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Preface


This book is almost entirely about the sort of people whose names are usually unknown to anyone except their family and neighbours, and, in modern states, to the offices registering births, marriages and deaths. Occasionally they are also known to the police and to journalists in search of a ‘human story’. In some case their names are entirely unknown and unknowable, like those of the men or women who changed the world by cultivating crops imported from the recently discovered New World through Europe and Africa. Some played a role on small or local public scenes: the street, the village, the chapel, the union branch, the council. In the era of the modern media, music and sport have given personal prominence to a few who, in earlier times, would have remained anonymous.


They constitute most of the human race. The arguments among historians about how important individuals and their decisions are in history, do not concern them. Writing such individuals out of the story would leave no significant trace on the macro-historical narrative.


The point of my book is not just that such people should be rescued from oblivion or from what E.P. Thompson called, in his memorable phrase, ‘the enormous condescension of posterity’. Of course they should, and I hope some chapters in my book – for instance, ‘Political Shoemakers’ and ‘Peasant Land Occupations’ – have helped to do so. As the late Joseph Mitchell, of the New Yorker, wrote in protest against those who talked, however sympathetically, about ‘the little people’: ‘They are as big as you and I’. Their lives are as interesting as your and mine, even if nobody has written about them. My point is rather that, collectively, if not as individuals, such men and women are major historical actors. What they do and think, makes a difference. It can and has changed culture and the shape of history, and never more so than in the twentieth century. That is why I have called a book about ordinary people, the ones that are traditionally known as ‘the common people’, Uncommon People.


They are not ‘featureless and commonplace’, like the crimes which Sherlock Holmes found so unusually difficult to deal with. How they are shaped by their past and present, what is the rationale of their beliefs and actions, how they in turn shape their societies and history: these are the central concerns of my book. I hope they give it a basic unity of theme.


Three of the sections of this book deal with particular social groups or milieux: The Radical Tradition (chapters 1–10) with the working class and the ideologies associated with its movement, Country People (chapters 11–13) with traditional peasantries, and Jazz (chapters 19–25) with one of the few developments in the major arts entirely rooted in the lives of poor people. A fourth section, Contemporary History (chapters 14–18), is relevant to my theme, inasmuch as it deals mainly with situations to which conscious human intentions and decisions are hardly relevant, though conventionally they are usually discussed in such terms. However, I cannot conceal that it gives me pleasure to reprint at least one successful exercise in contemporary analysis. Nor have I been able to resist including a brief coda on a wrongly forgotten villain of the USA in the strange Cold War era, published in the series ‘Heroes and Villains’ of the young Independent newspaper. It is, of course, based on Nicholas von Hoffmann’s unanswerable Citizen Cohn: The Life and Times of Roy Cohn (New York, 1988).


In one way or another, as the present essays demonstrate, these questions have preoccupied me throughout my career as a historian. They continue the lines of enquiry pursued in my early studies of laboring people and in my first books, published almost forty years ago, Primitive Rebels and The Jazz Scene. Uncommon People brings together a number of studies written between the early 1950s and the middle 1990s. Eleven out of the twenty-six essays have previously appeared in earlier books: Laboring Men, Revolutionaries and Worlds of Labour (in the American edition: Workers); the rest have not previously been published in books under my name, at least in the United Kingdom.


Further details are given at the head of each chapter.


London, 1998


Eric Hobsbawm






CHAPTER 1



Thomas Paine


This chapter was first published as a review of a biography of Tom Paine in the New Statesman in 1961. There have been several, and better, lives of Paine since, notably the one by John Keane (London 1995), but they cannot but inspire the same reflections.


A moderate revolution is a contradiction in terms, though a moderate putsch, coup or pronunciamento is not. However limited the ostensible aims of a revolution, the light of the New Jerusalem must shine through the cracks in the masonry of the eternal Establishment which it opens. When the Bastille falls, the normal criteria of what is possible on earth are suspended, and men and women naturally dance in the streets in anticipation of utopia. Revolutionaries, in consequence, are surrounded by a millennial halo, however hard-headed or however modest their actual proposals may be.


Tom Paine reflected this rainbow light of an age ‘in which everything may be looked for’. He saw before him ‘a scene so new and transcendently unequalled by anything in the European world, that the name of revolution is diminutive of its character, and it rises into a regeneration of man’. ‘The present age’, he held, ‘will hereafter merit to be called the Age of Reason, and the present generation will appear to the future as the Adam of the new world.’ America had become independent, the Bastille had fallen, and he was the voice of both these marvellous events. ‘A share in two revolutions’, he wrote to Washington, ‘is living to some purpose.’


And yet the actual political proposals of this profoundly and instinctively revolutionary man were almost ridiculously moderate. His goal, ‘universal peace, civilization and commerce’, was that of most Victorian free traders. He deliberately disclaimed any intention of ‘mere theoretical reformation’ in economic matters. Private enterprise was good enough for him and ‘the most effectual process is that of improving the condition of man by means of his interest’. His analysis of the evils of society, namely that war and high taxes were at the bottom of it all, is still sound doctrine in the Sussex executives’ belt, except at times when the profits of armament and the fear of communism outweigh the horror of high government spending. Paine’s most radical incursion into the economic process was a proposed 10 per cent inheritance tax to finance old-age pensions. When he came to France, he – like other English ‘Jacobins’ – joined the Gironde, and was a moderate even in that group.


That he should nevertheless have been a revolutionary is not surprising. There was, after all, a time when the sound industrialists were prepared to raise barricades (or, more precisely, to support raising them) against the forces of iniquity which prevented ‘the general felicity of which civilization is capable’ by preferring kings and dukes to businessmen. What is surprising is Paine’s extraordinary, and indeed probably unparalleled, success as a spokesman of revolt. This is what turns him into a historical problem.


Other pamphleteers have sometimes pulled off the coup which justifies the agitator’s life and which turns him for a moment into the voice of everyman. Paine did it three times. In 1776 Common Sense crystallized the half-formulated aspirations for American independence. In 1791 his defence of the French Revolution, The Rights of Man, said all most English Radicals would ever wish to say on its subject. It is said to have sold 200,000 copies in a few months, at a time when the entire population of Britain, including children and other illiterates, was less than that of Greater London today. In 1794 his Age of Reason became the first book to say flatly, in language comprehensible to the common people, that the Bible was not the word of God. It has remained the classic statement of working-class rationalism ever since. Clearly such a triple triumph is not due to accident.


It is due in part to the fact that Paine was the people for whom he wrote, the self-made, self-educated, self-reliant men as yet not finally divided into employers and hired hands. The man who was successively apprenticed stay-maker, teacher, petty official, tobacconist, journalist and ‘an ingenious person, hoping to introduce his mechanical contrivances in England’, could speak for all of them. He had, incidentally, the same uncanny rapport with the public as inventor and as journalist. The most popular single structure of the industrial revolution, to judge by its innumerable reproductions on jugs, is the iron bridge over the Wear, built to Paine’s pioneer design, though – characteristically – not to his profit. The discovery of revolution as a fact gave him, like his readers, the enormous confidence in a future which was theirs.


Indeed, the discovery made him. But for the struggle in America, in 1776, he might have become a minor literary figure, or more likely an inventor and failed industrialist, for applied science remained his first and last passion. His friends – but few others – would have admired him as a wit, a charming star of small-town society, a sportsman and a good man at chess or piquet. They would have mildly deplored his fondness for brandy, and might occasionally have commented on the absence of any sex-life in one apparently so sensible to the charms of the fair. Had he not emigrated to America with a recommendation from the astute Franklin, he would be forgotten. Had he not been reborn in the Revolution, he would be remembered only in a rare PhD thesis.


But he is unforgotten, and, typically enough, not in the world of orthodox liberalism, but in the partisan universe of political and theological rebellion; and this in spite of his uniform political failure, except as a journalist, and his lack of extremism. (He was the only member of the French Convention who fought openly against the death sentence on Louis XVI, though he had been the first to call for a republic.) Most of the lives of Paine are by left-wingers; a communist has edited his collected works.


