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Quoted in Peter Linebaugh, Days of villainy: a reply to two critics, International 
Socialism Journal, Issue 63, 
http://pubs.socialistreviewindex.org.uk/isj63/linebaugh.htm 

The study of the involvement of the working class and peasantry in historical 
battles over their livlihood, presents a challenge to current thinking on the 
defence of public space and public resources - by unearthing the differential and 
unequal needs and interests of an unexplored contemporary 'public'. Peter 
Linebaugh draws on the history of the commons in order to question their 
contemporary appropriation as a concept applied to the shared use of resources. 
He foregrounds the central role of the commons in the lives of the peasantry, and 
the latter's attempts to fight against their enclosure. While today's discourse on 
the concept of a "commons" is often stripped of its class content, or else drawn up 
implicitly around particular vested interests, Linebaugh argues that it is these 
struggles over social and economic power that should inform such discussion, 
rather than 'pie-in-the-sky' thinking on resources whose expropriation and 
enclosure, he proposes, some creatives thrived on: 

Thomas More had satirized the process [of enclosure] in Utopia (1516), but he 
himself had enclosed land and had to be restrained. Shakespeare, too, 
participated in enclosure. He owned a half share in a lease of tithes at 
Welcombe, whose open fields William Combe proposed to enclose in 1614. 
Shakespeare did not object since his income would be undiminished, but the 
would-be dispossessed objected, filling the ditches newly dug for enclosing 
hedges. Combe, mounted on horseback, opposed the diggers, calling them 
“puritan knaves and underlings in their colour”, but Thomas Green, the leader of 
the diggers, returned the next day with women and children to continue the 
resistance. Green petitioned the lord chief justice and the privy council and 
eventually obtained a warrant to remove the enclosure. […] Yet the commons 
were more than a specific English agrarian practice or its American variants; 
the same concept underlay the clachan, the sept, the rundale, or the West African 
village... Shakespeare knew the truth of the struggle for an alternative way of 
life on Bermuda, but he chose to turn a real place [the commons] into a dreamy, 
literary “no-place”, a utopia. 

Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra: The Hidden 
History of the Revolutionary Atlantic, pp. 17-26. 

To properly consider the formation of an expanded working class requires 
attention to detail where previously there was none. By pursuing this project, one 
does not find in a class an undifferentiated mass, but rather a variegated and 
active field of qualities, continuities and differences which in tumultuous times 
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This 'institutional bias' could be deflected by attention to these hidden areas of 
labour history, but could the institutional structure that underpinned this study 
be altered along the same lines? 

His [Samuel's] conviction sent mature students who had left school at fifteen 
unable to write an essay, as John Prescott recalled of his pre-Ruskin self; 
straight into the archives, to learn from the fragmented records of the 
unconsidered of the earth what a democratic and socialist practice of history 
might be. 

From 'Obituary Raphael Samuel, 1934-1996', Radical Philosophy, 
Obituaries/Profiles - March/April, 1997, 
http://www.radicalphilosophy.com/default.asp?channel_id=2191&editorial_id=9 
846 

While the quote below takes issue with the lack of 'quantitative' research work by 
the members of the History Workshops, it throws up the question of value 
judgments as regards the self-production of more 'personal' histories. There was a 
productive antagonism toward such 'professionalised' methodologies as the use of 
statistical analysis in the History Workshops. But their critic's dismissal of their 
'collection of ephemera' does point to an increasing move toward research based 
in cultural identity over its relationship to social power. 

In practice, however, the political purpose of History Workshop and its 
members has taken second place in its published works to the recreation of 
experience; and there has been little sense, at least in the journal, of wider 
political objectives. At times, indeed, the style of History Workshop has verged 
on the antiquarianism of the left, the collection and publication of ephemera of 
working class life... 

Roderick Floud, 'Quantitative History in International Perspective', Social Science 
History, Vol. 8, No. 2 Spring, 1984, p156 

Whilst the transformation of Labour History into 'peoples history' or 'history from 
below' was taking place, there was a wider transformation of higher education. 
This developed from a broad demand for access to education whilst at the same 
time leading to the proliferation and reform of educational institutions as well as 
the increase in the scope of subject areas offered. However, by the early Seventies, 
this relative 'democratisation' was on the turn as Universities opened themselves 
to the funding agenda of private companies. 

In the Business University (1970) Thompson wrote a defence of the 'intellectual 
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A selection of tokens and coins produced by Thomas Spence. Inscriptions, 
clockwise from top left: 

T. SPENCE SEVEN MONTHS IMPRISONED FOR HIGH TREASON 1794 

PIG'S MEAT PUBLISHED BY THOMAS SPENCE LONDON 

MAN OVER MAN HE MADE NOT LORD 

END OF PIT 
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AUTODIDACTS 


Here we would like to look at some of the forms this 'other kind of knowledge 
production' took in the 1700s-1800s - a period in which literacy grew despite an 
absence of universal education, as the result of the efforts of the working class to 
self-educate and self-communicate. Much of the material drawn from in the 
various 'histories from below' was a product of these enterprises, and historians 
have traced the lineage of the Labour Movement to self-organised educational 
facilities. 

