t h e  worker 

(1) Manufacturers have in teres ts  t h a t  a r e  fundamentally an t i the t i ca l  t o  t h o s e  of t h e  
worker. Their goal  is t o  accumulate  wealth for  the i r  own interes ts ,  and they do. th is  
largely by robbing t h e  worker of his only real  proper ty  -- his labor. 

(2) Manufacturers will t a k e  most any act ion t o  b e t t e r  themselves,  whether o r  not  i t  
is in t h e  legi t imate  in teres t  of t h e  t rade,  community,  or  nation. These act ions  a r e  
f r e q u e n t l y  g i v e n  a c l o a k  o f  l e g i t i m a c y  by t h e  present  laws and moral philosophy 
governing t h e  nation, laws and ideas t h a t  camouflage t h e  tyrannical  n a t u r e  of t h e i r  
actions. 

(3) As manufacturers  will s top  at l i t t l e  t o  real ize  the i r  in te res t s  they will continue t o  
t ry  t o  degrade t h e  position of t h e  worker and rob him of his property. No m a t t e r  
how bad t h e  cur ren t  si tuation is, it is always in t h e  in te res t  of t h e  manufacturer t o  
grind him down further.  

(4) P o w e r  a l l i e s  w i t h  power .  M a n u f a c t u r e r s  a r e  al l ied with a l l  o the r  spheres of 
power, and constantly t ry  t o  influence those in government  t o  act in thei r  interests.  



(5) The q u e s t  by manufacturers  t o  accumulate  weal th  is destined t o  bring about t h e  
f u r t h e r  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  o f  t h a t  wea l th .  The b a t t l e  over  wealth will leave only t h e  
s t rongest  and most  ruthless in control. 

C. The relationship between t h e  worker and t h e  mas te r  

( I )  Workers and mas te r s  struggle for power and posit ion.  T h e y  a r e  e n g a g e d  in  a n  
u n e q u a l  w a r  o v e r  t h e  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  w o r k e r s '  l a b o r ,  w i t h  t h e  m a s t e r s  having a 
s t ruc tu ra l  advantage.  

(2) M a s t e r s  a n d  w o r k e r s  a r e  cons tan t ly  engaged in col lect ive  struggles against  one 
another.  Masters a r e  always trying t o  contain and  prevent  workers in thei r  a t t e m p t s  
t o  u n i t e ,  knowing  f u l l  w e l l  t h a t  w o r k e r s  c a n  o n l y  e f f e c t i v e l y  asse r t  thei r  r ights 
collectively . 
(3) A s  l o n g  as t h e  working classes do not  f ight  power with power thei r  relationship 
with t h e  mas te r s  will only continue t o  deter iora te .  The expropriation of t h e  workers1 
labor will only grow and t h e  gap between t h e  two  will continue t o  widen. 

(4)  he only way fo r  workers t o  coun te rac t  t h e  power of manufacturers  is with t h e  
p o w e r  o f  n u m b e r s .  The  united numbers of a union of workers is t h e  only way for 
operat ives  t o  c o r r e c t  t h e  power imbalance. 

E. The logic of s t r ikes  and disputes 

(1)  S i n c e  w o r k e r s  a r e  n e v e r  fairly compensated fo r  t h e  products of thei r  labor t h e  
only su re  way t h a t  they c a n  advance (or at l eas t  maintain) thei r  own position is by 
striking. Wages and working conditions a r e  de te rmined  by combinaton. 

(2) Strikes a r e  not  only defensive weapons, but  a lso  t h e  most e f fec t ive  offensive ones. 
As manufacturers  never hes i ta te  t o  t a k e  advan tage  of t h e  workers, t h e  workers should 
no t  h e s t i t a t e  t o  use th is  weapon when it can  b e  employed effectively.  

(3) Masters will use thei r  en t i re  repetoi re  of t r i cks  and dece i t  t o  win t h e  ba t t l e  of 
t h e  strike. Workers m u s t  t h u s  b e  e q u a l l y  s h r e w d ,  a n d  t h e y  m u s t  g u a r d  a g a i n s t  
a t t e m p t s  by mas te r s  t o  divide the i r  own ranks with fa lse  promises and slander. 

(4) Workers must  be  wary of t h e  watchful e y e  and  a c t i o n s  of t h e  a u t h o r i t i e s .  A s  
a l l ies  of weal th  t h e  power of t h e  law will b e  turned on workers with l i t t l e  hesitation. 
Tac t i cs  a r e  quintessential  t o  avoid t h e  strong a r m  of t h e  law. 

( 5 )  A successful  s t r ike  by one  group of workers is a blow s t ruck for  all. I t  i s  in t h e  
in te res t s  of a l l  t h e  working classes t o  support  the i r  f e l l o w  w o r k e r s  in  t h e i r  f i g h t s  
agains t  manufacturers.  

( 6 )  S t r i k e s  a r e  u l t i m a t e l y  in  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  of t h e  nation. Protect ing t h e  laborers1 
property preserves t h e  health of society's institutions. 

F. Other  considerations of t h e  worker's position and  s t a t u s  



(I)  The cur ren t  sys tem of p r o d u c t i o n  is n o t  o n l y  i n j u r i o u s  t o  t h e  w o r k e r  b u t  t o  
socie ty  as well. The cur ren t  s t ructur ing of t h e  marke t ,  t h e  fac to ry  system, and thei r  
ancil lary f e a t u r e s  only lead t o  underconsumption. 

T h e s e  t w o  c r u d e  o u t l i n e s  o f  t h e  i d e a l  t y p e s  of discourse th is  study expects  

workers t o  draw on in ar t icula t ing thei r  g r i e v a n c e s  a r e  a t  h e a r t  d e r i v e d  f r o m  a n  

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  how w o r k e r s  w i t h i n  d i f f e r e n t  social  relat ions of production were  

likely t o  view thei r  position. T o  understand how d i f fe ren t  regimes of labor made a 

dif ference in t h e  consciousness of t h e  worker and  t o  de ta i l  what o the r  fac to rs  were  

crucia l  in determining w o r k e r s '  d i s c o u r s e  I now t u r n  t o  a d i scuss ion  of t h e  k e y  

variables in discourse production. 

V.The D e t e r m i n a n t s  o f  Class C o n s c i o u n e s s  a n d  D i s c o u r s e  

T h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  c l a s s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  a n d  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  d i s c o u r s e  

originates with t h e  social  relat ions of production, b u t  t h e  determinants  of both extend 

beyond this  simple relation t o  include o ther  f a c t o r s  of l i f e .  In t h i s  s e c t i o n  I wi l l  

e x a m i n e  t h e  v a r i a b l e s  t h a t  were  t h e  major de te rminan ts  of c lass  consciousness and 

discourse production. Star t ing with t h e  social  relat ions of p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  s p a n n i n g  

o u t w a r d  t o  e x a m i n e  how w i d e r  s p h e r e s  o f  p o w e r  r e l a t i o n s  a f f e c t e d  workers '  

consciousness and discourse a set of hypotheses and a simple model will b e  proposed 

t h a t  wi l l  b e  u s e d  in  t h e  analyses t h a t  follow. These hypotheses, while speaking t o  

general  determinants of c lass  consciousness and discourse, will also b e  constructed fo r  

t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n t e x t  t h a t  will be  analysed. Each hypothesis, however, 

while historically bound, conta ins  implications fo r  t h e  study of c lass  consciousness and 

discourse beyond t h e  period of th is  analysis. 

A. Capitalization/Fragmentation 

The logical s tar t ing point fo r  a study of t h e  ar t icula t ion of c lass  in teres ts  is t h e  

point  of production. The social relat ions of production represent  t h e  f o c a l  p o i n t  in 



t h e  germination of c lass  in teres ts  a n d  t h e i r  g e n e r a t i o n .  While  t h e r e  a r e  s e v e r a l  

a spec t s  t o  th is  set of relat ions,  t h e  one t h a t  is of g r e a t e s t  analyt ica l  value for this 

study is t h e  control  over  t h e  production process i tself .  One  of t h e  most enduring and 

in tense  conf l ic ts  in t h e  development  of industrial capital ism in England was t h e  b a t t l e  

over t h e  control ,  content ,  and p a c e  of t h e  production process. 

A s  Marx  i n f o r m s  u s  i n  C a p i t a l  it is t h e  u s u r p a t i o n  of control  of t h e  labor 

process by capi ta l  through t h e  f ragmentat ion of t h e  labor process  and t h e  mastery  of 

t i m e  t h a t  marks  t h e  genesis of industrial capital ism ((1967 v. 1, p. 334-5, 360)). So 

long as t h e  capi ta l is t  did not  meddle with t h e  c o n t e n t  a n d  p a c e  of p r o d u c t i o n  h i s  

c o n t r o l  w a s  f o r m a l  a n d  n o t  c o m p l e t e ,  and t h e  worker s t i l l  retained a measure of 

autonomy as in handicraf t  production ((Jones 1975, p. 49; see also  Gar tman,  Marglin)). 

H o w e v e r ,  o n c e  t h i s  b a r r i e r  is b r o k e n  t h e  f o r m a l  i n d e p e n d e n c e  of t h e  worker is 

ruptured; con ten t  and pace,  two  of t h e  las t  bastions of l iber ty ,  b e c o m e  f i x t u r e s  of 

t h e  work  p l a c e .  T h e  w o r k e r  is t h u s  f u l l y  t r a n s f o r m e d  into an  appendage of t h e  

production process. 

By t h e  l a t e  t w e n t i e s  a n d  ea r ly  th i r t ies  in England (especially in t h e  Midlands 

and t h e  North) t h e  uneven development of th is  process c rea ted ,  in a gross sense, two  

b r o a d  c a t e g o r i e s  o f  w o r k e r s ,  o u t w o r k e r s  a n d  s u p e r v i s e d  s h o p  a n d  m i l l  workers. 

A l t h o u g h  o t h e r  s t a t u s e s  ( such  as sk i l l  l e v e l  a n d  w a g e s )  c r o s s - c u t  t h e s e  b r o a d  

c a t e g o r i e s ,  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  r e m a i n e d  p a r a m o u n t .  A s  T h o m p s o n  h a s  n o t e d  "the 

exploitive relationship is more  than t h e  sum of grievances and m u t u a l  a n t a g o n i s m s "  

((1966, p. 203)). The form of t h e  exploitation weighed heavily in t h e  formation and 

art iculation of t h e  in te res t s  of t h e  worker agains t  those  of his employer. A number 

of studies of t h e  labor ar is tocracy of t h e  for t ies  (in con t ras t  t o  Hobsbawm's original 

and subsequent formulations of t h e  concept)  have, for  example,  noted t h a t  t h e  more  

sk i l l ed  t r a d e s  jea lously  guarded thei r  formal  independence, and t h a t  this s t a tus  was 



t h e  substantial motivating force in their d r ive  f o r  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  ( ( see  Behagg; C. 

Reid; McLennan; Tholfsen 1954)). 

S t r e t c h i n g  this analysis back a decade we can  envision precisely why formal 

independence was a f e a t u r e  t o  highl ight  in t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  and  a r t i c u l a t i o n  of 

interests. The pressing down of wages, the  spread of piece rates ,  and the  destruction 

of apprenticeship, were forces of capitalist development t ha t  few trade groups could 

avoid .  However ,  many worke r s  had s t e a d f a s t l y  r e s i s t e d  t h e  d i r e c t  c o n t r o l  of 

capitalists, prefering degraded and sweated outwork to t h e  loss  of c o n t r o l  ((Morris 

1980; R. Reid; E. P. Thompson 1974, p. 60)). 

Whatever t he  collective response, the  e f f ec t  on t he  workaday consc iousness  of  

t he  worker and his perceptions of his groups interests  should have manifested itself in 

his articulations. Specifically, I p r e d i c t  t h a t  t h e  o u t w o r k e r  would a r t i c u l a t e  h i s  

interests  with an artisanal discourse while the  shop or  mill worker would express his 

with w i th  a n  o p e r a t i v e  d i scourse .  For  t h e  worke r  who r e t a i n e d  a measu re  of 

a u t o n o m y  (and v i ewed  i t  as a fundamen ta l  r i g h t  t o  b e  p r o t e c t e d ) ,  an  artisanal 

d i s cou r se  r e f l e c t e d  (and re inforced)  h i s  p e r c e i v e d  r i gh t fu l  s t a t u s  as p a r t  of a 

productive and independent class of the community. Within this discourse lay a moral 

economy of labor  t h a t  de f ined  t h e  n o r m a t i v e  r e l a t i onsh ip  b e t w e e n  worker  and  

employer as contractual  (though unequal), and thus recognized the  formal autonomy of 

t he  worker. Claims of authority and autonomy were coupled  in a se l f - leg i t imizng  

c i r c l e  of  log ic  t h a t  l e g i t i m a t e d  t h e  independence of the worker. (For a parallel 

argument concerning labor agitation see Shorter and Tilly, p. 215-17). 

Workers  who l abo red  under a fragmented and controlled regime of production, 

however, experienced a more constricted set of relations, relations t ha t  spoke to  t h e  

control over the  roots of the production process, labor. An operative discourse, with 

i ts  emphasis on defending the  most elementary working-class r i gh t  -- c o n t r o l  ove r .  



labor -- dovetailed neatly with t h e  nature  of t h e  c o n f l i c t  b e t w e e n  c a p i t a l i s t s  a n d  

the i r  operat ives  ((Cuca, p. 249)). For t h e  mill worker who had experienced t h e  b a t t l e  

fo r  c o n t r o l  i n  t h e  lock  o u t  o r  s t r i k e ,  a d i s c o u r s e  h i g h l i g h t i n g  t h e  u n e q u a l  a n d  

fundamental  war mirrored his understanding of his bas ic  dilemma. 

Thus in t h e  struggles over control  in t h e  production process two  dis t inct  (though 

n o t  u n r e l a t e d )  t y p e s  of c o n f l i c t  l ed  t o  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  (and reproduction) of two  

d i f fe ren t  spheres of consciousness and discourse. Each discourse ref lected a di f ferent  

distillation of workers1 experiences. 

B. Poli t ical  geography of t r ade  

S o  f a r  t h i s  s t u d y  h a s  e s t a b l i s h e d  how relations within t h e  work place  a f f e c t  

workers'  formulations and art iculations of thei r  in teres ts .  The  work place ,  h o w e v e r ,  

is a lways s i tuated in a larger environment t h a t  c a n  in a var ie ty  of ways modify t h e  

singular e f f e c t  of t h e  social relations of production. As Thompson  o b s e r v e s  in h i s  

analysis of t h e  working-class community t h e  radicalism of workers, thei r  activism, and 

t h e  focus  of both  "bore a d i rec t  relationship t o  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  of e a c h  communi ty1 '  

( (1966,  p. 6 1  1)). Under  t h e  l a b e l  o f  community ,  of course,  l ie a wide var ie ty  of 

variables including industrial mix, homogeneity of t h e  work force ,  social geography of 

t h e  population, etc. Community in this sense  is t h e  confluence of al l  these  variables 

as they impinge on t h e  worker's experiential  understanding of his life as a worker. 

T o  d i s t i n g u i s h  part ial ly t h e  e f f e c t s  of t h e  components  of this confluence these  

variables will b e  divided in to  two  groups, those  t h a t  p r o x i m a t e l y  a f f e c t  t h e  s o c i a l  

re la t ions  of production and those t h a t  more  generally a f f e c t  t h e  cul tura l  and political 

production of groups within t h e  area.  Within t h e  f i r s t  group, t h e  political geography 

o f  t r a d e  v a r i a b l e s ,  a r e  a set of v a r i a b l e s  t h a t  i n c l u d e  i n d u s t r i a l  mix, t h e  size, 

homogeneity and stabil i ty of t h e  working population, and cap i ta l  concentration within 



t h e  community. The relationship between some of these  variables and t h e  propensity 

f o r  s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y  a m o n g  workers' groups have been analysed e lsewhere  and a r e  of 

tangent ia l  concern here  ((see Shor ter  and Tilly, ch.  13)). Rather ,  what concerns  th is  

a n a l y s i s  i s  h o w  this conjunction of variables, what  Patr ick  Joyce t e r m s  t h e  ' factory 

politics' of a community,  a f f e c t e d  t h e  workers1 perceptions of thei r  role qua  workers 

in t h e  community ((Joyce 1975, 1980)). 

From t h e  workers1 perspect ive  t h e  mos t  odious a rena  fo r  t h e  staging of factory  

politics was probably t h e  factory  village o r  small  town. T h e  m o r e  c a p i t a l  c o n t r o l  

w a s  c o n c e n t r a t e d  i n  t h e  h a n d s  of a few,  t h e  g r e a t e r  thei r  opportunity t o  exercise 

control  over  thei r  work force.  In add i t ion ,  t h e  s m a l l e r  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  t h e  m o r e  

likely th is  control  would spill over in to  t h e  more  general  a spec t s  of community life. 

This opportunity t o  in tegra te  workplace and community c o n t r o l  w a s  r a r e l y  ignored .  

A s  Pollard notes  of these  small  towns industrial lords; 

... t h e  large  majori ty began with t h e  unspoken a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t  t h e  w o r k s  a n d  
p r o f i t - m a k i n g  d r i v e  beh ind  i t  p r o v i d e d  t h e i r  own justification, and t h a t  t h e  
a t t a c h e d  townships were  appendages t o  b e  judged only as such .  By t h e  s a m e  
token, t h e  workers and thei r  families were,  initially, viewed as pliable mater ia l  
in t h e  hands of t h e  employer,  'hands' w i t h o u t  b r a i n s ,  P a v l o v i a n  d o g s  w i t h o u t  
init iat ive or  discretion ((1964, p. 525)). 

This extension of control  f rom t h e  work p lace  to t h e  community more  generally 

s h a r p e n e d  w o r k e r s '  consciousness  of t h e  na tu re  and  e x t e n t  of employer control  and 

t h e  inherent conflict  between worker and master.  I t  thus shou ld  b e  e x p e c t e d  t h a t  

w o r k e r s  f r o m  s u c h  t o w n s  a n d  villages who had experienced f requent  conflict  t o  be  

more  likely t o  a r t i cu la te  thei r  in teres ts  using a n  o p e r a t i v e  d i s c o u r s e .  A d i s c o u r s e  

t h a t  e m p h a s i z e d  c lass  conf l ic t  and de-emphasized a communal  and t r a d e  balance of 

in te res t s  was  well suited fo r  t h e  small  town lorded over  by capi ta l is ts  with a spiri ted 

v o l i t i o n  t o  e x e r t  a communal presence. Conversely, t h e  lack of such a presence is 

why i t  would be  less likely t o  find such a discourse in a large  po ly- indus t r i a l  t o w n  



with a less concentrated capi ta l  base. R i f t s  b e t w e e n  l a r g e  and  sma l l  c a p i t a l  on 

ideological as well as economic grounds made such firm control a utopian wish rather 

than a possible achievement. 

S imi la r ly  , t h e s e  within-  and  between-trade differences in this mixed group of 

capitalists created differences in the  s t ruc tu r ing  of  r e l a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  m a s t e r  and  

worker .  This  was  pa r t i a l l y  a product of differences in t he  social relations of the  

work place; t he  experiences of working in a large factory versus a workshop of a few 

dozen hands were not immediately translatable ((see Gadian, p. 170)). In part ,  too, i t  

was due t o  the  possibility of a harmony of p o l i t i c a l  i n t e r e s t  b e t w e e n  t h e  p e t t y  

capitalist  and worker against t he  aristocrats of big capital, as was exemplified in the  

struggles over enfranchisement ((Briggs 1952; Gadian)). These twists in production and 

political experiences made a bluntly anti-capitalist rhetoric less likely and the use of 

a discourse t h a t  r ecogn ized  a ba l ance  of c o n f l i c t  and  i n t e r e s t  somewha t  m o r e  

possible. 

C. Local Political Culture 

Al l  of t h e  p roces se s  I have discussed previously were themselves immersed in 

t he  pol i t ical  c u l t u r e  of t h e  communi ty .  I h a v e  a l r e a d y  sugges t ed  how c e r t a i n  

v a r i a b l e s  t h a t  d e f i n e  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  of t h e  communi ty  also help define the social 

relations of production. By opening t h e  l ens  a l i t t l e  wider  we  c a n  see how t h e  

political cul ture  of a community helped s t ructure  the  discourse and the consciousness 

of worker and master alike. 

The  po l i t i c a l  c u l t u r e  of t h e  community was public thea t re  played out by the  

local authorities and conflict groups over whom they a t  tempted t o  maintain con t ro l .  

As t h e i r  l ocus  was  t h e  t hea t r e  and counter-theatre of power i t  was also the  focal 

point of the  "institutionally negotiated process"  of hegemony ((Eley and  Nield,  p. 



269)). At points in t ime when masters, workers, and authorit ies conjoined to  struggle 

o v e r  l e g i t i m a t e  levels of control t he  daily reproduction of hegemony was most prey 

t o  disequilibrium. Both the  content and s t ructure  of this hegemony w e r e  i m p o r t a n t  

f a c t o r s  i n  how worke r s  perceived justice between masters  and themselves and how 

they articulated these perceptions. How resilient th i s  hegemony was  t o  c r i s i s  and  

decay also had a crucial  impact on how the  experiences of t h e  past,  what has been 

termed historical baggage, were drawn upon in constructing an understanding of t h e  

present. 

As Thompson and others have suggested, throughout the  eighteenth century this 

hegemony was a balance of understanding b e t w e e n  J u s t i c e s  (men usual ly  of s o m e  

subs t ance ) ,  p lebe ians ,  and patr ic ians ,  with t he  Just ice  being the  touchstone of t he  

legitimation process ((Thompson 1968, 1976, 1978)). The  J. P. was  n o t  only g iven  

broad  d i s c r e t i o n a r y  power  ove r  what constituted dangerous violations of the public 

order, he also formally held control over t he  set t ing of a broad s p e c t r u m  of wages  

and  p r i c e s  ((Munger 1981(a) and (b); Morris 1980)). Within this delicate balance of 

coercion and consensus the  Angst of plebeians and workers in "food riots, c o l l e c t i v e  

action against employers and other forms of gathering could frequently be viewed as 

defending the  traditional order of things, of which the  justices of the  peace were a 

part" ((Mungeda), p. 115)). 
I 

By the  early decades of t h e  nineteenth century this balance had been shaken or 

a l tered in many parishes in England, especially in those where i ndus t r i a l  c a p i t a l i s m  

was  becoming  t h e  c e n t r a l  dynamic  of u rban  change .  As manufacturer replaced 

gentleman at t he  bench, and a s  the  gentleman Just ice  himself b e c a m e  increas ing ly  

i n e f f e c t i v e  and  a l i e n a t e d  because  of new f o r m s  of class conflict, the  balance of 

hegemony reproduced in the  old triad was ruptured. As Derek Foster has suggested, 

with this shif t  in the bench, control of local power (and the  social control of labor) 



shifted in consequence ((D. Foster,  p. 60)). 

This  was ,  however ,  a highly uneven p r o c e s s  and polit ical  cultures tha t  still 

maintained a balance of powers with t he  older (though transformed) players could be  

found  th roughou t  England. Even t h e  usurpation of the  bench by manufacturers in 

southeast Lancashire (the industrial heartland) was a slow and localized p roces s  ((D. 

Foster,  op. cit)). Thus some variation in the  content  and s t ructure  of local political 

culture, how authority was wielded over masters and men, and how workers .perceived 

t h e i r  pos i t ion  within this s t ructure  should be  expected. In those towns where there  

existed a hegemony legitimated by J u s t i c e s  d e t a c h e d  f r o m  indus t r i a l  c a p i t a l  and  

beholden t o  traditional arbitration processes t o  maintain a legitimate base of power, 

some version of t he  hegemony process t ha t  has been descr ibed previously could b e  

p l ayed  ou t .  In t h e s e  communi t i e s  a n  a r t i s a n a l  discourse,  which emphasized, the  

balance of interests within the  community, was more closely attuned t o  this dynamic 

e q u l i b r i u m  o f  c l a s s  a n d  po l i t i c a l  re la t ions .  However ,  in  t h o s e  towns  whe re  

manufacturers had usurped c o n t r o l  of t h e  r o o t s  of po l i t i c a l  power  a n  o p e r a t i v e  

discourse was bet ter  suited t o  ar t iculate  their  experience of polarized class struggle. 

As Dutton and King have recently noted, i t  was to t a k e  s e v e r a l  d e c a d e s  p a s t  t h e  

1830's before major industrialists were able t o  successfully fuse economic and political 

power into a system of total  domination within the  community ((Dutton and King, op. 

cit.)). 

D. Memory: The Historical Baggage of Experience 

Up to  now I have emphasized how position within c o n t e m p o r a r y  s t r u c t u r e s  of 

power determined interests and their articulation. As I have hinted in the discussion 

of community power, however, how these interests a r e  played out  in t h e  t h e a t r e  o f  

conflict  over t ime  is also an important determinant of t h e  consciousness of workers. 



Historical  baggage f r a m e s  and informs a n  understanding of p r e s e n t  e x p e r i e n c e .  

N o t  on ly  t h e  c u s t o m s  a n d  t radi t ions  of t rades ,  b u t  t h e  sca rs  of contention as well 

served as cogent  reminders of where t h e  w o r k e r  s t o o d  vis-a-vis h i s  e m p l o y e r .  A 

history of contention (or a lack of it), given o ther  s t ruc tu ra l  f e a t u r e s  t h a t  have been 

considered, had a def ini te  role t o  play as a d idac t i c  influence in t h e  development of 

c lass  consciousness and t h e  discourse used t o  a r t i cu la te  it. As Thompson observes in 

his discussion of eighteenth-century society; 

People  find themselves in a society s t ructured in determined ways (crucially, but  
no t  exclusively, in productive relations), t h e y  e x p e r i e n c e  e x p l o i t a t i o n  (o r  t h e  
n e e d  t o  m a i n t a i n  p o w e r  over those  who exploit  them),  they identify points of 
antagonist ic in teres t ,  they commence t o  struggle around these  issues and in t h e  
p r o c e s s  o f  s t r u g g l i n g  t h e y  discover themselves  as classes,  they c o m e  t o  know 
this  discovery as class  consciousness ((1978, p. 149)). 

T h e  s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t  exploitat ion was a learning experience,  and i t  was in t h e  

realm of s t r ike  act iv i ty  and re la ted forms of content ion t h a t  col lect ive  act ion could 

b e  m o s t  educat ional .  In pi t t ing themselves agains t  the i r  masters  workers were  ab le  

t o  obtain t h e  c lea res t  vision of how they stood in relat ion t o  capital .  The  power of 

impression was of course  variable and depended n o t  only on local  labor processes, bu t  

also on how these  could b e  in tegrated with o ther  happenings, both local  and national. 

In addition t h e  impac t  of s t r ike  experiences was a product of t h e  in teract ion between 

frequency, intensity, and t h e  o ther  character is t ics  of contention. One s t r ike  did no t  

m a k e  a proletarian consciousness, nor did relat ively l imited though repeated skirmishes 

p r o d u c e  it. N o n e t h e l e s s ,  r e p e a t e d  a t t e m p t s  t o  r e s i s t  i n c r e a s i n g  o r  c o n t i n u i n g  

s u b o r d i n a t i o n  a n d  domination could o f ten  have a cumulat ive  impac t  on t h e  workers' 

memory. 

T o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  t h e s e  r i f t s  b e t w e e n  m a s t e r s  and  men could reorient  and 

a n i m a t e  t h e  w o r k e r s '  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of t h e  p o w e r  r e l a t i o n s  in  which  t h e y  w e r e  

i m m e r s e d  i t  shou ld  b e  e x p e c t e d  t h a t .  t h e  use  of a n  operat ive  discourse was more  



likely. Conversely, t o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  thei r  historical  baggage did not  c o n t a i n  s u c h  

sustained memories  of open conflict  t h e  use of a discourse t h a t  centered on endemic 

conf l ic t  was  probably less likely. 

E. Interact ing Par t i e s  and Purposes: Discourse as Symbolic Cap i ta l  and Resource 

It  is t i m e  finally t o  consider t h e  role of socio-drama in c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  anc! 

d i s c o u r s e  production.  Having s ta r t ed  at t h e  nexus of possible conflict ,  t h e  point of 

production, I have moved outward,  specifying h o w  m o r e  g e n e r a l  a n d  e n c o m p a s s i n g  

c i r c l e s  o f  p o w e r  s t r u c t u r e d  workers '  p e r c e p t i o n s  a n d  a r t i cu la t ions .  Now I shall 

consider how these  overlapping circles of power coalesced in a c t u a l  l a b o r  s t r u g g l e ,  

a n d  h o w  s t r u g g l e s  t h e m s e l v e s  c o u l d  h a v e  p l a y e d  a r o l e  in  s t r u c t u r i n g  workers'  

discourse. How these  struggles pat terned discourse can  b e  judged best  by examining 

how t h e  par t ic ipants  in such actions and t h e  s t r a t e g i c  exigencies of t h e  ac to rs  during 

d i f fe ren t  phases of col lect ive  act ion made discourse use a t a c t i c a l  question. 

As I have noted in t h e  introduction, r ecen t  theor ies  of collective action within 

t h e  resource mobilization p e r s p e c t i v e  t e n d  t o  b y p a s s  c o n c e r t e d  s t u d y  of i n t e r e s t  

formulation and concen t ra te  on how interes ts  a r e  (or a r e  not) realized. In addition, 

thei r  intensified concern w i t h .  mater ia l  resources f o r  mobi l iza t ion h a s  a l s o  l ed  t o  a 

r e l a t i v e  n e g l e c t  o f  t h e  r o l e  of symbolic resources  (with a notable  exception being 

Fireman and Gamson). The most obvious of such r e s o u r c e s  is of c o u r s e  l anguage .  

Conversely, r ecen t  l i tera ture  on symbolic poli t ics and t h e  social  functions of poli t ical  

communication,  while highlighting t h e  importance of language, o f ten  fails  t o  map o u t  

sys temat ical ly  how language is tied t o  o ther  resources  and t o  t h e  s t ructure  of power - 

within t h e  poli t ical  cul ture  (see for example Bennett ;  Edelman; Mueller 1970, 1973). 