Why? Because for most of Paine’s readers salvation by private enterprise was not the answer, whatever he or they may have thought. His and their opposition was ostensibly against ‘privilege’ which stood in the way of ‘freedom’; but in fact it was also against unrecognized and new forces which pushed men such as themselves into poverty. They were independent enough – as skilled artisans, small shopkeepers or farmers – to see themselves as the future, not because (like the Marxian proletariat) the very degree of their oppression destined them for revolution, but because it was ridiculous and irrational that independent men should not triumph. Not for another twenty-five years did rationalist artisans of the Painite type seek their salvation through ‘general union’ and a co-operative commonwealth. But already poverty was for them a collective fact, to be solved and not merely escaped.


For and to these self-reliant poor Paine spoke. His analysis matters less than his unswerving and arrogant devotion to them, expressed with that ‘profound reason and energy’ which Condorcet so admired in him. When he spoke of human felicity, it was the end of poverty and inequality that he had in mind. The great question of the Revolution, in spite of his devotion to low taxes and free enterprise, was ‘whether man shall inherit his rights and universal civilization take place. Whether the fruits of his labour shall be enjoyed by himself … Whether robbery shall be banished from courts and wretchedness from countries.’ It was that ‘in countries which we call civilized we see age going to the workhouse and youth to the gallows’. It was that aristocracy ruled over ‘that class of poor and wretched people who are so numerously dispersed all over England, who are to be told by a proclamation that they are happy’.


But Paine not only told his readers that poverty was incompatible with felicity and civilization. He told them that the light of reason had dawned in men like themselves to end poverty, and that Revolution showed how reason must triumph. He was the least romantic of rebels. Self-evident, practical, artisan common sense would transform the world. But the mere discovery that reason can cut like an axe through the undergrowth of custom which kept men enslaved and ignorant was a revelation.


Throughout the pages of Age of Reason, as through generations of working-class discussion groups, there glows the exaltation of the discovery how easy it is, once you have decided to see clearly, to discover that what the priests say about the Bible, or the rich about society, is wrong. Throughout The Rights of Man there shines the obviousness of the great truth. For Burke this revolutionary reason meant that ‘all the decent drapery of life is to be rudely torn off’ to leave ‘our naked, shivering nature’ revealed in all its defect. Paine was not afraid of a nakedness which revealed man, self-made, in the glory of his infinite possibilities. His humanity stood naked, like the Greek athletes, because it was poised for struggle and triumph. Even now, as we read those clear, simple sentences in which common sense rises to heroism and a cast-iron bridge spans the distance between Thetford and the New Jerusalem, we are exhilarated and moved. And if we believe in man, how can we fail, even now, to cheer him?





CHAPTER 2



The Machine-Breakers


The purpose of this essay is clearly stated on its first page. It was to defend British labour movements against what E. P. Thompson was later to call ‘the enormous condescension of posterity’; and, one might add, against ideologists of our own times. It was first published in 1952 in the first issue of a historical journal that had been recently founded by the author and a group of friends, and is still flourishing Past & Present.


It is perhaps time to reconsider the problem of machine-wrecking in the early industrial history of Britain and other countries. About this form of early working-class struggle misconceptions are still widely held, even by specialist historians. Thus, an excellent work, published in 1950, can still describe Luddism simply as a ‘pointless, frenzied, industrial Jacquerie’, and an eminent authority, who has contributed more than most to our knowledge of it, passes over the endemic rioting of the eighteenth century with the suggestion that it was the overflow of excitement and high spirits.1 Such misconceptions are, I think, due to the persistence of views about the introduction of machinery elaborated in the early nineteenth century, and of views about labour and trade union history formulated in the late nineteenth century, chiefly by the Webbs and their Fabian followers. Perhaps we should distinguish views and assumptions. In much of the discussion of machine-breaking one can still detect the assumption of nineteenth-century middle-class economic apologists, that the workers must be taught not to run their heads against economic truth, however unpalatable; of Fabians and Liberals, that strong-arm methods in labour action are less effective than peaceful negotiation; of both, that the early labour movement did not know what it was doing, but merely reacted, blindly and gropingly, to the pressure of misery, as animals in the laboratory react to electric currents. The conscious views of most students may be summed up as follows: the triumph of mechanization was inevitable. We can understand and sympathize with the long rearguard action which all but a minority of favoured workers fought against the new system; but we must accept its pointlessness and its inevitable defeat.


The tacit assumptions are wholly debatable. In the conscious views there is obviously a good deal of truth. Both, however, obscure a good deal of history. Thus they make impossible any real study of the methods of working-class struggle in the pre-industrial period. Yet a very cursory glance at the labour movement of the eighteenth and early nineteenth century shows how dangerous it is to project the picture of desperate revolt and retreat, so familiar from 1815 to 1848, too far into the past. Within their limits – and they were intellectually and organizationally very narrow – the movements of the long economic boom which ended with the Napoleonic Wars were neither negligible nor wholly unsuccessful. Much of this success has been obscured by subsequent defeats: the strong organization of the West of England woollen industry lapsed completely, not to revive until the rise of general unions during the First World War; the craft societies of Belgian woollen workers, strong enough to win virtual collective agreements in the 1760s, lapsed after 1790 and until the early 1900s trade unionism was for practical purposes dead.2


Yet there is really no excuse for overlooking the power of these early movements, at any rate in Britain; and unless we realize that the basis of power lay in machine-wrecking, rioting and the destruction of property in general (or, in modern terms, sabotage and direct action), we shall not make sense of them.


To most non-specialists, the terms ‘machine-wrecker’ and Luddite are interchangeable. This is only natural, for the outbreaks of 1811–13, and of some years after Waterloo in this period, attracted more public attention than any others, and were believed to require more military force for their suppression. The 12,000 troops deployed against the Luddites greatly exceeded in size the army which Wellington took into the Peninsula in 1808.3 Yet one’s natural pre-occupation with the Luddites tends to confuse the discussion of machine-breaking in general, which begins as a serious phenomenon (if it can be properly said to have a beginning) some time in the seventeenth century and continues until roughly 1830. Indeed, the series of farm-labourers’ revolts which the Hammonds baptized the ‘last labourers’ rising’ in 1830 was essentially a major offensive against farm-machinery, though it incidentally destroyed a fair amount of manufacturing equipment too.4 In the first place, Luddism, treated as a single phenomenon for administrative purposes, covered several distinct types of machine-breaking, which for the most part existed independently of each other, but before and after. In the second place, the rapid defeat of Luddism led to a widespread belief that machine-breaking never succeeded.


Let us consider the first point. There are at least two types of machine-breaking, quite apart from the wrecking incidental to ordinary riots against high prices or other causes of discontent – for instance, some of the destruction in Lancashire in 1811 and Wiltshire in 1826.5 The first sort implies no special hostility to machines as such, but is, under certain conditions, a normal means of putting pressure on employers or putters-out. As has been justly noted, the Nottinghamshire, Leicestershire and Derbyshire Luddites ‘were using attacks upon machinery, whether new or old, as a means of coercing their employers into granting them concessions with regard to wages and other matters’.6 This sort of wrecking was a traditional and established part of industrial conflict in the period of the domestic and manufacturing system, and the early stages of factory and mine. It was directed not only against machines, but also against raw material, finished goods and even the private property of employers, depending on what sort of damage these were most sensitive to. Thus in three months of agitation in 1802 the Wiltshire shearmen burned hay-ricks, barns and kennels of unpopular clothiers, cut down their trees and destroyed loads of cloth, as well as attacking and destroying their mills.7


The prevalence of this ‘collective bargaining by riot’ is well attested. Thus – to take merely the West of England textile trades – clothiers complained to Parliament in 1718 and 1724 that weavers ‘threatened to pull down their houses and burn their work unless they would agree with their terms’.8 The disputes of 1726–7 were fought, in Somerset, Wiltshire and Gloucestershire as well as in Devon, by weavers ‘breaking into the houses [of masters and blacklegs], spoiling of wool, and cutting and destroying the pieces in the looms and the utensils of the trade’.9 They ended in something like a collective contract. The great textile workers’ riot at Melksham in 1738 began with workers ‘cut[ting] all the chains in the looms belonging to Mr Coulthurst … on account of his lowering of the Prices’;10 and three years later anxious employers in the same area were writing to London for protection against the men’s demands that no outsiders should be employed, on pain of destroying wool.11 And so on, throughout the century.