In relating their practices, we should be careful to imbue our accounts of 
autodidact knowledge production with a particular degree of awkwardness. For 
autodidact activity was not simply a self-teaching in the fundamentals of literacy; 
it was also an appropriation of the logic and the game of intellectual discourse. 
While it can be measured on the terms of the latter, at times it was intended not 
for the consumption of established interests, but instead for discussion and 
further use among work mates. Equally, not all workers read, wrote, debated or 
otherwise produced their culture for the purpose of 'improvement' alone. 

Those who have wished to emphasise the sober constitutional ancestry of the 
working-class movement have sometimes minimised its more robust and rowdy 
features. All that we can do is bear the warning in mind. We need more studies 
of the social attitudes of criminals, of soldiers and sailors, of tavern life; and we 
should look at the evidence, not with a moralising eye ("Christ's poor" were not 
always pretty), but with an eye for Brechtian values--the fatalism, the irony in 
the face of Establishment homilies, the tenacity of self-preservation. And we 
must also remember the "underground" of the ballad-singer and the fair-ground 
which handed on traditions to the 19th century (to the music hall, or Dickens 
circus folk, or Hardy's pedlars and showmen); for in these ways the 
"inarticulate" conserved certain values--a spontaneity, and capacity for 
enjoyment, and mutual loyalties--despite the inhibiting pressures of 
magistrates, mill-owners and Methodists. 

E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class p.59 

Where working-class articulacy risks being absorbed into a flattening textual 
analysis, we need to remember the material conditions in and against which 
autodidacts worked, and the monopoly on the official production and distribution 
of such analyses by the more privileged classes; and where autodidact activity is 
reduced to a simple and patronising overcoming of obstacles on literacy, we 
should foreground the innovations in thinking and understanding that the 
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autodidacts produced in line with their experiences of both labour and literature. 

Participation in religious debate was an early development of autodidact culture: 

Sixteenth-Century conservatives had correctly predicted that the publication of a 
vernacular Bible would be a subversive and equalitarian act, but not because 
Scripture was an unambiguously revolutionary text. The danger was that 
ordinary people would enter into theological debates once reserved for an elite. 

Jonathon Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes, p15 

Christopher Hill says of the end of press censorship after 1640 that there was a 
flourishing of: 

..authors who were 'illiterate' in the eyes of academics. They knew as little Latin 
or Greek or Shakespeare. So in the interregnum discussions there was no longer 
a background of Classical scholarship; the rules of logic which structured 
academic controversy were ignored." 

Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside Down 

Participation, then, was not always defined by the exposure of workers and 
peasants to orthodox culture on its own terms (at that point in time, those of 
reverence); instead, in the hands of autodidacts, it became a matter of challenging 
the terms on which the former operated through a self-initiated questioning of the 
uses of literature. The fears of the canon-keepers were not simply that authority 
be challenged, but that their class stranglehold on culture was threatened through 
such acts of participation. 

The forms the autodidacts' challenges took were as often a product of irreverent 
first contact with literature, as they were a growing sense that an initial reverence 
was (as miner Chester Armstrong put it) "a spell yet fatal to free initiative and self-
reliance in culture". 

Olaudah Equiano was an African stolen from his village and sold into slavery. He 
eventually paid his way out of slavery working on plantations in America and the 
West Indies and as a ship hand traveling the Atlantic passage eventually settling 
in London as a merchant. 'An Interesting Narrative...' was his account of his life 
and travels. The narrative was shaped by his own experience of slavery and the 
suffering he saw around him. His own awareness of the conditions around him is 
presented at each stage in terms of his own self-education and development. 
Frequently Equiano describes events both as he saw them at the time and as he 
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came to understand them from his new perspective as a free subject. 

The following quotation relates Equiano's introduction to literature aboard a 
merchant ship. Olaudah recognised something useful in books, but had not yet 
perceived exactly their orthodox use - therefore he invented his own use values 
and made the books his own in his own way thus: 

I have often seen my master and Dick employed in reading; and I had a great 
curiosity to talk to the books, as I thought they did; and so to learn how all 
things had a beginning: for that purpose I have often taken up a book, and have 
talked to it, and then put my ears to it, when alone, in hopes it would answer 
me; and I have been very much concerned when I found it remained silent. 

Olaudah Equiano, 'The Interesting Narrative... ', Penguin, London 1995 p.68 

The motif of the 'talking book' can be found in the writings of several Black 
autodidacts of the Eighteenth century, and it has been suggested that Equiano's 
account is a summation of its appearances elsewhere. The development of the 
motif, however, reveals subtle variations. From a description of the author's 
naivety in the face of literature and its uses, to an ironic suggestion that literature 
in itself is useless unless one can talk back to it; from the book as fetish object to 
the book as repository of contestable knowledge. 

I was never so surprized in my life, as when I saw the book talk to my master, 
for I thought it did, as I observed him to look upon it, and move his lips. I wished 
it would do so to me. As soon as my master had done reading it, I followed him 
to the place where he took the book... [I was] greatly disappointed when I found 
it would not speak, this thought presented itself to me, that every body and every 
thing despised me because I was black. 

In James Albert Ukwasaw Gronniosaw, 'A Narrative of the Most Remarkable 
Particulars in the Life of James Albert Ukwasaw Gronniosaw, an African Prince, 
As Related by Himself' (Bath, 1772) 

Equiano's description of his discovery of 'talking books' belonging to his master, 
takes on a more knowing air when we consider it part of the author's attempts to 
provide a persuasive account in the argument for abolition. Gronniosaw's mimicry 
of his master's manner of reading leading to a misunderstanding of the meaning 
of books, too, appears to be an attempt to subvert the masters' (and perhaps some 
readers') expectations of their slaves. 