T o  u n d e r s t a n d '  d i s c o u r s e  as a t a c t i c a l  r e s o u r c e  t h e  dramaturgy of collective 

act ion needs t o  b e  recognized. As E. P. Thompson, John B r e w e r ,  a n d  o t h e r s  h a v e  



suggested (in thei r  studies of t h e  l a t e  e i g h t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ) ,  r e l a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  t h e  

r u l e r s  a n d  t h e  r u l e d  a r e  p l a y e d  o u t  in t h e  t h e a t r e  and counter- theat re  of politics 

((Thompson 1978; B r e w e r  1978-79)). On a p u b l i c  s t a g e ,  o f t e n  t h r o u g h  p a r t i a l l y  

r i t u a l i z e d  p o l i t i c a l  a c t i o n s ,  p a t r i c i a n s  a n d  p l e b e i a n s  p l a y e d  o u t  a set of power 

relat ions using symbolic p o l i t i c s  d e f i n e d  by t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  h e g e m o n i c  b a l a n c e  o f  

p o w e r .  A s  t h e  c e n t u r y  turned and t h e  stabil i ty of th i s  hegemony was disrupted in 

many parishes, plebeians themselves became scr ipt  wr i t e r s  fo r  a n  a l ternat ive  t h e a t r e  

of poli t ics of mass act ion ((Belchem 1978, 1981; Brewer 1978-79)). Regardless of t h e  

specif ic  history of th is  transformation,  what  is c ruc ia l  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  is t h a t  p o w e r  

relat ions,  the i r  reproduction and redefinition, o f ten  were  played ou t  symbolically with 

discourse and o ther  symbols which coherently (and f requent ly  g r a p h i c a l l y )  e x p r e s s e d  

t h e  in te res t s  and potent ia l  ac t ions  of t h e  group. Within th i s  process of socio-drama 

also  were  c la ims and counterclaims t o  t h e  al legiances of o the r  a c t o r s  of consequence 

w i t h i n  t h e  c o m m u n i t y ,  as t h e  major a c t o r s  sought t o  s t ruc tu re  a definition of t h e  

si tuation most favorable  t o  t h e  realization of thei r  own interests.  

T o  c r e a t e  allegiances, maintain o r  c r e a t e  group solidarity, o r  redefine boundaries 

of author i ty  required more  than orator ical  persuasiveness. I t  also required a discourse 

o r  symbol sys tem t h a t  had cogency and  legit imacy for  t h e  o thers  toward whom i t  was 

directed.  On a theoret ica l  level  P ie r re  Bourdieu has  persuasively expounded on  t h i s  

problem when h e  maintains: 

Symbolic power- power t o  cons t i tu te  t h e  given by s ta t ing  it, t o  show for th  and 
gain credence,  t o  confirm or transform t h e  world view, and th rough  i t ,  a c t i o n  
o n  t h e  wor ld ,  a n d  hence t h e  world i tself ,  quasi-magical ower which makes it 
possible t o  obtain t h e  equivalent of what  is obtained by P physical o r  economic) 
force ,  thanks  t o  its specific mobilization e f f e c t -  is only exer ted  insofar as i t  is 
recognized. ... This means t h a t  symbolic power does  no t  lie in 'symbolic systems' 
i n  t h e  f o r m  of a n  'illocutionary force '  bu t  t h a t  it is defined by a de te rmina te  
relationship between those who exercise  power and those  who undergo it, i.e. in 
t h e  very s t ruc tu re  of t h e  field within which belief is produced and reproduced. 
The power of words and commands, t h e  power t o  give  orders  and bring orders, 
l ies in t h e  belief in t h e  legit imacy of words and of t h e  person who u t t e r s  them,  



a belief which words themselves cannot produce ((1979, p. 83)). 

The importance of discourse only can be understood a s  i t  ref lects  and refracts  

the  fields of social and economic power in which i t  is used. "Discourse always owes 

i t s  mos t  i m p o r t a n t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  t o  t h e  l i n g u i s t i c  p roduc t ion  r e l a t i o n s  within 

which i t  is produced. ... The s t ructure  of linguistic production r e l a t i o n s  depends  on 

t h e  symbo l i c  power  r e l a t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  ... speake r s ,  i.e. on t h e  size of their  

respective capitals of a u t h o r i t y  (which i s  n o t  reduc ib le  t o  spec i f i ca l l y  l inguis t ic  

capital)" (emphasis in the  original) ((Bourdieu 1977, p. 647-8)). 

By accepting Bourdieu's m e t a p h o r  of d i s cou r se  a s  ' symbolic  c a p i t a l '  we  c a n  

unde r s t and  how discourse could have been (and still can be) a valuable resource for 

collective action. Constructing group interests via a discourse cons t i tu ted  f rom t h e  

e x p e r i e n c e s  of o t h e r s  aids those who wish t o  realize a set of interests t o  be more 

successful in constructing the  al l iances  t h e y  need  or  ma in t a in ing  g roup  so l idar i ty  

neces sa ry  t o  mobilize mater ia l  resources. In t he  same sense the  ineffective use of 

discourse, i.e. a rhetoric or set of symbols t ha t  does not have legitimacy within t he  

current  or traditional order of power relationships, can increase divisiveness or th rea t  

and possibly block the  successful realization of interests.  In e i t h e r  case d iscourse  

b e t w e e n  a n d  a m o n g  g r o u p s  in  c o n f l i c t  s i t u a t i o n s  b e c o m e s  a possible  t oo l  of 

mobilization and action within t he  thea t re  and counter-theatre of power relations. 

The  va lue  of  d i scourse  as a r e s o u r c e  i s  of c o u r s e  bounded by the political 

thea t re  and varies according to the  conditions of the  conflict. With whom a conflict 

g roup  i n t e r a c t s  and  a t  w h a t  po in t  in t h e  process  this interaction occurs a r e  two 

primary determinants of this  u t i l i t y .  F i r s t ,  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  t h e r e  is a l a r g e  

d i spa r i t y  in  t h e  m a t e r i a l  and  o rgan iza t iona l  r e sou rces  of t h e  groups in conflict 

symbol ic  r e s o u r c e s  b e c o m e  m o r e  va luab le  t o  t h e  g r o u p ( s )  a c t i n g  u n d e r  t h e  

c o m p a r a t i v e  d i s advan tage .  In general, i t  would seem t o  hold t ha t  these resources 

vary  in va lue  as s o m e  inve r se  func t ion  of t h e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  m a t e r i a l  a n d  



organizational resources. The disadvantaged group might, on t h e  one hand, use such 

r e s o u r c e s  i n  t h e  a b s e n c e  o f  c o l l e c t i v e  m a t e r i a l  goods and se lect ive  incentives t o  

maintain solidarity among its members. On t h e  o ther  hand, t h e  disadvantaged group 

might also use  such symbolic resources t o  cal l  legi t imately  on o ther  ac to rs  within t h e  

community t o  contr ibute  resources t o  them. 

Second, t h e  use  of such resources is necessari ly delimited by t h e  ebb and flow 

of contention itself. Since t h e  length of t i m e  and intensity of c o n t e n t i o n  a r e  t w o  

dimensions t h a t  de te rmine  t h e  mater ia l  and organizational resources t h a t  a group can  

depend on they also determine t h e  s t ra teg ic  uti l i ty of symbolic resources. In general ,  

t h e  u t i l i t y  o f  s y m b o l i c  resources peaks at major junctures of contention,  especially 

when, because  of c h a n g e s  i n  t h e  a c t i o n s  of t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  t h e  f l o w  of o t h e r  

r e s o u r c e s  b e c o m e s  more  tenuous. In addition, since symbolic resources a r e  used t o  

define (and more  importantly r e d e f i n e )  t h e  t h e a t r e  o f  c o n t e n t i o n  t h e i r  u t i l i t y  is 

l imited by t h e  degree  of variablity such t h e a t r e  generally permits.  Rapid o r  constant  

r e d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  p o w e r ,  r i g h t s ,  a n d  o b l i g a t i o n s  c a n  h a v e  t h e  a d v e r s e  e f f e c t  of 

dismantling group solidari ty o r  al ienating potent ia l  o r  cur ren t  allies. There is in t h e  

l o n g  run ,  h o w e v e r ,  a l i m i t  t o  t h e  s u b s t i t u t i o n  f o r  m a t e r i a l  a n d  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  

r e s o u r c e s  o f  s y m b o l i c  ones .  G r o u p  m o b i l i z a t i o n  c a n n o t  b e  maintained over long 

periods of t i m e  with f e w  m a t e r i a l  r e s o u r c e s ;  g r o u p  t h r e a t  c a n n o t  b e  p l a y e d  o u t  

f r e q u e n t l y  w i t h  s y m b o l i c  resources without m a t e r i a l  and organizational resources t o  

transform t h e  t h r e a t  in to  action. In sum, some variability in  t h e  u s e  of d i s c o u r s e  

a m o n g  w o r k e r s '  g r o u p s  as t h e y  p l a y e d  o u t  t h e i r  contention in t h e  t h e a t r e  of t h e  

community should b e  expected.  

Within  t h e  c o n t e x t  of t h e  period we c a n  see how these  general  considerations 

assumed more  specif ic  forms. First,  even t h e  mos t  highly organized a n d  m a t e r i a l l y  

s e c u r e  l a b o u r  g r o u p s  a n d  un ions  were  usually grossly def ic ient  in t h e  mater ia l  and 



organizational resources necessary fo r  p ro t rac ted  conf l ic t  ((Cole 1953)). F a c e d  w i t h  

s u c h  o v e r w h e l m i n g  disadvantages  symbolic resources  became crucia l  fo r  maintaining 

group solidarity in a s t r ike  and seeking t h e  s u p p o r t  o f  o t h e r  w o r k e r s '  g r o u p s  a n d  

a c t o r s  w i t h i n  t h e  c o m m u n i t y .  P a r t i c u l a r l y  i m p o r t a n t  in these  si tuations (besides 

worker alliances) were  those ac to rs  in t h e  community  f rom whom contentious workers 

c o u l d  e x a c t  p u b l i c  s y m p a t h y  a n d  m a t e r i a l  a i d .  P e t t y  bourgeois groups, such as 

shopkeepers, whose own position was o f t e n  in some jeopardy, could lend a sympathet ic  

e a r  t o  c e r t a i n  types  of radical  causes ((Nossiter 1972, 1975)). In addition, as I have 

noted, local  magis t ra tes  ( to  t h e  e x t e n t  thei r  in te res t s  were  not  directly t ied t o  those  

of t h e  manufacturers)  were another  group of import .  T o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  contentious 

workers could def ine  t h e  t h e a t r e  o f  c o n f l i c t  i n  t e r m s  t h a t  w e r e  u n d e r s t a n d a b l e ,  

seemingly legi t imate ,  and exacting of sympathy f rom o thers  in t h e  community workers 

could (and did) gain resourceful  a n d  i n f l u e n t i a l  a l l i e s .  F i n a l l y ,  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e i r  

r e l a t i v e  d e a r t h  o f  r e s o u r c e s ,  c o n t e n t i o u s  w o r k e r s  w e r e  o f t e n  f o r c e d  t o  rely on 

symbolic resources t o  e x e r t  power necessary t o  resolve a d i s p u t e  f a v o u r a b l y .  T h e  

veiled t h r e a t  of tumul t ,  r iot ,  or  t h e  destruction of property could b e  used, depending 

on t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  as a s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  l a r g e - s c a l e  a c t i o n  when  m a t e r i a l  a n d  

o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  resources were  lacking. In these  respects  t h e  discourse workers used 

had por tentous  consequences for  t h e  success of the i r  struggles. 

G i v e n  t h e  s t r a t e g i c  i m p o r t a n c e  of d i s c o u r s e  t o  w o r k e r s  severa l  hypotheses 

concerning its variabil i ty c a n  b e  p roposed .  F i r s t ,  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  w o r k e r s  s o u g h t  

s t r a t e g i c  al l iances with non-working-class a c t o r s  within t h e  community they moderated 

t h e  mili tancy of thei r  rhetoric. For working-class g r o u p s  w h o s e  e x p e r i e n c e  would 

l e a d  t h e m  t o  u s e  a n  a r t i s a n a l  d i s c o u r s e  it should b e  expected t h a t  this discourse 

would play down those  aspec t s  t h a t  emphasized r ights  and t h e  legit imacy t o  enforce  

r i g h t s ,  a n d  a c c e n t u a t e  t h o s e  e l e m e n t s  t h a t  e m p h a s i z e  t h e  h u m i l i t y  o f  t h e  



d i s a d v a n t a g e d  a n d  t h e  m o r a l  e c o n o m y  of i n j u s t i c e .  F o r  t h o s e  w o r k e r s  w h o s e  

e x p e r i e n c e  m a d e  a n  o p e r a t i v e  d i s c o u r s e  c o g e n t  a n  i n c r e a s e d  use of a n  ar t i sanal  

discourse in an a t t e m p t  t o  a v o i d  t h o s e  e l e m e n t s  of a n  o p e r a t i v e  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  

emphasized class war should b e  expected.  

S e c o n d ,  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  workers were  at a severe  disadvantage in t e r m s  of 

mate r ia l  and organizational resources t h e  use of symbolic resources t o  increase  t h r e a t  

b e c a m e  one  of f e w  tactics available t o  workers. In t h e s e  si tuations t h e  militancy of 

discourse o f ten  should b e  re la ted t o  t h e  length of t h e  contention.  Workers using a n  

a r t i s a n a l  d i s c o u r s e  t h u s  would b e  .more likely t o  a c c e n t u a t e  t h e  e lements  of their  

discourse t h a t  emphasized t h e  legit imacy of redress in t h e  a b s e n c e  of c o o p e r a t i o n .  

W o r k e r s  us ing a p r e d o m i n a t e l y  o p e r a t i v e  d i s c o u r s e  c o u l d  b e  e x p e c t e d  t o  purge 

ar t i sanal  e lements  f rom thei r  art iculations in an  e f f o r t  t o  highlight c lass  antagonism 

(and thus  threat) .  Finally, variabil i ty in discourse part ial ly depended on t h e  e x t e n t  t o  

which a group in contention appealed t o  other  workers groups f o r  s u p p o r t .  T o  t h e  

e x  t e n t  t h a t  t h e s e  groups (especially those t h a t  used a n  operat ive  discourse) pursued 

diffuse ties with a variety of groups a n  art isanal  discourse might b e  most  expedient. 

As I noted in t h e  section on ideal-type discourses, t h e  ar t i sanal  discourse was a more  

widely understood r h e t o r i c ,  m a k i n g  i t  t a c t i c a l l y  m o r e  e x p e d i e n t  in a p p e a l s  t o  a 

d i v e r s e  g r o u p  o f  workers .  T o  t h e  e x t e n t ,  however ,  t h a t  t h e  content ious  workers 

appealed t o  o ther  specific groups whose s t ructura l  position and exper iences  ref lected 

the i r  own t h e  use of a discourse t h a t  best  emphasized commonali t ies in position and 

a converging solidarity in in te res t s  should b e  expected.  

T o  r e c a p i t u a l t e  briefly, t h e  hypotheses underlying this analysis can  b e  summed 

up as follows: 

(1) T h e  m o r e  f r a g m e n t e d  t h e  l a b o r  p r o c e s s  a n d  t h e  m o r e  c o m p l e t e  t h e  
immediate  control  over t h e  w o r k e r s  in  a l a b o r  p r o c e s s  t h e  m o r e  l ikely  t h e  
workers will b e  t o  use an  operat ive  discourse. Workers working under relatively 



unfragmented work regimes likely will use a n  ar t i sanal  discourse. 

(2) T h e  m o r e  c o n c e n t r a t e d  t h e  c o n t r o l  of cap i ta l  is within a town the  more 
likely is t h e  use of an  operative discourse among  workers.  Th i s  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  
t r u e  of a s m a l l  industrial town where t h e  con t ro l  of town industry by a small 
group of capi ta l is ts  makes capital-labor antagonisms highly t r ansparen t .  W h e r e  
cap i ta l  control  is widely diffused, especially among  a number of d i f ferent  trades,  
a n  ar t i sanal  discourse should be  expected.  

(3) In t h o s e  t o w n s  w h e r e  m a n u f a c t u r e r s  had usurped control  of t h e  roots of 
poli t ical  power f rom t h e  old guard order  a n  operat ive  discourse was more  likely. 
W i t h o u t  t h e  t r a d i t i o n s  of paternalism of a more  disinterested gentry  the  class 
na tu re  of t h e  poli t ics of t h e  community becomes more  apparent.  Where t h e  old 
regime of power st i l l  existed an  ar t i sanal  discourse was more  likely. 

(4) The g r e a t e r  t h e  history of capital-labor conf l ic t  t h e  more  likely t h e  use of 
a n  o p e r a t i v e  d i s c o u r s e .  C o n f l i c t  b e t w e e n  t h e s e  t w o  g r o u p s  d e e p e n s  t h e  
understanding of t h e  inherent contradictions be tween  t h e  two. Where  c a p i t a l -  
labor peace  exis ts  an  ar t i sanal  discourse is more  likely. 

(5) Discourse should be  viewed as a valuable resource for collective action and 
t h e  f e w e r  t h e  m a t e r i a l  resources available t o  a content ious  group t h e  greater  
t h e  value of s u c h  s y m b o l i c  r e s o u r c e s .  T o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  w o r k e r s  s o u g h t  
s t r a t e g i c  a l l i a n c e s  w i t h  non-working-class  g r o u p s  t h e y  should moderate t h e  
militancy of thei r  rhetoric. In addition, to t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  workers were  at a 
large  disadvantage in t e r m s  of mater ia l  and organizational resources t h e  use of 
symbolic r e s o u r c e s  t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  l e v e l  o f  t h r e a t  shou ld  b e  m o r e  l ikely .  
F i n a l l y ,  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  work ing-c lass  groups wished t o  appeal  t o  a wide 
spectrum of t h e  working class t h e  use of a n  ar t i sanal  discourse should be  more  
likely. 

In sum, while t h e  s t ruc tu ra l  position and exper iences  of workers can  be  seen as 

t h e  primary fac to rs  in t h e  formulation and a r t i c u l a t i o n  of i n t e r e s t s ,  t h e  s t r a t e g i c  

u t i l i t y  o f  d i s c o u r s e  as a s y m b o l i c  r e s o u r c e  a l s o  m u s t  b e  r e c o g n i z e d .  Viewing 

contention a s  t h e  playing ou t  of a political t h e a t r e  allows us t o  understand t h e  ways 

in  which  l a n g u a g e  c o u l d  n o t  only s t r u c t u r e  t h e  s t age ,  bu t  also t h e  high drama of 

power and t h e  final act of conflict. For these  reasons, when discourse  is a n a l y z e d  

t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  t h e  e b b  and  f low of c o n t e n t i o n  i tself  had some determinate  

impac t  on what  was  ar t icula ted needs t o  b e  kep t  in mind. 



V. I n t r o d u c t i o n  to t h e  D a t a  A n a l y s i s  

( D a t a  a n d  D a t a  C o l l e c t i o n )  

This analysis of workers' discourse is based on a sample  of ninety-one separa te  

t e x t s  f rom t h r e e  sources. Texts  were  d rawn f r o m  t h e  f i l e s  of t h e  G r e a t  B r i t a i n  

Study (with a r t i c les  from t h e  London Times and Morning Chronicle), t h e  working-class 

newspaper Voice of t h e  People (published in 1831), and t h e  Home Off ice  papers ser ies  

4 0  on c i v i l  d i s t u r b a n c e s .  Qualifications for  inclusion in t h e  sample a r e  detailed in 

t h e  methodological appendix. The t e x t s  c o l l e c t e d  w e r e  o f  t h r e e  p r i n c i p l e  types :  

r e p o r t s  of w o r k e r s '  m e e t i n g s ,  l e t t e r s  by workers (e i ther  t o  officials  or  papers), o r  

handbills and leaflets .  

Geographically t h e  t e x t s  represent a var ie ty  of regions within England, including 

t h e  London a rea ,  t h e  Southwest, t h e  Midlands, and t h e  industrial Northwest (see map 

below).  In a l l ,  th i r ty  separate  towns or  parishes a r e  represented. The bulk of t h e  

texts ,  however, a r e  drawn from th ree  specific regions: t h e  Lancashire industrial region 

(including northern Cheshire), t h e  knit t ing dis t r ic ts  of t h e  Midlands (principally south- 

w e s t e r n  N o t t i n g h a m  a n d  w e s t e r n  L e i c e s t e r ) ,  a n d  t h e  east e n d  o f  t h e  L o n d o n  

metropolis. Manufacturing a r e a s  conspicuously underrepresented in t h e  sample include 

t h e  manufacturing dis t r ic ts  in t h e  West Riding of Yorkshire, t h e  wool cloth producing 

c o u n t i e s  o f  t h e  S o u t h w e s t ,  E a s t  Angl ia ,  a n d  t h e  h e a v y  i n d u s t r y  sections of the  

Midlands. There  is thus a noticable geographic bias in t h e  sample, especially toward 

t h e  Lancashire area .  

A s  w e l l  a s  hav ing  t h e s e  g e o g r a p h i c a l  b i a s e s  t h e  s a m p l e  a l s o  is w e i g h t e d  

disproportionately towards ce r ta in  t rades  and occupational groups. Of those t e x t s  in 

which a t rade  o r  workers' group is mentioned specifically (roughly 80% of the  sample 

population) 90% represent some facet of t h e  text i le  industry. Within this group about  
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Figure 1: Number of Texts by  TOW^, 1828-31 



~ i ~ u ' r e  2: Number of Texts by Town 
f o r    an cash ire County, 1828-31 



70% a r e  weavers or  kni t ters  of some sor t ,  with t h e  remainder in t h e  t e x t i l e  t r a d e s  

r e p  r e s e n t i n g  ancil lary aspec t s  of cloth production such as spinning, printing, cutt ing,  

dyeing, o r  bleaching. Silk, wool, and c o t t o n  c l o t h  p r o d u c t i o n  d o m i n a t e  t h i s  sub-  

sample, but  linen and lace  production a r e  represented as well. 

These biases, while an  overrepresentation o f  p a r t i c u l a r  t r a d e s  a n d  i n d u s t r i e s ,  

however, d o  r e f l e c t  roughly- t h e  levels of content ion among t h e  di f ferent  t r ade  groups 

in t h e  most h e a v i l y  s a m p l e  r e g i o n s  ( w i t h  t h e  p o s s i b l e  e x c e p t i o n  of p i t m e n  a n d  

q u a r r y m e n ) .  In t h i s  s e n s e  t h e  sample is a b e t t e r  reflection of contentous workers' 

groups and t rades  than it is of t r ade  and occupational groups as a whole. Analysis of 

t h e  s a m p l e  t h u s  shou ld  provide a rough but  reasonable overview of how workers in 

a r e a s  a n d  t r a d e s  of r e l a t i v e l y  high c o n t e n t i o n  p e r c e i v e d  a n d  a r t i c u l a t e d  t h e i r  

differences.  

D a t a  for  t h e  independent variables were  col lected f rom a variety of primary and 

secondary sources. The content  and construction of these  variables will b e  d e t a i l e d  

in t h e  s t a t i s t i ca l  analysis section. Information on t h e  socia l  relations of production in 

various t r ades  was  collected from a number of contemporary and historical accounts  

a n d  d e s c r i p t i o n s  for each  trade.  Where a s e p a r a t e  description in t h e  historiography 

of t rades  was not  available for a part icular labor process Andrew Ure's Dictionary of 

A r t s ,  M a n u f a c t u r e s ,  and  Mines (o r ig ina l ly  p u b l i s h e d  in 1841) was used. Data  on 

capi ta l  concentra t ion and local  t r ade  dominance, and t h e  charac te r  and s t r u c t u r e  of 

l o c a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  w e r e  d r a w n  f r o m  i n d i v i d u a l  h i s t o r i e s ,  t r a d e  a n d  topographical 

d i c t i o n a r i e s ,  a n d  p a r l i a m e n t a r y  r e p o r t s  ( w i t h  h e a v y  u s e  be ing  m a d e  of Lewis ' s  

Topographical Dictionary of England ((1831)) and Baines's History and Directory ... of 

t h e  County of Lancaster ((1825)) ). f i  

In  s h o r t ,  t h e  d a t a  set h a s  l i m i t a t i o n s  i n  d e p t h ,  c o v e r a g e ,  a n d  s c o p e .  

N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  it p r o v i d e s  enough  m a t e r i a l  t o  r o u g h l y  tes t  t h e  m o d e l s  u s i n g  



comparat ive  case studies o r  s ta t is t ica l  manipulation. 

B e c a u s e  of t h e  u n e v e n e s s  of t h e  d a t a  f o r  t h e  independent variables for t h e  

sample  as a whole and t h e  uneven quality of t h e  t ex tua l  mater ia l  between t h e  cases 

t h i s  s t u d y  wi l l  employ two  types  of analysis. First ,  t o  exploit a l l  of t h e  historical 

d a t a  and t ex tua l  mater ia l  for  t h e  r ichest  handful of cases this  study will employ, t o  

u s e  S k o c p o l  a n d  Somers' burdensome terminology, micro-analytic comparat ive  history 

((Skocpol and Somers, p. 182)). By juxtaposing t h e s e  cases w i t h  o n e  a n o t h e r  a n d  

c o m p a r i n g  var ia t ions  and similart ies between processes and outcomes a metaphorical  

multi-variate analysis of t h e  bes t  documented cases can  b e  a t t e m p t e d  ( (Skocpol  a n d  

Somers, p. 182-183; Zelditch)). This type  of analysis has  the  advantage of exploring 

t h e  specific causal  c o n j u n c t i v e n e s s  of t h e  i n d e p e n d e n t  v a r i a b l e s  f o r  t h e s e  cases 

( ( L a f f e r t y ,  p. 65-69)). H o w e v e r ,  t h i s  f o r m  of  analysis has  several  disadvantages, 

including problems of ' con t ro l  in comparisons and generalization ((Skocpol and Somers, 

p. 194-195)). To complement t h e  comparat ive  approach this study will use zero-order 

corre la t ions  and bivariate tabular analyses using a l l  ( o r  many)  cases f o r  a l i m i t e d  

n u m b e r  o f  i n d e p e n d e n t  v a r i a b l e s .  T h e s e  e x e r c i s e s  will  p r o v i d e  somewhat more 

generalizable tests of some of t h e  hypotheses fo r  which d a t a  were  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  a l l  

( o r  n e a r l y  a l l )  o f  t h e  cases. By c o u p l i n g  t h e s e  t w o  a p p r o a c h e s  t h e  s tudy can  

hopefully exploit  t h e  e x t a n t  information t o  its fullest  extent .  

VI. T h e  Case S t u d i e s  

T h e  fo l lowing  s t u d i e s  a r e  s t r ic t ly  speaking, no t  wholly comparable  units. The 

processes focused on in each of t h e  studies a r e  h o w e v e r  p a r a l l e l  t h r o u g h o u t .  F o r  

each' a r e a  th is  study will be  analysing t h e  ar t icula t ion of class in teres ts  by part icular 

groups o r  individuals and noting variat ions in t h e  independent and dependent variables. 

While it will not  b e  able  t o  analyze t h e  e f f e c t s  of a l l  the  independent variables fully 



by employing t h e  methods of d i f ference and agreement ,  t h e  s t u d y  s t i l l  wi l l  g a i n  a 

g r e a t  d e a l  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  o f  t h e  effects of m a n y  a n d  note  t h e  variations. The 

s t rongest  comparisons a r e  those of variat ions in t h e  social relat ions of production and 

of memory of pas t  conflicts. 

T h e  f o u r  a r e a s  discussed below - the  towns of Nottingham and Coventry, t h e  

parish of Spitalfields in London, and t h e  co t ton  mill towns of southeast  Lancashire -- 

c o m p r i s e  f o u r  of t h e  most complete  cases in t h e  sample. They have collectively a 

combination of properties t h a t  make them especially suitable for  analysis. First,  they 

a r e  in  s o m e  s e n s e s  t h e  m o s t  r e l i a b l e  because they each have comparatively large  

numbers of t e x t s  fo r  examination. Second, they a r e  s b m e  of t h e  m o s t  thoroughly  

documented a reas  fo r  t h e  period, so t h e r e  is a relatively large  body of mater ia l  for  

comparison. Third, each  a r e a  h a s  a l a r g e  d o m i n a n t  t r a d e  as i t s  e c o n o m i c  b a s e ,  

a l l o w i n g  u s  t o  a v o i d  c o m p l e x  c o m p a r i s o n s  o f  h ighly  po ly- indus t r i a l  a r e a s  t h a t  

contained a wide range of groups. 

In  s u m ,  t h e  f o u r  s t u d i e s  b e l o w  p r o v i d e  a set of wel l -grounded cases f o r  

comparat ive  research. I now turn  t o  Nottingham t o  examine t h e  framework kni t ters  

of t h a t  town. 

T h e  F r a m e w o r k  K n i t t e r s  o f  N o t t i n g h a m  

T h e  t o w n  of N o t t i n g h a m  w a s  a t o w n  of  m u l t i p l e  d i s t i n c t i o n s  in  the  ear ly  

decades  of t h e  century.  The major commercia l  cen te r  of t h e  Midlands, it also was 

one of t h e  largest  industrial towns and one known for  its turbulence as well. As t h e  

foca l  point of a large  distribution network for  t h e  framework knit t ing industry it was 

t h e  a r e a ' s  main  c o m m e r c i a l  link t o  London. With a s t rong tradit ion of Dissent, a 

history of a contentious working c lass  (with t h e  l a t e s t  major bout  of contention being 

Luddism) ,  a n d  t r a d i t i o n s  of both popular and Whiggish radicalism i t  also was known 



widely as a town where t h e  liberty t r e e  was a f requen t  object  of g r e a t  c o n t e n t i o n .  

A s  is de- ta i l ed  b e l o w  t h i s  c o m b i n a t i o n  of a t t r i b u t e s  l ed  f r a m e w o r k  k n i t t e r s  t o  

a r t i cu la te  their  c lass  in teres ts  with a n  o p e r a t i v e  d i s c o u r s e  in m o s t  i n s t a n c e s .  A 

f ragmented and controlled work regime, a her i tage of conflict ,  a lack of paternalism, 

coalesced t o  c r e a t e  a n  exper ience and a n  understanding of prot racted class conflict. 

In t h e  l a t e  t w e n t i e s  a n d  e a r l y .  t h i r t i e s  t h e  f r a m e w o r k  k n i t t i n g  industry in 

Nottingham was in a state of flux. Three  d i f f e r e n t  s y s t e m s  of p r o d u c t i o n  ( t o  b e  

d i s c u s s e d  in  m o r e  d e t a i l  be low)  c o e x i s t e d  in  a n  u n e v e n  and slightly antagonist ic 

fashion. The type  of a r t i c le  produced and t h e  prefered c l o t h  v a r i e d  by a r e a  ( s i lk ,  

co t ton  and worsted a l l  being used), and t h e  heal th  of a given branch depended in p a r t  

on t h e  whimsical na tu re  of fashion. Nevertheless, ce r ta in  fea tu res  of t h e  t r ade  were  

c o m m o n  t o  a l l  branches, and despite o the r  dispari t ies they served t o  crystall ize t h e  

plight of a l l  workers providing t h e  potent ia l  for large-scale collective action. 