Again, where coalminers had reached the point of aiming their demands against employers of labour, they used the technique of wrecking. (For the most part, of course, miners’ riots were still directed against high food prices, and the profiteers believed to be responsible for them.) Thus in the Northumberland coalfield the burning of pit-head machinery was part of the great riots of the 1740s, which won the men a sizeable wage-rise.12 Again, machines were smashed, and coal set on fire in the riots of 1765, which won the miners the freedom to choose their employers at the end of the annual contract.13 Acts of Parliament against the burning of pits were passed at intervals through the later part of the century.14 As late as 1831 the strikers at Bedlington (Durham) wrecked winding-gear.15


The history of the frame-breaking in the East Midlands hosiery trade is too well known to need retelling.16 Certainly the wrecking of machines was the most important weapon used in the famous riots of 1778 (the ancestors of Luddism), which were essentially part of a movement to resist wage-reductions.


In none of these cases – and others might be mentioned – was there any question of hostility to machines as such. Wrecking was simply a technique of trade unionism in the period before, and during the early phases of, the industrial revolution. (The fact that organized unions hardly as yet existed in the trades concerned does not greatly affect the argument. Nor does the fact that, with the coming of the industrial revolution, wrecking acquired new functions.) It was more useful when intermittent pressure had to be put on masters than when constant pressure had to be maintained: when wages and conditions changed suddenly, as among textile workers, or when annual contracts came up for simultaneous renewal, as among miners and seamen, rather than where, say, entry into the market had to be steadily restricted. It might be used by all sorts of people, from independent small producers, through the intermediate forms so typical of the domestic system of production, to more or less fully fledged wage-workers. Yet it was, in the main, concerned with disputes which arose from the typical social relationship of capitalist production, that between employing entrepreneurs and men who depended, directly or indirectly, on the sale of their labour-power to them, though this relationship existed as yet in primitive forms, and was entangled with the relationships of small independent production. It is worth noting that riot and wrecking of this type seem more frequent in eighteenth-century Britain, with its ‘bourgeois’ Revolution behind it, than in eighteenth-century France.17 Certainly the movements of British weavers and miners are very different from the superficially trade-union-like activities of journeymen’s associations in many more old-fashioned continental areas.18


The value of this technique was obvious, as a means both of putting pressure on employers and of ensuring the essential solidarity of the workers.


The first point is admirably put in a letter from the town clerk of Nottingham in 1814.19 The framework knitters, he reported, were now striking against the firm of J. and George Ray. Since this firm employed mainly men who owned their own looms, they were vulnerable to a simple withdrawal of work. Most of the firms, however, rented out the looms to knitters ‘and through them acquire entire control of their workmen. Perhaps the most effectual manner in which the combination could coerce them was their former manner of carrying on war by destroying their frames.’ In a domestic system of industry, where small groups of men, or single men, work scattered in numerous villages and cottages, it is, in any case, not easy to conceive of any other method which could guarantee an effective stoppage. Moreover, against comparatively small local employers, destruction of property – or the constant threat of destruction – would be pretty effective. Where, as in the cloth industry, both the raw material and the finished article were expensive, the destruction of wool or cloth might well be preferable to that of looms.20 But in semi-rural industries even the burning of the employer’s ricks, barns and houses might seriously affect his profit-and-loss account.


But the technique had another advantage. The habit of solidarity, which is the foundation of effective trade unionism, takes time to learn – even where, as in coalmines, it suggests itself naturally. It takes even longer to become part of the unquestioned ethical code of the working class. The fact that scattered framework knitters in the East Midlands could organize effective strikes against employing firms, for instance, argues a high level of ‘trade union morale’, higher than could normally be expected at that period of industrialization. Moreover, among badly paid men and women without strike funds, the danger of blacklegging is always acute. Machine-wrecking was one of the methods of counteracting these weaknesses. So long as the winding-gear of a Northumbrian pit was broken, or the blastfurnace of a Welsh iron-works out, there was at least a temporary guarantee that the plant would not be operated.21 This was only one method, and not everywhere applicable. But the whole complex of activities which eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century administrators called ‘Riot’ achieved the same purpose. Everyone is familiar with the bands of militants or strikers from one works or locality, touring the whole region, calling out villages, workshops and factories by a mixture of appeals and force (though few workers needed much persuasion in the early stages of the fight).22 Even much later mass demonstrations and meetings were an essential part of a labour dispute – not only to overawe the employers, but to keep the men together and in good heart. The periodic riots of the Northeastern seamen, at the time when hiring contracts were fixed, are a good example,23 strikes of modern dockers another.24 Clearly the Luddite technique was well adapted to this stage of industrial warfare. If British weavers in the eighteenth century (or American lumber-men in the twentieth) were a proverbially riotous body of men, there were sound technical reasons why they should be so.


On this point too we have some confirmation from a modern tradeunion leader who, as a child, lived through the transition of a woollen industry from domestic to factory system. ‘It is necessary to remember’, writes Rinaldo Rigola,


that in those pre-socialist times the working-class was a crowd, not an army. Enlightened, orderly, bureaucratic strikes were impossible.fn1 The workers could only fight by means of demonstrations, shouting, cheering and cat-calling, intimidation and violence. Luddism and sabotage, even though not elevated into doctrines, had nevertheless to form part of the methods of struggle.25


We must now turn to the second sort of wrecking, which is generally regarded as the expression of working-class hostility to the new machines of the industrial revolution, especially labour-saving ones. There can, of course, be no doubt of the great feeling of opposition to new machines – a well-founded sentiment, in the opinion of no less an authority than the great Ricardo.26 Yet three observations ought to be made. First, this hostility was neither so indiscriminate nor so specific as has often been assumed. Second, with local or sectional exceptions, it was surprisingly weak in practice. Lastly, it was by no means confined to workers, but was shared by the great mass of public opinion, including many manufacturers.


(i) The first point will be clear if we consider the problem as it faced the worker himself. He was concerned, not with technical progress in the abstract, but with the practical twin problems of preventing unemployment and maintaining the customary standard of life, which included non-monetary factors such as freedom and dignity, as well as wages. It was thus not to the machine as such that he objected, but to any threat to these – above all to the whole change in the social relations of production which threatened him. Whether this threat came from the machine or from elsewhere depended on circumstances. The Spitalfields weavers rioted against machines by which ‘one man can do as much … as near twenty without them’ in 1675, against wearers of printed calicoes in 1719, against immigrants working below the rate in 1736; and they wrecked looms against rate-cutting in the 1760s:27 but the strategic objective of these movements was the same. Around 1800 the western weavers and shearmen were simultaneously in action; the former organized against the flooding of the labour market by extra workers, the latter against machines.28 Yet their object, the control of the labour market, was the same. Conversely, where the change did not disadvantage the workers absolutely, we find no special hostility to machines. Among printers, the adoption of power-presses after 1815 seems to have caused little trouble. It was the later revolution in typesetting which, since it threatened wholesale downgrading, provoked a fight.29 Between the early eighteenth and the mid-nineteenth century mechanization and new devices greatly increased the productivity of the coalminer; for instance, the introduction of shot-firing. However, as they left the position of the hewer untouched, we hear of no important movement to resist technical change, though pitmen were proverbially ultra-conservative and riotous. Restriction of output operated by workers under private enterprise is a different matter altogether. It can and does occur in wholly unmechanized industries – for instance, the building trade; nor does it depend on overt movements, organizations or outbreaks.