Here we might find a useful motif for the appreciation of autodidact culture: The 
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autodidacts' conviction that the books were not something to be distantly revered 
or their authority deferred to, but rather that this knowledge had to be addressed, 
participated in and most of all talked back to. 

It now seems to me obvious that to lean on authority is to acknowledge the 
philosophy of crutches, which is fatal to culture and companionship in 
literature... I have good reason to know the spell which canonised writers and 
others yet cast over the minds of mankind - a spell yet fatal to free initiative and 
self-reliance in culture... I now feel assured that to make an idol of an author or 
a fetish of a book is tantamount to slavery... I still retain, however, my 
household gods; only that halo round their heads has vanished. I now feel that I 
can, so to speak, walk arm in arm with them and so converse in familiar terms. 

Chester Armstrong, quoted in Jonathon Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British 
Working Classes, p15 

E.P. Thompson followed the development of autodidact activity, its innovative 
readings and discussions, into the practice of pamphleteering to show how the 
public distribution of knowledge - and the attempts to put legal caps on it in the 
form of the Stamp Acts - was subject to working class contestation, not to mention 
the development of methods to circumvent the law which helped further expand 
the circulation of 'seditious' materials. 

There were a series of Stamp Acts between the 1770s and 1819 that attempted to 
take printed materials out of the hands of the working class by making the paper 
used in books so expensive that the "cover price" of a book or journal would be 
far beyond the means of an average individual. There were a variety of 
responses to this: coffee houses, where one could go, have a drink and read a 
journal or magazine subscribed to "by the house" for a fee smaller than the cover 
price of the journal, reading societies and subscription societies, in which a 
group of individuals pooled economic resources to purchase a book or journal in 
common, and frequently read it aloud to one another, and alternate media: 
radical tracts were published on all sorts of material, including muslin and other 
cloth, which was not taxed, and some publishers sold other objects (like straw, 
matches and rocks), and gave away the printed material as a "bonus" to people 
buying the other item, thus evading the letter of the law entirely. 

http://www.noumenal.com/marc/unstamped.html 

In this way a reading public which was increasingly working class in character 
was forced to organize itself… The war and post-war years had seen a ‘kept’ 
press, on the one hand, and a Radical press on the other. In the Twenties much 
of the middle-class press freed itself from direct government influence, and 
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made use of some of the advantages that Cobbett and Carlile had gained. The 
Times and Lord Brougham, who disliked the ‘pauper press’… gave to the term 
‘Radicalism’ a quite different meaning – free trade, cheap government, and 
utilitarian reform. To some degree… they carried the Radical middle-class with 
them… 

So that by 1832 there were two Radical publics: the middle-class, which looked 
forward to the Anti-Corn Law League, and the working class, whose 
journalists… were already maturing into the Chartist movement… the dividing 
line came to be, increasingly, not alternative ‘reform’ strategies… but alternative 
notions of political economy. The touchstone can be seen during the field 
labourer’s “revolt” in 1830, when The Times (Cobbett’s ‘BLOODY OLD TIMES’) 
led the demand for salutary examples to be made of the rioters, while both 
Cobbett and Carlile were prosecuted once again on charges of inflammatory 
writing. In the contest between 1792 and 1836 the artisans and workers made 
this tradition peculiarly their own, adding to the claim for free speech and 
thought their own claim for the untrammeled propagation, in the cheapest 
possible form, of the products of this thought. 

E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class p.817 

Thomas Spence was a Eighteenth Century radical and pamphleteer. Born in 
Newcastle, he was frequently in trouble with the authorities, being imprisoned in 
Newgate in 1784 and 1801. After leaving Newcastle he established a shop in 
Holborn called 'The Hive of Liberty' where he sold pamphlets, books and a warm 
drink called saloop. It is likely that the sale of saloop was a way of getting around 
the controls over publication enacted by the Stamp Acts. Spence promoted land 
reform and common ownership, he wrote tracts on the rights of infants and 
women. He published a journal called 'Pig's Meat or Lessons for the Swinish 
Multitude' in which he wrote many of the articles himself. The title played on the 
words of Edmund Burke who had referred to the lower classes as 'The Swinish 
multitude', but as Spence is excellent evidence of, this multitude was becoming 
increasingly literate and confident in their seizure of the learning and logic of the 
'better classes'. The ironic appropriation of Burke's label by other popular 
pamphleteers included titles such as: 'Hogswash', 'Mast & Acorns: collected by 
Old Hubert', 'Politics for the People: salmagundy for swine' (with contributions 
from Brother Grunter and Porculus). 

So, Spence was both a publisher, distributer and writer of the new ideas of his age. 
In his own way he piggy-backed upon the knowledge and fame of others. Spence 
distributed Thomas Paine's enormously popular book The Rights of Man and 
(possibly deliberately) contributed to the historical controversy over who first 
wrote a book of that name. 
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Spence claimed that he was the first writer to use the phrase "the Rights of 
Man". When he visited the miner who had retired to live on Marsden Rock in 
1780 to escape from a landlord, he chalked over the hearth 

"Ye landlords vile, whose man's place mar 
Come levy rents here if you can, Your steward and lawyers I defy 
And live with all the Rights of Man". 