C h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  a l l  b r a n c h e s  o f  th is  period was a relatively high degree  of 

capi ta l  c o n c e n t r a t i o n .  In N o t t i n g h a m  t h e  s m a l l  i n d e p e n d e n t  p r o d u c e r  had  b e e n  

squeezed o u t  of exis tence in t h e  early pa r t  of t h e  century.  Large manufacturers and 

warehousemen w e r e  t h e  p r i m a r y  c u l p r i t s ,  as t h e y  c o n t r o l l e d  t h e  supp ly  of r a w  

m a t e r i a l s  a n d  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of f i n i s h e d  g o o d s  ( (Church  1966 ,  p. 35)). In t h e  

Nottingham a r e a  t h e  l a r g e  f i r m s  d o m i n a t e d  t h e  t r a d e ,  w i t h  t w o  of t h e  l a r g e s t  

m a n u f a c t u r e r s ,  I.& R. Morley and Heard & Hurst ,  controlling together  almost 5000 

knit t ing f rames,  more  f rames  than in t h e  whole c i t y  p r o p e r  ( (Church  1966 ,  p. 35; 

E r i c k s o n ,  p i  87)). By t h e  e a r l y  th i r t ies  these  large  capi ta l is ts  and a f e w  machine 

producers owned outright two-fifths of a l l  f r a m e s  c o n n e c t e d  w i t h  t h e  N o t t i n g h a m  

t r a d e  ( ( C h u r c h  1966,  p. 29)). In pa r t ,  due  t o  t h e  f requent  and seemingly relentless 

bouts of depression t h e  t r ade  had experienced in t h e  l a s t  f e w  decades,  t h e  number of 

f i rms had been c u t  by more  than half by t h e  mid thirties. Paradoxically though, given 



t h e  relat ively weak market,  t h e  number of f r a m e s  continued t o  rise. Gone too were  

t h e  h a l c y o n  d a y s  i n  w h i c h  a n  i n d u s t r i o u s  f r a m e w o r k  k n i t t e r  h i m s e l f ,  by h i s  

perseverance and sweat ,  could set up as a smal l  mas te r  with his own shop. By t h e  

e n d  o f  t h e  t h i r t i e s  hal f  of a l l  h o s i e r s  h a d  i n h e r i t e d  t h e i r  businesses from thei r  

fa thers ,  and o thers  who a t t empted  e n t r a n c e  i n t o  t h e  t r a d e  w e r e  p e t t y  c a p i t a l i s t s  

whose famil ies  had been ab le  t o  accumulate  cap i ta l  in a re la ted t ex t i l e  industry o r  as 

purveyors of food and drink ((Erickson, p. 89, 91)). Many of t h e  largest  f i rms proudly 

p o i n t e d  t o  h e r i t a g e s  s t r e t c h i n g  b a c k  i n t o  t h e  e a r l y  e i g h t e e n t h  c e n t u r y .  Those 

entrepreneurs  who inherited or purchased a business did no t  have t h e  workaday sense  

of t h e  shop o r  of t h e  act iv i t ies  of t h e  workers. They carr ied a distance from and a 

lack of regard fo r  t h e  worker in to  t h e  business t h a t  c r e a t e d  increased frict ion and a 

growing c lass  tension. 

Also  c o m m o n  t o  a l l  b r a n c h e s  o f  t h e  t r a d e  in  t h e  c i t y ,  as a result of this 

fr ict ion,  was a fairly continuous and o f ten  turbulent  h i s t o r y  of s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y  a n d  

contention between masters  and men, especially s ince  t h e  turn of t h e  century. The 

history of t h e  t r ade  in these  decades is pock-marked by s t r ike  act iv i ty ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

a f t e r  t h e  m i d - t e e n s ,  w h e n  t h e  f r a m e w o r k  k n i t t e r s  i n c r e a s i n g l y  r e p l a c e d  o r  

supplemented t r a d i t i o n a l  p e t i t i o n i n g  a n d  m i d n i g h t  s a b o t a g e  w i t h  m o r e  o r g a n i z e d  

a c t i o n .  F r o m  1817-24 it w a s  t h e  pla in  co t ton  hose and two-needle branches t h a t  

formed t h e  bulkhead for  s t r ike  activity,  with s t r ikes  in a l l  b u t  t w o  of t h e s e  y e a r s  

( (Thomis  1969 ,  p. 55-71]. Led  by t h e  l o n g  t i m e  o r g a n i z e r  and radical  Gravener 

Henson throughout most  of t h e  period, t h e  Nottingham f r a m e w o r k  k n i t t e r s  r e a c h e d  

o u t  t o  adjacent  counties to c r e a t e  a well-organized, adequately financed network t h a t  

progressively learned t o  e x e r t  i t s  i n f l u e n c e  ( ( C h u r c h  a n d  C h a p m a n ;  T h o m i s  1971;  

Thomis 1969, p. 55-7; E. P. Thompson 1966, p. 533-41, 574-5)). 

A high level  of mobilization for  long s t r ikes  was not t o  b e  r e a l i z e d  o v e r  t h e  



course  of t h e  continuing struggles. The glutt ing of t h e  marke t  by p e t t y  c a p i t a l i s t s  

e a g e r  f o r  a n  e a s y  i n v e s t m e n t ,  t h e  c h a n g i n g  n a t u r e  o f  f a s h i o n ,  a n d  f r e q u e n t  

depressions sapped t h e  unions abil i ty t o  m o b i l i z e  r e s o u r c e s .  With w a g e s  w h i t t l e d  

prolonged res is tance was difficult ,  especially during depressed periods when t h e  master  

hosier had a n  ample  back stock. Depressed conditions forced t h e  co t ton  kni t ters  t o  

c h a n g e  t h e i r  r e p e t o i r e  of s t r ikes  t o  more  l imited and less f requent  forms of s t r ike  

act iv i ty  ((Thomis 1969, p. 68)). T h e  s o m e w h a t  b e t t e r  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  in  t h e  s i lk-  

k n i t t i n g  b r a n c h  l ed  t h e s e  k n i t t e r s  t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e i r  s t r i k e  activity;  and while i t  

dominated t h e  t r ade  in this respect  until t h e  mid th i r t i e s  it c o u l d  n o t  r e p l a c e  t h e  

f l i r t a t i o n s  w i t h  t h e  t r a d e  wide s t r ikes  of t h e  t e e n s  and twent ies  ((Thomis 1969, p. 

68)). 

Th i s  f r e q u e n t  s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y  w a s  d i d a c t i c  n o t  on ly  f r o m  a n  organizational 

perspective,  it a lso  made t ransparent  t h e  e x a c t  na tu re  of t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  

w o r k e r  a n d  m a s t e r .  T h e  m a s t e r  h o s i e r s  b e c a m e  equally adep t  in thei r  ability t o  

organize a stiff resistance by t h e  mid twenties.  In addition, r e l a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  t h e  

t w o  g r o u p s  h a d  b e c o m e  a t t e n u a t e d  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  g e n t l e m e n  hosiers occasional 

sympathet ic  promptings t o  s t r ike  ( i t  was t o  t h e  advantage of t h e  large  capital ists  t o  

s tabi l ize  prices) and thei r  inability t o  control  'list prices' (wages) once t h e  s t r ike  was 

carr ied o u t  ((Church 1966, p. 48-50)). In both these  respects  t h e  workers learned t o  

cast a jaundiced e y e  towards thei r  employers,  large  and small, and t o  dispense with 

t h e  tradit ional  distinction of honorability. By t h e  early t h i r t i e s  t h e  b i f u r c a t i o n  of 

c a p i t a l  a n d  l a b o r  c l e a r l y  w a s  visible. A pet i t ion commenting on t h e  inactivity of 

par l iament  circulated in t h e  c i t y  could asse r t  boldly, 

T h e  w a r  of l a b o r  aga ins t  property has  no t  y e t  commenced, but  the re  arises a 
point where endurance reaches its utmost  point. ... W e  have heard these  things 
again  and again along with millions of our fellow workmen besides, until we can  
no longer admit  their  validity; as we have learned by woefu l  e x p e r i e n c e ,  t h a t  
t h e y  n o t h i n g  m o r e  t h a n  t h a t  w e  shou ld  l i v e  c o n t e n t e d l y  in p o v e r t y ,  a n d  



d i s g r a c e f u l l y  in a workhouse, in order t h a t  t h e  capi ta l is ts  may inhabit palaces 
and live in luxuary. Your peti t ioners ... have no th ing  b u t  t h e i r  l a b o u r  which 
requires protection,  and f o r  i t  they demand protect ion,  not  as a favor but  as a 
right ... a right due t o  them not  less as c i t i z e n s  t h a n  as m e n .  ( (Quoted  in 
Thomis 1969, p. 112)) 

T h e  t r a n s p a r e n c y  o f  re la t ions  was nurtured in p a r t  by a re la t ive  inactivity of 

t h e  municipal corporation responsible for  maintaining t h e  peace.  This body, a small, 

c l o s e l y - k n i t  a n d  essen t ia l ly  self -perpetuating group, seemed t o  e x e r t  thei r  influence 

- only erra t ica l ly  during t h e  heyday of major s t r ike  activity.  They invoked t h e  union- 

b u s t i n g  combinat ion laws sparingly during t h e  f i rs t  quar te r  of t h e  century,  prefering 

t h e  somewhat less odious mas te r  a n d  s e r v a n t  l a w s  when  p r o s e c u t i o n  w a s  d e e m e d  

n e c e s s a r y  ( (Thomis  1 9 6 9 ,  p. 64)). T h e  entrenched corporate  whigs, who until t h e  

municipal reform of 1835 had a virtual  lock on local  power, usually favored a policy 

of n o n - i n t e r f e r e n c e  s o  long as violence and property damaged was s t r ic t ly  avoided. 

Exactly why t h e  magistracy behaved in this way is difficult  t o  surmise ,  b u t  s e v e r a l  

f a c t o r s  probably accounted fo r  th is  political culture.  

Fi rs t ,  t h e  corporate  Whigs were  heir t o  a tradit ion of radical  eighteenth-century 

Whiggery, and though thei r  poli t ics moderated with thei r  ent renchement  this pas t  had 

l e f t  its mark. As t h e  council was dominated by a dozen families (who also controlled 

t h e  t h r e e  major Dissenting chapels) this political spi r i t  had a favorable environment in 

which t o  s u r v i v e  ( (Church  1966 ,  p. 168)). S e c o n d ,  a n d  r a t h e r  su rpr i s ing ly ,  t h e  

c o r p o r a t i o n  w a s  never dominated by master  hosiers, who never numbered more than 

one-third of t h e  town council ((Church 1966, p. 176)). T h e  bulk o f  t h e  i n c e s t u o u s  

r u l i n g  body c o n s i s t e d  of s h o p k e e p e r s ,  l a n d l o r d s ,  a n d  a f e w  professional men and 

i gent lemen,  many who thus had uti l i tarian motives fo r  staying in t h e  good  g r a c e s  of 

I t h e  populace. In addition, t h e  constabulary appointed by t h e  council  was a part- t ime 

g r o u p  t h a t  r e l i e d  on  a f e e s  f o r  s e r v i c e ;  its m e m b e r s  t h u s  h a d  t o  s e e k  o t h e r  

employment t o  supplement thei r  civic salaries. So long as thei r  wards were  peaceful  

l i t  was likely t h a t  their  diligence was turned towards  more  pr ivate  mat ters .  



Finally, public opinion o f ten  was par t ia l  t o  t h e  kni t ters '  plight, especially given 

t h e i r  i n c r e a s i n g l y  p i t i a b l e  c o n d i t i o n  as t h e '  y e a r s  wore on ((Thomis 1969, p. 65)). 

Their condition engendered plenty of sympathy, as shown by t h e  ease a n d  f r e q u e n c y  

by which p u b l i c  subscr ip t ions  could b e  collected. Thus t h e  poli t ical  cul ture  of t h e  

town allowed for  t h e  development of t r ade  relat ions be tween  m a s t e r s  a n d  m e n  less 

encumbered by t radi t ional  p a t t e r n s  of interference.  The constant  pit t ing of the  two 

c lass  groups a g a i n s t  o n e  a n o t h e r  p r o d u c e d  e x p e r i e n c e s  by which  t h e  f r a m e w o r k  

kni t ters  were  ab le  to learn t h e  fundamentals of labor s t ruggle  against  entrenched and 

powerful capital ists .  

While the re  was a measure of continuity in t h e  history of collective action and 

poli t ics among t h e  framework knit ters,  the re  was a lso  a curious diversity in t h e  social  

relat ions of production t h a t  s t ructured these  events. Scanning t h e  geography in and 

about t h e  Nottingham sphere  of influence i t  was easy t o  find t h e  vestiges of an  old 

system of production and t h e  kernel  of a new s e t  of relat ions which was t o  lead t o  

factory  production. As one historian of t h e  industry has  remarked, "It is difficult  t o  

d e t e r m i n e  p r e c i s e l y  w h e r e  d o m e s  t i c  p r o d u c t i o n  ended in t h e  hosiery industry and 

where factory  p r o d u c t i o n  b e g a n "  ((D. M. S m i t h ,  p. 141)).  Dur ing  t h e  p e r i o d  in  

question four d is t inct  (though not  unrelated) sys tems of production could be  found in 

framework knitting, each  having i t s  own niche in t h e  ter ra in  of t h e  trade.  To add t o  

t h e  complexity of t h e  si tuation t h e  large master  hosier could be,  and frequently was, 

involved in all four sys tems in varying degrees ((Nelson, p. 470)). 

In t h e  s m a l l  v i l l a g e s  su r rounding  t h e  c i t y ,  w h e r e  t h e  ra t io  of population t o  

f rames  was t h e  highest, two  forms of outwork predominated.  The f i rs t ,  which was a 

r e s i d u e  of a p r e v i o u s  e r a ,  w a s  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  s y s t e m  of production. Under this 

regime t h e  journeyman stockinger would t ravel  t o  t h e  w a r e h o u s e  ( o f t e n  in a n o t h e r  

t o w n )  o n c e  a w e e k  t o  d e l i v e r  his finished goods, receive  payment ,  and obtain new 



orders. A f t e r  f inancial  m a t t e r s  were  concluded, t h e  goods inspected, and deductions 

m a d e ,  t h e  s t o c k i n g e r  would r e c e i v e  a c a r e f u l l y  w e i g h e d  a m o u n t  of thread with 

detailed instructions for  more  goods. He  then would re tu rn  to h i s  c o t t a g e  t i l l  t h e  

following week. L i t t l e  control  was exercised over  t h e  worker,  and in t h e  f i rs t  couple 

of decades  of t h e  century when wages were  comfor table  t h e  stockinger and his family 

would dispense with work on Sundays and perhaps a n  occasional St. Monday. Because 

of t h e  independence this form of production allowed it was  prefered a s  t h e  "knitters' 

p a r a d i s e , "  a n d  i t  w a s  looked upon enviously a f t e r  it largely had been supplanted by 

o ther  sys tems by t h e  second quar te r  of t h e  century ((Nelson, p. 470-2)). 

T h e  s y s t e m  t h a t  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  h a d  r e p l a c e d  t h i s  f o r m  of production in the  

villages by t h e  mid-twenties was a putt ing ou t  sys tem t h a t  rel ied on t h e  'bag man' o r  

b a g  h o s i e r .  T h e  b a g  m a n  had  evolved f rom t h e  village mas te r  hosier of the  18th 

century in to  a type  of middleman or  con t rac to r  serving as a n  in te rmedia ry  b e t w e e n  

t h e  m a s t e r  a n d  t h e  w o r k e r .  T h e  d iv i s ion  o f  l a b o r  u n d e r  t h i s  sys tem was more 

di f ferent ia ted,  and  t h e  bag man usually would de lega te  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  d i f f e r e n t  

t y p e s  of a r t i c l e s  t o  d i f f e r e n t  w o r k e r s  depending on the i r  skill ((Erickson, p. 84)). 

Being t h e  marginal  capi ta l is t  in t h e  chain of production t h e  bag m a n  w a s  t h e  m o s t  

a f f e c t e d  by t h e  continuing bouts of depression t h a t  t h e  . t rade '  experienced; because of 

this work under his a u s p i c e s  w a s  r e c o g n i z e d  as t h e  m o s t  od ious  a n d  h a t e d  kind 

( (Ne lson ,  p. 477)). S i n c e  frequently h e  owned many of t h e  f rames upon which the  

work was done, t h e  bag hosier engaged in a n  oppressive s y s t e m  of s p r e a d i n g  s m a l l  

quant i t ies  of work among a l l  his journeyman so  t h a t  h e  could charge them full f r a m e  

ren t  fo r  t h e  period ((Erickson, p. 85)). 

B e c a u s e  o f  t h e i r  n e e d  t o  m e e t  thei r  debts  t o  t h e  mas te r  hosiers t h e  bagmen 

increasingly relied not only upon such tact ics ,  but  a lso  w e r e  t h e  f i r s t  t o  s p u r  w a g e  

reductions. As t h e  t r ade  grew worse they also relied more  heavily on t h e  oppressive 



t ruck system (payment in goods and kind). The  larger among t h e m  c o u l d  c o m m a n d  

e f f e c t i v e  control  of a n  en t i re  village with such illicit practices. One such bag man, 

Willows, who  c o n t r o l l e d  1 5 0  f r a m e s  in  Arno ld  ( a  f e w  m i l e s  t o  t h e  n o r t h  o f  

N o t t i n g h a m )  a l s o  r e n t e d  g a r d e n  p l o t s  t o  his workers, two  of his sons were  village 

baker and shoemaker, his son-in-law was a local  butcher and public house owner, and 

his wife  a local  dress  and drape maker ((Erickson, p. 86)). , 

Though t h e  larger m a s t e r  h o s i e r s  f r e q u e n t l y  g r u m b l e d  a b o u t  t h e  b a g  men ' s  

d i s h o n e s t  p r a c t i c e s  and his ability t o  undercut them,  by t h e  mid-twenties many had 

established routinized agreements  with these  in termediar ies  because  they could deliver 

goods at a lower price. In addition, s ince  th is  relationship developed in pa r t  because 

of heavy deb t s  t h e  bag man owed t o  t h e  hosier for  t h e  f r a m e s  h e  had  p u r c h a s e d ,  

h o s i e r s  f r e q u e n t l y  w e r e  l a x  a b o u t  d i s c i p l i n i n g  t h e s e  c o n t r a c t o r s  when  c r i e s  of 

oppression were  raised by t h e  workers ((Nelson, p. 476-7)). With bag men controlling 

ha l f  of t h e  high q u a l i t y  t r a d e  a n d  t h r e e - q u a r t e r s  of t h e  low grade t rade  in t h e  

villages surrounding t h e  c i t y  their  influence exer ted  a debil i tat ing regime over many 

f rameworker  kni t ters  ((Church 1966, p. 38)). With wages consti tuting between 40-60% 

of t h e  variable capi ta l  in production, and t h e  i n c e s s a n t  d e s i r e  o f  t h e  b a g  m a n  t o  

wring prof i ts  o u t  of his workers, many framework kni t ters  by t h e  twent ies  had been 

reduced t o  a miserable pi t tance of thei r  fo rmer  exis tence ((D. M. Smith,  p. 135)). 

T h e  r e m a i n i n g  t w o  s y s t e m s  o f  p roduc t ion  were  more  charac te r i s t i c  of larger 

towns such as Nottingham and involved a more refined division of labour. In fac t ,  in 

c e r t a i n  r e s p e c t s  these  sys tems of production c o m e  close t o  t h e  division of labor of 

t h e  fac to ry  sys tem t h a t  was t o  supersede t h e  workshop  in  t h e  f o r t i e s  a n d  f i f t i e s .  

T h e  f i r s t  s y s t e m  w a s  a n  e l a b o r a t i o n  o f  t h e  tradit ional  putting-out sys tem with a 

highly refined division of labor. I t  was  used especially in t h e  production of cheaper  

q u a l i t y  g o o d s  s u c h  as "cut-ups' made on a wide f r a m e  (inferior goods whose pieces 



were  sown together  instead of being knitted). Under th is  regime t h e  production of a 

g i v e n  p i e c e  o f  h o s e  w a s  d iv ided  in to  four s e p a r a t e  processes - topping, middling, 

gusseting, and footing - with groups of f ramework  k n i t t e r s  a s s i g n e d  t o  e a c h  t a s k  

((Nelson, p. 479)). The breaking down of t h e  production process allowed t h e  hosier t o  

engage 'colts,' apprent ice  kn i t t e r s  who could mas te r  a portion of t h e  knit t ing process 

more  quickly than learning t h e  whole process. The mate r ia l  advantage to t h e  hosier 

w a s  of c o u r s e  t h a t  h e  c o u l d  r e d u c e  w a g e s  w i t h o u t  h a v i n g  t o  w o r r y  a b o u t  a 

c o r r e s p o n d i n g  d r o p  in quality, while simultaneously increasing his output  ((Nelson, p. 

474)). Frameworker kn i t t e r s  would make regular tr ips t o  t h e  w a r e h o u s e ,  d e p o s i t i n g  

t h e i r  p a r t i a l l y  f i n i s h e d  g o o d s  f o r  inspection and  receiving thei r  new mater ia l  upon 

which t o  work. A t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  t h e  worker also could receive  replacement  p a r t s  

f o r  t h e  s m a l l  f i x t u r e s  on  h i s  f r a m e  t h a t  h a d  worn  o u t .  A f t e r  t h e  goods were 

we ighed  a n d  i n s p e c t e d  t h e y  w e r e  s t o r e d  o r  p a s s e d  on  t o  t h e  n e x t  m a n  in  t h e  

p r o d u c t i o n  c h a i n .  Embro ider ing ,  seaming (in t h e  case of cut-ups) and dyeing were  

o f ten  separa te  processes performed at t h e  warehouse.  A s  t h e  s y s t e m  e v o l v e d  t h e  
\ 

f o r m e r  t w o  p r o c e s s e s  b e c a m e  t h e  purview of specialized groups of women workers 

((Nelson, p. 474, 482)). 

All t h a t  was lacking f rom t h e  putting-out sys tem t o  give  it t h e  aura  of factory  

production was d i rec t  supervision, and this was rapidly introduced with t h e  rise of t h e  

workshop.  By t h e  e n d  of t h e  f i r s t  quar te r  of the  century a lmost  every town had 

some form of workshop production. This new arrangement  g rew ou t  of t h e  old bag 

m a n  s y s t e m ,  t ransforming t h e  bag man into a d i rec t  supervisor. Under this sys tem 

specialists  were  consolidated under one roof el iminating t h e  losses in production t ime  

e n g e n d e r e d  by t r i p s  t o  t h e  warehouse and wai ts  for  materials .  As each piece was 

finished i t  could b e  inspected immediately by t h e  supervisor; o r  in t h e  even t  t h a t  t h e  

sk i l l  o f  t h e  w o r k e r  w a s  t r u s t e d  t h e  piece  could b e  passed on directly ((Nelson, p. 



485)). This unified sys tem of production n o t  o n l y  i n c r e a s e d  p r o d u c t i v i t y  b u t  a l s o  

c rea ted  a more regular and orderly work environment,  discipline t h a t  t h e  framework 

kn i t t e r s  m e t  with grumbling disapprobation. Equally if not  more  insidious, h o w e v e r ,  

w e r e  t h e  a d d i t i o n a l  d e d u c t i o n s  a n d  r o o m  r e n t  t h a t  t h e  supervisor or  hosier could 

e x a c t  t o  supplement his declining profi t  margin ((Nelson, p. 488)). T h e  h e a v y  t o l l  

t h e s e  d e d u c t i o n s  e x a c t e d  on t h e  w o r k e r  f r e q u e n t l y  c r e a t e d  a d e b t  re la t ionship  

between himself and his master ,  a s sur ing  a c h e a p  a n d  c o n t i n u o u s  supply of l a b o r  

( (Nelson,  p. 490)). The framework kni t ter  under this regime thus  not  only became a 

tool t o  t h e  production process, but  a s lave t o  its economic s y s t e m  as well .  T h e i r  

bondage at t h a t  point was complete.  

In to to ,  Nottingham in t h e  l a t e  1820's was  a n  a r e a  where a n  operative discourse 

should b e  found. The experiences of t h e  f ramework kn i t t e r s  ini t h e  s h o p  a n d  l o c a l  

poli t ical  cul ture  conjoined t o  make t h e  workers well a w a r e  of t h e  s t ructura l  bases of 

thei r  conflict .  An analysis of t h e  t e x t s  f rom t h e  town shows t h a t  60% of t h e  t e x t s  

a r e  p r e d o m i n a t e l y  o p e r a t i v e  a n d  30% p r e d o m i n a n t l y  art isanal .  Several  recurring 

themes  stand ou t  among t h e s e  t e x t s  t h a t  s e e m  t o  m a r k  t h e  f r a m e w o r k  k n i t t e r s '  

p e r c e p t i o n s .  F i r s t ,  t h e  t e x t s  show a f i rm sense  of an  intrinsically divisive se t  of 

in teres ts  pit t ing manufacturers  against  workers. This zero-sum g a m e  of i n t e r e s t s  i s  

seen t o  b e  deep enough t o  motivate masters  t o  splinter solidarity deliberately t o  hold 

workers at bay. Second, workers tend t o  por t ray th is  c lass  spli t  as a permanent and 

i n c r e a s i n g l y  s e v e r e  c o n f l i c t .  In this light conf l ic t  was open-ended and unbounded; 

manufacturers  could and d id  b a n d  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  t h e i r  e v e n t u a l  o b j e c t  be ing  t h e  

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  o f  w o r k e r s  i n t o  w a g e  s l a v e s .  Third, t h e  openness of t h e  conflict  

necess i ta ted t h e  banding together  of a l l  workers t o  m e e t  t h i s  t h r e a t .  A union o f  

w o r k e r s  w a s  t h e  on ly  m e a n s  by which w o r k e r s  could prevent  manufacturers f rom 

appropriating thei r  only remaining property,  the i r  labor. Final ly ,  as t h e  p r o d u c t i v e  



h e a r t  of t h e  society workers, by banding together ,  simply were  protecting rights t h a t  

were  unequivocably theirs. 

Many of these  themes a r e  highlighted in t h e  following excerp t  f rom speeches  at 

a union m e e t i n g  he ld  i n  l a t e  A u g u s t  o f  1 8 3 1  d u r i n g  a p e r i o d  o f  g r o w i n g  union 

activity.  

Mr. Lindley, who read t h e  f i rs t  resolution. A f t e r  a few prefa tory  observations, 
t h e  speaker said the re  w e r e  m e n  in  t h e  c o u n t r y  who  o b j e c t e d  t o  b e c o m i n g  
members  of t h e  association, because they were  already reduced so  low t h a t  they 
could c o m e  no lower. They would find this, h e  was sure, a n  egregious mistake. 
W e r e  g r e e d y  m a s t e r s  e v e r  s a t i s f i e d ?  (Cries of  "No, no, nor never will.") 
No, they never would. They were  everlast ingly endeavouring t o  lay their  paws 
upon t h e m ;  b u t  it w a s  f o r  t h e m  t o  say whether  they would le t  them or  not. 
Who were  they, h e  would ask, t h a t  they stood there?  Were they t h e  paupers or  
b e g g a r s  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y ?  No! They  w e r e  t h e  m e n  who  uphe ld  a l l -  k ing,  
aristocracy,  and everything. Why, then,  should they appear in t h e  a t t i t u d e  of 
b e g g a r s ?  (Applause.) If they were  once  gone, what would uphold t h e  state, 
t h e  church,  and t h e  taxes? The ar is tocracy were  l iv ing in  luxury  o u t  o f  t h e  
f ru i t s  of thei r  labour, while they and the i r  famil ies  were  famishing. Was it not  
them who made t h e  machines? who e r e c t e d  a l l  t h e  f ine houses which they saw 
e v e r y  w h e r e  rising up in splendor? Was n o t  t h e  British navy t h e  work of t h e  
labourers'  hands? Nay t h e  very a r m s  which were  placed in thei r  hands for t h e  
d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e i r  f e l l o w  c r e a t u r e s ,  w e r e  a l s o  t h e  work of t h e i r  hands. 
(Cheers.) He hoped they would soon see t h e i r  own i m p o r t a n c e  in s o c i e t y ,  
which they could only secure  b u t  by union. Some might say what will union do 
fo r  us? He would answer what had i t  done fo r  Ireland? Did it 'not emancipate  
t h e  C a t h o l i c s ?  What  had  union d o n e  f o r  A m e r i c a ?  Had it not  won thei r  
independence; and established a republic? (Cheers) What had union d o n e  f o r  
P o l a n d ?  I t  h a d  e n a b l e d  t h e m  t o  s h a k e  o f f  t h e  ty ran t  who oppressed them. 
Union,  t h e n ,  would d o  as m u c h  f o r  t h e m .  (Loud cheers . )  Mr. L i n d l e y  
c o n c l u d e d  by c a l l i n g  upon e v e r y  m a n  t o  unite; t o  become, if they were not,  
members  of t h e  National Association for  t h e  Protect ion of Labour, as t h e  only 
t h i n g  t h a t  c o u l d  e i t h e r  enable  them t o  b e t t e r  thei r  condition, or  even remain 
where they were. ((Voice of t h e  People, Aug. 20, 1831)) 

I n  t h i s  t e x t  t h e  t h e m e s  o f  a n t i t h e t i c a l  i n t e r e s t s  a n d  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  s e l f -  

determinat ion a r e  expounded clearly. B o t h  t h e s e  a r g u m e n t s  a r e  r e p r e s e n t e d  in a 

majori ty of t h e  t e x t s  produced by t h e  f ramework kn i t t e r s  and thei r  kindred workers. 

In addition, it seems fa i r  t o  specula te  t h a t  at l e a s t ' s o m e  of t h e s e  t h e m e s  w e r e  in 

concer t  with an increasing number of d i f ferent  t r a d e  groups within t h e  town, for  by 

t h e  fa l l  of t h a t  year  t h e  Nottingham branch of t h e  N.A.P.L. was composed of no less 



t h a n  1 8  t r a d e s  a n d  w a s  t h e  l a r g e s t  c o n t r i b u t o r  o u t s i d e  t h e  c o t t o n  d i s t r i c t  o f  

L a n c a s h i r e  ( (Thomis  1969 ,  p. 69-70)). F o r  t h e  n e x t  s e v e r a l  y e a r s  N o t t i n g h a m  

remained fe r t i l e  ground for  union act iv i ty  which was national in both organization and 

spiri t  ((Ibid., p. 70-71; Cole 1953, p. 68)). 

T h u s  in N o t t i n g h a m  c o n d i t i o n s  w e r e  q u i t e  f a v o r a b l e  f o r  t h e  g r o w t h  of an  

operat ive  discourse. In turning t o  t h e  next case, Coventry, w e  find a conjunction of 

c o n d i t i o n s  t h a t  r e p r e s e n t  i n  s e v e r a l  r e s p e c t s  a n  invers ion  o f  N o t t i n g h a m ' s  

character is t ics ,  an  inversion t h a t  helped s t ruc tu re  a strikingly d i f f e r e n t  set of c l a s s  

relat ions,  interests,  and articulations. 

