
This pamphlet is published as part of the alt.SPACE festival, July 2007. This is the 
second edition. More information and resources at 
http://www.caughtlearning.org/all_knees_and_elbows/ 

6 

http://www.caughtlearning.org/all_knees_and_elbows/


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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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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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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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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