In some cases, indeed, the resistance to the machine was quite consciously resistance to the machine in the hands of the capitalist. The Lancashire machine-wreckers of 1778–80 distinguished clearly between spinning-jennies of twenty-four spindles or less, which they spared, and larger ones, suitable only for use in factories, which they destroyed.30 No doubt in Britain, which was more familiar with social relations of production which anticipated those of industrial capitalism, this kind of behaviour is less unexpected than elsewhere. Nor should we read too much into it. The men of 1760 were still a good way from understanding the nature of the economic system they were about to face. Nevertheless, it is clear that theirs was not a simple fight against technical progress as such.


Nor is there, for the most part, any fundamental difference in the attitude of workers towards machines, taken as an isolated problem, in the earlier and later phases of industrialism. It is true that in most industries the object of preventing the introduction of undesirable machines has given way, with the coming of full mechanization, to the plan to ‘capture’ them for workers enjoying trade union standards and conditions, while taking all practicable steps to minimize technological unemployment. This policy seems to have been adopted patchily after the 1840s31 and during the Great Depression, more generally after the middle 1890s.32 Nevertheless, there are plenty of examples of the straightforward opposition to machines which threaten to create unemployment or to downgrade labour even today.33 In the normal working of a private-enterprise economy the reasons which led workers to distrust new machines in the 1810s remain persuasive in the 1960s.


(ii) The argument so far may help to explain why, after all, the resistance to machines was so small. The fact is not widely recognized, for the mythology of the pioneer age of industrialism, which men like Baines and Samuel Smiles reflected, has magnified the riots which actually occurred. The men of Manchester liked to think of themselves not only as monuments of enterprise and economic wisdom, but also – a more difficult task – as heroes. Wadsworth and Mann have reduced the riots of eighteenth-century Lancashire to more modest proportions.34 In fact we have record of only a few really widespread wrecking movements such as that of the farm-labourers, which probably destroyed most threshing-machines in the areas affected,35 the specialized campaigns of the small body of shearmen in Britain and elsewhere,36 and perhaps the riots against power-looms in 1826.37 The Lancashire wreckings of 1778–80 and 1811 were confined to limited areas and limited numbers of mills. (The great East Midland movements of 1811–12 were not, as we have seen, directed against new machinery at all.) This is not only due to the fact that some mechanization was regarded as harmless. As has been pointed out,38 most machines tended to be introduced in times of rising prosperity, when employment was improving and opposition, not fully mobilized, could be temporarily dissipated. By the time distress recurred, the strategic moment for opposing the new devices was past. New workers serving them had already been recruited, the old hand-operatives stood outside, capable only of random destruction of their competitor, no longer of imposing themselves on the machine. (Unless, of course, they were lucky enough to possess a specialized market which was not affected by machine-production, as hand-bootmakers and tailors did in the 1870s and 1880s.) One reason why the wrecking by the shearmen was so much more persistent and serious than that by others was that these highly skilled and organized key-men retained much control over the labour market, even after partial mechanization.39


(iii) The mythology of the pioneer industrialists has also obscured the overwhelming sympathy for machine-wreckers in all parts of the population. In Nottinghamshire not a single Luddite was denounced, though plenty of small masters must have known perfectly well who broke their frames.40 In Wiltshire – where the cloth-finishing middlemen and small masters were known to sympathize with the shearmen41 – the real terrorists of 1802 could not be discovered.42 The merchants and woollen manufacturers of Rossendale themselves passed resolutions against power-looms some years before the men smashed them.43 During the 1830 labourers’ rising the clerk to the magistrates in Hindon, Wiltshire, reported that ‘where the mobs have not destroyed the machinery, the farmers have exposed the same for the purpose of being destroyed’,44 and Lord Melbourne had to send a sharply worded circular to magistrates who had ‘in many instances recommended the Discontinuance of the Employment of Machines used for thrashing out Corn and for other Purposes’. ‘Machines’, he argued, ‘are as much entitled to the protection of the Law as any other Description of Property.’45


Nor is this surprising. The fully developed capitalist entrepreneurs formed a small minority, even among those whose position was technically that of profit-makers. The small shopkeeper or local master did not want an economy of limitless expansion, accumulation and technical revolution, the savage jungle pursuit which doomed the weak to bankruptcy and wage-earning status. His ideal was the secular dream of all ‘little men’, which has found periodic expression in Leveller, Jeffersonian or Jacobin radicalism, a small-scale society of modest property-owners and comfortably-off wage-earners, without great distinctions of wealth or power; though doubtless, in its quiet way, getting wealthier and more comfortable all the time. It was an unrealizable ideal, never more so than in the most rapidly evolving of societies. Let us remember, however, that those to whom it appealed in early-nineteenth-century Europe made up the majority of the population, and outside such industries as cotton, of the employing class.46 But even the genuine capitalist entrepreneur could be in two minds about machines. The belief that he must inevitably favour technical progress as a matter of self-interest has no foundation, even if the experience of French capitalism and of later British capitalism were not available. Quite apart from the possibility of making more money without machines than with them (in sheltered markets and so on), only rarely were new machines immediate and obvious paying propositions.


There is, in the history of any technical device, a ‘threshold of profit’ which is crossed rather late – the larger the capital that has to be sunk in a machine, the later. Hence, perhaps, the proverbial lack of business success of inventors, who sink their own and other people’s money in their projects while they are still inevitably imperfect and by no means clearly superior to their non-mechanized rivals.47 Of course, the free-enterprise economy could overcome these obstacles. What has been described as the ‘vast secular boom’ of 1775–1875 created situations, here and there, which provided entrepreneurs in some industries – for instance, cotton – with the impetus to leap across the ‘threshold’.48 The very mechanism of capital accumulation in a society undergoing revolution provided others. So long as competition operated, the technical advances of the pioneer section were spread over quite a wide field. Yet we must not forget that the pioneers were minorities. Most capitalists took the new machine in the first instance not as an offensive weapon, to win bigger profits, but as a defensive one, to protect themselves against the bankruptcy which threatened the laggard competitor. We are not surprised to find E. C. Tufnell in 1834 accusing ‘many of the masters in the cotton trade … of the disgraceful behaviour of instigating workmen to turn out against those manufacturers who were the first to enlarge their mules’.49 Petty producer and run-of-the-mill entrepreneur were in an ambiguous position, but without the independent power to change it. They might dislike the need for new machines, either because they disrupted their way of life, or because, on any rational accounting, they were not really good business at the moment. In any case they saw them as strengthening the position of the large modernized entrepreneur, the main rival. Working-class revolts against machines gave such men their chance; often they took it. One may reasonably agree with the student of French machine-wrecking who observes that ‘sometimes the detailed study of a local incident reveals the Luddite movement less as an agitation of workmen, than as an aspect of competition between the backward and the progressive shop-owner or manufacturer’.50


If the innovating entrepreneur had the bulk of public opinion against him, how did he succeed in imposing himself? By means of the state. It has been well remarked that in Britain the Revolution of 1640–60 marks a turning-point in the state’s attitude towards machinery. After 1660 the traditional hostility to devices which take the bread out of the mouths of honest men gave way to the encouragement of profit-making enterprise, at whatever social cost.51 This is one of the facts which justifies us in regarding the seventeenth-century Revolution as the real political beginning of modern British capitalism. Throughout the subsequent period the central state apparatus tended to be, if not ahead of public opinion on economic matters, then at least more willing to consider the claims of the fully capitalist entrepreneur – except, of course, where these clashed with older and bigger vested interests. The Squire Westerns in some counties might still toast the shadow of a vanished feudal hierarchy in an unchanging society: there was no significant trace of feudal policy in the Whig governments, at any rate after 1688. London sympathy was to prove of inestimable value to the new industrialists when, in the last third of the century, their meteoric rise began. On issues of agrarian, commercial or financial policy Lancashire might be in conflict with London, but not on the fundamental supremacy of the profit-making employer. It was the unreformed Parliament in its most ferociously conservative period which introduced full laissez-faire into the relations between employer and worker. Classical free-enterprise economics dominated the debates. Nor did London hesitate to rap its more old-fashioned and sentimental local representatives over the knuckles if they failed ‘to maintain and uphold the rights of property of every description, against violence and aggression’.52