The Riband Weavers of Coventry 

In t h e  s t u d y  o f  t h e  N o t t i n g h a m  f r a m e w o r k  k n i t t e r s  it w a s  shown how t h e  

combination of a f ragmented production process, a lack of a p a t e r n a l i s t i c  p o l i t i c a l  

c u l t u r e ,  s h a r p  d i s t i n c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  c a p i t a l  and labor, and a history of open class 

conf l ic t  combined t o  c r e a t e  a n  e n v i r o n m e n t  c o n d u c i v e  t o  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  of a n  

operat ive  discourse. In Coventry, in some senses, an  inversion of these  processes is 
i 

t o  b e  found.  In t h i s  case w e  s h a l l  see how r e l a t i v e l y  low d e g r e e s  of c a p i t a l  

c o n c e n t r a t i o n  a n d  l a b o r  f r a g m e n t a t i o n  in t h e  dominant industry of ribbon weaving, 

coupled with t h e  absence of a history of e x t e n d e d  c o n f l i c t ,  a n d  a l o c a l  p o l i t i c a l  

c u l t u r e  w i t h  s t r a i n s  o f  p a t e r n a l i s m  h e l p e d  p r o d u c e  a s i tua t ion  in which workers 

viewed thei r  grievances with a n  a r t  i s a n a l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  W h e r e a s  i n  N o t  t i n g h a m  

f i r e b r a n d s  w e r e  found  who urged a n  open fight,  in Coventry we shall find workers 

w h o  s t i l l  r e t a i n e d  s o m e  s e n s e  of t h e i r  p o s i t i o n  b o t h  as l a b o r e r s  a n d  as s m a l l  

producers. 

The ribbon weavers of Coventry provide, in many respects,  a marked contras t  t o  

the i r  Nottingham c o u n t e r p a r t s .  T h e s e  d i s t i n c t i o n s  c a n  b e  s e e n  n o t  on ly  in  t h e  



organization of production, but in t h e  social relat ions between mas te r s  and men and 

t h e  p o l i t i c a l  c u l t u r e  o f  t h e  town. The di f ferences  not only colored the  collective 

act ion in which workers engaged, but t h e  whole tenor  of l ife in t h e  c l o s e l y  p a c k e d  

town. 

Coventry in 1830 was basically a two  t r a d e  town, depending for its livelihood on 

ribbon weaving and watch making, with t h e  fo rmer  exer t ing a predominant influence. 

In t h e  town itself in 1830 t h e r e  were  5,000 ribbon weavers o u t  of a t o t a l  population 

of 27,000. The c i ty  was t h e  hub of t h e  industry which employed both in and outside 

its b o u n d a r i e s  as m a n y  as 30 ,000  p e o p l e  o n  13,000 l o o m s  when  t r a d e  was brisk 

'((Searby 1977(a), p. 200; Pres t ,  p. 44)). The Coventry t r ade  produced a l m o s t  s o l e l y  

f o r  t h e  London market  ( t h e  c e n t e r  of fashion), and concentra ted on t h e  production of 

middle and lower grades  of fancy ribbons, as well  as having a l a r g e  p o r t i o n  of t h e  

plain ribbon t r a d e  as a staple., The t rade,  dependent on t h e  whimsy and rythym of 

London fashion, was highly seasonal in nature,  and t h e  rythym of d e m a n d  s e r v e d  t o  

divide town weavers f rom the i r  countryside counterparts .  

Within t h e  town limits, weavers were  a lmos t  entirely males, and t h e  t r ade  was  

t h e i r  ( and  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s ' )  l ive l ihood .  T h e  town weavers were  generally the  f i rs t  

engaged and t h e  las t  t o  ' b e  laid off s ince  they had superior skills and could opera te  

t h e  m o r e  c o m p l e x  D u t c h  e n g i n e  a n d  J a q u a r d  looms. The countryside weavers, in 

complementary fashion, were  predominantly f e m a l e  and they were  engaged in r ibbon  

w e a v i n g  t o  s u p p l e m e n t  t h e  incomes of thei r  spouses (many of whom were  colliers) 

((Prest, p. 4-5, 64)). This group was mostly casual  labor; they were  hired ou t  largely 

w h e n  t r a d e  w a s  br isk ,  producing mostly plain ribbons on simple single-ribbon looms. 

Isolated f rom one another  in small  villages, lacking in in ternal  t r a d e  d i sc ip l ine ,  a n d  

v i e w i n g  t h e i r  w a g e s  as s u p p l e m e n t a l '  income, t h e  countryside weavers of ten would 

undercut t h e  standard l i s t  pr ices  for  work paid in Coventry, causing r i f t s  between t h e  



two  groups. In consequence t h e  Coventry  w e a v e r s  w e r e  n e v e r  v e r y  s u c c e s s f u l  in  

organizing these  outlying distr icts .  During slack t i m e s  they,  on occasion,would t r y  t o  

prevent t h e  farming o u t  of work t o  t h e  country villages which undermined their  own 

position. 

T h e  s t r u c t u r e  of t h e  t r a d e  w i t h i n  t h e  t o w n  s e e m s  a c u r i o u s  a n o m a l y  a s  

compared with o ther  industrial towns. In fac t ,  wha t  l i t t l e  c h a n g e  h a d  t a k e n  p l a c e  

d u r i n g  t h e  e a r l y  d e c a d e s  o f  t h e  c e n t u r y  r a n  c o u n t e r  t o  t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  change 

experienced by most t ex t i l e  centers.  The basic organization of production r e m a i n e d  

a lmost  wholly resi l iant  t o  t h e  fo rce  of t ime, with t h e  division of labor having many 

of t h e  fea tu res  of a c lass ic  ou t -work  s y s t e m .  T h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  g o o d s  w a s  t h e  

a lmost  exclusive purview of t h e  domestic work room, with only a f e w  hundred of t h e  

most e x p l o i t a b l e  p l a i n  g o o d s  w e a v e r s  b e i n g  s u b j u g a t e d  t o  t h e  d i s c i p l i n e  of t h e  

w o r k s h o p  ( ( P r e s t ,  p. 44 ,  46; S e a r b y  1973 ,  p. 200 ,  216)). Women a n d  c h i l d r e n  

performed thei r  tradit ional  ancillary f u n c t i o n s  as t h e  w e a v e r s '  a i d s ,  a n d  e v e n  t h e  

i n d e n t u r i n g  of c h i l d r e n  w a s  carried on in its t radi t ional  manner well into t h e  19th  

century ((Prest, p. 65)). 

Any a t t e m p t  at r e f i n i n g  t h e  division of labor was strenuously resisted by t h e  

Coventry weavers. Because of their  relatively favorable  position in t h e  trade,  thei r  

o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  and thei r  unremitt ing zeal, the  bas ic  organization of t h e  t r ade  did not  

a l t e r  fundamentally unti l  t h e  1860's ((Prest, p. x; Searby 1973, p. 49; Searby 1977(a), 

p. 217)). In a d d i t i o n ,  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  d e l i c a t e  n a t u r e  of t h e  silk used for ribbon 

weaving, few, a t t e m p t s  were  made t o  m e c h a n i z e  t h e  t r a d e .  T h e  on ly  a t t e m p t  t o  

a p p l y  s t e a m  p o w e r  to t h e  weav ing  process was t h e  introduction of a single s t e a m  

engine in t h e  workshop of a manufacturer named Beck; it was summarily destroyed by 

a n  angry mob soon a f t e r  i t s  installation in 1831. 

Both t h e  ranks of t h e  masters  and men were  uniquely s t ra t i f ied  within t h e  town, 



and as t h e  years  p a s s e d  in t h e  e a r l y  p a r t  of t h e  c e n t u r y  t h e s e  d iv i s ions  e i t h e r  

r e m a i n e d  s t a b l e  ( in  t h e  case of  t h e  w e a v e r s )  o r  i n c r e a s e d  ( in  t h e  case of t h e  

masters). A t  t h e  beginning of t h e  century t h e  t r a d e  had been dominated by a dozen 

established mas te r s  who conducted most of thei r  business with t h e  a id  of undertakers 

who performed t h e  s a m e  functions as t h e  Nottingham bagmen. These mas te r s  made 

r e g u l a r  excurs ions  t o  London to sell  thei r  s tocks  t o  t h e  c i t y  wholesalers. However, 

during a boom period a f t e r  t h e  war these  London wholesalers realized t h a t  they could 

purchase goods more  cheaply by dealing directly in Coventry,  and many set up off ices  

in town. The reversal  in t r ade  policy caused an  a lmost  overnight  e x p a n s i o n  in  t h e  

number of masters ,  with as many as f i f ty  undertakers se t t ing  themselves up as small  

mas te r s  ((Prest, p. 50)). The result  of t h e  expansion was a two-tiered organization of 

masters.  The established masters,  heirs t o  tradit ion and  with pretentions of gentility, 

tr ied t o  maintain paternalist ic relations with thei r  workers. In c o n t r a s t ,  t h e  s m a l l  

m a s t e r s ,  t r y i n g  t o  c o n s t r u c t  a business niche for  themselves,  were  less deferent ia l  

towards thei r  laborers and more  eager  t o  gnaw away at tradit ional  standards ((Prest, 

p. 51)). 

P e r h a p s  t h e  m o s t  i n t r i g u i n g  fea tu re  of t h e  Coventry  t rade,  however, was the  

organization of t h e  weavers themselves, who were  divided in to  t h r e e  s t ra ta .  A t  t h e  

a p e x ,  b o t h  i n  t e r m s  of influence as well as numbers, were  t h e  'first hand' weavers 

whom P r e s t  describes as "working men with bourgeois virtues" ((Prest, p. 52)). T h e  

f i r s t  h a n d  w e a v e r s  d o m i n a t e d  p r o d u c t i o n ,  a n d  m a n y  o w n e d  t h e i r  own means of 

production. In t h e  mid-thirties over  1100 of th is  group possessed at leas t  two  looms, 

and a lmost  700 owned one ((Searby 1973, p. 50)). In f a c t ,  as l a t e  as 1838 t h e  f i r s t  

hands owned o r  hired over 80% of t h e  looms within t h e  town ((Ibid., p. 46)). In a 

s e n s e  t h e s e  f i r s t  hands were themselves pet ty ,  though marginal, capital ists ,  many of 

whom s c r i m p e d  a n d  s a v e d  whi le  e n t e r t a i n i n g  v i s i o n s  o f  t h e m s e l v e s  as s m a l l  



manufacturers. Since t he  vast majority of t he  looms in the  town were Dutch engine 

and Jacquard looms, which could produce multiple ribbons (usually 5 t o  8 a t  a time), 

many first  hands probably did a c c u m u l a t e  a l i t t l e  cap i t a l .  Few,  however ,  could 

transform their dreams into reality. 

Having multiple looms tha t  produced multiple ribbons the  f i rs t  hand usually hired 

one or more journeymen to  aid his family in production. These journeymen composed 

m o s t  of t h e  remain ing  sec t ion  of t h e  labor  f o r c e  and  w e r e  about two-thirds as 

numerous as their employers ((Prest, p. 53; Searby 1973, p. 50)). They w e r e  fu l ly  

ski l led weavers ,  having c o m p l e t e d  t h e  traditional seven year appreniiceship in t he  

trade, and do not seem t o  have been opppressively t reated by the  first  hands. Many 

of t he  deductions imposed on the  Nottingham framework kni t ters  were extracted from 

the  journeyman's wages, but even a f t e r  such deductions the  journeyman was  a b l e  t o  

earn about  70% of what the  first  hand made ((Searby 1973, p. 48, 50; Searby 1977(c), 

p. 763)). In addition, due t o  the  relative prosperity of the  trade, most second hands 

could expect  upward mobility t o  first  hand s ta tus  by the t ime  they were 35 ((Searby 

1977(c), p. 762)). 

The final (and by far the smallest) group was the  workshop or factory weavers 

who numbered no m o r e  t h a n  s e v e r a l  hundred  i n  1830. As I s t a t e d  e a r l i e r ,  t h e  

a b h o r a n c e  of more  disciplined divisions of labor than the predominant system made 

such  labor  anyth ing  b u t  pa l a t ab l e ,  a n d  t h o s e  w h o  p o s s i b l y  c o u l d  a v o i d  t h e  

regimentation did. Being an underclass of town weavers these workers seem to  have 

had li t t le influence and a t  best  a minor role in weavers' organizations, though i t  i s  

n o t  c l e a r  whether  t h e y  were actually socially isolated from the other two superior 

s t ra ta .  

This  layer ing  of mas te rs  and men and t h e  differentiation of s ta tus  among the 

weavers t hemse lves  was  i m p o r t a n t  in  dampen ing  t h e  poss ib i l i t i es  of open  c l a s s  



antagonism. However, th is  peculiar s t ra t i f ica t ion a lso  was accompanied by a n  act ive ,  

t h o u g h  p e r h a p s  n o t  c o m p l e t e ,  p a t e r n a l i s m  b e t w e e n  mas te r s  and men. There was 

throughout much of t h e  th i r t ies  a moral  economy of relat ions which  p r e s c r i b e d  t h e  

r i g h t s  a n d  responsibil i tes of both par t ies  ((Prest ,  p. 54)). The more  honorable large 

m a s t e r s  on o c c a s i o n  would s u p p o r t  l i m i t e d  s t r i k e  a c t i o n s  a g a i n s t  t h e i r  s m a l l e r  

r e c a l c i t r a n t  p e e r s ,  a n d  t h e  n a m e s  o f  t h e  d i s h o n o u r a b l e  m a s t e r s  frequently were 

printed in t h e  local  press  ((Prest, p. 58, 61)). 

So successful was this reciprocal  sys tem of re la t ions  t h a t  t h e  collective actions 

surrounding wage disputes largely had become routinized by t h e  p e r i o d  in  q u e s t i o n .  

A l m o s t  y e a r l y ,  dur ing t h e  t i m e  t h a t  t r ade  was slack and t h e  pressure for  reduction 

was most  acu te ,  t h e  weavers would cal l  a publ ic  m e e t i n g  -to a i r  t h e i r  g r i e v a n c e s .  

Af te r  thei r  cause  had been heard, a c o m m i t t t e e  f rom the i r  numbers, o r  one composed 

of t h e  respectable  inhabitants of t h e  town, would proceed f rom one establishment t o  

a n o t h e r  u rg ing  mas te r s  t o  avoid reductions. Virtually always a l l  bu t  one or  two  of 

t h e  smaller  mas te r s .  would adhere  with l i t t l e  hesitation. In f a c t ,  m a s t e r s  a n d  m e n  

routinely could m e e t  t o  negot ia te  e i the r  a reduction o r  increase  in t h e  standard list, 

a lmost  always avoiding a n  open and hostile clash ((Prest, p. 55, 59)). As a result t h e  

repetoi re  of collective act ion amongst t h e  weavers  virtually precluded any large-scale 

col lect ive  violence; they confined themselves t o  p r o c e s s i o n s ,  p l a c a r d i n g ,  m e e t i n g s ,  

l imited str ikes,  and a n  occasional donkeying ((Searby 1977(a), p. 203)). 

Coupled with th is  system of paternalist ic relat ions was a poli t ical  c u l t u r e  t h a t  

c o u l d  n e a t l y  c o m p l e m e n t  it. Th is  w a s  s o  f o r  severa l  reasons. First ,  though the  

corporation goverment  was a closed, corrupt,  and essentially self-perpetuating council, 

its d i r e c t  p o l i t i c a l  i n f l u e n c e  in  national poli t ics was  weak. This was because t h e  

town's char te r  mandated t h a t  only f reemen  who had served a t r a d i t i o n a l  s e v e n - y e a r  

a p p r e n t i c e s h i p  w e r e  e l i g i b l e  t o  v o t e  f o r  M. P.s ((Prest ,  p. 28)). Thus, corporate  



power brokers were in e f f ec t  dependent on the  tradesmen of their town t o  do their  

p o l i t i c a l  bidding in electing t h e  right representatives, with both sides being acutely 

aware of their  respective positions. If for nothing but utilitarian po l i t i ca l  mot ives ,  

t h e  c o r p o r a t i o n  was  a l ibera l  contributor t o  public char i t ies  and a patron of many 

weavers' causes. The game was frequently played out  in a standard ritual ((Prest, p. 

53, 69)). 

Second, the  corporation was not dominated by manufacturers, but by professional 

men such as bankers and lawyers, and members of t he  gentry and landed aristocracy. 

As men of independent  means i t  was easier for this group t o  take on paternalistic 

roles. Regardless of ease, i t  was certainly expedient as a theatrical facade t o  push 

i n t o  t h e  backround t h e i r  c o r r u p t  p r a c t i c e s .  In add i t i on ,  however, in a town so 
I 

dominated by workers, public opinion was t he  frequent champion of their plight, and 

t h e  weave r s  could  gene ra l l y  f ind  a l l i e s  among  shopkeepe r s  and other tradesmen 

((Prest, p. 36; Searby 1973, p. 49)). This balance of paternalism and group  i n t e r e s t  

b rought  t r a d e s m e n  and manufacturers together on a number of occasions t o  launch 

subscriptions for special strike funds t o  aid workers in their  strikes aga ins t  m a s t e r s  

who a t t e m p t e d  t o  u n d e r c u t  t h e  s t a n d a r d  l i s t  of pr ices  ((Searby 1977(b),' p. 347)). 

(Coventry, in f a c t  had more endowed charit ies and more liberal relief programs than 

Nottingham. A hefty disbursement of 1700 pounds of private charity alone, mostly in 

cash, was dispersed in 1830 ((Searby 1977(b), p. 360; Searby 1977(c), p. 766)) 1. For 

t h e  s a k e  of popu la r i t y  coddling t o  the weavers' in terests  probably was a relatively 

small price t o  pay. 

Finally, though the corporation had magisterial powers i t  was understaffed, had 

a relatively small constabulary, and was fearful of using military repression, believing 

tha t  this  was too volatile a force. Given this combination of factors the magistrates 

in their  authoritative capacity had t o  use their  roles with savvy; at times professions 



of sympathy seemed most  expedient. As P r e s t  notes,  

U n t i l  t h e  p o l i c e  were  organized in 1834, t h e  magis t ra tes  had o f ten  t o  address 
crowds several  thousands strong in p e r s o n ,  t o  s y m p a t h i z e  w i t h  t h e m ,  a n d  t o  
p e r s u a d e  t h e m  t o  g o  h o m e  peacefully. ... In these  c i rcumstances  the re  was a 
d i rec t  link between popular feeling and t h e  government of t h e  town, and t h e  old 
c o r p o r a t i o n  w a s  m o r e  a m e n a b l e  t o  t h e  wishes  of t h e  a r t i s a n s  t h a n  its 
o l i g a r c h i c a l  c o n s t i t u t i o n  would s u g g e s t .  I t  w a s  n o r m a l  i n  1 8 3 0  f o r  t h e  
m a g i s t r a t e s  t o  t a k e  t h e  p a r t  of t h e  weavers against  thei r  mas te r s  when they 
were  being paid low wages provided t h e  weavers  k e p t  t h e  p e a c e ,  o r  w e n t  n o  
f u r t h e r  t h a n  a l i t t l e  h o r s e p l a y ,  t h e i r  d e m o n s t r a t i o n s  w e r e  r e c e i v e d  w i t h  
sympathy. ((Prest, p. 53, 54)) 

When t h e  d rama was played o u t  with f inesse it was carr ied o u t  equally adroitly 

by t h e  weavers. During t h e  workshop b u r n i n g  o f  1831  m e n t i o n e d  p rev ious ly ,  t h e  

leaders  of t h e  weavers' c o m m i t t e e  themselves  enrolled as special  constables in order 

t o  preserve t h e  peace  and maintain t h e  balance of paternal ism ( (Searby  1977(a) ,  p. 

22 3)). 

G i v e n  t h i s  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  t r a d e  p a t e r n a l i s m ,  government part ial i ty,  and t h e  

sys tem of production i t  should b e  ant ic ipated t h a t  Coventry ribbon w e a v e r s  used  a n  

a r t i s a n a l  d i s c o u r s e  in  t h e i r  d isputes .  Their  position and thei r  in teres ts  within t h e  

t r ade  and t h e  town were  m a i n t a i n e d  in  p a r t  t h r o u g h  a w e b  of r e c i p r o c i t y ;  s u c h  

rhetor ic  not  only depicted thei r  own v i e w  of t h e  world, but t h e  view from t h e  top  as 

well. An analysis of t h e  h a l f - d o z e n  t e x t s  f r o m  t h e  t o w n  s h o w s  t h e m  a l l  t o  b e  

p r e d o m i n a n t l y  art isanal ,  with several  f e a t u r e s  being interwoven throughout t h e  texts.  

Most striking of these  character is t ics  is t h e  de fe rence  voiced toward t h e  magistracy 

a n d  t h e  h o n o r a b l e  m a n u f a c t u r e r s .  S p e a k e r s  at weavers meet ings  frequently were  

careful  t o  emphasize t h e  legi t imate  boundaries of conflict. Additionally, a couple of 

t e x t s  i n  t h e  s a m p l e  i l l u s t r a t e  t h a t  th i s  de fe ren t ia l  rhetor ic  was not  an  immutably 

fixed f e a t u r e  of t h e  p o l i t i c a l  l a n d s c a p e ,  b u t  w a s  r e i n f o r c e d  a n d  r e p r o d u c e d  in  

i n t e r a c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  w o r k e r s ,  m a s t e r s ,  a n d  m a g i s t r a t e s .  In o t h e r  words ,  t h e  

ar t icula t ions  of workers were  s table  in na tu re  precisely because t h e  s o c i o - d r a m a  o f  



r e l a t i o n s  p e r i o d i c a l l y  r e i n f o r c e d  t h e  s t a b i l i t y .  T h e  s a m p l e  t e x t s  a l s o  s h o w  a 

r e c o g n i t i o n  of t r a d e  and community interest .  Workers claimed legit imacy for thei r  

ac t ions  as m e m b e r s  o f  t o w n  a n d  t r a d e  as w e l l  as t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s  q u a  workers .  

F i n a l l y ,  s e v e r a l  o f  t h e  t e x t s ,  r e f l e c t i n g  t h e  m o r a l  economy of relat ions between 

mas te r  and worker, distinguish between honorable and dishonorable manufacturers.  In 

thei r  art iculations speakers  frequently delineated where t h e  boundaries of conflict  lay 

and towards whom the i r  i r e  was t o  b e  legit imately directed.  

S e v e r a l  o f  t h e s e  f e a t u r e s  a r e  s e e n  c l e a r l y  in t h e  following e x t r a c t  from a 

weavers' meeting in mid-August of 1829. Having suffered a 15% reduction in wages 

s e v e r a l  m o n t h s  p rev ious ly ,  s o m e  of t h e  s m a l l e r  m a s t e r s ,  f a c e d  w i t h  i n c r e a s e d  

competi t ion f r o m  F r a n c e ,  o n c e  a g a i n  w e r e  m a k i n g  a n x i o u s  s t i r r i n g s  f o r  f u r t h e r  

r e d u c t i o n s .  T h e  c h a i r  of t h e  m e e t i n g ,  Adams, ref lect ing on thei r  current  s ta tus ,  

analyses thei r  plight and outl ines thei r  course  of redress. 

He (Adams) begged briefly t o  d i rec t  a t tent ion t o  t h e  ob jec t  of t h e  meeting. Six 
weeks ago  they were  in a similar situation; a reduction w a s  t h e n  e f f e c t e d  by 
s o m e  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  o t h e r s  w e r e  o f  n e c e s s i t y  o b l i g e d  t o  fo l low,  and  t h e  
consequence was  a general  reduction of 1 5  per cent.  in t h e  p r i c e  of weav ing .  
T o  th i s  t h e  men agreed,  in t h e  hope t h a t  i t  would enable  t h e  mas te r s  t o  m e e t  
t h e  compet i t ion  i n t o  which  t h e y  h a d  b e e n  d r i v e n  w i t h  t h e  f o r e i g n e r s ,  a n d  
c o n s e q u e n t l y  a f f o r d  t h e m  more employment;  such, however, was unfortunately 
not t h e  case, f o r  a s t i l l  g r e a t e r  r e d u c t i o n  h a s  now b e e n  p r o p o s e d  by s o m e  
masters ,  which, if agreed t o  would reduce t h e  weavers of Coventry t o  the  s a m e  
state of wretchedness and degradation t o  which t h e  o ther  manufacturing dis t r ic ts  
have been brought. T o  adopt  means fo r  t h e  purpose of aver t ing this reduction 
was t h e  object  for  which they were  assembled, and h e  t rus ted t h a t  they would 
t a k e  s u c h  s t e p s  as would e n s u r e  t h e m  t h e  s u p p o r t  o f  t h e  i n t e l l i g e n t  a n d  
considerate  manufacturers  of t h e  ci ty;  they should b e  p r u d e n t  a n d  p e a c e a b l e ,  
a v o i d i n g  a l l  d i s o r d e r ;  they should b e  well convinced t h a t  by o ther  means they 
would d e f e a t  t h e  object  in view. If o p p r e s s e d  it w a s  n o t  g i v e n  t o  t h e m  t o  
a v e n g e  t h e i r  o w n  wrongs; they should, and h e  hoped they would b e  peaceable. 
There  was one  thing t o  which  h e  a t t r i b u t e d  t h e  p r e s e n t  a t t e m p t  t o  r e d u c e  
wages , -  it w a s  t h a t  of not having a standard list, by which a l l  mas te r s  should 
pay. Some of t h e  mas te r s  were  apprehensive t h a t  o t h e r s  w e r e  g e t t i n g  t h e i r  
work  m a d e  c h e a p e r  t h a n  they; and h e  thought t h e  mos t  advisable s t eps  t o  b e  
taken would be, t o  g o  around peaceably t o  t h e  masters ,  and  g e t  them t o  sign a 
list which had been adopted ((Times, Aug. 15, 1829)). 

This meeting, as it turned out,  was t h e  init iat ing act in a new round of socio- 



drama in which t h e  magis t ra tes  as p a t e r n a l i s t i c  m e d i a t o r s  p l a y e d  o u t  t h e i r  r o l e .  

Within  s e v e r a l  w e e k s ,  w i t h  t h e  in tercess ion of t h e  magis t ra tes ,  t h e  reduction was 

forestalled and t h e  grumblings of both men and m a s t e r s  were  quieted ((Searby 1977(a), 

p. 205)). 

In C o v e n t r y  t h e n  w e  f ind  a c o n c a t e n a t i o h  o f  c o n d i t i o n s  t h a t  f o s t e r e d  a n  

ar t i sanal  d i s c o u r s e .  N o t  on ly  d id  t h e s e  f a c t o r s  c o m b i n e  to f a v o r  t h i s  t y p e  of 
I 

d i s c o u r s e ,  b u t  t h e i r  s t a b i l i t y  caused a crystall ization of conditions t h a t  produced a . 

ritual-like evenness in t h e  workers' articulations. In turning t o  t h e  next  case, t h e  silk 

weavers of Spitalfields, we shall see  how t h e  des t ruct ion of such a s table  t h e a t r e  of 

relat ions also increased t h e  variance of t h e  mili tancy of workers' discourse in t h e  ebb 

and flow of contention.  

The Silk Weavers of Spitalfields 

S p i t a l f i e l d s ,  a work ing-c lass  d i s t r i c t  in  t h e  east - of  London i n h a b i t e d  by 

outworkers and laborers, holds several  parallels  to Coventry. The silk w e a v e r s  ( o n e  

of the  most populous groups in the  district), were  as t h e  ribbon weavers, outworkers 

who worked in domest ic  shops. As outworkers t h e y  s t i l l  r e t a i n e d  s o m e  a u t o n o m y ,  

a l t h o u g h  u n l i k e  t h e i r  C o v e n t r y  c o u n t e r p a r t s  t h e r e  were  c lea r  distinctions between 

producers and those  who con t ro l l ed  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  p r o c e s s .  A s  in C o v e n t r y  t h e  

p r o d u c t i o n  o f  c l o t h  was  controlled by a number of masters  so t h a t  cap i ta l  was not 

exceptionally c o n c e n t r a t e d  ( though  t h e  s m a l l  m a s t e r  i n  S p i t a l f i e l d s  w a s  qu ick ly  

succumbing to t h e  t r i a l s  of a depressed trade). Finally, in Spitalfields we also find a 

sustained period of capital-labor peace and some a t t e m p t  by t h e  p o w e r s  t h a t  b e  t o  

c u l t i v a t e  a p a t e r n a l i s t i c  political culture. The  Spitalf ields weavers, however, were 

di f ferent  in lacking a s table  t h e a t r e  of labor relations. Unl ike  t h e  r ibbon  w e a v e r s  

the  na tu re  of t h e  silk weavers' grievances, t h e  pa r t i e s  with whom they contended, and 



t h e  p o i n t  d u r i n g  c o n t e n t i o n  a t  w h i c h  i n t e r a c t i o n  t o o k  p l a c e  w e r e  v a r i a b l e  

d e t e r m i n a n t s  of t h e  weavers '  rhetoric. Contrasting Spitalfields, where questions of 

t i m e  and in teract ion were  problematic, with Coventry, where  they were  much less so, 

s h o u l d  p r o v i d e  a rough  measure of how uti l i tarian theor ies  of collective act ion can  

f a c i l i t a t e  t h e  understanding of t h e  art iculation of group interests.  

T h e  S p i t a l f i e l d s  s i lk  w e a v e r s  occupy a peculiar p lace  in t h e  historiography of 

nineteenth-century industrial relations. They a r e  mentioned o f ten  as a pr ime example  

o f  t h e  c h a n g i n g  nature  of British industry, y e t  they  have received surprisingly l i t t l e  

a t tent ion.  T o  a g r e a t  e x t e n t  t h e  p a u c i t y  o f  a v a i l a b l e  m a t e r i a l  on  t h e  w e a v e r s  

p r o b a b l y  is d u e  t o  t h e  operation of t h e  Spitalfields Acts ,  a ser ies  of legislation t h e  

f i rs t  p iece  of which was passed by par l iament  in 1773. This legislation controlled t h e  

operat ions  of t h e  t r ade  until its repeal  in 1824. Up to this  period t h e  weavers were 

infamous fo r  the i r  contentous  spirit;  rioting and c lo th  slashing were  standards p a r t  of 

the i r  repetoire.  For over 50 years  these  acts, purposefully designed t o  prevent such 

d i s t u k b a n c e s ,  l e g i s l a t e d  r e l a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  m a s t e r s  a n d  men .  A s  a r e s u l t ,  t h e  

Spitalf ields t r a d e  experienced a s t re tch  of labor p e a c e  t h a t  was virtually unheard of 

in o ther  a r e a s  of t h e  country. Quietude does not  d raw a t t en t ion  as easily, and i t  is 

probably for  th is  reason t h a t  so l i t t l e  writing has  been done on t h e  weavers. Despite 

th is  t h e  weavers' case is deserving of more  scrutiny than  it has  received. They were  

among  t h e  las t  and most significant t r a d e  t o  see t h e  legal  protection of thei r  s t a t u s  

ravaged by t h e  rising t ide  of political economy. Given t h e  f a c t  t h a t  many ,  if n o t  

t h e  m a j o r i t y ,  o f  t h e  S p i t a l f i e l d s  weavers  g rew up under th i s  somet ime benevolent 

regime, knowing only t h e  pitched b a t t l e s  b e t w e e n  m a s t e r s  a n d  m e n  t h r o u g h  t h e i r  

e l d e r s '  r e m i n i s c e n c e s ,  t h e i r  r e a c t i o n  t o  t h e  r e p e a l  is of even more interest .  To 

understand t h e  weavers' response t o  t h e  depression and reductions s tar t ing in 1828 i t  

is necessary to understand t h e  previous system under which they worked. 