Mary Kemp-Ashraf, An Annotated Bibliography of the Works of Thomas Spence, 
http://thomas-spence-society.co.uk/5.html 

His own active participation in producing confusion over this matter not only 
boosted the sale of his own works but also situates him in a reading - writing 
relationship to Paine's work and ideas: 

Young Man. I hear there is another RIGHTS OF MAN by Spence, that goes 
farther than Paine's. 

Old Man. Yet it goes no farther than it ought. 

Y.M. I understand it suffers no private Property in Land, but gives it all to the 
Parishes. 

O.M. In so doing it does right, the earth was not made for Individuals. 

Thomas Spence, The End of Oppression, (first published 1795). http://thomas-
spence-society.co.uk/7.htm 

What conditioned the readings, writing and debates of the working class? And 
how, then, did workers who were seemingly restricted by working hours and the 
exhaustion produced by physical labour manage to take part in such activities? 

Oral culture, in its various forms, was a means of circumventing illiteracy. 

Illiteracy (we should remember) by no means excluded men [or women] from 
political discourse… The ballad-singers and ‘patterers’ still had a thriving 
occupation, with their pavement farces and street-corner parodies, following the 
popular mood and giving a Radical or ant-papal twist to their satirical 
monologues or chaunts, according to the state of the market… In times of 
political ferment the illiterate would get their workmates to read aloud from the 
periodicals; while at Houses of Call the news was read, and at political meetings 
a prodigious time was spent in reading addresses and passing long strings of 
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resolutions… 

E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class p.783 

And it developed to accommodate the growth of literacy, which was by no means 
universal in the home. 

In an oral history investigation of social life between 1870 and 1918, half of all 
working-class interviewees indicated that reading aloud (including bible 
reading and parents reading to children) was practiced in the homes where they 
were raised... All these influences combined to produce a shared literary culture 
in which books were practically treated as public property, before public 
libraries reached most of the country. It was a culture that extended even to 
Flora Thompson's rural Oxfordshire. "Modern writers who speak of the 
booklessness of the poor at that time must mean books as possessions," she 
wrote; "there were always books to borrow". 

Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of the English Working Classes, Yale 
University Press 2001 p.76 

Central to efforts at self-learning was the availability of time. The working hours 
imposed by industry might be seen to have restricted in-depth learning. But the 
factory was the scene of attempts to literally snatch time from employers by 
workers in pursuit of knowledge. 

Despising his job in a Birmingham factory, V.W. Garratt (b.1892) surrounded 
his workbench with a barricade of boxes, set up a small mirror to provide early 
warning of the foreman's approach, and studied the Everyman's Library Sartor 
Restarus when he was being paid to solder gas-fittings. 

Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes p.42 

Here we see an anecdotal trace of what amounted to the expropriation of the 
conditions for intellectual activity, which are after all inextricable from its 
products, and, sometimes, their appreciation. Outside of working hours, 
institutions were developing to consolidate unofficial learning, though to what 
ends was a matter of fierce contestation. The following quotations address the 
differences between two forms of working class education: The Mechanics' 
Institutes, which were run on the basis of Bourgeois patronage, and the Mutual 
Improvement Societies, a more diffuse body of groups which ran on a cooperative 
model and were largely self-organised by workers. 

The mutual improvement society, whether formal or informal, met week by 
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week with the intention of acquiring knowledge, generally under the leadership 
of one of its own members. Here, and in the Mechanics’ institutes, there was 
some coming-together of the traditions of the chapel and of the Radicals. But the 
coexistence was uneasy, and not always peaceful. The early history of the 
Mechanics’ Institutes… is a story of ideological conflict. The crucial conflicts took 
place on the questions of control, of financial independence, and on whether or 
not the Institutes should debate political economy (and if so, whose political 
economy)… Control passed to the middle-class supporters, whose ideology also 
dominated the political economy of the syllabus. By 1825 the Trades Newspaper 
regarded the London Institute as a lost cause, which was dependent upon ‘the 
great and wealthy’… 

E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class p.817 

With little formal education, William Farish (b. 1818) acquired basic literacy 
and political knowledge by reading newspapers to Newtown weavers… Farish 
joined a workingmen’s school in Carlisle around 1840: 

“Hiring a six-loom weaving shop in the Blue Anchor Lane, we fitted it up 
ourselves with desks and seats, rude enough, doubtless, but we could not very 
well complain of our own handiwork, and there was nobody else to please. The 
Mechanic’s Institution, although well managed and liberally supported, had 
failed somewhat in its mission, mainly, as was thought, through the reluctance 
of the weaver in his clogs and fustian jacket to meet in the same room with the 
better clad, and possibly better mannered, shop assistants and clerks of the city. 
So these new places were purely democratic, having no master, and not 
permitting even any in the management but such as lived by weekly wages. 
Those who could read taught those who could not, and those who could cipher 
did the same for those less advanced.” 

Farish himself learned much from an uneducated Irishman who had somehow 
picked up a broad knowledge of English etymology, and a Cockermouth weaver 
who was adept in algebra, and yet could scarcely read or write. 

Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of the English Working Classes, p.64 

The patchwork of shared knowledge described by William Farish, is fascinating in 
light of a much later characterisation of the individual autodidact provided by 
Pierre Bourdieu in his social analysis of 1970s French culture, 'Distinction', which 
he relates to the official qualifications of state schooling: "[the autodidact] is 
condemned endlessly to amass disparate, often devalued information which is to 
legitimate knowledge as his [or her] stamp collection is to an art collection, a 
miniature culture." Here, the "miniature" cultures of the Mutual Improvement 
Society's members, themselves acquired against the odds, are plugged in to a 
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shared body of understanding that amounts to a socialisation of knowledge. And 
crucially, this is taking place in an environment explicitly set up apart from the 
patronage of the Mechanics Institutes. 

However, the Mechanics Institutes themselves were sometimes forced to accept 
measures they had previously censored. 

As the campaign for the first Reform Bill approached its climax... An agitation 
was raised by a few of the leading artisans for a mechanics institute. A room 
was taken over the market-place and opened three evenings a week. Most of the 
mechanics in the town joined, besides a few innkeepers and shopkeepers...The 
genteel people would not attend lectures at a mechanic's institute, and they 
started a literary and scientific institution. It was a bad time for educational 
work. Bread was dear, trade was bad, and the country was passing through the 
throes of a political convulsion that was fast ripening into a revolution. The 
mechanics' institute gradually degenerated into a violent revolutionary club. 
The door was locked, the passages watched, the most inflammatory and 
seditious things were read and discussed, and most of the men took an oath and 
swore that if there was a general rising they would march on the local bank. ... 
The following morning found all the shops closed and the militia on the 
pavement. 

Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of the English Working Classes, p.63 

The male dominated Mutual Improvement Societies, as well as the Mechanics 
Institutes were challenged by working-class women, who were generally excluded 
from the groups until the later 1800s. 

[Alice Foley] complained that when her husband brought home fellow students 
from the Working Men's College, "If we asked questions, we heard about 
Algebra, Shakespeare, or Red Sandstone. What these things were we had no 
idea; nor did our lords and masters seem to know enough about them to be able 
to explain them in simple words that we could understand. All that we learned 
from the conversation of the learned Collegians on Sundays was, that all the 
teachers of some sort of classes wore double-breasted waistcoats and Albert 
watchguards of the same pattern. We women felt, naturally, not quite satisfied 
with this". 

Jonathon Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes p.76 

Alice Foley's objections to the self-made 'learned Collegiate' have several 
implications. The men, jumping ahead of the elementary building blocks of 
various disciplines, are seen snatching at complex forms of discourse; for Foley, 
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they have developed a more or less arbitrary system of understandings and 
analysis, in which terms are invested with great meaning - which may or may not 
meet up with the meanings these terms have developed in professionalized 
intellectual occupations. Alice sees through this assumption of intellectual 
prowess - however hard won - through her own exclusion, which presents itself as 
the condescension of the men. 

As well as the Mechanics Institutes there were other forms of self-education 
developing out of the growing workers movement. Owenism was one example in 
which women could participate albeit through their male proxies: 

Like subsequent working-class movements they adopted the Methodist system of 
class meetings, informal gatherings where a class leader would set off 
discussion and everyone participate in the debate. Women were not excluded. In 
Huddersfield for instance in 1838 the Owenite classes included wives and female 
friends and relatives. Owenite Hans of Science provided a radical alternative to 
the Mechanics Institutes patronised by employers and Owenites pioneered co-
operative infant and nursery schools where the children were taught not by a 
system of terror, rewards and punishments, but by making learning 
pleasurable. 

Sheila Rowbotham, Hidden from History: 300 Years of Women‚ Oppression and 
the Fight Against It, Pluto Press, 1975. Chapters available at 
http://www.marxists.org/subject/women/authors/rowbotham-sheila/hidden-
history.htm#s8 

The conditions for autodidact activity were not everywhere as favourable as they 
were for some sections of the working class. Some degree of education was 
becoming a criteria for particular forms of labour: Weavers and miners were 
expected to be educated, and their cooperative educational institutions - libraries, 
reading societies etc. - fed to an extent these expectations, though the self-
organised basis of these centres put them in a productive tension with their 
employers. 

Other workers had less support to fall back on. In the following passage, E.P. 
Thompson provides an index of the literary approach to autodidact sources. There 
is, first, the setting up of determinate conditions on reading; the suggestion that a 
possession the 'universals' of education are not the same as the means to work 
with officially recognised intellectual frameworks; an attention to the hugely 
differential obstacles and workarounds that were experienced by different groups 
of workers; And lastly, there is an overturning of value-judgments as to the 
expression of discontent. 
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The ability to read was only the elementary technique. The ability to handle 
abstract and consecutive argument was by no means inborn; it had to be 
discovered against almost overwhelming difficulties – the lack of leisure, the 
cost of candles (or of spectacles), as well as educational deprivation…. Such 
evidence as survives as to the literary accomplishment of workers in the first 
two decades of the century serves only to illustrate the folly of generalization. In 
the Luddite times.. anonymous messages vary from self conscious apostrophes 
to ‘Liberty with her Smiling Attributes’ to scarcely decipherable chalking on 
walls. We may take examples of both kinds. In 1812 the Salford Coroner, who 
had returned a verdict of ‘Justifiable Homicide’ upon the body of a man shot 
while attacking Burton’s mill was warned: 

“…know thou cursed insinuater, if Burton’s infamous action was ‘justifiable’, the 
Laws of Tyrants are Reasons Dictates. – Beware, Beware! A month’s bathing in 
the Stygian Lake would not wash this sanguinary deed from our minds, it but 
augments the heritable cause, that stirs us up in indignation.” 