Yet until the latter part of the eighteenth century the support of the state for the innovating entrepreneur was not unqualified. The political system of Britain from 1660 to 1832 was designed to serve manufacturers only insofar as they bought their way into the ring of vested interests of an older type – commercially minded landlords, merchants, financiers, nabobs and so on. At best they could only hope for a share of the pork barrel proportionate to their pressure, and in the early eighteenth century the ‘modern’ manufacturers were as yet only occasional groups of provincials. Hence, at times, a certain neutrality of the state in labour matters, at any rate until after the middle of the eighteenth century.53 Western clothiers complained bitterly that the majority of local JPs was biased against them.54 The attitude of the national government in the weavers’ riots of 1726–7 contrasts strikingly with that of the Home Office from the 1790s on. London regretted that the local clothiers needlessly antagonized the men by arresting rioters; pooh-poohed suggestions that these were seditious; suggested that both parties get together amicably, so that a proper petition might be framed and Parliament could take action.55 When this was done, Parliament sanctioned a collective agreement which gave the men very much what they wanted, at the cost of a perfunctory ‘apology for past riots’.56 Again, the frequency of ad hoc legislation in the eighteenth century57 tends to show that no systematic, consistent and general attempt was made to enforce it. As the century progressed, the voice of the manufacturer increasingly became the voice of government in these matters; but earlier it was still possible for the men occasionally to fight sections of the masters on more or less fair terms.


We now come to the last and most complex problem: how effective was machine-breaking? It is, I think, fair to claim that collective bargaining by riot was at least as effective as any other means of bringing trade union pressure, and probably more effective than any other means available before the era of national trade unions to such groups as weavers, seamen and coalminers. That is not to claim much. Men who did not enjoy the natural protection of small numbers and scarce apprenticed skills, which might be safeguarded by restricted entry to the market and strong hiring monopolies, were in any case bound normally to be on the defensive. Their success therefore should be measured by their ability to keep conditions stable – for example, stable wage-rates – against the perpetual and well-advertised desire of masters to reduce them to starvation level.58 This required an unremitting and effective fight. It may be argued that stability on paper was constantly undermined by the slow inflation of the eighteenth century, which steadily rigged the game against wage-earners;59 but it would be asking too much of eighteenth-century activities to cope with that. Within their limits, one can hardly deny that Spitalfields silk-weavers benefited from their riots.60 The disputes of keelmen, sailors and miners in the North-east, of which we have record, ended, as often as not, with victory or acceptable compromise. Moreover, whatever happened in individual engagements, riot and machine-wrecking provided the workers with valuable reserves at all times. The eighteenth-century master was constantly aware that an intolerable demand would produce, not a temporary loss of profits, but the destruction of capital equipment. In 1829 a leading colliery manager was asked by the Lords’ Committee whether a reduction of wages in the Tyne and Wearside coalmines could ‘be effected without danger to the tranquillity of the district, or risking the destruction of all the mines, with all the machinery, and the valuable stock vested in them’. He thought not.61 Inevitably, the employer faced with such hazards paused before he provoked them, for fear that ‘his property and perhaps his life [might] be endangered thereby’.62 ‘Far more masters than one might expect’, Sir John Clapham noted with unjustified surprise, supported the retention of the Spitalfields Silkweavers’ Acts, for under them, they argued ‘the district lived in a state of quietude and repose’.63


Could riot and machine-breaking, however, hold up the advance of technical progress? Patently it could not hold up the triumph of industrial capitalism as a whole. On a smaller scale, however, it was by no means the hopelessly ineffective weapon that it has been made out to be. Thus, fear of the Norwich weavers is supposed to have prevented the introduction of machines there.64 The Luddism of the Wiltshire shearmen in 1802 certainly postponed the spread of mechanization; a petition of 1816 notes that ‘in time of War there was no giggs nor Frames at Trowbridge but sad to relate it is now Increasing Every Day’.65 Paradoxically enough, the wrecking by the helpless farm-labourers in 1830 seems to have been the most effective of all. Though the wage-concessions were soon lost, the threshing machines did not return on anything like the old scale.66 How much of such successes was due to the men, how much to the latent or passive Luddism of the employers themselves, we cannot, however, determine. Nevertheless, whatever the truth of the matter, the initiative came from the men, and to that extent they can claim an important share in any such successes.


fn1 Rigola was an extreme conservative among union leaders.





CHAPTER 3



Political Shoemakersfn1


Co-written with Joan W. Scott


The members of certain trades and professions are traditionally regarded as having common characteristics, but historians, while observing this, have rarely asked why. This is an attempt to explain the proverbial radicalism of shoemakers. The two authors discovered their common interest in this subject at the wonderful international Round Tables on Social History organized by Clemens Heller of the Maison des Sciences de l’Homme in the 1970s. Their co-operative effort was published in Past & Present, no. 89, in 1980 and is reprinted by permission of Joan Wallach Scott.


‘He had gone deeper into Arminianism and politics than any of his fellows. The Methodist Magazine and the Weekly Dispatch were regularly sent to him by his brother. He always had plenty of shoemaking, and was more independent than either the farmers or labourers. He used to make uncivil remarks about the landlords and the House of Lords, the House of Commons, the new poor law, bishops, parsons, Corn laws, the church, and class legislation.’1


‘A very curious thing is that each trade develops in the artisans practising it, a specific character, a particular temperament. The butcher is generally serious and full of his own importance, the house painter is thoughtless and a rake, the tailor is sensual, the grocer stupid, the porter curious and prattling, the shoemaker and cobbler, finally, are gay, sometimes even lively, with a song always on their lips … Despite the simplicity of their tastes, the makers of new and old shoes are always distinguished by a restless, sometimes aggressive spirit and by an enormous tendency to loquacity. Is there a riot? Does an orator emerge from the crowd? It is without doubt a cobbler who has come to make a speech to the people.’2


I


The political radicalism of nineteenth-century shoemakers is proverbial. Social historians of a variety of persuasions have described the phenomenon and assumed it needed no explanation. A historian of the German Revolution of 1848, for example, concluded that it was ‘not accidental’ that shoemakers ‘played a dominant role in the activities of the people’. Historians of the ‘Swing’ riots in England referred to the shoemakers’ ‘notorious radicalism’ and Jacques Rougerie accounted for the shoemakers’ prominence in the Paris Commune by referring to their ‘traditionally militancy’. Even so heterodox a writer as Theodore Zeldin accepts the common view on this point.3 The present paper attempts to account for the remarkable reputation of shoemakers as political radicals.


To say that shoemakers, or any other trade, have a reputation for radicalism may, of course, mean one or more of three things: a reputation for militant action in movements of social protest, whether confined to the trade in question or not; a reputation for sympathy or association with, or activity in, movements of the political left; and a reputation as what might be called ideologists of the common people. Though very likely to be associated, these are not the same. Apprentices and unmarried journeymen in traditional corporate crafts were likely to be mobilized readily, without any necessary connection with whatever counted at the time as political radicalism. French universitaires have, at least since the Dreyfus period, had a reputation for standing well to the left of their students. This did not necessarily imply, though it did not exclude, militant collective action. Australian sheep-shearers, though often both militant and associated with the left, are not generally thought of as greatly interested in ideology,fn2 whereas village schoolteachers often are.