The Spitalfields Acts were created,  in the  words of Sir John Fielding, t o  provide 

"a radical cure  for all tumultous assemblies from tha t  quarter so  disrespectful t o  the 

king and so disagreeable to the  government" ((as quoted in Hammonds 1967, p. 210)). 

The  weave r s  w e r e  indeed  a spir i ted,  cantankerous, and independent group who had 

l i t t le  hesitiation in using collective violence t o  uphold what they believed t o  be their  

r i gh t s  as Engl ishmen.  To s t a b i l i z e  re la t ions  between masters and men and in an 

e f for t  t o  prevent any further recurrences of t he  riots of 1769, a series of acts was 

passed beginning in 1773 (and periodically added t o  t i l l  1811) regulating many of the  

aspects of t he  trade. Pe rhaps  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  a m o n g  t h e s e  r egu la t i ons  was  t h e  

manner in which the wages of t he  weavers were set. Under the  provisions of the a c t  

collective bargaining was mandated by requiring masters  and  men  t o  a p p e a r  b e f o r e  

l o c a l  m a g i s t r a t e s  wi th  a l i s t  of p r i c e s  f o r  e a c h  a r e a  of t h e  t r a d e  which t h e  

magistrates then declared a s  the  standard list. Should t he  masters and men disagree 

t h e  case wen t  i n t o  a r b i t r a t i o n  b e f o r e  t h e  m a g i s t r a t e s .  Largely ignorant of the 

technical mat te rs  involved,  such  a r b i t r a t i o n  w a s  gene ra l l y  advan tageous  f o r  t h e  

weavers, as the  magistrates established wages almost wholly on the basis of the price 

of provisions ((Clapham, p. 460-1)). Since t h e  m a s t e r s  who t r i e d  t o  unde rcu t  t h e  

s t a n d a r d  l i s t  were subject t o  prosecution, the le t te r  of t he  list was rarely violated. 

The sympathetic a t t i tude  of t he  magistrates coupled wi th  t h e i r  d e s i r e  t o  k e e p  t h e  

poor  r a t e s  low t r a n s f o r m e d  t h e  weavers, in the  words of the Hammonds, into "an 

aristocracy among wage earners" ((Hammonds 1967, p. 213)). I t  was  n o t  uncommon 

for them to earn between 16-18 s. a week (before reductions) by working a 12 t o  14 

hour day ((Select Comm. on Handloom Weavers Petit ions 1834, hereaf ter  S.C. 1834)). 

While the depression of 1816 initiated a long-term decline in the  trade, the Acts still 

provided some buffer against rapid degradation. 

In addi t ion  t o  t h e  c l a u s e s  r egu la t i ng  wages  the  acts also regulated how the 



production of ar t ic les  was carried out, putting restrictions on both masters and men. 

Under the act t h e  weavers were required to accept  work from only one master at a 

t ime, in an a t t empt  t o  ensure prompt and regular completion of the  master's orders. 

Weavers were also prevented from employing more than two apprentices at one t ime, 

and this provision probably prevented some of t h e  b e t t e r  paid amongs t  t h e m  f r o m  

es tab l i sh ing  t h e m s e l v e s  as sma l l  m a s t e r s  ((Clapham, p. 461)). On the other side, . . 

masters who had ar t ic les  produced within Spitalfields were prohibited from employing 

workers outside the  area,  thus preventing direct  competition between the  weavers in 

Spitalfields and those t o  t he  southwest. 

Whether the acts were detrimental or beneficial t o  t he  Spitalfields t rade was of 

course a hotly debated issue long a f t e r  t h e i r  r epea l .  During t h e  d r ive  f o r  t h e i r  

abo l i t i on  i t  was  by and  l a rge  t h e  large ci ty  merchants, men who had l i t t le  direct 

contact  with t h e  Spitalfields a rea ,  who pushed t h e  cause .  In c o n t r a s t  t h e  s m a l l  

masters  who lived in the  parish favored the  . ac t s ,  believing they ensured "a s t a t e  of 

quietude and repose" ((as quoted in McCann, p. 6)). Whatever t he  case migh t  have  

been in regards t o  capital, the  effects  of the  acts were on balance beneficial for the 

weavers. Having to  worry l i t t l e  a b o u t  t r a d e  r e l a t i o n s  t h e  w e a v e r s  t u r n e d  t h e i r  

a t t e n t i o n  t o  a v a r i e t y  of l e i sure  activites. During these years, for example, they 

founded a host of learned and literary societies including entomological, floricultural, 

mathematical, and historical societies ((Yeo and Thompson, p. 106; Hammonds 1967, 

p. 212)). An even more important by-product of t h e  a c t s  was t h e  l ack  of i n t e r e s t  

tha t  the  weavers exhibited towards unionism. When, for example, i t  was proposed t o  

t he  commit tee  of engine silk weavers t ha t  they join the  fight for the  repeal of t he  

Combination laws the  society magnanimously resolved; 

That protected as we have been for years  under the  salutary laws and wisdom 
o f  t h e  l e g i s l a t u r e ,  a n d  being c o m p l e t e l y  unapprehens ive  of any  s o r t  of 
combination on our part ,  we cannot therefore  t a k e  any  s o r t  of n o t i c e  of t h e  



invitation held by Mr Place. 

When t h e  resolution was proposed to  the  weavers meeting they exclaimed "The law, 

cling t o  t h e  law, i t  will protect  us" ((Warner, p. 513-14; see also P r o t h e r o  1979,  p. 

202)). (The  silk weavers  were entirely willing t o  lend support t o  the  corn laws s o  

long as t h e  prohib i t ion  in t h e  a c t  a g a i n s t  fo r e ign  wrought  silk was  ma in t a ined  

((Prothero 1979, p. 220)).) 

A t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  a s  complacency  g r e w  among  t h e  weave r s  a s ense  of 

paternalism grew among a number of t he  masters who controlled the  t r ade .  P a r t l y  

spurred by an Anglican evangelism (which was becoming infectious among the  London 

bourgeoisie), and partly by the  waning but haunting remembrances  of p a s t  o u t r a g e s  

merchants, bankers, and other large businessmen established a presence with a series 

of charitable institutions. The soup kitchen, benevolent  soc i e ty ,  and  o t h e r  s imi l a r  

o r g a n i z a t i o n s  a c t i v e l y  c a m e  t o  t h e  a i d  of t h e  weave r s  when t i m e s  were slack, 

offering food, money, and a heavy dose. of religion. In 1812, for example, during a 

slack period in the  t rade,  the soup society sold quarts  for 1 d. t o  7000 persons a day. 

Between 1812-14 t h e  benevolent society made 155,140 visits, dispensing 23,437 pounds 

as- wel l  a s  s o m e  less appreciated spiritual advice ( ( ~ c C a n n ,  p. 13-14, 26)). Charity 

and Sunday schools also were proliferated t h roughou t  t h e  a r e a ,  though t h e y  s e e m  

mostly to have a t t rac ted  the interest  of the  more skilled workers ((Ibid., p. 6, 9, 11)). 

The weavers, especially in the  plain trades, appreciated t o  some extent  these e f for t s  

for what they were as a t tempts  a t  social control. Yet as McCann has observed, the 

work of t h e  bourgeoisie was not without i t s  rewards in producing some complacency 

((op. cit., p. 28-9)). 

T h e s e  a t t e m p t s  a t  soc i a l  c o n t r o l  o c c u r e d  dur ing  a per iod when t h e  t rade  

generally was prospering, especially from 1815 t o  t h e  t i m e  of t h e  r e p e a l  ( (Se lec t  

Commit tee  on the  Silk Trade 1832, Q. 4163; hereaf ter  S.C. 1832)). The two decades 

a f t e r  1811 saw the  population of t h e  Spitalfields and adjoining Bethnal Green parishes 



increase rapidly from 59,000 t o  90,000, with most of t h e  surge coming in t he  la t te r  

(( McCann , p. 2)). Despite t he  political economists' ardent  and optimistic predictions 

this was all t o  change a f t e r  t he  repeal of t he  acts and reduction of tariffs,  especially 

by 1828 when the t rade  s ta r ted  t o  languish into an extended depression ((S.C. 1832, 

Q. 8525)). 

One aspect  of the  t rade  tha t  was almost wholly. untouched by repeal, however, 

was t he  system of production under which the  weavers worked. Even a f t e r  1825 the  

f a c t o r y  sys t em or workshop hardly encroached on the  traditional putting-out system, 

with only two appearing through 1830 to  produce  low g r a d e  d r e s s  goods. As o n e  

m a n u f a c t u r e r  sugges ted ,  f r e e  t r a d e  had a c t u a l l y  discouraged the development of 

f a c t o r y  product ion  by br inging on a depress ion  and  t h u s  d i s c o u r a g i n g  c a p i t a l  

i n v e s t m e n t  ((Warner,  p. 74; S.C. 1832, testimonies of William Brunskill (4.676) and 

Ambrose Moore (4.1 1172) )). 

The  put t ing-out  process ,  t o  a large degree, had remained unchanged since t he  

eighteenth century. None of the  processing leading up t o  t he  weaving was  done  in 

Spitalfields, creating a fairly homogeneous labor force within the parish. Under this 

system work was regularly picked up and deposited at one of t h e  l oca l  wa rehouses  

and the  weavers were allowed a weekly wage draw debited t o  their  accounts should 

their  work take  longer t o  complete than one week ((Warner, p. 68, 103)). Until mid- 

century many masters employed several hundred weavers and their families producing 

a wide variety of goods from plain gros de  naples (a standard broad silk) t o  some of 

t h e  m o s t  reknowned fancy goods and tapestries in Europe ((Warner, p. 73)). Under 

this regime the  production costs  were deducted from t h e  weaver's piece rate ,  so t ha t  

h i s  n e t  wage was  genera l ly  reduced by several shillings ((Warner, p. 102)). Though 

before t he  repeal of the  a c t s  most weavers owned their own looms, i t  is not c lear  t o  

what extent  this continued a f t e r  1825, since weavers were frequently forced to pawn 



much of their  property t o  s tave off starvation ((McCann, p. 3; S.C. 1832, Q. 9983, 

11282)). 

Chi ldren  were ,  of cou r se ,  fac i l i t a tors  in t he  production process. They began 

learning quilling and other ancillary processes by t h e  age  of 6 or 7, and by the  age 

of 1 3  w e r e  g iven  training in the weaving of simple fabrics ((McCann, p. 3)). Most 

sons followed their fa thers  into t he  trade; and the  bi t ter  irony of t he  depression was 

t h a t  be ing  t o o  poor  t o  pay f o r  a n  apprent iceship in another t rade  many weavers' 

children probably were wed t o  poverty when they were introduced t o  the  loom. 

Weavers were, in sum, fairly content under the  acts. Many owned the means of 

production, controlled t he  pace of their labor, of ten earned a respectable wage, and 

d id  n o t  have  t o  worry a b o u t  p r o t r a c t e d  t r a d e  d i sputes .  S o  long as they were 

peaceable and played according t o  the  rules they could expec t  t h e  sympa thy  of t h e  

magistrates and the  assistance of local charities. Their most troublesome nemisis was 

t he  periodic bout of depression to which the  t rade  fel l  prey. It was in some senses a 

golden age .  Tarn ished  by t h e  depresssion in  t h e  mid t e e n s ,  i t  was  f inal ly  and 

thoroughly transformed with the  repeal of t he  acts and the  opening  up of p o r t s  t o  

foreign goods. 

To  a p p r e c i a t e  t h e  weavers' perceptions of their  condition when their activities 

a r e  picked up in 1829 i t  is necessary t o  understand t h e  rapidity of their  downfall in 

t h e  i n t e rven ing  yea r s  from 1825. Whether i t  was only foreign competition and the 

repeal of the  acts or increased home competition from Lancashire is unclear. What 

i s  a p p a r e n t  is  t h a t  t h e  decline of both the weaver and the  small master was both 

precipitous and ruthless in its. steady progress. From mid-year of 1826 t o  mid-1829 

t h e  wages of the  weavers dropped 30% (more in the  fancy trades), and they continued 

to drop by another 20% by 1832 ((S.C. 1832, Q. 8349, 10876)). (Correspondingly the  

d r o p  in t h e  p r i c e s  of provis ions in the  same period was only 7.5% ((S.C. 1832, Q. 



9478)) ),. Even these wages, however, were looked upon with envy by many weavers. 

By t h e  beginning of 1829 ful ly  5,000 out  of t h e  16,000 looms in Spitalfields were 

wholly out  of employment ((S.C. 1832, Q. 5764, 8392)). In addition, half-work rapidly 

increased as conditions worsened, so tha t  many weavers were earning a pittance of 4 

112 s. per week ((Ibid. Q. 4062)). Finally, with t h e  onslaught of fancy  goods f r o m  

France, the  numbers of weavers producing such fabrics  plummeted (from 4000 looms 

in 1826 t o  300 in 1832) and those weavers were f o r c e d  t o  work on c o a r s e r  goods 

which required half the labor ((Ibid., 4446, 8439, 10752)). 

As wages fe l l  t h e  number  of weave r s  on t h e  d o l e  rapidly increased .  T h e  

numbers in t he  dreaded workhouses increased by a third (721 t o  1,029) from 1826-29, 

while during the  same period the  total  under outdoor relief soared 860% (289 t o  2487) 

((S.C. 1832,  Q. 8378)). If i t  were not for t he  pride of many weavers these figures 

surely would h a v e  been  higher .  Thus, by 1829  t h e  w e a v e r s  of Spi ta l f ie lds  had  

succumbed t o  a rap id  deg rada t ion  and s e v e r e  demoral izat ion.  As one long-time 

master woefully remarked "they a r e  not t he  respectable body, in any sense, t ha t  they 

I 
I once were" ((S.C. 1832, Q. 11280)); and Francis Place commenting on their  condition 
I 

I observed "I can safely say t ha t  in intelligence, in form, in size, in cleanliness, they 

a r e  far  below every other t rade  in the metropolis. They a r e  now what some of the  

other meaner trades were 40 years ago" ((as quoted in Prothero 1979, p. 210)). 

T h e  h o r r o r s  of t h e  depress ion  were  n o t  reserved for the weavers alone, the  

smaller master t o o  was  i t s  unwilling v i c t im .  T h e s e  m a s t e r s  had suppor ted  t h e  

w e a v e r s  in  t he i r  campaign t o  retain t he  acts and prohibitions, believing i t  was such 

legislation in par t  t ha t  kept  t he  t rade bouyant and master-worker r e l a t i ons  cord ia l .  

Fully c o g n i z a n t  of their  inability t o  compete with the  large c i ty  merchants because 

of their lack of capital, they viewed the coming of f r e e  t rade with grea t  trepidation. 

Their f ea r s  were born out  fully in a brief period of time. While one year a f te r  the  



repeal of prohibition there  were 167 broadsilk m a n u f a c t u r e r s  six y e a r s  l a t e r  t h e i r  

w e r e  only 79,  67 having f a i l ed  and  17 having retired ((S.C. 1832, Q. 8445, 8447)). 

What  bus iness  remained  s t ead i ly  p e r c o l a t e d  t o  t h e  top ,  f o r  i t  was  t h e  l a r g e r  

c a p i t a l i s t s  who could afford t o  produce high volumes of cheap goods t o  s tay af loat  

((Ibid., Q. 5770, 7701)). To many weavers t he  demise of t he  small master not only 

m e a n t  a s h i f t  in t h e  sou rce  of t h e i r  wages ,  i t  a l s o  sharply changed their social 

relations. Many of t he  silk manufacturers before t he  repeal had lived and conducted 

t h e i r  bus iness  ou t s ide  of t h e  par i sh ;  in t h e  mid- teens  no more  than 6% of the  

population of t he  area was petty-bourgeoisie ((McCann, p. 5)). The  f a i l u r e  of t h e  

s m a l l  m a s t e r ,  who was  mos t  likely t o  reside in t h e  parish, must have gone a long 
1 

way toward widening the  social and physical gap between masters and men. 

This  t h e n  was  t h e  sordid state f rom which t h e  weave r s  t r i e d  t o  extr icate  

themselves. I t  is exactly at this point, in a dialectic irony, t ha t  the  half-century of 

l abor  p e a c e  b e c a m e  s o  c r u c i a l  t o  t h e i r  subsequen t  actions. For a f t e r  so  long a 

period of relative docility the current  generation had l i t t le  experience in mobil iz ing 

f o r  l abor  s t ruggle .  Indeed t h e  h i s to ry  of the  weavers' actions is one of frenzied 

activity from 1825 to  the  end of t he  decade. In almost rapid-fire success ion  f r o m  

o n e  y e a r  t o  t h e  n e x t  they tried a wide variety of actions, never sticking with any 

one in particular, ye t  returning t o  them all as each succeeding a t t e m p t  fa i led .  In 

1825  t h e y  pe t i t i oned  parliament against the  repeal of prohibition. In the following 

year they formed a short-lived relief society,  t r i e d  conc i l i a t i on  wi th  m a s t e r s  a n d  

m e m o r i a l i z e d  t h e  roya l  fami ly  f o r  pa t ronage .  Again in 1827 they  pe t i t i oned  
I 

parliament for wage protection and also engaged in a general strike t o  raise wages. 

Having l o s t  t h e  s t r i k e  t h e  weavers once more turned to  petitioning parliament for  

< wage fixing and also s tar ted a campaign for tariff  protection in 1828. In 1829 they 

took up the almost moribund pract ice  of destroying goods while still in the  loom, and 



in addition founded half a dozen  co-opera t ives .  Final ly ,  in 1830 and  1831 t h e y  

r e t u r n e d  t o  seek ing  roya l  p a t r o n a g e ,  pe t i t i on ing  f o r  re l ie f  th rough subsidized 

emigration to Australia, and building a union ((Prothero 1979, p. 211-12)). Needless  

to say, all these effor ts  met  with failure. 

T h e  Sp i t a l f i e ld s  weave r s  thus provide a special opportunity t o  investigate how 

workers' rhetoric can vary given the  phase of t he  collective action and the  changing 

c h a r a c t e r  of t h e  pa r t i e s  involved. Given the  other variables in the  model - basic 

outwork production, a history of labor peace, an a t t empt  by t h e  bourgeoisie and the  

magistrates at paternalistic social control -- we should expect an artisanal discourse. 

Within t he  framework of this d i scourse ,  however ,  t h e  mi l i t ancy  and  t h e  s p e c i f i c  

content of the  rhetoric should vary. 

An analysis of a series of t ex ts  of meetings from contiguous collective actions 

in 1829 indeed shows tha t  t he  militancy of t he  weavers' discourse experienced several 

shifts. In a series of meetings during the  f i r s t  quarter  of the  year,  called t o  discuss 

t h e  cont inu ing  t r a d e  depress ion ,  worke r s  p e t i t i o n e d  s e v e r a l  b r a n c h e s  o f  t h e  

g o v e r n m e n t  in  a n  e f f o r t  t o  win relief. The tex ts  from these meetings a r e  heavily 

artisanal in character,  largely deferential  towards the authorities, and involve several 

common themes. First, as one of their  petitions declared, the  lot of the poor was t o  

"work or  s ta rve ;"  worke r s  had t o  l ive  by t h e i r  l abor  which suppor t ed  o t h e r s .  

However ,  within t h e  n a t u r a l  order of things workers were guaranteed a reasonable 

subsistence by those for whom they labored. J u s t i c e  f r o m  t h e  a u t h o r i t i e s  m e a n t  

above  a l l  t h e  guarantee of a secure livelihood. Second, by opening British ports t o  

fore ign  wrought  silk t h e  g o v e r n m e n t  had  a b r o g a t e d  i t s  respons ib i l i t i es  in t h i s  

r e c i p r o c a l  a r r angemen t ,  placing the  principle of f ree  t rade ahead of the welfare of 

t he  working classes. In addition, t he  government had jeopardized the  i n t e rna l  t r a d e  

of the country for external  relations. 



Third, as the  government initially was negligent, i t  was t he  right of the  workers 

t o  be  compensated for these actions. Exactly how they were to be  compensated was 

within t he  purview of the  au tho r i t i e s ,  and  t h e  onus  of respons ib i l i ty  was  on t h e  

a u t h o r i t i e s  t o  r ende r  justice. Throughout the  series of meetings the  workers never 

threatened and indeed cautioned against collective violence. They  neve r  sugges t ed  

a n y  p a r t i c u l a r  p rog ram of a c t i o n ,  though they opined on one occasion tha t  if the 

g o v e r n m e n t  did n o t  p rovide  r ed re s s  t hey  w e r e  n o t  obl iged t o  p a y  a n y  t a x e s .  

However, t he  weavers' rhetoric was never militant; i t  always counseled legal redress. 

This  migh t  wel l  h a v e  been  t h e  case b e c a u s e  t h e  w e a v e r s  r e c o g n i z e d  t h a t  a n  

i nc reas ing  mil i tancy in their  discourse could prompt nervous magistrates t o  suppress 

their  gatherings. In addition, t he  weavers might have been cautious not t o  alienate 

the  local magistrates, several of whom had argued their case in front of a number of 

government committees. 

The  p l ea s  and  p e t i t i o n s  of t h e  weavers, despite their  deferential  tone, were 

cooly rebuffed by t h e  government. The weavers, still searching f o r  redress ,  t u rned  

their e f for t s  toward the manufacturers. By t h e  second quarter  of the  year the silk 

weavers sporadically renewed the  tried and t rue pract ice  of midnight skulking and the  

cutting silk in the  loom, coupling this with the  occasional harassment of a master in 

t he  streets.  Because of t he  wary remonstrances of t h e  m a g i s t r a t e s  t h e  p a c e  and  

scope  of  t h i s  a c t i v i t y  did n o t  esca la te ,  but over t h e  next month the militancy of 

their  rhetoric did take  a decided turn upward. 

The arguments put  forth by the  weavers in some respects paralleled those tha t  

had been b rough t  to b e a r  on t h e  gove rnmen t .  Mas t e r s  and  men,  while  having 

competing interests,  were bound in a reciprocity of t rade interest. The masters had 

violated t he  spirit of t he  t rade by not keeping their house in o rde r ;  t hey  lacked  a 

un i form l i s t  of  p r i c e s  which ensured a living wage. If the  masters had kept  order 



they could have made a reasonable profit  and fairly remunera t red  t h e  workers .  I t  

was thus t he  responsibility of the masters t o  co r r ec t  t he  present crisis; if they failed 

the  weavers were no longer responsible t o  heed their side of t h e  obligation. 

This last  point was t h e  key to  the  workers' position; unlike their  petitions t o  the 

government i t  contained veiled threats  of violence and destruction. Over a period of 

s e v e r a l  d a y s  i n  early May, during which the  journeymen amassed to articulate their 

grievances, t h e  th rea t  of property destruction became more central  t o  their discourse. 

On May 6, a f t e r  a series of public meetings, t h e  weavers representatives proclaimed; 

... there  were, no doubt, many honorable men t o  be  found-  a t  t h e  mee t ing  a s  
manufacturers,  but there  were also among them many whose pledges and whose 
honour were so  of ten forfeited, t ha t  any body of silk weavers would not place 
a n y  r e l i a n c e  wha teve r  upon them.  H e  (Mr. Hun te r )  would recommend an 
immediate and amicable  a d j u s t m e n t  of a l l  d i f f e r e n c e s  b e t w e e n  them.  The  
F r e n c h m a n  was  in their  market,  and i t  required a cordial co-operation of both 
to bea t  him out; and he well knew that ,  with protecting duty a f f o r d e d  by t h e  
g o v e r n m e n t ,  t h e  m a s t e r s  could, with sa fe ty  to themselves, return to the book 
prices, and afterwards bea t  the  foreigner. I t  was, no doubt ,  t h e  d u t y  of t h e  
m a s t e r s  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e  journeymen,  as i t  was  t h e  bounden d u t y  of t h e  
journeymen to protect  t he  p rope r ty  of t h e  m a s t e r s ;  a n d  h e  and  h i s  b r o t h e r  
colleagues would then go  to  t he  respective t rade  houses, and, as far as in them 
lay, prevent t he  further destruction of property ((Times, May 7, 1829)). 

However ,  having f a i l ed  t o  ga in  r ed re s s  f r o m  t h e  m a n u f a c t u r e r s ,  another  public 

meeting was held soon after.  The threa t  contained in their  message t h i s  t i m e  was  

hardly concealed. 

Mr. Ogle, one of the deputies, addressed the  meeting. He observed, tha t  i t  was 
t h e  law of nations, wherever a flag of t ruce  was  s e n t  by a be l l i ge ren t ,  t h a t  
during t h e  negotiation hostilites should be  suspended. The commit tee  of masters 
had sent  a flag of t ruce t o  them, and had proposed terms which would be laid 
before them. He hoped tha t  all hostilities would cease ti l l  they found i t  useless 
t o  negotiate, and then they might "war to the  knife" (immense uproar). ... 
Mr. Og le  said,  t ha t  the masters had determined to  form a standing commit tee  
to negotiate with them on all  occasions where t h e  interests of e i ther  party were 
at stake. The masters had requested him t o  use all t h e  influence he possessed 
with t he  journeymen t o  prevent a further destruction of their property. All he 
could do was t o  recommend i t  while t he  negotiation was pending. 
Mr. Lazarus said t ha t  he was sure be t t e r  t e r m s  migh t  b e  ob t a ined  f rom t h e  
masters,  if they persevered in their demands. 
Mr. Yearly said, t ha t  if he  were to propose t o  13,000 weavers t ha t  they should 
a c c e p t  t h e  s t a r v a t i o n  p r i c e s  which had  been  proposed by the  masters, the 



consequence would be, tha t  t h e  feelings of t h e  weavers would be  hardened up t o  
such a pitch of f renzy , .as  t o  endanger t he  100,000 pounds wor th  of p rope r ty  
they had in their  possession belonging t o  the  masters... 
Mr. Oliver said, t ha t  t he  greater  portion of t h e  distress was caused by masters 
underselling each other. Some of the  masters  could only give 4 112 d. a yard 
for silk, while other masters gave 9 d.. 
Mr Chadwick said, tha t  t he  masters might be  well assured tha t  nothing short of 
t he  prices of 1824 would put an end t o  t he  hosti l i t ies b e t w e e n  t h e m  and  t h e  
journeyman weave r s ,  and  h e  knew v e r y  well they could afford t o  give those 
prices ... ((Morning Chronicle, May 8, 1829)). 

I t  is doubtful whether the weavers could have carried out a full-scale assault on 

t h e  manufacturers' property for several reasons. For one, t he  ex t reme poverty of t he  

worke r s  m i t i g a t e d  a g a i n s t  a n  ex t ended  work s toppage  tha t  such collective action 

would have entailed. Privately, t he  weavers must have been aware of this dilemma. 

For  another,  the scat ter ing of looms throughout t he  parish in workers1 homes and the 

relatively low level of o rgan iza t ion  among  t h e  w e a v e r s  t hemse lves  m a d e  such  a 

c o n c e r t e d  t h r e a t  unlikely.  Final ly ,  e v e n  if t h e  worke r s  had  been  more  highly 

organized, repression by t h e  l oca l  a u t h o r i t i e s  l ikely would have  been  m o r e  t h a n  

equally organized t o  effectively stifle any on-going large-scale collective action. 

To t h e  masters, however, who were largely physically and socially isolated from 

the  journeymen, the threats  were seen in a different light. As Warden, a member of 

t h e  masters  committee,  explained a f t e r  they had given in t o  the  weavers '  demands ,  

"We had, through this committee,  the  infuriated multitude t o  reason with; and, with 

t h e  multitude suffering, distress had banished reason" ((Times, May 12 ,  1829). T h e  

m a n u f a c t u r e r s  t h u s  a l lowed t h e  weave r s  w h a t  w a r d e n  t e r m e d  t h e i r  "bloodless 

revo1ution;l' from their vantage point in the  more fashionable p a r t  of t h e  town t h e  

w e a v e r s  w e r e  a n  undi f fe ren t ia ted  and threatening mass which was on the  verge of 

being transformed into a mob. 

The  v i c t o r y  of the weavers, however, as the  manufacturers had predicted, was 

short-lived. Smaller masters began undercutting t h e  l i s t ;  by t h e  end  of J u n e  t h e  

weavers were reduced to  the  same state of misery t ha t  had prompted the threats  of 



l a t e  April. The threa ts  having failed Spitalfields experienced t h e  first  series of riots 

i t  had s e e n  in  many years .  T h e r e  does  no t  s e e m  t o  have  been  any  wholesale 

destruction of silk, and if there  was a secret  organizing c o m m i t t e e  of p i l l agers  i t  

does  n o t  s e e m  t o  have  r e a c h e d  m o r e  than a highly selected group of journeymen. 

While t he  silk weavers might have expected the rioting t o  produce similar results as 
I 

t h e  t h r e a t s  of  May, i t  only s e rved  t o  d r a w  t h e  i r e  of t h e  masters ,  st iffen the  

punitive resolve of t he  magistrates and the  Home Office, and bring a quick cessation 

t o  the philanthropic ventures t ha t  had kept  many from u t te r  starvation. 

After the  riots many of t he  weavers once again humbly t u r n e d  t o  pe t i t i on ing  

the government with a number of schemes including a plan for emigration and a wage 

protection plan. The i r  a r g u m e n t s  w e r e  t h e  s a m e  a s  t h o s e  t h e y .  had  a r t i c u l a t e d  

s e v e r a l  mon ths  previously.  As o n e  weaver ,  Robe r t  Noquet, noted in launching a 

petition drive 'I... t he  operative classes were entit led t o  protection. The aristocracy, 

t h e  commons ,  t h e  landed and t h e  funded interests were all protected, and none but 

t he  weakest of all  were l e f t  unprotected" ((Voice of t h e  People, Jan. 29, 1831)). The 

mi l i t ancy  in t h e i r  d i s cou r se  was  d i sp laced  by a p p e a l s  t o  a fundamental sense of 

reciprocity; t he  th rea t s  of collective violence had passed with t h e  riots. 