The letter concludes, ‘Ludd finis es’ – a reminder that Manchester boasted a 
grammar school.. as well as private schools where the sons of artisans might 
obtain Latin enough for this. The other paper… is much to the same purpose but 
(despite the educational disadvantages of the writer) it somehow carries a 
greater conviction: 

“I was at yor hoose last neet, and meyd meysel very comfortable. Ye hey nee 
family, and yor just won man on the colliery, I see ye hev a greet lot of rooms, 
and big cellars, and plenty wine and beer in them, which I got ma share on. Noo 
I naw some at wor colliery that has three of fower lads and lesses, and they live 
in won room not half as gude as yor cellar. I don’t pretend to naw very much, 
but I naw there shouldn’t be that much difference… I dinna pretend to be a 
profit, but I naw this, and lots of ma marrows na’s te, that wer not tret as we 
owt to be, and a great filosopher says, to get noledge is to naw wer ignerent. But 
weve just begun to find that oot, for yor not gan to get se much o yor own way, 
wer gan to hev some o wors now… “ 

The difference (the critics will tell us) is not only a matter of style: it is also one 
of sensibility. The first we must suppose to be written by a bespectacled, greying, 
artisan – a cobbler with Voltaire, Volney and Paine on his shelf, and a taste for 
the great tragedians… The second letter (we can be sure) is the work of a collier 
or a village stockinger. 

E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class p.784 
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Althusser's Marxist Orrery. Note: while this machine may be rotated by turning 
the handle of theoretical practice, it is impossible to replace the handle with a 
motor. 

E.P. Thompson, The Poverty of Theory, The Merlin Press 1978 p.134 
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UNHISTORICAL SHIT 


Here we would like to wade into some of the disputes and controversies the 
historians from below initiated, or were the focus of. 

The new economic developments of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
made the old economic and social and political system hopelessly out of date. 
Those of its defenders regretfully back to the stability and relative the peasantry 
in the Middle Ages were quite unrealistic and in effect reactionary. Their role 
was the same as that of many liberals at the present day who think how nice it 
would be if capitalism could still work in the‚ liberal‚ nineteenth-century way, 
without having to resort quite to frequently to fascism and war. But fine words 
alter no historic processes. History has passed on and left these apologists of an 
imaginary system standing, just as it left Charles I's defenders. 

Christopher Hill, The English Revolution 

One of the central critiques of Marxist conceptions of history in general, is that of 
a percieved "progressivism": the notion of the development of modern industry, 
toegther with the increasing power of the industrial proletariat, into the ultimate 
victor over capitalism. 

The critique of progressivism has come from both left and right. Here, a 
correspondence between bloggers Dave Renton and 'Reading the Maps', suggests 
that the work of British Marxist Historians was the product of the Popular Front 
ideology of the Communist Party of the 1930s. 

I think the defining characteristics of the 'HFB' school derive not from a new 
interest in the experience of ordinary people - I think Marxists were always 
interested in that - but from an agenda set by the turn towards Popular 
Frontism in the mid-30s. In Britain as elsewhere, the construction of a Popular 
Front required the rehabilitation of progressive or allegedly progressive aspects 
of national history and national cultural traditions. The British communists thus 
began discovering Coleridge as the English dialectician, the English Civil war as 
the English version of the French revolution, ye olde traditions like the Norman 
Yoke, and so on, and drawing deeply on a radical liberal intellectual tradition 
documented in Raymond Williams' 'Culture and Society'. This trend was 
reinforced by the adoption of the British Road to Socialism programme after the 
war. I think that Thompson's idealised working class tradition is thus ultimately 
the expression of a peculiarly British political and intellectual conjuncture, not 
some simple interest in a hitherto-neglected subject. 
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http://readingthemaps.blogspot.com/2006/01/top-tens-and-making-of-
making.html 

In Britain, the cultural politics of the Popular Front was expressed in the form of 
historical pageants. May Day parades were lead off by men and women 
carrying the symbols of Britain's folk-history - a story which might have had 
less 'progressive' meaning in other countries such as Ireland. Raphael Samuel 
reports that Communists 'set about deliberately fostering a sense of democratic 
heritage, and in these "March of History" pageants which the Party organised in 
1936, Cromwell's portrait was borne proudly aloft along with those of John Ball 
and Wat Tyler.' Such politics continued, with further twists and turns, reaching 
its high-point in the wartime anti-fascist alliance of 1941-5. 

http://www.dkrenton.co.uk/research/cphg.html 

Marxist historians who have seen all history as class struggle culminating in a 
preordained end--"the proletariat", in Linebaugh's words, "would bring to birth 
a new society from the ashes of the old"--can't plausibly go on writing as if 
nothing much has happened, even though the inevitable end has turned out to be 
a dead one, and a phenomenally false start. 

Sir Ian Gilmour, The London Review of Books, 5 December, 1991. 

It is a decidedly topsy turvy view of history which Sir Ian spouts and one which no 
one could accuse Linebaugh, least of all the 'historians from below', of presuming 
history to have a preordained end. It is to the point that a critic from the 
Conservative right invokes a 'preordained end' at the very moment when Francis 
Fukuyama was triumphantly declaring 'the end of history'. 