Shoemakers as a trade had, in the nineteenth century, a reputation for radicalism in all three senses. They were militant both on trade matters and in wider movements of social protest. Though shoemakers’ unions were limited to certain sections or localities of a very large trade, and only intermittently effective, they were organized on a national scale rather early in both France and Switzerland, not to mention England where the London union, founded in 1792, was said to extend nationally in 1804. Shoemakers and carpenters were the first members of the Federation of Workers of the Argentine Region (1890), the first attempt at a national union body for that country. They occasionally struck on a large scale and were among the most strike-prone trades in France during the July monarchy. They were also prominent in revolutionary crowds. Their role as political activists can be documented amply. Of the persons active in the British Chartist movement whose occupations are known, shoemakers formed much the largest single group after the weavers and unspecified ‘labourers’: more than twice the number of building-trade workers and more than 10 per cent of all occupationally described militants. In the taking of the Bastille, or at least among those arrested for it, the twenty-eight shoemakers were exceeded only by the cabinet-makers, joiners and locksmiths – and in the riots of the Champ de Mars and in August 1792 by no other trade.4 Among those arrested in Paris for opposing the coup d’eétat of 1851, shoemakers were most numerous.5 The workers involved in the Paris Commune of 1871 who suffered the highest proportion of deportations after its defeat were, as Jacques Rougerie observes, ‘of course, as always, the shoemakers’.6 When rebellion broke out in the German city of Konstanz in April 1848, the shoemakers provided by far the largest single component of the rioters, almost as much as the next most riotous trades (the tailors and joiners) put together.7 At the other end of the world, the first anarchist ever recorded in a provincial town in Rio Grande do Sul in Brazil was an Italian shoemaker in 1897, while the only craft union reported as participating in the first (anarchist-inspired) Workers’ Congress of Curitiba (Brazil) was the Shoemakers’ Association.8


Militancy and left-wing activism alone, however, do not distinguish shoemakers as a group from some other craftsmen, who were at times at least as prominent in these respects. Among the casualties of the March Revolution of 1848 in Berlin, joiners were more than twice as numerous, and tailors distinctly more numerous than shoemakers, though the trades were of comparable size.9 Carpenters and tailors were as ‘strike-prone’ as shoemakers during the July monarchy. French revolutionary crowds included proportionately more printers, joiners, locksmiths and building workers than were in the Parisian population. If eleven shoemakers formed the largest group among the forty-three anarchists arrested in Lyon in 1892, construction workers were not far behind.10 Tailors are associated with shoemakers as typical activists in the 1848 Revolution in Germany, and if both were prominent among the German travelling journeymen who made up the bulk of the Communist League (‘the workers’ club is small and consists only of shoemakers and tailors’, Weydemeyer wrote to Marx in 1850),11 it seems clear that the tailors were more prominent. Indeed the apparently large number of shoemaker activists may sometimes merely reflect the size of a trade which, in Germany and Britain, constituted much the largest single artisan occupation.12 The collective actions of the group do not therefore account for the shoemakers’ radical reputation.


There can be little doubt, however, that as worker-intellectuals and ideologists shoemakers were exceptional. Once again, they were obviously not unique although, as we shall see, in rural villages and small market towns they had less competition from other settled artisans. Certainly their role as spokesmen and organizers of country people in nineteenth-century England is clear from any study of the ‘Swing’ riots of 1830 or of rural political radicalism. Hobsbawn and Rudé report that in 1830 the average riotous parish had from two to four times as many shoemakers as the average tranquil one.13 The local shoemaker quoting Cobbett – John Adams in Kent, William Winkworth in Hampshire – is a familiar figure.14 The craft’s character as ‘red-hot politicians’ was proverbial. In the shoemaking centre of Northampton, election days were celebrated as ‘traditional holidays’ as much as the spring and autumn race meetings.15 Yet the striking fact is the connection between politics and articulate literacy. Who says cobbler surprisingly often says journalist and versifier, preacher and lecturer, writer and editor. This impression is not easy to quantify, though shoemakers form the largest single group – three – in a sample of nineteen French ‘worker-poets’ of the period before 1850, all of radical views:16 Sylvain Lapointe of the Yonne, who stood as a candidate in 1848; Hippolyte Tampucci, the editor of Le Grapilleur, and Gonzalle of Rheims, the editor of Le Républicain.17 The list could be easily added to – one thinks of Faustin Bonnefoi, editor of the Fourierist newspaper in Louis-Philippe’s Marseille,18 of the autodidact ‘Efrahem’, who wrote pamphlets urging ‘an association of workers of every corps d’état’,19 and of Citizen Villy, a boot-maker who spoke at the first Communist Banquet in 1840 and who had published a pamphlet on the abolition of poverty.20


Of course nobody would claim that all or even the majority among shoemaker activists were artisan-intellectuals. Indeed we have examples of militant shoemakers who were distinctly not great readers, at least in their days of activity, such as George Hewes, the last survivor of the Boston Tea Party.21 Though as a craft shoemakers seem to have been more literate than the average, a fair percentage of bad readers would not be surprising in so large a trade containing so many proverbially poor men.22 The less literate shoemaker may even have become more common as the trade expanded and was diluted during the nineteenth century. And yet the existence of an unusually, perhaps a uniquely, large number of shoemaker-intellectuals is impossible to deny, even if it may be supposed that such persons would draw special attention to themselves in a largely non-literate society. When ideology took a primarily religious form, they pondered the Scriptures, sometimes coming to unorthodox conclusions: it was they who brought Calvinism into the Cevennes,23 who prophesied, preached (and wrote) messianism, mysticism and heresy.24 In the secular era the majority of the (largely Spencean communist) Cato Street conspirators were shoemakers, and their attraction to anarchism was notorious. Emile Pouget’s Le Père Peinard symbolically carried on its cover the picture of a cobbler in his workshop.25 More generally there is, at least in English, a substantial literature of collective shoemaker biography in the nineteenth century, such as, to our knowledge, exists for no other craft.26 The overwhelming majority of its subjects are commemorated for intellectual achievements. Their success in this field may explain the appearance of such compendia in the age of self-improvement.


It may even be argued that such proverbs as ‘Shoemaker stick to your last’, which are found in many countries from antiquity to the industrial revolution, indicate precisely this tendency of shoemakers to express opinions on matters which ought to be left to the officially learned – ‘Let the cobbler stick to his last and let the learned men write the books’; ‘Preaching cobblers make bad shoes’; and so on. Certainly similar proverbs are distinctly less common with reference to other crafts.27


Even if we leave such indirect evidence aside, the number of shoemaker-intellectuals is impressive. They were not necessarily radicals, though their eighteenth- and nineteenth-century eulogists preferred to dwell on their achievements in fields which would impress socially superior readers – learning, literature and religion – while not concealing their reputation as folk-politicians. Still, the historians will not fail to note that the religion in which shoemakers distinguished themselves when not associated with anticlericalism and atheism28 was often heterodox and radical by contemporary standards. One thinks of Jakob Boehme, the mystic, persecuted by the Lutheran Church of his city, and George Fox, the Quaker. One also notes the combination of radicalism and literary activities, as in Thomas Holcroft, the ex-shoemaker playwright and English Jacobin, in Friedrich Sander, the founder of the Vienna Workers’ Union in 1848, who also wrote poems,29 and in the anarchist Jean Grave, shoemaker-turned-printer, and editor of magazines with a distinct literary-artistic bent.30


We cannot of course allow the shoemakers a monopoly of plebeian intellectual activities. Samuel Smiles, always the apostle of self-help, in an essay on ‘Astronomers and Students in Humble Life: A New Chapter in the “Pursuit of Knowledge under Difficulties”’ lists examples from other trades also.31 Nevertheless the fact that ‘in country places, it is very common to find the situation of parish clerk held by a shoemaker’ suggests an uncommon degree of literacy.32 In any case the intellectualism of shoemakers as a trade impressed more than one observer, and could not readily be explained. Both W. E. Winks and the Crispin Anecdotes confessed themselves baffled by it, but agreed ‘that more thinking men are to be found shoemakers, as a fraternity, than most others’.33 In his autobiography the radical shoemaker John Brown commented that: ‘Persons possessing the advantages of a more refined education would hardly guess what an amount of knowledge and book-learning is to be met with amongst the members of my ancient trade.’34 In France shoemakers were said to be ‘thinkers … [they] think about things they have seen or heard … they fathom more than most the concerns of the workers’.35 In England an eighteenth-century verse recorded that:


A cobbler once in days of yore


Sat musing at his cottage door.