The articulations of the Spitalfields weavers thus provide support for several of 

the  hypotheses t ha t  have  been  s t a t e d .  F i r s t ,  as in t h e  case of Coven t ry ,  t h e y  

provide confirmation of t h e  hypotheses concerning the  roots of an artisanal discourse. 

Second, and in contrast  t o  Coventry, this case has shown how in t h e  a b s e n c e  of a 

crystallized thea t re  of relations t he  militancy of discourse followed the ebb and flow 

of collective action. In this sense discourse was used by the  weavers as a resource, 

one whose value could be  especially important t o  a conflict  group tha t  had low levels 

of other types of resources. Finally, t h e  a c t i o n s  of t h e  w e a v e r s  provide  a k e e n  

i l l u s t r a t i on  of how repe to i res  of language and action are reflections of experience, 



built on accumulated understanding. In turning to the  Lancashire cotton district, t h e  

h e a r t l a n d  of t h e  i ndus t r i a l  revolution, we find the  experience of factory work and 

discipline leading to  a less protean, though still evolving language of conflict. 

T h e  Cotton O p e r a t i v e s  of Lancash i r e  

T h e  Lancash i r e  c o t t o n  dis t r ic t  has been singled out  by most historians as the  

cradle of t he  industrial revolution. F rom 1750 t o  1840  t h e  sou the rn  half of t h e  

c o u n t y  w a s  t ransformed from a secondary (though important) commercial  center  for 

wool and linen into an industrial region concentrat ing on t h e  product ion  of c o t t o n  

t e x t i l e s  unpara l le led  in t h e  world. Anchored  by t h e  burgeoning commercial and 

industrial c i t ies  of Liverpool and  Manches te r ,  m i l l s  and  m a n u f a c t u r e r s  sprang  up 

th roughou t  t h e  reg ion ,  a b e t t e d  by p l en t i fu l  supplies of water and coal, favorable 

climate,  and an expanding labor force. As t r a d e  expanded  and  demand  f o r  c h e a p  

c o t t o n  g r e w ,  t h e  production of goods transgressed the  borders of the  county proper 

and established footholds t o  the  south in t h e  c o u n t y  of Chesh i r e  and  wes t  in t h e  

counties of Derby and Yorkshire (West Riding). Growth within the a rea  was a t  t imes 

frenetic;  while in the  l a t e  eighteenth century Lancash i re  s t i l l  had se r ious  reg iona l  

c o m p e t i t i o n ,  by t h e  1830s  it had t o t a l l y  dwarfed i t s  competitors. By this period 

within t he  county were t o  be found 70% of all cot ton textile fac tor ies ,  75% of a l l  

ho r se  power  (24,218 b.h.p.), and 78% of a l l  factory labor (137,352 persons) which 

engaged in t h e  spinning and weaving of m o r e  t h a n  250 million pounds of c o t t o n  

imported t o  England ((Baines 1966, p. 367, 389)). 

Within t h e  confines of 1300 square miles had grown a 'workshop of the  world,' 

an  industrial infrastructure that  was without parallel. Also within this region was an 

emerging proletariat  equally unmatched in both i t s  size and experience with this new 

indus t r i a l  o rder .  To  speak of cotton operatives in one breath is t o  include a wide 



array of occupations and trades. In general, most cot ton operatives had experiences 

paralleling (and of ten surpassing) those of t h e  Nottingham framework knitters. Labor 

fragmentation and discipline and a history of confl ic t  w e r e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of many 

p a r t s  of t h e  t r a d e .  Ye t  within t h e  basic process of cotton cloth production there  

was a high degree of occupational specialization. Many branches of the  trade, such 
,- 

as calico manufacuture, also had occupations unique t o  the branch. In addition, this 

occupational specialization was accompanied  by a r e l a t i ve ly  high d e g r e e  of t r a d e  

spec i a l i za t i on  wi th in  t h e  industry itself. Given the  vastness of the industry (some 

646,000 workers according t o  Baines) each of t h e  t rades  assumed a fairly significant 

importance. Contemporary observers of the  industry were a s  prone to  discuss branches 

as of ten a s  t h e  industry as a whole. Each  of t h e s e  t r a d e s  a l s o  w e r e  reg iona l ly  

s p e c i a l i z e d  to a f a i r l y  high d e g r e e ,  wi th  t h e  s o u t h e a s t  of t h e  c o t t o n  d i s t r i c t  

concentrating on finer cloths and their n o r t h e a s t e r n  c o u n t e r p a r t s  p lac ing  m o r e  of 

their  capi ta l  in coarser goods. 

D e s p i t e  t h e  d ive r s i t y ,  and with some reservation (particularly concerning the  

handloom weavers), t he  cotton workers will be  app roached  as a t r a d e  group.  The  

r ea sons  f o r  t h i s  s t e p  of expediency  a r e  a l so  t h o s e  f o r  expec t ing  a n  o p e r a t i v e  

discourse among most of the  cot ton workers. 

In gene ra l ,  t h e  c o t t o n  indus t ry  had  b e e n  in t h e  midst  of increasing capi ta l  

concentration since its boom in the la te  18th century. In part ,  this was due t o  t h e  

increasing costs  and initial capital  outlays in buying t h e  growing amount of equipment 

used to improve the  production process. In p a r t ,  t h i s  was  a l s o  a func t ion  of t h e  

growing s ize  of the production unit and the  rationalization of the production process 

to increase control over it. Where at t he  turn of t h e  century many of t he  s teps  in 

t h e  p roduc t ion  w e r e  o f t e n  conduc ted  under  a h a n d i c r a f t  regime, a s  t he  century 

advanced other forms of production encroached on these systems, increasing c o n t r o l  



(and at t imes output) ((Chapman 1972, p. 23; Turnbull, p. 53, 61)). This was t rue  in 

many p a r t s  of the production process; t o  remain or become competitive could mean 

substantial outlays of capital. The erection of a small spinning or weaving mill, for 

e x a m p l e ,  could  c o s t  t h e  budding m a n u f a c t u r e r  5000-6000 pounds ((S. D. Chapman 

1979, p. 56)). Even if he was able t o  rent mi l l  s p a c e  ( a s  many did),  o u t l a y s  f o r  

machinery could be  substantial. From 1815 to '  1836, for  instance, the typical ra t io  of 

fixed to  working capital  increased from a high 50% t o  a s t r ik ing  66% ( (Ga t r e l l ,  p. 

* 103)). In addition, the  enterprising capitalist  who sought t o  s t a r t  his firm with the  

aid of t he  local bank was expected t o  h a v e  one- th i rd  of t h e  t o t a l  c a p i t a l  in  h i s  

p o c k e t ,  a sum o f t e n  exceed ing  1000 pounds even for the smallest concerns. Any 

succesful firm needed a substant ia l  pool  of l iquid c a p i t a l  t o  w e a t h e r  ha rd  t i m e s  

((Gatrell, p. 125; Chapman 1979, p. 51-2)). 

Pa ra l l e l i ng  t h i s  i n c r e a s e  in c a p i t a l  w e r e  t w o  r e l a t e d  aspec ts  of production 

common to  most aspects of t he  industry. The f i rs t  was the  vertical i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  

' s e v e r a l  p r o c e s s e s  under  o n e  roof ,  and t h e  deve lopmen t  of a cont inuous  f low . 
production process. In the  newer factories, especially by t h e  end  of t h e  1820s, a 

number of processes such as carding, warping, and spinning were accomplished under 

one roof ((S. J. Chapman, p. 161)). This was even t rue of weaving, as weaving sheds 

increas ing ly  b e c a m e  appendaged  t o  spinning mills. After 1824 in Manchester, for  

instance, t he  increase in weaving was due almost wholly t o  such combined mills; by 

1833  mos t  of t h e  mi l l s  in  Manchester's neighbors of 'Stockport, Hyde, Staleybridge, 

and Oldham followed this pat tern ((Bythell 1969, p. 33; S. D. Chapman 1972,  p. 34;  

Rodgers, p. 148; R. Smith, p. 58;'Taylor, p. 120)). The process of vertical integration 

cou ld  va ry  somewha t  by branch ,  b u t  in v i r t ua l l y  a l l  b r a n c h e s  s o m e  f o r m  o f  

combination had been gaining ground. 

Not all branches of t h e  cotton industry were witnessing the  rapid demise of the 



single-process mill and the  rise of t he  gargantuan satanic  factory. There were many 

h a n g e r s - o n  a m o n g  t h e  sma l l e r  m a n u f a c t u r e r s ,  e spec i a l l y  t o  t h e  n o r t h  in  t h e  

Rossendale Valley where weaving predominated, water was s t i l l  t h e  main  sou rce  of 

power, and where many mills still could be found with 40 or fewer workers ((Taylor, 

p. 116; Rodgers, p. 138; Tupling, p. 206)). ~ o w e i e r ,  in t h e  Manchester a r ea  where t he  

e x t a n t  i n fo rma t ion  is most complete,  there  does seem to have been a tendency for 

t he  small firm to  have been losing ground t o  i ts  medium-sized counterpart  ((Lloyd- 

J o n e s  and Le-Roux, p. 77-8)). Regard less  of firm size and industrial branch, the 

cot ton industry was becoming increasingly forbidding terri tory for t he  small domestic 

master ((Catrell, p. 125)). 

With the exception of some of the smaller towns in the North and Northeast i t  

seems reasonable t o  tackle t he  various branches as a whole,  g iven  t h e i r  r e l a t i ve ly  

h i g h  d e g r e e  of c a p i t a l  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  and inc reas ing  work d isc ip l ine  and  labor  

fragmentation. These features  also should have motivated t h e  use  of a n  o p e r a t i v e  

discourse among this group of workers. 

As has been suggested, t h e  rise of the mill, especially the  combined mill, had a 

powerful e f f ec t  on t h e  organization and social relations of production. The increased 

mechan iza t ion  of p roduct ion  and  t h e  r i s e  of continuous flow processing subjected 

many cot ton workers t o  both stringent work discipline and the  deg rada t ion  of t h e i r  

labor. 

The printers in the  calico branch, t o  c i t e  one branch, rapidly became appendages 

to a mechanized production process. Whereas before  t h e  a d v e n t  of mechan iza t ion  

block p r i n t e r s  w e r e  a r e l a t i ve ly  highly skilled group of artisans who could provide 

perhaps six pieces of cloth per day (under their own pace), t he  introduction of s team 

p o w e r e d  c y l i n d e r  pr in t ing  sounded t h e  d e a t h  kne l l  of  t h e  ski l led t r a d e .  The  

introduction of cylinder pr in t ing ,  b i t t e r l y  opposed by journeymen block p r in t e r s ,  



increased daily production by 100 t imes whi le  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  opening t h e  mi l l  

gates  t o  a flood of less skilled apprenticed workers ((Turnbull, p. 69, 191)). A t  the  

same t ime machine printing served t o  depress t h e  s ta tus  and wages of many of t he  

r ema in ing  block p r in t e r s .  Those workers in related processes, such a s  dyeing and 

bleaching, also fe l t  t he  impact of this degradation and increased regimentation ((Ibid, 

p. 208)). 

T h e  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  of new forms of organization had profound effects  on the  

social relations of production. As was suggested earlier, a h is tory  of cap i t a l - l abo r  

c o n f l i c t  should a l s o  m o t i v a t e  t h e  u se  of a n  opera t ive  discourse. Workers in the  

cot ton industry's heartland certainly had a history of such con ten t ion  a f t e r  1810 in 

both local and regional forms. Dyers, printers, spinners, and many other occupational 

groups periodically engaged  in c o n f l i c t s  on t h e  l o c a l  l eve l .  The  sp inners  w e r e  

e spec i a l l y  noteworthy for their  effor ts  at regional turn-outs, such as the wide-scale 

strike of 1818 ((Hammonds 1967, p. 96, 104)). 

S t r i k e  a c t i v i t y  was  r e l a t i ve ly  f r e q u e n t  f o r  a number  df connected reasons. 

First, mill and factory operatives, as Cuca has suggested, had greater  opportunity t o  

a c t  t o g e t h e r  and  c r ea t e  cohesive and be t te r  financed strike organizations ((Cuca, p. 

244-5, 250)). Second, the  declining profits of t h e  t rade  (especially a f t e r  1815) and i t s  

competitiveness meant relatively frequent a t t empt s  on the  par t  of the  manufacturers 

t o  reduce wages in order t o  remain buoyant, a t t empt s  t ha t  could only b e  c o u n t e r e d  

with increasingly militancy ((Collier, p. 5-6)). Third, many workers were faced with 

replacement by machinery a f t e r  they had already been transformed i n t o  mil l  hands.  

Finally, given the opportunity of the mill hands, the frequent disputes between capi ta l  

and labor, and the  determination of c a p i t a l  t o  e x e r c i s e  c o n t r o l  in a l l  a s p e c t s  o f  

p roduc t ion ,  t h e  m a n u f a c t u r e r s  themselves  made a variety of a t tempts  early on t o  

organize a stiff counter-resistance. Manufacturers' organizations had been formed in 



reaction t o  large-scale strikes among the  spinners and pr in te rs  in  many a r e a s .  On 

t h e  l o c a l  l eve l  such  towns  as ~ a n c h e s t e r ,  Bolton, Ashton, Oldham, and Preston all 

had witnessed master combinations t o  c o m b a t  union a c t i v i t i e s  ((Turnbull ,  p. 192; 

Hammonds  1967, p. 105; S. J. Chapman, p. 207)). These a t tempts  by the  masters 

only s e r v e d  t o  sha rpen  t h e  an t agon i sms  and  t r a n s p a r e n c y  of r e l a t i ons  b e t w e e n  

themselves and their work force,  increasing the  militancy of the la t te r  group. 

In sum, t he  organization and social relations of production in most branches of 

t h e  c o t t o n  indus t ry  were fer t i le  spawning grounds for open class antagonism and in 

turn t he  use of an operative discourse. This transformation was noted succinctly long 

a g o  by S. J.  Chapman,  when, c o m m e n t i n g  on t h e  changing position of t he  cotton 

worker, he suggested, 

In short the  handicraftsman had been in a large sense a unit of production, 
and he was transformed ultimately into par t  of a larger unit. Hence while t he  
e a r l i e r  l abo r  movements in Lancashire were aimed at "protecting the  industry" 
and "fixing fair  prices," t he  la ter  ones, those formed among factory operatives, 
were organized in a new sense "against t he  masters." ((p. 193)) 

An analysis of texts  from c o t t o n  towns  of s o u t h e a s t  Lancash i r e  shows t h a t  

roughly 60% a re  predominantly operative in character.  That such a predominance of 

o p e r a t i v e  t e x t s  a p p e a r s  in t h e  a g g r e g a t e  is  f a i r l y  s t r o n g  c o n f i r m a t i o n  of  t h e  

expectations of this study, for  this diverse group of workers tha t  produced the tex ts  

includes outworkers and c r a f t  workers who would b e  e x p e c t e d  t o  use  a n  a r t i s a n a l  

discourse. 

Regardless of the origin of the tex ts  several common themes stand out. First 

and foremost is the  conception tha t  master and men were involved, as o n e  Chorley 

o p e r a t i v e  no t ed ,  in  a n  "unequal war" ((V of P ,  J u n e  14 ,  1831)). The pitting of 

masters and men against one another is depicted as a p r o t r a c t e d  and  fundamen ta l  

social conflict, a zero-sum game in which a series of defeats  was pushing workers t o  

t he  brink of absolute poverty and subservience. Second, and equally impor t an t ,  t h i s  



war is cast in a distinctly national character  and is between capi ta l  and labor in i t s  

general forms. Third, the  nature of this protracted war demanded tha t  workers, by 

their own national efforts,  had t o  advance and pro tec t  their  interests against those of 

cap i t a l .  The t h e m e s  of self  - sa lva t  ion and  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  a r e  strong throughout; 

workers could rely on no one, including the  government, except themselves. Finally, 

r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  c a l l  f o r  self-determination, was a strident sense of the  urgency and 

immediacy of their  mission. Many of t he  tex ts  emphasize t ha t  workers had no t ime 

t o  lose in mobilizing against the  onslaught of capitalist  degradation. 

Exemplary of these themes is t he  text  of a m a s s  m e e t i n g  held in  t h e  s m a l l  

town of Accrington to discuss the prospects of unionization. Accring ton was situated 

in the  Rossendale valley, a textile a rea  nor th  of Manches te r .  The  va l ley  by t h e  

1830s was dotted with dozens of spinning mills and printing and bleaching works, as 

well as supporting a considerable out-work t rade  in t h e  weaving  of c o a r s e r  c o t t o n  

f a b r i c s  ((Tupling, p. 205-8)). A number  of t h e  smaller towns in the  valley were 

dominated by these large printing and bleaching establishments. The  m a n u f a c t u r e r s  

who controlled these works were able t o  c r ea t e  a largely closed circle  of power and 

pet ty  despotism ((Ibid., p. 220)). The growth of several large print works in the  early 

par t  of the  century had turned several of these towns into hotbeds of labor disputes. 

As one historian of t h e  a rea  has noted, the  capitalization of t h e  val ley c r e a t e d  "a 

sharp cleavage ... between the  employing and the  employed classes" ((Tupling, p. 218- 

9; see also Turnbull, p. 193)). 

Ca r ry ing  t h i s  h i s to r i ca l  baggage several thousand people (many of them print 

workers) gathered t o  hear t he  themes of un ioniza t ion  and  coope ra t i on  propounded 

dur ing  t h e  a f t e rnoon  of July 11, 1831. As can b e  seen below many of the themes 

just explicated a r e  laid out boldly by the  local speakers. 

About half-past twelve o'clock Mr. Millar was called t o  the chair ... They 



h a d  a l l  s e e n ,  t h a t  t h e  e f f o r t s  of individual t r a d e s  had proved incompetent t o  
p r e v e n t  t h e i r  w a g e s  f r o m  be ing  t a k e n  f r o m  t h e m  by t h e i r  m o r e  p o w e r f u l  
employers. They had seen t rade  a lmos t  annihilated,  and the i r  last  mouthful of 
bread taken by those  whose palaces thei r  industry raised; and ,  u n l e s s  a l l  w e r e  
u n i t e d -  n o t  i n  t h e  way  of individual t r ades ,  b u t  as one  g r e a t  national union- 
they must  not  expec t  a termination to the i r  wrongs and suffer ings .  T h e y  h a d  
nothing t o  expec t  f rom t h e  government; and a national union, he  would repeat ,  
was t h e  only remedy l e f t  t o  p ro tec t  t h e m  agains t  t h e  encroachments  which were  
every  day being made  upon them... 

(Resolution) Tha t  i t  is t h e  decided conviction of th i s  meeting- a conviction 
corroborated by t h e  universal misery now prevailing among t h e  working classes, 
and by a l l  pas t  experiences- t h a t  reduction of wages is productive of no possible 
good, and inimical t o  t h e  general  i n t e r e s t  of t h e  c o u n t r y .  T h a t  t h o u g h  t h e  
b o r o u g h m o n g e r s  should be  compelled t o  repea l  t h e  burthens, they have imposed 
upon t h e  people, and a l l  monopolies b e  (unreadable), t h e  condition of t h e  people 
will no t  b e  improved, so long as corresponding reduction is made in t h e  wages 
of t h e  working people. ... 

Mr.  T a g g  r o s e  t o  s e c o n d  t h e  r e s o l u t i o n ,  a n d  s a i d  n o t h i n g  w a s  m o r e  
calcula ted t o  ruin t h e  nation than t h e  reduction of wages; and i t  surprised him 
t h a t  t h o s e  t r a d e s  which had been so long united among themselves, had never 
formed a union of t h e  whole for  each  o t h e r s  b e n e f i t .  T h e  m a s t e r s  w e r e  a l l  
united; t h e  "fifty-two" of Ashton, had begun, and who, unti l  they saw i t ,  could 
t e l l  wha t  would b e  t h e  end of it? The system which they had begun was f a s t  
e x t e n d i n g .  I t  h a d  now reached  t h e  cal ico  printers,  bu t  did anyone believe it 
would s top there?  C h e e r s .  ... The mas te r s  would never think their  wages were  
too  low t o  t a k e  more  off;  and, if they had b u t  a penny a day, they would think 
a half-penny might b e  spared f rom it ,  with as much modesty as they were  now 
t a k i n g  a w a y  one-half  t h e  p r e s e n t  e a r n i n g s  of t h e  printers. Yes, they would 
cont inue t o  reduce them,  and at last ,  have  t h e  e f f r o n t e r y  t o  t e l l  t h e m  t o  g o  
back and lick t h e  bone from which t h e  dog had been turned away, t o  grumble 
when h e  was  kicked, or groan when h e  was  hurt. ( T r e m e n d o u s  c h e e r i n g )  But 
y e t ,  let t h e m  n o t  a p p r e h e n d  the  worst. They could not  b e  hurt ,  unless thei r  
own black sheep hur t  them, or  unless they had t h e  baseness t o  hur t  one another. 
If one  t r a d e  was reduced, it was a blow a imed  at t h e  whole; for t h e  s tone t h a t  
o n e  m a s t e r  flung at his men was picked up by another ,  and became t h e  common 
ins t rument  of t h e  destruction of t h e  whole. C h e e r s  ... if t h e  workman lost his 
wages, t h e  butcher and a l l  o thers  with whom h e  deal t ,  lost  half t h e i r  c u s t o m .  
(Loud cheers . )  ... 

T h e  m e e t i n g  w a s  a f t e r w a r d s  a d r e s s e d  v e r y  a b l y  by Mr. Tay lor ,  Mr. 
Cavanagh, and others,  who commented in very s t r o n g  t e r m s  upon t h e  p r e s e n t  
r e d u c t i o n  i n  t h e  w a g e s  o f  t h e  c a l i c o  p r i n t e r s .  T h e  m a s t e r s  had ,  it w a s  
contended, told t h e  house of commons, when they were  endeavouring t o  procure 
t h e  repea l  of duty  on printed calicoes, t h a t  t h e  average  wages of a journeyman 
pr inter  amounted only t o  7s. per week, and now those  very men in t h e  f a c e  of 
t h e  admission were  a t t empt ing  to reduce t h e m  50 per cent .  lower, thus  leaving 
t o  t h e  starving pr inter  t h e  sum of 3s. 9d. a week for  t h e  support of himself and 
his family. ... The following resolutions were  passed, in addition t o  two  others,  
re la t ive  t o  t h e  proposed reduction in t h e  wages of t h e  printers. 
( R e s o l u t i o n s )  T h a t  f o r  t h e  f o r e g o i n g  r e a s o n s ,  t h e  peop le  have no reason t o  
expec t  relief f rom a re t renchment  of t h e  public expenditure- f rom t h e  removals 
o f  t h e  c o r n  l aws-  t h e  extinction of a l l  exist ing monopolies, or  any ministerial 
measure. The productive c lasses  a r e  i m p e r a t i v e l y  c a l l e d  upon to o r i g i n a t e ,  
amongst themselves, some measure f o r  t h e  protect ion of thei r  own interests,  and 



t he  .amelioration of the  present impoverished condition. 
T h a t  to accomplish the purposes of t he  foregoing resolution, and t o  bring 

t h e  power of t he  productive classes into full, complete, and beneficial operation, 
t he  people must be  united, and form one g rea t  community, on the plan of the 
"National Association for the  Protection of Labour." (Emphasis in t h e  original.) 
((V. of P., July 16, 1831)) 

Two points in particular a r e  worth noting in t h e  above passage tha t  makes i t  a 

strong example of an  operative discourse. First, t he  rhetoric is a strong example of. 

an t i -gove rnmen t  discourse.  The politics of t rade  and nation a r e  bound together t o  

produce a more unified critique of t he  social order, t he  role of power in maintaining 

and changing this order, and the need for a class organization. Second, the depiction 

of master-worker relations presents t he  struggle between the  two as fundamental and 

enduring; i t  is clearly a protracted class conflict. 

An examination of t he  other tex ts  produced by t h e  Lancashire cotton operatives 

p rov ides  add i t i ona l  suppor t  fo r  t h e  hypo theses  concern ing  the  social relations of 

production and past conflict .  The  g r o w t h  of t h e  i ndus t ry  ove r  t h e  d e c a d e s  had  

c r e a t e d  cond i t i ons  conducive t o  the  growth of a new type of worker consciousness 

and discourse. As S. J. Chapman has observed, t he  element  of t ime  was propitious 

for  their  development. "About the end of t he  f i r s t  quarter  of the nineieenth century 

a new type of operative was beginning t o  dominate working class thought- men who 

had been born into a factory system and bred up in it. A similar change was taking 

place in t he  ranks of t he  masters, both spinners and manufacturers" ((S. J. Chapman, 

p. 216)). In t h e  workings of a generation a growing alienation of capital  and labor 

had fostered a new tenor of relations. "Neither in the  minds of t he  operatives a f t e r  

t h e y  had  fough t  t w o  or three bat t les  with the  new capitalists, nor in the minds of 

t h o s e  who wa tched  t h e  con f l i c t s ,  c o u l d  m u c h  d o u b t  r e m a i n  t h a t  i n d u s t r i a l  

arrangements had been cast in a new mold" ((Ibid., p. 211)). The themes of national 

self-determination, power fighting power, and t h e  fundamental sp l i t  b e t w e e n  c a p i t a l  

a n d  labor ,  t o  c i t e  a few elements of the  discourse reviewed, echo Chapman's claim 



t h a t  a new consciousness had emerged. 

VII. Summing up the Case Studies 

N o t t i n g h a m ,  C o v e n t r y ,  S p i t a l f i e l d s ,  a n d  t h e  L a n c a s h i r e  co t ton  dis t r ic t  have 

provided four roughly comparable tests of t h e  hypotheses on d i s c o u r s e  use .  B e f o r e  

t u r n i n g  t o  t h e  f u l l  s a m p l e  analysis I will t a k e  a f inal  comparat ive  overview of t h e  

evidence and t h e  e x t e n t  of support  t h a t  these  cases provide. A c o m p a r i s o n  of t h e  

e f f e c t s  of t h e  independent variables is summarized in t h e  t ab le  on t h e  following page. 

Comparing across  a reas  varying degrees  of suppor t  fo r  t h e  hypotheses a r e  found. 

Relatively strong support  is provided for  t h e  hypotheses concerning t h e  labor process 

and history of conflict. Where t h e  degree  of cap i ta l  concentra t ion is relatively high 

a n d  t h e  c o n t r o l  a n d  f r a g m e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  l a b o r  p r o c e s s  f a i r l y  e x t e n s i v e ,  as in 

Nottingham and Lancashire, a n  ar t i sanal  discourse predominates. This is not t h e  case 

in  C o v e n t r y  a n d  S p i t a l f  i e lds ,  w h e r e  t h e  s o c i a l  relat ions of production a r e  largely 

pu t t ing-ou t  s y s t e m s  a n d  c a p i t a l  c o n t r o l  i s  m o r e  d i f f u s e .  L ikewise ,  a m o n g  t h e  

f r a m e w o r k  k n i t t e r s  a n d  c o t t o n  o p e r a t i v e s  where  t h e r e  was an  on-going history of 

master-worker conflict ,  workers most o f ten  used a n  operat ive  discourse. Among t h e  

r ibbon  a n d  s i lk  weavers, however, where the re  were  relat ively long periods of labor 

peace  (or a lack of prot racted conflict), workers ar t icula ted thei r  g r i e v a n c e s  w i t h i n  

a n  ar t i sanal  framework. 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  because of a lack of variat ion among t h e  a r e a s  with respect  t o  

t h e  poli t ical  geography of t rade,  no rea l  conclusions regarding th is  hypothesis can  b e  

r e a c h e d .  None  o f  t h e  a r e a s  t h a t  h a v e  b e e n  reviewed were  small  enough, nor so  

complete ly  dominated by a handful of capital ists ,  to m a k e  a va l id  c o m p a r i s o n .  If 

m o r e  i n f o r m a t i o n  c o u l d  b e  g a t h e r e d  on  o n e  o f  t h e  small  mill towns in southeast  

Lancashire such a comparison could be  made. 



Table 1.: Discourse Usage in t h e  Four Selected Regions by Four Independent Variables 
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While t he  local political culture hypothesis does n o t  h a v e  as l a r g e  a body of 

suppor t ing  e v i d e n c e  as t h e  f i rs t  two hypotheses, some support st i l l  can be found in 

t h e  available evidence. It has been shown t h a t  in Nottingham the  hands-off policies * 
of  t h e  a u t h o r i t i e s  and  r e l a t i v e  pauc i ty  of paternalistic action on the  part  of the  

manufacturers meant fewer constraints on t he  growth of an  operative discourse.  In 

Coventry, and to a slightly lesser extent  in Spitalfields, t h e  converse has been found. 

In Coventry rou t in ized  m a g i s t e r i a l  i n t e r v e n t i o n  and  l i b e r a l  r e l i e f  of t h e  poo re r  

m e m b e r s  of t h e  c o m m u n i t y  helped perpetuate  a set of relationships tha t  preserved 

and artisanal consciousness. In Spitalfields there  was a somewhat different,  though in 

many respects  parallel, s t ructure  of relations and influence. As the investigation into . 

this region has shown, t h e  parish r ece ived  a s t r o n g  d isequi l ib ra t ing  shock t o  t h e  

relatively stable hegemonic system tha t  had kept  t he  a r ea  subdued for a half-century. 

Yet without a new crystallized repetoire of action and relations authorities, masters, 

and  weave r s  p l ayed  o u t  c o n f l i c t s  using e l e m e n t s  of the  old and largely moribund 

system of paternalism tha t  had held fas t  for so many decades. 

Final ly ,  t h i s  s tudy  a l s o  h a s  shown how the s t ra tegic  exigencies of collective 

action could make discourse an  important resource and  i t s  p roduc t ion  non-routine.  

Variations in the  militancy of the rhetoric of workers seeking redress was one of the 

principle means by which discourse could be  utilized. In Spitalfields a long history of 

labor peace and protection le f t  the weavers ill-prepared a f t e r  the  repeal of the  Acts 

and  p r o t e c t i v e  t a r i f f s  in  1824. Lacking e x p e r i e n c e  in  mobi l iza t ion ,  a s t r o n g  

organizational base from which t o  press their  claims, and having l i t t le  in the way of 

material  resources (dependable or ephemeral) t h a t  could be  mobilized, t he  rhetoric of 

t h e  weave r s  b e c a m e  a major element in their  search for redress. As the study of 

this case has revealed, t he  level of implied th rea t  and depictions of their  s ta tus  and 

t h e  c r i s i s  t hey  f a c e d  changed  in  t h e  weavers' discourse with the  ebb and flow of 



their  collective actions. For their t rade kin in Coventry, however, this was not t h e  

case. There the  weavers followed a more scripted discourse. Given the formalized 

thea t re  of relations be tween  m a s t e r s  and  men t h e  mi l i t ancy  and  c o n t e n t  of t h e  

r h e t o r i c  was  much l e s s  s t r a t e g i c a l l y  variable. (For the process of mediation and 

reconciliation t o  be  carried through, however, t h e  s c r i p t  did h a v e  t o  b e  followed).  