Here, Raphael Samuel suggests that a limited form of 'progressivism' can be 
drawn from the study of the historical defeats that are often used to undermine 
Marxist history. In re-invigorating the lost battles of the past through an renewed 
attention to both conflict and possibility, we derive resources for use in future 
struggles. 

Optimism, though a main ingredient of the 1930s progressivism, is in principle 
quite separable from it. It may operate within a quite limited compass and even 
on the terrain of historical defeats. As the women’s movement has shown, one 
does not need to be a triumphalist in order to keep faith with the past, or to use it 
as a revolutionary and critical vantage point with which to view the present. 

Raphael Samuel, 'British Marxist Historians' part 1, New Left Review March -
April 1980 pp. 21-96 
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I wanted to say: this is what we do, or what we believe we do; we make the dead 
speak, we rescue the myriads of the unconsidered from the enormous 
indifference of the present. 

Caroline Steadman, 'Obituary Raphael Samuel, 1934-1996' Radical Philosophy, 
March/April, 1997. 

It is interesting that Steadman here would heroicise Samuel's relationship to his 
subjects in such violent terms, metaphorically an act of disinterment. As we have 
tried to illustrate, Samuel's importance, for us, is in attempting to re-activate the 
tradition of autodicticism that provided crucial sources for the 'historians from 
below'. Yet, Steadman articulates quite brutally the kind of unconscious 
ventriloquism this form of writing history might involve: 'we make the dead 
speak'. Perhaps this is what the History Workshop Journal has amounted to, the 
reanimation of the dead - the animation of academic careers and the rescue of 
research points from the enormous indifference of the past. 

When reality is depicted, philosophy as an independent branch of knowledge 
loses its medium of existence. At best its place can only be taken by a summing-
up of the most general results, abstractions which arise from the observation of 
the historical development of men. Viewed apart from real history, these 
abstractions have in themselves no value whatsoever. They can only serve to 
facilitate the arrangement of historical material to indicate the sequence of its 
separate strata. But they by no means afford a recipe or schema as does 
philosophy, for neatly trimming the epochs of history. On the contrary, our 
difficulties begin only when we set about the observation and the arrangement--
real depiction--of our historical material, whether of the past epoch or the 
present.' 

Karl Marx, The German Ideology p.48 

In the late 1970s, E.P. Thompson made a public intervention to address what he 
saw as a malign influence on the British Left: The increasing popularity of the 
work of French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser. In a protracted essay 'The 
Poverty of Theory', Thompson attempted to "storm the citadels" of Structuralist 
theoretical practice, though he self-depreciatingly presented himself as being at a 
"manifest disadvantage" in this battle, being a lowly English historian with a 
continuing dedication to the development of Historical Materialism and a 
seemingly quaint affection for the empirical. 

There are two main threads to Thompson’s critique of Althusserian Marxism. 
First, he identified it as a denial of human agency in historical processes, which 
ultimately served to confirm the idea that nothing could be changed while 
preserving the arbitrary power of the institutionalised intellectual. Second, and 
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related to the first point, he was stung by the Althusserians’ total rejection of 
historical method, in particular the following assertion from British philosophers 
Barry Hindness and Paul Hirst. 

From the quarter of Louis Althusser and his numerous followers there has been 
launched an unmeasured assault upon “historicism” … Not only does it turn out 
that men have never “made their own history” at all (being only trager or 
vectors of ulterior structural determinations) but it is also revealed that the 
enterprise of historical materialism – the attainment of historical knowledge – 
has been misbegotten from the start, since “real” history is unknowable and 
cannot be said to exist. In the words of two post-Althusserians, whose merit is to 
have carried Althusserian knowledge to its own reductio ad absurdam: 

Marxism, as a theoretical and a political practice, gains nothing from its 
association with historical writing and historical research. The study of history 
is not only scientifically but also politically valueless. 

E.P. Thompson, The Poverty of Theory. p.194 

Tellingly, Thompson related the world view of the Althusserian Marxists to the 
particular dynamics of the academic world they worked in. Though he doesn’t say 
it so explicitly - at least in the following quotation - , his defence of the category of 
“experience” hints not only at the long history of struggles dismissed by the 
Structuralists; it also implies that the particular experiences of the Althusserians 
are critical in producing their analysis of the social world. Perhaps, in this light, 
we can see the argument with Althusser as a contribution to institutional critique, 
and not just as an archaic intellectual spat. 

...Experience, then, does not arrive obediently in the way that Althusser 
proposes. One suspects that some very aetiolated notion of knowledge is here. 
He has offered us less an epistemology which takes into account the actual 
formative motions of consciousness than a description of certain procedures of 
academic life. He has abandoned the lamp-lit study and broken off the dialogue 
with an exhausted table: he is now within the emplacements of the Ecole 
Normale Superieur. The data has arrived, obediently processed by graduates 
and research assistants at a rather low level of conceptual development (G I), 
they have been interrogated and sorted into categories by a rigorous seminar of 
aspirant professors (G II), and the G III is about to ascend the rostrum and 
propound the conclusions of concrete knowledge. 