He liked to read old books, he said,


And then to ponder, what he’d read.36


In Russia a character in a work of Maxim Gorki is described as ‘like so many other shoemakers, easily fascinated by a book’.37


The shoemaker’s reputation as popular philosopher and politician predates the era of industrial capitalism and extends well beyond the typical countries of the capitalist economy. Indeed one has the sense that the nineteenth-century radical shoemakers were fulfilling a role long associated with members of their trade. The patron saints of the craft, Crispin and Crispinian, were martyred because they preached unorthodoxy to their customers in their workshop in Soissons – in this instance Christianity under the pagan Emperor Diocletian.38 In Act I of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar a cobbler appears leading a crowd of protesters through the streets. The journeymen in Dekker’s Shoemaker’s Holiday, an Elizabethan exercise in public relations on behalf of the ‘gentle craft’ of London, appear characteristically militant: they threaten to leave their master if a travelling journeyman is not given a job. Almost contemporary with these theatrical allusions, we find the following reference to the shoemakers Robert Hyde and a certain Lodge of Sherborne:


And he further sayeth that a little before Christmas one Robte Hyde of Sherborne shomaker seinge this depont passinge by his doore, called to him & desyered to have some conference with him and after some speches, he entered into these speches. Mr Scarlet you have preachett vnto vs that there is a god, a heaven & a hell & a resurreccion after this Liffe, and that we shall geive an accompte of or worckes, and that the soule is immortall; but nowe sayeth he here is a companye aboute this towne that saye, that hell is noe other but povertie & penurye in this worlde; and heaven is noe other but to be ritch, and enioye pleasueres; and that we dye like beastes, and when we ar gonne there is noe more rememberance of vs &c. and such like. But this Examint did neither then demande whome they were; neither did he deliuer any particulers vnto him And further saieth That it is generally reported by almost euery bodye in Sherborne, and the sayd Allen & his man aforesayde ar Atheistes. And alsoe he sayeth there is one Lodge a shomaker in Sherborne accompted an Atheiste.39


The shoemaker, as what the poet Gray called a ‘village Hampden’, is commemorated in an engraving of Timothy Bennett (died 1756) of Hampton Wick, Middlesex. He challenged the king’s closing of a right of way through Bushy Park by threatening to bring a prosecution – and won. The engraving represents him in ‘a firm and complacent aspect, sitting down in the attitude of his conversation with … [Lord Halifax]’ (the ranger of the royal park), symbolizing a democratic confrontation with, and triumph over, privilege.40 Another source describes a shoemaker walking ‘from village to village with his kit in a basket on his back. On getting a job he would drop down on the doorstep, and while at work, he and his customer would strike up with a song, or talk politics’.41 The notoriety of shoemakers as leaders led Sir Robert Peel to ask some shoemakers, who had come to him to press the demands of their trade society: ‘How is it … that you people are foremost in every movement? … If there is a conspiracy or political movement, I always find one of you in it.’42 E. P. Thompson quotes a Yorkshire satirist’s 1849 portrait of a ‘Village Politician’:


He is, typically, a cobbler, an old man and the sage of his industrial village: ‘He has a library that he rather prides himself upon. It is a strange collection … There is the ‘Pearl of Great Price’ and ‘Cobbett’s Twopenny Trash’ … ‘The Wrongs of Labour’ and ‘The Rights of Man’, ‘The History of the French Revolution’ and Bunyan’s ‘Holy War’ … It warms his old heart like a quart of mulled ale, when he hears of a successful revolution, – a throne tumbled, kings flying, and princes scattered abroad …’.43


Englishmen believed, moreover, that French shoemakers shared these traits. More than one account of the French Revolution described ‘cobblers … haranguing under the splendid domes of the Valois and the Capets’ and then leading crowds to torture and murder the king.44 In France as well as in England the shoemaker was known for his love of liberty and his role as village politician. Shoemakers were admired for ‘independence of their opinions’. ‘The freedom of the people’, said one writer, ‘is expressed in their demeanour.’45 The revolt of the Maillotins in 1380 was said to have been sparked by a shoemaker, whose impassioned oration inflamed a crowd.46 And the downfall of Concini, the Italian statesman, in 1617, was said to have been assured by one Picard, a shoemaker and popular orator, who insulted the admiral when he was alive and defiled him when dead by roasting and eating his heart.47 Anthropophagy is not a characteristic usually associated with shoemakers, unlike a taste for strong drink, but the shoemakers’ reputation for radicalism was deserved and it was not limited to France.


II


To what extent was the shoemaker as philosopher and politician a product of his craft? There seem to be two aspects of this question, one having to do with literacy, the other with independence.


The question of literacy and the shoemaker’s proverbial fondness for books and reading is difficult to explain, as there is nothing in the nature of the craft to suggest any occupational connection with the printed word – as among printers. The desperate guesses that their skills with leather were often called upon to bind or repair books, and that sometimes their stalls adjoined those of booksellers, appear to be unsupported by any evidence.48 Moreover, so far as we can tell, there is nothing in the customs and traditions of the craft journeymen which stresses or even implies a special interest in reading; and though Hans Sachs of Nuremberg was, as every opera-lover knows, the most famous of the Meistersinger, there is no evidence that shoemakers were disproportionately represented among these poetic artisans. The link between shoemakers and books could not have been established before the invention and popularization of printing, since the written word could hardly have been directly accessible to the poor before then. The general character of the shoemakers’ journeymen customs suggests that they have been largely formed by this time.49 It may, of course, be argued that once books were available they were naturally likely to attract a profession given to speculation and discussion. Nevertheless the question remains.


It may be that the relatively primitive division of labour in shoemaking allowed or compelled vast numbers of shoemakers to work entirely alone. Certainly Mayhew surmised that it was ‘the solitude of their employment developing their internal resources’ which accounted for their being ‘a stern, uncompromising and reflecting race’.50 Itinerant cobblers were, of course, isolated workers. But even in his workshop the lonely shoemaker was typical. In Germany in 1882 two-thirds of them employed no assistants at all.


Yet even the single cobbler was not culturally isolated. He might receive his training in a small establishment. The master, a few journeymen and one or two apprentices, as well as the master’s wife, seems to have constituted the ideal-typical artisan establishment. In the most traditional regions of nineteenth-century Germany there were on average only 2.4 or 2.6 journeymen per apprentice.51 The rapid turnover of journeymen, however, would widen both the masters’ and the apprentices’ horizon, and journeymen were notorious and prolonged travellers. A Swabian rural shoemaker describes their impact on him as an apprentice: ‘There were much-travelled and intelligent people among the journeymen. So I heard and learned a good deal.’ And he in turn worked in seventeen establishments in fifteen different places between finishing his apprenticeship and setting up as a small master and social-democratic activist.52 If, as was the case in Jena, journeymen stayed only six months on average in a shop, the typical apprentice would, in the course of three years, have close contact with perhaps fifteen widely travelled men, and the typical travelling journeyman with a great many more.


The journeymen would meet each other not only in workshops but on the road and in the inns which functioned as houses of call, where jobs and relief, asked for and received in highly ritualized form,53 were to be found. There was plenty of occasion for discussing the problems of the trade, the news of the day and the diffusion of information generally. In larger cities shoemakers, like most other tradesmen, might live and work in specialized shoemakers’ rows or streets. In centres of market shoemaking, urban or rural, there was no shortage of others in the trade. Since the work took little space, several semi-proletarian outworkers or garret-masters might share a workshop together. Even the loneliest cobbler had probably been socialized in the culture of the ‘gentle craft’ at some time.