The Coventry ribbon weavers, bounded by a still on-going homeostasis of relations, did 

not have or need recourse t o  t h e  use  of r h e t o r i c  as a s t r a t e g i c  r e sou rce  in t h e  

manner of their  Spitalfields counterparts. 

The comparative analysis thus has established a measured degree of support for 

several of t he  hypotheses. The hypothesis concerning t h e  system of labor  r e l a t i ons  

and i t s  e f fec t s  .on interests and their articulations has received the greatest  body of 

suppor t ,  whi le  t h o s e  f o r  t h e  remain ing  v a r i a b l e s  h a v e  r ece ived  somewha t  l e s s  

s u b s t a n t i v e  con f i rma t ion .  To test all  of these hypotheses with a larger data  set I 

now turn t o  t he  full sample analysis. 

VIII. F u l l  S a m p l e  Analys i s  

Turn ing  t o  a n  ana lys i s  of a l l  t h i r t y  cases a n o t h e r  look at t h e  hypotheses 

concerning the  social relations of p roduct ion ,  l o c a l  po l i t i c a l  c u l t u r e ,  and  c a p i t a l  

concentration will now be  taken. An analysis of zero-order correlations between the 

independent  and  dependen t  var iab les ,  supp lemen ted  by s imple  b i v a r i a t e  t a b u l a r  

analysis, will be  used to  further investigate the  relationships. While the sample size 

limits the  analysis t o  b i v a r i a t e  re la t ionsh ips  and  makes0 c o n t r o l s  p rob lema t i c ,  i t  

nonetheless allows a substantial and valuable preliminary insight into the forces t ha t  

helped shape interest  articulation. In addition, i t  can point t oward  m o r e  promising 

d i r e c t i o n s  f o r  m o r e  detailed and refined subsequent analyses. This section itself is 

divided into four parts. First, a brief description of t he  operationalized variables and 



proxy measures used in t he  analysis is provided. Second, t he  hypotheses t ha t  a r e  to 

b e  t e s t e d  a r e  r e v i e w e d .  Third,  t h e  s t r e n g t h  and  d i r ec t i on  of t h e  b i v a r i a t e  

relationships a r e  examined. Finally, a last  look is t aken  at a n  a b e r r a n t  case t h a t  

does  n o t  con fo rm t o  t h e  s tudy 's  expec ta t ions  t o  further clarify t he  problems still 

faced and t o  lay out  avenues for additional research. 

(Description of the Variables) 

In the  comparative analysis discourse use was analysed by noting the  types and 

characteristics of t he  pe rcep t ions  of worke r s  in  t h e i r  de sc r ip t i on  of m a s t e r  and  

worker  re la t ions .  He re  a pa ra l l e l  operationalization will be  used. Each t ex t  was 

coded as one of th ree  types: predominantly o p e r a t i v e ,  p r edominan t ly  a r t i s a n a l ,  o r  

mixed on t h e  basis of a coding scheme discussed in the  methodological appendix. The 

mixed category is a residual one used to  categorize tex ts  t ha t  w e r e  t o o  ambiguous  

f o r  a c l e a r  classification and represents a small portion of t he  to ta l  sample (5.5%). 

Since the  mixed group is so small in number, and does not add substant ia l ly  t o  t h e  

analysis, these tex ts  were dropped for t h e  present analysis. Dropping the  mixed cases 

makes t he  use of simple ratio feasible a s  a measure of the  dependent var iable:  t h e  

rat io  of predominantly artisanal t ex t s  t o  t he  to ta l  number of t ex ts  for each town. 

Both direct  and proxy measures w e r e  used f o r  t h e  ope ra t i ona l i za t i on  of t h e  

i ndependen t  var iab les .  The  d e g r e e  of c a p i t a l  c o n t r o l  of t h e  labor process was 

measured by coding two dimensions of this process for each occupational group tha t  

p roduced  a t e x t .  F i r s t ,  the  typical labor. process was characterized a s  fragmented 

(task) or relatively undifferentiated (unit). If workers labored under a work regime in 

which t r a d i t i o n a l  hand ic ra f t  processes of production had been subdivided further so 

tha t  their  function was t o  perform a task in a previously unified work process, their  

work p roces s  was  coded  as fragmented. Conversely, if workers performed under a 



subtantially unchanged handicraft process of production the  work process was coded as 

undifferentiated. 

Second,  work discipline imposed by the  production process itself was coded as 

be ing  d i r e c t  o r  i nd i r ec t .  If worke r s  w e r e  a r r a y e d  in  a product ion  p roces s  of 

i m m e d i a t e l y  linked tasks, as in factory production, t he  control was characterized as 

direct. If, however, t h e  workers maintained control over t he  pace of the  production 

process, as many outworkers did, control was characterized as indirect (i.e. the pace 

was indirectly controlled by the  to ta l  t ime alloted for t he  completion of t he  process). 

T h r e e  o t h e r  possible  measures of t h e  control of the  labor process - whether there  

was or was not direct  supervision of t he  labor p roces s ,  w h e t h e r  t h e  worker  could 

c o n t r o l  t h e  labor  process  due t o  a monopoly on technical knowledge or experience, 

and whether workers performed for salaries or piece ra tes  - were not compiled due 

to a lack  of i n fo rma t ion  o r  ambigu i t i e s  in  coding. For tex ts  produced by mixed 

groups of workers, or where t he  occupation of t he  workers was ambiguous, the  work 

p roces s  was  coded  as unclear. Since the  proportion of such tex ts  was fairly large 

(about 30%), each category of the  first  two work p roces s  va r i ab l e s  was  measured  

separately as the ratio of t he  category t o  the to ta l  number of groups or individuals 

producing tex ts  for each town. 

Re l i ab l e  and  uni form na t iona l  d a t a  on t h e  number of manufacturers in each 

town and t h e  average number of employees per firm a r e  not available until a f te r  the  

per iod under  s tudy  ( (Armst rong;  G a t r e l l ;  J enk ins  1973)). To  operat ional ize  the 

political geography of t rade  variable two proxy measures t hus  w e r e  used. F i r s t ,  a 

proxy measure was developed for a sub-sample of 14 text i le  towns in the Lancashire 

c o t t o n  d i s t r i c t .  Fo r  e a c h  town t h e  t o t a l  number  of f i r m s  involved in t e x t i l e  

p roduct ion  ( including anc i l l a ry  processes )  was  compiled from Baines's commercial 

directory of the  county for 1825. Divided by the  population of each town in 1830, 



this was taken as a proxy measure of the  concen t r a t i on  of c a p i t a l  c o n t r o l  of t h e  

town text i le  trade. Second, information on the  s ize  of the  factory work forces and 

t h e  number of factories for 15 towns  (mos t ly  i n  Lancash i r e )  was  e x t r a c t e d  f r o m  

Baines's volume on the  history of cot ton manufacture in Great  Britain. This da ta  set, 

a preliminary report  of the  1834 survey of t he  factory inspectors (their f irst  survey), 

whi le  i n c o m p l e t e  and considered quite unreliable by Jenkins and others, nonetheless 

provides us with t h e  only available measure on t h e  concentration of captial  control in 

t h e  l abo r  m a r k e t .  For each of the  15 towns the  average s ize  of the factory work 

force was taken as a proxy measure for the  variable. 

To  o p e r a t i o n a l i z e  the  local political cul ture  variable several measures of local 

cultural i n s t i t u t i ons  w e r e  compiled.  D a t a  w e r e  c o l l e c t e d  f r o m  s e v e r a l  s o u r c e s  

( including a n  1833  p a r l i a m e n t a r y  r e p o r t  on chari table  and Sunday schools) on the  

number of f ree  or partially subsidized day schools, t he  number of churches (by sect), 

and the  number of sunday schools (by sect) a s  well as the at tendance figures for each 

type of institution. As i n s t i t u t i ons  la rge ly  d o m i n a t e d  by t h e  middle  and upper  

classses their  number and the  extent  of participation in them should provide a rough 

indication of bourgeois  hegemony.  Fol lowing Thompson (1966, p. 375-400) and  

Lacqueur (ch. 6 and 7), Methodist institutions were isolated as the best indicators of 

t h i s  hegemony.  These  i n s t i t u t i ons  had m u c h  h i g h e r  r a t e s  of  w o r k i n g - c l a s s  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  t h a n  o t h e r  c h u r c h e s  and t e n d e d  to be  somewhat more oligarchically 

controlled by middle-class church members than other  dissenting sects (with a couple 

exceptions). The to ta l  number of each type of institution for each town was normed 

by the  town population t o  c r ea t e  one set of proxy measures and average attendances 

f o r  e a c h  by town  w e r e  c r e a t e d  t o  fo rm a second set. In addition, the da ta  for 

Methodist institutions were normed by the  corresponding institutional total  t o  c r ea t e  a 

th i rd  set of var iab les .  Finally, because of t he  importance of the  Anglican church 



among the  bourgeoisie and the  governing powers, m e a s u r e s  w e r e  developed f o r  i t s  

institutions in parallel fashion. 

This da ta  set will provide a first  t es t  of several hypotheses and should lead t o  a 

fuller understanding of the  additional m a t e r i a l  t h a t  wil l  need t o  b e  co l l ec t ed  f o r  

f u r t h e r  m o r e  re f ined  research .  Af te r  reviewing the  results below these paths for 

further da t a  collection will be discussed and the  more promising avenues for  further 

exploration will be indicated. 

(Outline of the Hypotheses) 

T h e  hypo theses  t o  be tested in th i s , sec t ion  a r e  outlined below. Though many 

a r e  substantively identical to  those in  t h e  p rev ious  discussion,  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of 

several differ from previous constructions because of the characteristics of the da ta  

set. 

The first  set of hypotheses concerns the social relations of production. In the 

initial discussion of the forces tha t  determine d i scour se  use  t w o  a s p e c t s  of  t h e s e  

r e l a t i o n s  were  outlined a s  key variables: the fragmentation of the labor process and 

the  type of control imposed on the worker by t h e  process .  To  brief ly r e i t e r a t e ,  

t h e r e  should b e  a positive relationship between the degree of fragmentation of t he  

labor process and the  predominance of an operative discourse. To  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  

o lder  h a n d i c r a f t  processes were broken down into more discrete and degraded tasks 

workers should have been more likely t o  view themselves a s  pawns of capital  and less 

likely t o  see themselves a s  quasi-independent craftsmen. Similarly, to  the extent  tha t  

work discipline was directly imposed by t h e  l abo r  p roces s  a n  o p e r a t i v e  d iscourse  

.. should p redomina te .  While s w e a t e d  outworkers could maintain some semblance of 

control over the  pace of work (and thus see themselves a s  formally independent  o f  

t h e i r  employers ) ,  t h i s  was  unlikely in  the case of mill and workshop workers who 



were controlled by the  processes in which they were engaged. 

T h e  n e x t  set of hypo theses  c o n c e r n s  t h e  political geography of t rade and is 

applicable t o  t h e  sub-sample of towns in Lancash i r e  f o r  which a c o u n t  of t e x t i l e  

related firms is available. In towns where the  rat io  of firms t o  population was high 

(a  proxy measure of t he  concentration of capital  control within t he  town) an artisanal 

discourse should predominate. In these a reas  t he  probability of high fragmentation of 

work within t he  .workshop or regime of labor was lower, t h e  workaday  r e l a t i onsh ip  

between the  small master and the  worker was more likely to be  partially intact,  and 

the  capitalist  was less likely t o  appear a s  a monolithic force bent on the  subjegation 

of t h e  worker. Conversely, in those towns where a relatively small number of firms 

exercised control over t he  labor force the  relations between masters and men should 

h a v e  been  considerably more charged t o  produce the  use of a n  operative discourse. 

Control of the  labor force was clearly exercised by a small number of capitalists and 

thus not shrouded by a complex web of small  employers and marginal capitalists. 

The final set of hypotheses d e a l  wi th  t h e  re la t ionsh ip  b e t w e e n  in s t i t u t i ona l  

hegemony and  d iscourse  use. As I have  ma in t a ined  throughout, conceptions and 

articulations of class interests were as much a product of t he  larger set of relations 

wi th in  t h e  communi ty  as t h e  i m m e d i a t e  s t ructure  of relations of the  work place. 

More specifically, i t  has been a rgued  t h a t  t h e  a r t i c u l a t i o n  of c l a s s  i n t e r e s t  w a s  

i nex t r i cab ly  bound t o  t he  larger activit ies of cultural production through which t h e  

working class defined i ts  place in the  community and i ts  relations t o  other groups and 

spheres of power. Much, perhaps most, of this production transpired outside the walls 

of  f o r m a l  i n s t i t u t i ons  ( s e e  Johnson (c),  op. cit.). Y e t  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  of  s u c h  

in s t i t u t i ons  should n o t  b e  discounted wholly on this basis. (Further, i t  is precisely 

these informal processes of cultural production tha t  most readily defy quantification.) 

Thus, here  the  focus will be  on two institutions common t o  a l l  areas  that  could 



exer t  a modicum of influence in working-class life: the  school and the  church. The 

c h a r i t y  s choo l  in p a r t i c u l a r ,  in  i t s  day  and  Sunday f o r m s ,  was  o n e  of  the few 

institutionalized means by which middle-class leaders, under the  transparent gu i se  of 

ph i l an th rop ic  conce rn ,  could seek t o  mold the working class of a l l  ages into model 

and pliant cit izens ((Joyce 1975, p. 547-8; S. D. Chapman 1962, p. 36)). (As Malcolm 

Dick , o b s e r v e s  of t h e  Sunday schools of this period, "Generally Sunday schools were 

evangelical and conservative institutions, promoted and  s t a f f e d  by individuals  f r o m  

social classes which were higher than those of t he  scholars who attended them, and 

espousing an ideology which at tacked t h e  a l legedly  dep raved  behavior  a n d  r a d i c a l  

i n c l i n a t i o n s  of t h e  poor" ((p. 36)).) In add i t i on ,  t h e  c h a r i t y  s choo l  o f f e r e d  a 

commodi ty  t h a t  was  highly va lued  by many a working-class  f ami ly  -- f o r m a l  

instruction in reading (and possibly writing) - and thus they might suffer through the  

pap of indoctrination t o  obtain 'really useful knowledge.' 

The church, in a more limited fashion, could operate  equally well as a place of 

hegemonic influence (though this varied by zeal  of the  middle classes of each sect). 

T h e  re la t ionsh ip  h e r e  is  s o m e w h a t  more  q u e s t i o n a b l e  because ,  as middle-class  

reformers so frequently lamented, church a t tendance  among  t h e  working c l a s s  was  

modes t  a t  b e s t ,  e spec i a l l y  in t h e  l a r g e r  metropolitan a reas  ((Gay, p. 58)). While 

working-class a t tendance lagged, however, churches still could be  s e e n  as i m p o r t a n t  

c e n t e r s  of middle-class  proselytization and missionary work, a duty t ha t  was of ten 

emphasized among middle-class faithfuls (see for example Seed). Thus, e v e n  if t h e  

c h u r c h e s  w e r e  n o t  a t t e n d e d  faithfully by large numbers of the  working class, they 

nonetheless served as a clearing house for middle-class influence, and such da ta  can 

serve as a proxy measure of middle-class hegemony. 

For these reasons normed measures of t he  number of f r e e  or partially subsidized 

schools, the  number of Sunday schools, and the  number of churches in each town a re  



used. The relationship between these institutions and discourse use should ref lect  t he  

hegemony of the  middle classes in the public sphere. The thicker the layer of such 

middle-class institutions t ha t  blanketed a town,  t h e  l a r g e r  t h e  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  

could be  used t o  exer t  hegemonic control in cul tural  production. Thus, those towns 

with a high dens i ty  of such  in s t i t u t i ons  should b e  t owns  in which a n  a r t i s a n a l  

discourse predominates, reflecting this hegemony. In those towns with a low density 

of such institutions middle-class incurs ions  i n t o  working-class  c u l t u r a l  p roduct ion  

should be  less likely, and thus an operative discourse should predominate. 

Several 5:"" measures of t he  number and influence of Methodis t  and  Anglican 

Sunday schools and churches also a r e  employed. Methodist Sunday schools have been 

singled out  because mos t  ( excep t ing  t h e  P r i m i t i v e s  and  o n e  o r  t w o  o t h e r  s e c t s )  

p rohib i ted  o r  r e s t r i c t e d  t h e  teaching of reading and writing, and thus parents who 
I 

sent  their  children to  them did so more for t he  religious education than for practical 

d i d a c t i c s  ( (Laqueur ,  p. 142-44)). Thus, in t owns  dominated by Methodist Sunday 

schools we should find a lower percentage of operative d i s cou r se  r e f l e c t i v e  of t h e  

Methodis t  Weltanschauung ( t h e  "chiliasm of despair") t ha t  E. P. Thompson claims 

could color many aspects of working-class thought. Similarly, in those t owns  whe re  

Methodist influence was weak an operative discourse i s  more likely to predominate. 

Along similar lines, this relationship betweeen institutional strength and discourse 

u s e  a l so  migh t  have  been  t r u e  in t hose  t owns  whe re  Anglican Sunday schools  

predominated. As t he  Methodists, the  Anglicans were more res t r ic t ive  on t h e  t i m e  

a l l o t t e d  t o  p r a c t i c a l  i n s t ruc t ion  than  other sects ((Laqueur, p. 105)). In addition, 

while many Anglican schools  did ob t a in  a m e a s u r e  of i ndependence  f r o m  d i r e c t  

clerical control and supervision, they nonetheless emphasized a set program of study, 

placing g r e a t e r  emphas i s  on c a t h e c h i s m s  and  o t h e r  f o r m s  of s t a n d a r d  re l ig ious  

i ndoc t r i na t ion  t h a n  in Dissent ing Sunday schools. Thus, parallel t o  t h e  argument 



concerning the  Methodists, towns in which Anglican institutions dominated should b e  

towns tha t  were less likely t o  have a high percentage of operative discourse. 

If such expectations hold t rue for t he  school da t a  they also should have  s o m e  

validity for t h e  churches themselves. Those towns with a high proportion'of churches 

of the  two sects should have a predominance of a r t i s ana l  d i s cou r se  r e f l e c t i n g  t h i s  

institutional hegemony. Towns in which these sects had only a small foothold should 

have a high proportion of operative discourse,  r e f l e c t i n g  t h e  a b s e n c e  of a s t rong  

middle-class hegemonic force. 

The concentration on Anglican church influence is  more questionable in this case 

because of i t s  unpopularity and its inabi l i ty  (or  i nd i f f e r ence )  t o  d e a l  wi th  soc i a l  

c o n c e r n s  of t h e  working class ((Ward 1972, p. 206-8)). However, the church was in 

t h e  middle of an enormous 15 milllion-pound revitalization and reconstruction program 

du r ing  t h e  period, and was making more serious a t t empt s  t o  recruit  those from the  

lower ranks. Finally, and most basically, t he  Church was t h e  re l ig ious  a r m  of t h e  

gove rnmen t ;  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  tha t  i ts  middle- and upper-class disciples could exercise 

influence on working-class groups we c a n  e x p e c t  t h i s  i n f l u e n c e  t o  r e f l e c t  on t h e  

discourse of labor disputes. 

(Results) 

The results of t he  correlation analysis appear in table  2 (following page). The 

correlations for e a c h  set of va r i ab l e s  will  b e  d i scussed  and  t h e  mos t  promising 

relations further explicated with the  aid of bivariate contingency tables. 

Correlations between the  work process variables (TaskIUnit, DirectIIndirect) and 

t h e  d i s cou r se  v a r i a b l e  (Langprop) show fairly strong support for these hypotheses. 

There a r e  both reasonably strong and s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s ign i f i can t  re la t ionsh ips  in t h e  

e x p e c t e d  d i r e c t i o n s  between the  type of production process and the work discipline 

imposed by the  process and the  type of discourse used. (The  re la t ionsh ips  b e t w e e n  





Table 2.1: Glossary of Variable Labels 

Label Meaning 

v.1 Langprop 

v.6 Unclear 

v.7 Wrk/fac 

Proportion of groups in e a c h  town t h a t  used a 
predominantly a r t i sana l .  discourse. 

Proportion of groups in each town t h a t  worked under 
relatively f ragmented labor process. 

Proportion of groups in e a c h  town t h a t  worked under 
relatively undifferentiated labor processes. 

Proportion of groups in e a c h  town t h a t  worked under 
labor processes with d i rec t  and'  immediate  supervision 
and discipline. 

Proportion of groups in each town t h a t  worked under 
labor processes with indirect  and non-immediate 
supervision and discipline. 

Proportion of groups in e a c h  town t h a t  worked under 
unclear or  unknown labor processes. 

Number ~f workers per t ex t i l e  mill, as given for a 
sub-sample of towns f rom Bainesls History of Cot ton 
Manufacture. 

Number of mill workers per  thousand population, a s  
derived f rom Baines (above) and t h e  1830 census 
figures. 

Number of t ex t i l e  f i rms per  thousand population, 
derived for a sub-sample of Lancashire towns f rom 
Bainesls History, Directory,  and Gaze tee r  ... of 
Lancaster and t h e  1830 census. 

Number cf churches  (all sects)  per thousand population 
for each town, derived f rom Lewis's Topographical 
Dictionary and t h e  1830 census. 

Number of Sunday schools (all sects)  per thousand 
population fo r  e a c h  town, derived from t h e  
Parliament'ary Report  on Charity Schools and t h e  1830 
census. 

Number of Methodist churches  (all sects)  per thousand 
population for  e a c h  town, as derived f rom Lewis and 
t h e  1830 census. 

Number of f r e e  o r  part ial ly subsidized day and evening 
schools per thousand population for  each  town, 
derived f rom t h e  Par. Rep. anc! t h e  1830 census. 



Average a t t endance  per  Methodist Sunday school to r  
each  town, derived f r o m  Par.  Rep. 

Methodist churches a s  a percentage of t o t a l  churches 
for  each town, derived f rom Lewis. 

Methodist Sunday schools a s  a percentage of t o t a l  
Sunday schools for  each  town, f rom Par.  Rep. 

Average Methodist Sunday school a t t endance  as a 
percentage of t o t a l  Sunday school a t t endance  for  e a c h  
town, derived f rom Par.  Rep. 

Number ~f Anglican churches  per thousand population 
for  each town, a s  derived f rom Lewis and t h e  1830 
census. 

Anglican churches a s  a percentage of t o t a l  churches 
for  each town, as derived f rom Lewis. 

Anglican Sunday schools as a percentage of t o t a l  
Sunday schools for  e a c h  town, a s  derived f rom Par.  
Rep. 
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discourse and high fragmentation and direct  work discipline a r e  not significant due t o  

t h e  high p e r c e n t a g e  of mixed  o r  ambiguous  g roups  and individuals t h a t  produced 

predominantly operative texts, as seen in the  correlation between the  p e r c e n t a g e  of 

unclear groups and individuals (Unclear) and discourse use). Tables 3 (below) further 

examine t h e  strongest relationships. 

T a b l e  3 shows t h e  percentage of artisanal discourse cross-tabulated with three 

variables concerning the  social relations of production: t he  fragmentation of t he  labor 

process ,  t h e  t y p e  of work control (direct or indirect) imposed by the  labor process, 

and a measure of those cases  t ha t  a r e  unclear on these two dimensions. The table 

shows t h a t  towns  wi th  a low p e r c e n t a g e  of  r eco rded  g roups  t h a t  labored under 

relatively undifferetiated labor processes were much more likely t o  b e  towns  where  

t h e r e  was  a low proportion of artisanal texts  (as  indicated by t h e  43% difference). 

Conversely, it shows tha t  t ha t  those towns with a high proportion of recorded groups 

t ha t  worked in relatively undifferentiated labor processes were also much more likely 

t o  be  t he  towns whe re  t h e r e  was  a high p e r c e n t a g e  of p r edominan t ly  a r t i s a n a l  

discourse (difference= 43%). 

T a b l e  3 r evea l s  a similar relationship between discourse and the  percentage of 

workers tha t  did not have work discipline imposed directly by t h e  labor process. On 

t h e  o n e  hand,  t h e  t a b l e  shows t h a t  towns  wi th  a r e l a t i ve ly  low pe rcen tage  of 
. G  

recorded groups t ha t  worked under a labor reg ime t h a t  c r e a t e d  l i t t l e  d i r e c t  work 

d i s c i p l i n e  w e r e  m o r e  l ikely t o  have  a low p e r c e n t a g e  of a r t i s a n a l  d i scourse  

(difference= 36.5%). On the  other hand, towns with a high p ropor t i on  of r eco rded  

groups engaged in such a work process were more likely t o  have a high percentage of 

a r t  isanal discourse (difference= 36.5%). 

Final ly  t a b l e  3 looks at t h e  re la t ionsh ip  b e t w e e n  d i scou r se  usage  and the 

percentage of recorded groups or individuals whose work regime is unclear.' The table 



TABLE 3: Proportion of Towns with a High Percen tage  of Artisanal  
Discourse by Three Work Process  Variables 

% of Towns with High Fisher's 
Independent Variable % Artisanal Discourse ! Exact  Prob. Tau - 
Proportion workers'  

groups in e a c h  town in 
unfragmented labor processes: 

Low 

High 

Proportion workers'  
groups working 
under indirect  control: 

Low 

High 

Proportion workers' 
groups in unclear 
labor regimes: 

Low 
High 



shows tha t  towns with a high percentage of unclear cases were much more likely to 

have  a low propor t ion  of  a r t i s a n a l  d i scourse  and those with a low percentage of 

unclear cases were more likely t o  have a higher p ropor t i on  of a r t i s a n a l  d i s cou r se  

( d i f f e r e n c e s  of  45.8% in each case). While a straightforward interpretation of this 

result is not possible t he  relationship may well be  a result of the  types of meetings 

and  ind iv idua ls  t h a t  f e l l  p redominant ly  under the  unclear category. Typically t he  

meetings were large union gatherings with mili tant speakers designed to  stimulate and 

a t t r a c t  the  uncommitted t o  the  union cause. They usually were orchestrated by the  

more mil i tant  b r a n c h e s  of t h e  union movemen t ,  o f t e n  t h e  c o t t o n  spinners ,  a n d  

frequently also included a speaker who heralded the  cause of radical politics (perhaps 

t o  broaden t h e  appeal of the  gathering). The speakers t hemse lves ,  however ,  o f t e n  

w e r e  n o t  iden t i f ied  with a particular branch or  t rade  ( a t  least  not in the accounts) 

and this probably was simply a simple tac t ic  on t h e  par t  of the  organizers  t o  k e e p  

the  appeal of the gathering as broad as possible. Thus, many such speakers probably 

were cot ton spinners or similar factory opera t ives ,  though i t  i s  impossible  t o  t e l l  

from the accounts. As for the  individuals who produced texts ,  i t  is likely t ha t  many 

of them as well were factory workers. Often they labeled themselves as lloperatives" 

o r  " co t ton  workers," de sc r ip t i ons  suff ic ient ly  ambiguous t o  defy firm codification. 

Thus, i t  seems reasonable t o  assume tha t  most of t he  unclear cases would f a l l  i n t o  

t h e  high f r a g m e n t a t i o n  and  d i rec t  work discipline categories if further information 

were available. 

That t he  social relations of production shaped the  articulation of class interest  

also can b e  tentatively shown by examining the  relationship between t h e  number  of 

f i r m s  wi th in  e a c h  town and  t h e  p redominan t  - t y p e  of discourse used by recorded 

workers' groups. The correlation between the  number of firms per thousand population 

fo r  t h e  sub-sample  of Lancashire  towns and artisanal discourse is relatively strong 



(.42) and. in t he  expected direction (though s ignif icant  only a t  p= .13). A f u r t h e r  

ana lys i s  of t h i s  re la t ionsh ip  in  t a b l e  4 p rov ides  a modicum of additional support 

(though with such a small sample size caution remains a byword). 

While t h e  s a m p l e  is  t o o  s m a l l  t o  p rov ide  any  substantive evidence (and the  

empty cel l  confounds interpretat ions of m e a s u r e s  of re la t ionsh ip)  t h e  r e s u l t s  a r e  

suggestive. The table shows tha t  towns t h a t  had a relatively high number of textile 

firms per  1000 population were much more likely t o  be  towns in which an artisanal 

d i s cou r se  was  used than  t h o s e  towns  wi th  a low ratio. Additionally, those towns 

where t he  ratio was low were much more likely t o  witness t he  use of an operative 

discourse than in those towns where t he  rat io  of firms t o  population was high (with a 

difference of 50% in both cases). 

Correlations between each of the  church and school variables and the  discourse 

variable a r e  presented in table 2. In general they show sugges t ive ,  b u t  n o t  sol id ,  

s u p p o r t  f o r  t h e  hypotheses outlined above. The correlations for the general church 

and Sunday school variables in particular show virtually no support for t he  hypotheses 

conce rn ing  g e n e r a l  insti tutional hegemony. The correlation for the number of f ree  

schools variable (.20) while higher provides suggestive, but still not firm, for 

a link b e t w e e n  middle-class  cultural domination and the  use of an artisanal rather 

than an operative discourse. The correlations for  t he  Methodist variables parallel t he  

f r e e  s choo l  va r i ab l e  in  magn i tude  and  suppor t ,  with the highest correlation being 

at ta ined by t h e  Sunday school a t tendance at Methodist churches as a propor t ion  of 

the  t o t a l  Sunday school attendance for each town (.18). 

Curiously, while t he  Anglican variables a r e  of the  same order of magnitude, all  

v a r i a b l e s  b u t  one ,  t h e  r a t i o  of Anglican churches t o  to ta l  churches, a r e  negatively 

rather  than positively associated with t he  discourse variable. Possibly,  b e c a u s e  t h e  

Church  symbol ized  much t h a t  was  repugnant in established society t o  the  working 



Table 4: Percentage of Towns with a High Proportion of Groups Using an  
Artisanal  Discourse by Degree of Capi ta l  Concentration per  Town 

% of Towns with High Fisher's 
Independent Variable % Artisanal Discourse N - Exact  Prob. Tau 
Proportion of towns with 
a high degree  of capi ta l  
concentra t ion 

Low 

High 



class, its g r e a t e r  presence within a town only served to increase  divisiveness e x c e p t  

where t h e r e  was  l i t t l e  insti tutional choice. This is suggested by t h e  correlations with 

variables 18 and 19, which a r e  of similar magnitude, but  a r e  in di f ferent  directions. 