E.P. Thompson, The Poverty of Theory 

Further value can be extracted from The Poverty of Theory if we consider that 
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Thompson's polemic draws out an elaboration of 'experience' as a 'junction 
concept between social being and social consciousness'. Here, we find the 
productive conflict between structure and agency, objectivity and attention to the 
subjective world view, which marks out the work of the "historians from below" as 
a powerful contribution to the understanding of the social world. Not only are 
historical conditions to some extent "lived" - not merely internalised, but 
practiced - but in their practice, through acting on the disjunctions between 
expectations and realities, people effect change on those conditions and 
contribute to an alteration of the world. 

For we cannot conceive of any form of social being independently of its 
organising concepts and expectations, nor could social being reproduce itself for 
a day without thought. What we mean is that changes take place within social 
being, which give rise to changed experience; and this experience is determining, 
in the sense that it exerts pressures upon existent social consciousness, and 
affords much of the material which the more elaborated intellectual exercises 
are about. 

E.P. Thompson, The Poverty of Theory 

A final word on the Poverty of Theory concerns the question of what conditions 
the choices historians make from history. Historical choice is subject to struggles 
over valid areas of study, as well as expanding markets for historical products. 
Thompson warns us not to confuse this institutional / market dynamic for an 
ontological change in the nature of history itself. Partly because to do so puts the 
very practice of historical study at risk; and partly because it actually produces 
and reinforces the “ideological domination” which Thompson actively contests in 
the work of the Structuralists. 

Writing of the coal strikes led by Irish labour in 19th Century Pennsylvania, 
Linebaugh raises the importance and problem (for the historian) of secrecy. 
Whilst pitting secret societies of labourers against the opaque power of 
transnational corporations and their agents, by no means do these phenomena 
suggest a mirroring, or the cancelling out of equal powers. Rather, they present 
for the historian a challenge to escape the role of playing either detective or judge: 

Unless the issue of secrecy is dealt with on both sides, unless the issue of violence 
is dealt with on both sides, then we easily fall into the whodunnit mode of history 
writing. History becomes a "case", and as such it belongs to Allan Pinkerton, to 
the police. Economic forces, cultural life, art and music, social differences and 
relations, all the struts and beams that form an epoch of history not to mention 
the grounding and atmosphere, are excluded when history is reduced to the 
courtroom, and the historian becomes a stenographer for contending litigators. 
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Peter Linebaugh, 'The Day of Rope', 
http://counterpunch.com/linebaugh06212007.html 

A historian's ability to intervene into the present can be both positive and 
negative. In the negative aspect we might put the conflation of the revolutionary 
movements of the past with esoteric discussions within the party bureaucracy that 
James for one participated in (this can be seen in his own writing on the English 
Civil War). In the positive, towards the end of his life C.L.R. James clarified and 
concentrated much of what he struggled to express through a great deal of earlier 
writing. Here on the Moss side riots, he finds in the economy of the tabloid press a 
parable of knowledge and agency: 

A local Manchester barrister called Hytner ... writes: 

'At about 10.20pm a responsible and in our view reliable black citizen was in 
Moss Lane East, and observed a large number of black youths whom he 
recognised as having come from a club a mile away. At the same time a horde of 
white youths came up the road from the direction of Moss Side. He spoke to them 
and ascertained they were from Withenshawe. The two groups met and joined. 
There was nothing in the manner of their meeting which in any way reflected a 
prearranged plan. There was a sudden shout and the mob stormed off in the 
direction of Moss Side police station. We are given an account by another 
witness who saw the mob approach the station, led, so it was claimed, by a nine-
year old boy with those with Liverpool accents in the van [in the lead].' [...] 

“Who then are these leaders to whom the people listened? We know some. 
Nevertheless, as in all the decisive days of the revolution, what we most would 
like to know is forever out of our reach; we would like to have the diary of the 
most obscure of these popular leaders; we would then be able to grasp, in the act 
so to speak, how one of these great revolutionary days began; we do not have 
it.” 

So much for these great leaders. this time we know that it was a boy of nine who 
was leading this particular part of the revolution. 

I don't think I have anything more to say here. But for the greater part of my 
long life, I have been saying and preaching and teaching "the two groups met 
and joined. There was nothing in the manner of their meeting which in any way 
reflected a prearranged plan. There was a sudden shout and the mob stormed 
off in the direction of Moss Side police station." Work at it please. 

C.L.R. James, '1981: The nine year old leader' http://libcom.org/library/nine-
year-old-leader-clr-james 
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Thompson talked about a "time-lag" of historical understanding induced by 
events such as those James is addressing (the Moss Side riots). The precise 
composition of the riot - the conflicts within it as well as those between the rioters 
and their targets - is unavailable to us when they are current events. That time-lag 
is a vacuum of knowledge into which different interests rush to invest 
'Vanguardist' meanings, or from which we extract generalized intentions and 
meanings, even that of purposelessness. 

This ties in with Thompson's exasperation at the thought yet another 'observatory' 
of radical philosophy, another Marxism, 'even more avant-garde' than the 
previous (in his case, Althusserianism) being built around the present lack of 
meaning. Of course, 'Avant-gardes' and time-lags have a particular (mythological) 
relationship. James is refusing that possibility through this text. 

The argument, then, is that we do the work - we try to understand the complexity 
of the situation, over a period of time: "Class is a relationship", "if we freeze time 
we see only a multitude", etc.). But the problem, as James points out, is in the 
impossibility of doing this for current events. So the current is the scene of a 
particular responsibility. 
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