F u r t h e r  r e s e a r c h  a l o n g  t h e s e  l ines ,  h o w e v e r ,  is n e e d e d  h o w e v e r  to g o  beyond  

ponderous speculations t o  f i rmer  conclusions. 

R a t h e r  t h a n  a b a n d o n i n g  a n y  n o t i o n  o f  c u l t u r a l  h e g e m o n y ,  w h a t  this init ial  

investigation suggests is t h a t  b e t t e r  measures of th is  p r o c e s s  a r e  n e e d e d .  A s  w a s  

n o t e d ,  t h e  c h u r c h  w a s  n o t  o n e  of t h e  m o r e  c e n t r a l  ins t i tu t ions  in working-class 

cul tura l  production. In fu r the r  research we need t o  g o  deeper  in to  those  . r i tua l s  and 

rounds of l i f e  t h a t  were  more  cen t ra l  t o  working-class existence,  such as t h e  pub, t h e  

fair ,  etc., t o  see how middle c lass  e lements  could have exer ted  control  over working- 

c lass  cul tura l  production (see for  example  Brewer 1978-79). 

In sum, th is  d a t a  analysis has provided addit ional l imi ted s u p p o r t  f o r  s o m e  of  

t h e  h y p o t h e s e s  w h i l e  s u g g e s t i n g  g r e a t e r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  is n e e d e d  overall. I t  has  

suggested most  clearly t h a t  a n  i m p o r t a n t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  e x i s t e d .  b e t w e e n  t h e  s o c i a l  

r e l a t i o n s  o f  production and t h e  ways in which working-class groups ar t icula ted thei r  

interests.  I t  also has  hinted at a relationship be tween  cap i ta l  concentra t ion and these  

a r t i c u l a t i o n s .  F i n a l l y ,  t h e  a n a l y s i s  h a s  s h o w n  a n e e d  f o r  b e t t e r  information on 

bourgeois incursions in to  working-class cul tura l  production. T o  reach a fur ther  inkling 

as t o  why some of t h e  expected relationships in  t h e  sample  were  not  stronger I now 

turn  t o  t h e  examination of a n  aber ran t  case. 

(Looking at an Outlier) 

The  analysis of t h e  aggregate  d a t a  has provided a modicum of additional support  

fo r  some of t h e  hypotheses, but  t h e  evidence is f a r  f rom o v e r w h e l m i n g  n o t  to b e g  

fu r the r  consideration. A brief look at t h e  possible reasons fo r  why t h e  analysis has  



not produced stronger results is in order .  T h e  a l r e a d y  no ted  c a v e a t s  conce rn ing  

s a m p l e  s i z e  and  s ta t is t ical  controls aside, why cer ta in  towns within the sample, the  

outliers, did not conform to  expectations needs t o  be  examined. By briefly reviewing 

t h e  case of Belper, a smaller knitting and co t ton  town in t he  county of Derbyshire, 

we will be  able  t o  f u r t h e r  unders tand  t h e  s h o r t c o m i n g s  of t h e  ana lys i s  and  t h e  

additional avenues needed for further refinement. 

Belper is one of t he  towns in t he  sample t h a t  seems t o  confound the  analysis. 

A small town in te rms  of population and a r ea  ( i t  had about 8,000 people in 1830) i t  

was dominated by several large spinning and knitt ing manufacturers  and  seconda r i l y  
I 

had  . the  r e m n a n t s  of s e v e r a l  h a n d i c r a f t  t rades  such as nailing. Relative t o  other  

towns in t h e  sample Belper thus had a fairly proletarianized labor  fo rce .  Y e t  t h e  

t e x t  f r o m  Belper ,  f a r  f rom mir ror ing  t h e s e  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  of production in an 

o p e r a t i v e  d i scourse ,  con fo rms  more  t o  a n  a r t i s a n a l  i dea l  type .  T h e  r e l a t i v e  

dominance  of bourgeois social and religious institutions partially used to  explain this 

form of rhetoric provides l i t t le additional insight. Compared to o ther  towns  in  t h e  

s ample ,  Be lper  stands in the  middle of the  pack in terms of t he  number of schools 

and religious institutions per 1000, and at the  bottom in terms of t he  predominance 

of Methodis t  ins t i tu t ions .  Clear ly  t h e s e  d a t a  by themselves a r e  not sufficiently 

explanatory and a more refined analysis is warranted. 

P e r h a p s  t h e  mos t  over r id ing  exp lana t ion  f o r  t h e  a b s e n c e  of a n  o p e r a t i v e  

discourse is t h e  f a c t  t ha t  the  large factories of Belper, and thus a large par t  of the  

towns work force,  were controlled by one of t he  g rea t  cot ton manufacturing families 

of t he  era,  t he  Strutts.  The Strutts,  as many of t he  grea t  fami l ies  of t h e  per iod ,  . 
w e r e  deep ly  i n t e r e s t e d  in s e t t i n g  up wel l  r e g u l a t e d  p a t e r n a l i s t i c  communit ies .  

Through this community control they sought t o  ensure a well regimented labor force 

as well as the  moral improvement of their workers ((Harrison, p. 156)). To this end 



they provided a wide a r r a y  of f a c i l i t i e s  f o r  t h e i r  work f o r c e  including housing, 

schools, churches, a library, a sick club, a cooperative store,  a mechanics1 institution, 

a swimming bath, and'  a dancing hall ((Hammomds 1968, p. 42; Harrison, p. 156)). In 

addition to these facilities the Strut ts  organized and orchestrated grea t  festivities t o  

mark holidays and events of national significance ((Fitton and Wadsworth, p. 258-60)). 

Coupled  wi th  t h i s  web of a r r a n g e m e n t s  for social improvement was the well 

organized work d isc ip l ine  of t h e  f a c t o r i e s .  T h e  usua l  wide  a r r a y  of f i ne s  was  

imposed on all  workers as w e l  of the  forfeiture of quarterly g i f t  money (one sixth of 

t h r ee  months wages) t ha t  could occur in t he  event  of misconduct  o r  l e a v e  w i thou t  

no t i ce .  The  S t r u t t s  a l so  agreed on a pac t  with al l  neighboring factory masters t o  

exclude those from hire who could not provide a satisfactory testimonial f r o m  t h e i r  

p r ev ious  employe r  ( (F i t t on  and  Wadsworth,  p. 232-40)). Through these and other 

mechanisms the  Strut ts  sought t o  ensure a disciplined work force and a s m a l l  l abor  

turnover. 
J 

T h e  S t r u t t  fami ly  t h u s  had a de  f ac to  degree of control in Belper t ha t  must 

have seemed quite enviable to most other fac tory  mas t e r s .  They w e r e  t h e  major  

r e n t i e r s ,  t h e  c h i e f  t e n d e r s  o f  p r o v i s i o n s ,  a n d  t h e  pr inc ip le  f i nanc i e r s  and  

administrators of most social institutions. On the  surface an  argument could be  made 

tha t  the  social control of the Strut ts  in Belper created a hegemony complete enough 

in i t s  various aspects  s o  t h a t  t h e  S t r u t t s  r ea l l y  did a c h i e v e  t h e  mora l ly  p rope r  

community they envisioned. - 

While i t  i s  possible  t h a t  t h e  c o n t e n t  and tone  of workers1 discourse and the 

r e l a t i v e  labor  p e a c e  expe r i enced  by t h e  S t r u t t s  w a s  d u e  t o  t h e  s u c c e s s f u l  

implementation of such policies, such an explanation must be  t reated with a measure 

of skepticism. Workers in Belper had corresponded with t h e  Uni ted  C o m m i t t e e  of 

Framework Knitters during the e r a  of Luddism; no fewer than four separate  societies 



contributed to t h e  cof fe r s  of t h e  National Association for  t h e  Protect ion of Labour in 

1830 ((Thompson 1966, p. 536; Cole  1953, p. 32)) These fl ir tat ions with such paragons 

of working-class unionism hardly a r e  indicative of a comple te  and largely s u c c e s s f u l  

paternal is t ic  control. 

A seemingly more convincing explanation is t h a t  in a small  town s o  dominated 

by one family, even t h e  more  b i t t e r  and hell-bent malcontents  had t o  moderate  the i r  

p u b l i c  a c t i o n s  a n d  l a n g u a g e  c a r e f u l l y  f o r  f e a r  o f  re la t ively  quick and successful 

suppression. The  Strut ts ,  as t h e  Ashworths and o ther  g r e a t  c o t t o n  f a m i l i e s  of t h e  

day,  were  s t a lwar t  l iberal  Whigs. As Fi t ton and Wadsworth note,  they opposed Peel's 

f ac to ry  act on t h e  standard grounds t h a t  it in te r fe red  w i t h  t h e  o p e r a t i o n s  of f r e e  

t r a d e  ((p. 189)). While they make  no mention of t h e  Strutt 's  a t t i t u d e s  towards t r a d e  

unions, it is reasonable t o  suppose t h a t  t h e  family repugnantly looked down upon t h e m  . 
as a hinderance to t h e  operation of a productive society. If such was t h e  case, then  

workers so dependent on thei r  employer likely had t o  b e  ca re fu l  in toeing t h e  line of 

m o d e r a t i o n  a n d  p r o p r i e t y  f o r  f e a r  t h a t  t h e i r  voices and schemes otherwise would 

e x c i t e  t h e  wrath  of thei r  masters.  If th is  was t h e  case i t  c a l l s  i n t o  q u e s t i o n  t h e  

s i m p l e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  p o s i t e d  b e t w e e n  t h e  use  of a n  operat ive  discourse and cap i ta l  

concentration,  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  a v a i l a b i l i t y  of r e p r e s s i o n  n e e d s  to b e  t a k e n  i n t o  

account  as a mediating force.  

T h e  case of  Be lper  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  if w e  a r e  t o  understand t h e  production of 

workers' discourse, a fu r the r  honing of our micro-analytic tools, o r  at l e a s t  a m o r e  

c o m p l e t e  a n d  v a r i e d  c o l l e c t i o n  of d a t a  at t h e  aggrega te  level, is necessary. As I 

have emphasized throughout, a n  analysis of discourse production is always in pa r t  a n  

a n a l y s i s  of soc io -drama.  T o  u n d e r s t a n d  s u c h  socio-drama ca re fu l  scrutiny of t h e  

backdrop is vital. Thus, to t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  t h e  r e s u l t s  f r o m  t h e  a g g r e g a t e  d a t a  

analysis have been modest, th is  can  b e  subscribed part ial ly t o  t h e  inability t o  obtain 



good measures of the  broad outlines of this backdrop. In par t ,  too ,  i t  s t e m s  f r o m  

t h e  inab i l i ty  of such  ana lys i s  t o  t a p  t h e  nuances  tha t  help shape the  process of 

dramaturgy. Short of producing m o r e  va r i ed  case s tud ies ,  w h a t  is c a l l e d  fo r  i s  

additional da ta  tha t  will provide a bet ter  sense of how this drama is structured. In 

- t he  concluding s e c t i o n  of t h i s  p a r t  of t h e  ana lys i s  I now t u r n  b r i e f ly  t o  s o m e  

suggestions in this light, as well as to  more general suggestions of the  expansion of 

t he  da ta  set as a whole. 

(Suggestion for Further Data) 

Two major  p rob lems  will  b e  discussed i n  t h i s  s ec t i on .  First  I turn t o  the 

general question of expans ion  of t h e  d a t a  on d i s cou r se ,  t h e  dependen t  var iab le .  

Second I sha l l  sugges t  s e v e r a l  add i t i ona l  sou rces  t ha t  can be  tapped to crea te  a 

be t te r  and more complete set of predictors of discourse use. 

Two of the principle problems with the aggregate  da ta  analysis throughout have 

been the  small sample s i z e  in g e n e r a l  and  t h e  r e l a t i ve ly  s m a l l  number  of t e x t s  

a v a i l a b l e  f o r  mos t  of t he  towns included in the sample. Short of archival work in 

local a reas  th ree  other sources might b e  used to expand  t h e  co l l ec t i on  of t ex t s .  

First, a systematic sifting of workers' petitions to parliament and other governmental 

, bodies might be  a t t e m p t e d .  While such d o c u m e n t s  have  t h e  d rawback  of being 

c o n s t r u c t e d  in a highly formal ized  and moderated discourse they could nonetheless 

,provide some additional insight as to how workers formulated and  a r t i c u l a t e d  t h e i r  

problems. 

Second,  g iven  the  recent  surge in the  reprinting of old tex ts  and pamphlets in 

collections, these volumes too can  b e  explo i ted .  While t h e s e  a r e  m o r e  ca re fu l ly  

sculpted t rac t s  than by and large a r e  t o  be  found in the current da ta  set, they have 

the  advantage  of p r e sen t ing  a th i cke r  desc r ip t i on  of working-class  ideas .  T h e  



disadvantages of this material  might be  their relatively small numbers, the  possibility 

of m o r e  genera l ly  political and less directly labor oriented discussions, and the f a c t  

t ha t  many such t r ac t s  were printed for regional or national audiences  and  thus  a r e  

not t rade  or locally specific. 

Third,  a n d  pe rhaps  mos t  promising, is t he  relatively wide array of unstamped 

periodicals and papers published by working-class groups throughout t he  la te  20's and 

e a r l y  30's. A number  of t h e s e  uns tamped,  such as the Trades Free Press or t he  

United Trades Co-operatve Journal, have the  advantage of specific labor orientations 

and  a p p e a l  t o  s p e c i f i c  t r a d e  groups. In addition many a r e  regionally specific, and 

though many emanate  from London, a fair  number were also based in t h e  i ndus t r i a l  

provinces (especially Lancashire, Yorkshire West Riding, and Cheshire), thus providing 

more inclusive coverage of manufacturing towns. 

The  p rob lems  such  periodicals present a r e  several fold. First, a s  most of t h e  

unstamped, t he  majority were published for brief periods. Second and relatedly, t h e  

br ie f  pe r iods  of  publ icat ion and limited circulations make accessibility problematic. 

Finally, a number of such periodicals a r e  themat ic ,  such  as t h e  Br i t i sh  Labourer 's  

Protector  and Factory Child's Friend, which deals almost exclusively with Sadler's and 

Oastler's a t t empt s  t o  pass t he  Ten Hours Act, or t h e  spa te  of regional t rade journals 

t h a t  d e a l  largely with the  question of cooperation. Despite these disadvantages the  

unstamped press represents possibly the  richest source of textual material  which could 

could be  tapped for further research. 

Having c o l l e c t e d  a wider  base of textual  mater ia l  - t he  next s tep is t o  expand 

and fill out  t he  set of independent variables. Again, s h o r t  of l oca l  a r ch iva l  work 

some of the da t a  set might not be  easily expandable for t h e  period in question. As I 
\ 

have indicated, there  is no accurate  uniform body of da ta  on t h e  number  of f i rms ,  

t h e i r  s i ze ,  o r  employmen t  p a t t e r n s  in t e x t i l e  or other industries. Other possible 



avenues of exploration for such da ta  do exist, though their access ib i l i ty  a n d  u t i l i t y  

a r e  somewhat uncertain. S. D. Chapman, for instance, has .suggested tha t  insurance 

records can be  exploited for information on fixed capi ta l  f o r m a t i o n  ((1971)). Such 

r e c o r d s  would c e r t a i n l y  p r e s e n t  a b iased  p ic ture ,  neglecting many of the smaller 

firms. Nonetheless, they could provide  o n e  of t h e  c l e a r e r  c o m p a r a t i v e  p i c t u r e s  

a v a i l a b l e  fo r  t h e  t e x t i l e  industry.  P a r a l l e l  t o  Chapman's suggestion, i t  might be  

possible t o  t ap  bank records and order books f r o m  t h e  l a r g e r  mach ine  a n d  eng ine  

manufacturers ( to  the  extent  such documents still a r e  extant) for particular localities. 

One additional avenue tha t  may be  promising in te rms  of t he  number  of f i r m s  and  

r e l a t e d  i n fo rma t ion  is the directories and gaze teers  similar to Baines' work used in 

t he  present analysis. 

To  c o m p l e m e n t  t h e  directories' information on social institutions several other 

sources could be  surveyed. For further da ta  on t h e  nature  and ex ten t  of charitable 

a s s i s t a n c e  t h e  mass ive  pa r l i amen ta ry  report  on the old Poor Law (particularly the 

"Answers t o  town queries") could be  consulted. This mater ia l  could be  supplemented 
I 

by extant  reports of local benevolent societies t o  provide a more complete picture on 

the  kinds and amounts of aid given by both private societies and local governments. 

Such loca l  r e p o r t s  could  a l so  supp lemen t  t h e  i n fo rma t ion  on charity and Sunday 

schoo l s  a l r e a d y  used f o r  t h e  ana lys i s  s i n c e  no  o t h e r  p a r l i a m e n t a r y  r e p o r t s  o n  

educational or religious institutions a r e  available for  the  period ((Cullen, p. 14)). In 

f a c t  t he  paucity of par l iamentary  r e p o r t s  f o r  t h e s e  a r e a s  and  t h e  per iod  m a k e s  

reliance on private and local documents a necessity. 

Gauging working-class independence from such charitable i n s t i t u t i ons  and se l f  - 
r e l i a n c e  wi th in  t h e i r  com muni t ies  could prove t o  be  a considerably stickier affair. 

While such material  could be  .valuable a s  a measure of the  solidity and independence 

of working-class  communi t i e s ,  no s y s t e m a t i c  a c c o u n t i n g  of such  in s t i t u t i ons  is 



available until relatively l a t e  in t h e  century. Registration of friendly societies with 

t h e  r e g i s t r a r  fo r  such o rgan iza t ions ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  was  vo luntary .  Gosden has  

suggested t ha t  many thousands over the  years  f rom the  i ncep t ion  of t h e  r e g i s t r a r s  

o f f  i c e  p robab ly  f a i l ed  to not i fy  t h e  g d v e r n m e n t  ((Gosden, p. 13)). Likewise,  

parliamentary reports on f r iendly  s o c i e t i e s  and  o t h e r  se l f -he lp  o rgan iza t ions  a r e  

gross ly  i nadequa te .  Thus  any  d a t a  on working-class  organizat ions necessary for 

further research may well have t o  be  collected within t he  localities under study. 

The  f i n a l  body of m a t e r i a l  t h a t  migh t  b e  drawn on and used to  supplement 
I 

nation wide-studies is t h e  va r ious  t r e a t i s e s  a n d  s t a t i s t i c a l  a c c o u n t s  compi led  by 

individual  mora l  improve r s  and  s ta t i s t i ca l  pioneers of the  la te  20's and early 30's. 

While many of these t reat ises  concentrated on aggregated national data,  a few hearty 

souls, anticipating the  work of the statist ical  societies in la ter  years, compiled 'moral 

statistics' for individual towns or regions. 

In sum,  c a s t i n g  a b o u t  fo r  f u r t h e r  d a t a  w e  find ourselves in much the same 

position a s  t h e  po l i t i c a l  e c o n o m i s t s  and  m o r a l  improve r s  of t h e  day. As t h e y  

lamented then, there  a r e  no easily accessible, complete,  and uniform bodies of social 

or industrial da ta  from which t o  draw. While supplementing t h e  body of tex ts  could 

b e  a c c o m p l i s h e d  by f u r t h e r  fo rag ing  th rough  t h e  uns t amped  per iod ica l s ,  t h e  

compilation of other information may well p r o v e  t o  b e  a much m o r e  c o m p l i c a t e d  

affair. 

IX. Conclusion 

To conclude this study I will return t o  t he  central  problems with which I began: 

those of i n t e r e s t s ,  consc iousness ,  t h e i r  a r t i c u l a t i o n ,  and  t h e  ways  t h e y  c a n  b e  

measured .  While t h i s  s tudy  h a s  n o t  solved t h e s e  p rob lems  conclusively,  i t  has 

provided s o m e  e v i d e n c e  and  t e n t a t i v e  a n s w e r s  neces sa ry  t o  t h e i r  ana lys i s  and  



resolution. Underlying the  ent i re  study have been three  themes which a r e  suggestive 

for this resolution, the themes of context,  s t ructure ,  and the  centrali ty of discourse. 

Central  t o  a l l  t he  problems is t he  question of context.  In the  initial discussion 

i t  was  sugges t ed  t h a t  i n t e r e s t s  and consciousness can  be  understood and measured 
7 

only with a p rope r  a p p r e c i a t i o n  of t h e  c o n t e x t  i n  which t h e y  a r e  c r e a t e d  and  

articulated. As Thompson notes ll... history is  a discipline of context  and of process: 

every meaning is a meaning-in-context, and s t ructures  change  while  old f o r m s  may 

express new functions or old functions may find expression in new forms1' ((Thompson 

1977, p. 256)). The same can surely be  said for t h e  discipline of sociology; given t h e  

field's less veiled a t tempts  t o  understand and explain t h e  world in modeled forms i t  is 

of perhaps grea te r  immediacy. An appreciation of context  means an  at tent ion to  t h e  

mu l t i p l e  f a c t o r s  t h a t  impinge  on the  experiences of individuals and groups as they 

produce meaning and sense of this lived experience. 

Earlier I suggested tha t  three broad factors  need to be  examined to  understand 

the  class consciousness of working class groups properly: their  historical baggage, t he  

p a r t i c u l a r  c o n s t r u c t s  of t i m e  in which t h e y  l ive,  and  t h e  f o r c e s  within t h e s e  

constructs t ha t  bear  on their  interpretation of these experiences. The final category 

was  expanded  and  e x p l i c a t e d  f u r t h e r  in  a rgu ing  t h a t  t h e  social  relations of the  

production process,' t he  polit ical  geography of t h o s e  r e l a t i ons ,  t h e  l oca l  po l i t i c a l  

culture in which they a r e  played out, and the s t ra teg ic  exigencies of action for t he  

m a i n t a n e n c e  and  f u r t h e r a n c e  of t h e s e  i n t e r e s t s  a l l  p lay c e n t r a l  r o l e s  i n  t h e  

development and reformulation of group interest  and consciousness. 

The preceding analyses suggest at t he  v e r y  l e a s t  t h a t  none  of t h e s e  f a c t o r s  

should be  abandoned in a t tempts  t o  understand and explain working-class interests and 

consciousness. In their  inadequacies t hey  possibly h i n t  a t  o t h e r ,  pe rhaps  equa l ly  

i m p o r t a n t ,  f a c t o r s  in c o n t e x t .  They a l so  s u g g e s t  t h a t  while t he  cradle of class 



i n t e r e s t  is  t h e  mode  a n d  soc i a l  r e l a t i ons  of p r o d u c t i o n ,  s u c h  i n t e r e s t s  ( a n d  

consc iousness )  g e r m i n a t e  in  t h e  l ived e x p e r i e n c e  of these r~ l a t i ons .  Beyond the  

nasence of class s t ructure  lie t he  circumscribed spheres of power in  which c l a s s  i s  

also experienced and through which working-class groups come to make sense of their  

lives and formulate their  interests. Class always 'happens' in context. 

In any given society in which social relations have been set in class ways, there  
is a cognitive organization of life which corresponds t o  t h e  mode of production 
and  t h e  h i s to r i ca l l y  evolved  c l a s s  format ions .  This i s  the  "commonsense of 
power"; i t  sa turates  everyday life; i t  is expressed more  o r  l e s s  consciously in  
t h e  ove ra rch ing  hegemony of t h e  ru l ing  c l a s s  and  i t s  f o r m s  of ideological 
domination. The "theatre" of power is only one form of this domination. 

But  wi th in  and  b e n e a t h  t h i s  a r c h  t h e r e  a r e  innumerable contexts and 
l o c a t i o n s  in which men and women,  c o n f r o n t i n g  t h e  n e c e s s i t i e s  of  t h e i r  
existence, derive their  own values and c r e a t e  their  own culture intrinsic to  their  
mode of life. ((E. P. Thompson 1977, p. 265)) 

In adop t ing  t h i s  f r a m e w o r k  I a m  in essence changing one of the problems of 

interest  from a question of t ime  to  a question of t h e  contex t  of t h a t  t ime .  Such 

polarities as long- versus short-term, illusory versus promissory, or economism versus 

classism have l i t t le  analytical utility once t he  contex t  of e x p e r i e n c e  and a c t i o n  i s  

b rough t  center-stage. As Berger and Offe  have recently noted, Millian models tend 

t o  ignore questions of t h e  context of interest  generation altogether i6 their  analytic 

a g e n d a  ((op. cit.)). As a r e s u l t  t h e  unde r s t and ing  of t h e  dynamics  of interest 

formulation and class consciousness become severely limited t o  one context  of choice. 

One  s t r a i n  of c u r r e n t l y  popular  Marxian ana lys i s ,  however,  does no better. 

From the  preceding analyses we can see tha t  judging interests and consc iousness  in  

t e r m s  of t h e i r  i l lusory o r  promissory charac te r  would ignore the substance. of the 

experiences of t h e  working class groups tha t  f ramed their concept of class interest. 
' 

In p a r a l l e l  fashion,  the  historical analyses of both Foster and Musson also fall 

short  in  their  understandings of the generation of working-class consciousness in t h e  

second quarter  of the  nineteenth century. While t he  preceding analyses clearly have 



shown tha t  t h e  articulated interests of workers were produced from t h e  p e r s p e c t i v e  

of  working-class  subord ina t ion ,  t h e y  provide  no  h i n t s  of t h e  revolutionary class 

consciousness t ha t  is so central  in Foster's search for a working-class r evo lu t iona ry  

Weltanshauung.  To speak  of t h e  potential  revolutionary class consciousness of the 

Spitalfield weavers, or even the  cot ton spinners of south-east .Lancashire, is t o  speak 

in tongues. 

What we have seen instead in t h e  variations of the  discourse of the groups t ha t  

have been analysed is t h e  production and growth among cer ta in  t rade groups of new 

forms of a radical working-class critique of the  social order. As Jones ((1977)) has 

sugges t ed ,  t h i s  c r i t i q u e ,  bu i l t  on t h e  founda t ions  of o lde r  ideo logies ,  h a d  i t s  

l i m i t a t i o n s .  T o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  t h e  a n a l y s e s  have  i l lumina ted  t h i s  emerg ing  

ideological s t ructure  they also show tha t  Musson's analysis is severely l im i t ed  in  i t s  

concern for the  immediacy of issues. The discourse we have examined certainly has 

shown t h a t  worke r s  usual ly  f r a m e d  t h e i r  g r i e v a n c e s  w i t h  e l e m e n t s  of  m o r e  

encompass ing  ideologies .  Musson's 'humdrum' issues of workers' struggles, f a r  from 

wading in a shallow consciousness, were s t eeped  in  working-class  ideo logies  which 

brought s t ructure  t o  their grievances and which made them interpretable t o  a variety 

of t rade  groups. 

If, .however, Thompson and the humanists f a r e  best in the  analysis, their  position 

remains by no means pr i s t ine .  What t h e  p r e c e d i n g  ana lyses  show pe rhaps  m o s t  

clearly is t ha t  the organization of production was the  most powerful determinant of 

t h e  working-class articulations studied. The evidence stands in contrast  t o  Thompson's 

assertions tha t  "... i t  is impossible t o  give any theoretical priority" t o  the economic 

over t he  cultural and "that 'in t he  last  instance' determination may equally well work 

i t s  way through c u l t u r a l  as well  as e c o n o m i c  forms"  ((1977, p. 265)). Similar 

assertions by Williams and other like-minded humanists only lead us sloshing about in 



morasses of "complex interplays" which they vaguely  des,cribe.  T h e  s t u d i e s  a b o v e  

have to the  contrary shown tha t  experience, a f t e r  all, is structured, and tha t  workers1 

e x p e r i e n t i a l  unders tanding  of t h e i r  l abor  f o r e m o s t  is  s t r u c t u r e d  by t h e  s o c i a l  

o rgan iza t ion  of t h a t  process .  More tentatively,  this study has indicated tha t  class 

power is diffused through other social structures;  t o  understand the  consciousness of 

worke r s  we  need  t o  unders tand  t h e  p r o x i m a t e  i n f luence  of t h e s e  s t ruc tures  on 

workers1 experiences. Careful study of t he  experiences of working-class groups  c a n  

\ .  r e v e a l  t h e  proximi ty  of these s t ructures  and the  variable role they play in framing 

these experiences. 

In t h e  f i n a l  analysis ,  however, to understand how social s t ructure  impinges on 

and a f fec t s  consciousness we need t o  study not t h e  s t ructures  themselves but the  a c t s  

t h a t  r e f l e c t  a w a r e n e s s  of them: the  socio-drama of action, the  cultural production 

and appropriation of symbols, and the  discourse used t o  describe such structures. To 

understand actors' interests we  need t o  s t a r t  with their  articulations. As Marx long 

a g o  no ted ,  "Language is  as old a s  consc iousness ,  l a n g u a g e  i s  p r a c t i c a l ,  r e a l  

consciousness11 ((Marx and Engels, p. 49; see also Wilkie)). Starting with the  analysis 

of t he  s t ructures  in which discourse production takes  place, and moving t o  an analysis 

of the socio-drama of the  action in which i t  is produced, discourse can reveal a grea t  

deal about consciousness. The socio-drama of collective action is a f t e r  a l l  purposeful 

in  i t s  a t t e m p t s  t o  r e v e a l  t h e  interests  of t h e  actors. As Wolf Lepenies suggests, 

l'communication and interaction rituals a r e  p a r t  of t h e  mechan i sms  which m e d i a t e  

b e t w e e n  t h e  economica l ly-de te rmined  class situation and the  forms of culture and 

ways of life developed by (a) particular class" ((p. 493)). 

In addi t ion ,  t h i s  s tudy  t e n t a t i v e l y  h a s  sugges ted  t h a t  p r e s e n t  t h e o r i e s  of  

c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  c a n  add  t o  ou r  unde r s t and ing  of t h e  u se  of d i s cou r se  in t h e  

articulation of interests. As Hugh Duncan notes of one the  of the highest forms of 



socio-drama, 

F r o m  a sociological  view, the  drama of community is a drama of authority, a 
struggle by those in power, or those seeking power, t o  control symbols tha t  a r e  
already powerful, or t o  c r ea t e  new symbols tha t  will make orderly relationships 
t ha t  cannot be  orderly through the  use of traditional o r  s a c r e d  symbols.  ((p. 
64)). 

T h e  r e l a t i onsh ip  b e t w e e n  r e s o u r c e  mobi l iza t ion  t h e o r y  and  t h e  analysis of 

discourse thus is mutually informative. By understanding the  ways in which discourse 

itself is a s t ra tegic  resource in collective action we gain a keener appreciation of the 

finer points of d i s cou r se  u se  and  product ion .  By p u t t i n g  t h e  s tudy  of c u l t u r a l  

p roduct ion  on pa r  wi th  mater ia l  production and action, and in linking the  two, the 

interests of a l l  can be  served best. 
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