That ‘shoemaker culture’, which Peter Burke has recently described as stronger than any other craft culture except the weavers’54 was unusually marked and persistent. In Scotland, for instance, its Catholic patron saint survived the Calvinist reformation as ‘King Crispin’, and in England St Crispin’s Day was celebrated as a shoemakers’ holiday, often with processions of the craft, until well into the nineteenth century, or was revived by journeymen for political purposes, as in Norwich in 1813. It was still alive or remembered in some purely rural areas at the end of the century. The early decline of organized gilds and corporations in England makes such survivals all the more impressive.55


Yet there appears to be nothing in the formal or informal craft traditions that linked shoemakers specifically to intellectualism, or even to radicalism. They stressed pride in the trade, based largely on its indispensability to high and low, young and old. This is the commonest theme of journeymen shoemakers’ songs.56 They stressed independence, especially journeyman independence, as proved by the shoemaker’s control over his time of work and leisure – his capacity to celebrate Saint Monday and other holidays as he chose.57 Since social leisure and drink were inseparable, they also stressed drinking, an activity for which shoemakers were celebrated, and that other byproduct of barroom culture, settling disputes by fighting. ‘Look for the best beer where carters and shoemakers drink,’ says a Polish proverb. Johann Nestroy’s farce Lumpazivagabundus (1836), which follows the fortunes of three ideal-typical journeymen, presents its shoemaker both as an amateur astronomer (his interest in comets may be inspired by the reading of almanacs) and as a spectacular and quarrelsome soak. But these are not particularly intellectual associations.


Perhaps the most plausible explanation of the trade’s intellectualism derives from the fact that a shoemaker’s work was both sedentary and physically undemanding. Probably it was physically the least taxing labour for men in the countryside. As a result small, weak or physically handicapped boys were habitually put to this trade. Such was the case of Jakob Boehme, the mystic,58 of Robert Bloomfield, author of The Farmer’s Boy,59 of William Gifford, later editor of the Quarterly Review, who was ‘put … to the plough’ but ‘soon found … too weak for such heavy work’, of John Pounds, pioneer of the ‘Ragged Schools’, who became a shoemaker when an accident maimed him and drove him out of his original trade as a shipwright,60 of John Lobb, founder of a celebrated firm in St James’s which still exists,61 and almost certainly of numerous others. In Pomeranian Loitz ‘almost the only people who devote themselves to this trade are crippled or unsuited to agricultural or industrial work’. Hence the tendency of village shoemakers unable to make ends meet by their craft to take (as in the town of Heide, Schleswig) such second jobs as nightwatchmen, school caretakers, messengers, waiters, town criers, assistants to the pastor or assistant postmen and street sweepers.62 American naval recruiting orders in 1813 insisted on recruiting ‘none but strong, healthy, able men. Landsmen may be entered as ordy. seamen … but on no account ship Tailors, Shoemakers or Blacks [sic] as these from their accustomed occupations rarely possess physical force.’63


The number of deformed shoemakers and tailors (‘crooked, humpbacked, lame’) in the Italian corporate processions of these crafts was noted by Ramazzini.64 Unlike the tailors, however, the shoemakers were not proverbially associated with feebleness, an observation supported by nineteenth-century statistics of British occupational mortality.65 On the other hand the lame cobbler is recorded as early as the Latin dramatist Plautus. Perhaps the frequency of rural shoemakers who combined their trade with agricultural activities is relevant here. Nevertheless the craft was at least to some extent selected by boys incapable of competing with other labouring men of their age in the conventionally valued physical activities. This may have provided an incentive to acquire other kinds of prestige. And here the semi-routinized nature of much of their work, which could readily be combined with thinking, watching and conversation, may have suggested intellectual alternatives. Shoemakers working together in larger workshops were among those crafts (tailors and cigar-makers are others) which developed the institution of the ‘reader’ – one of the men taking turns to read newspapers or books out aloud, or an old soldier being hired to read, or the youngest boy having the duty to fetch and read the news. (George Bloomfield, a minor shoemaker-poet, not unreasonably suggested that this was the point to which ‘those who say that “Shoemakers are politicians” might trace the solution of their wonder’.)66 Such quiet and undemanding indoor occupations existed in towns, but in the villages it is difficult to think of others – certainly not the blacksmiths or the wheelwrights.67


The shoemaker’s work thus permitted thinking and discussion while working; his frequent isolation during working hours threw him on his own intellectual resources; he was selectively recruited from boys with a likely incentive to compensate for their physical handicaps; the training of apprentices and the tramping of journeymen exposed him to the culture of the trade and to the culture and politics of a wider world. We may perhaps add that the lightness of his tool-kit actually made it easier than in some other trades to carry books with him – a fact for which there is also some evidence. Whether all this provides an adequate, still more a testable, explanation of his bookishness, we cannot be certain. Nevertheless three things are clear.


First, the more literate artisan crafts shoemakers, as we shall shortly see, were unusual in being widely distributed in predominantly illiterate rural and small-town environments, where they could become unofficial clerks or labourers’ intellectuals. They had little competition. Secondly, once the popular image of the shoemaker as intellectual and radical existed (as it undoubtedly did) it must have affected reality in several ways. Every time a shoemaker fitted the role, he confirmed popular expectations. As a result shoemakers’ behaviour in this role was probably more often noted, recorded and commented upon. The popular image may have attracted young men with literary or philosophical tastes and political interests; or conversely, boys brought into contact with philosophic and radical cobblers might acquire an interest in these matters. Finally, the culture of the trade might develop some of these traits among its practitioners not only because material conditions facilitated them, but because its mores did not stand in the way. In many occupations a ‘reading man’ would have such tastes knocked or mocked out of him. Among shoemakers they might be more easily accepted as one version of behaviour compatible with group norms.


The shoemaker’s independence was clearly tied to the material conditions of his trade and from it stemmed his ability to be a village politician. In addition the humble status of the trade and the relative poverty of its recruits, at least in the nineteenth century, help to explain its radicalism.


The two characteristics are linked. The trade was essentially based on leather, whose preparation (skinning, cleaning, tanning and so on) is noisome and dirty, and therefore often confined to persons of low social status or outcasts (as in India and Japan). In their origins shoemakers and tanners were closely linked, since shoemakers often tanned their own leather, as they still did until the mid-nineteenth century in the Pomeranian shoemaker community of Loitz.68 In Leipzig the tanners and shoemakers originally formed a single gild.69 The low status of shoemakers and the contempt in which they were often held in antiquity – at any rate by writers70 – may be partly due to this association with ‘uncleanness’ or the memory of it. Conversely it is not unreasonable to suppose that the craft (which emphasized its indispensability and gentility) was inclined towards radicalism by resentment. Certainly an element of low status seems to have persisted, possibly also influenced by the shoemaker’s reputation for physical neglect, possibly a reason for this reputation. Even in the late nineteenth century an author could write of the traditional (pre-factory) trade: ‘As a class … the common shoemakers were neither clean nor tidy in their habits and persons, and the calling was looked down upon as one of low social grade; a fitting employment to which to apprentice the boy inmates of workhouses.’71


Moreover, as the costs of apprenticeship were minimal, families which could not afford to bind their sons to a more prosperous, exclusive (and more costly) trade could scrape together the fees required for learning shoemaking. Indeed the association of the craft with poverty was also proverbial.72 ‘All shoemakers go barefoot,’ goes a Yiddish saying. ‘The shoemaker always wears torn shoes.’ A mixture of leftover scraps of food was known, around Hamburg, as ‘shoemaker’s pie’.73


The coexistence of independence and poverty in the trade is partly due to its peculiar ubiquity. It was organized early in both town and country, at least in temperate zones where it had long been recognized that ‘there’s nothing like leather’ for tough outdoor labouring footwear. The shoemakers, often of humble origin themselves, served a clientele which included large numbers of humble people. The making and repairing of leather footwear requires specialists of some kind, unlike a good deal of other making and mending. At the end of the nineteenth century there were still shoemakers who specialized in going round the Alpine farms of Austria (Störschuster) to make and mend the year’s footwear from the hides and leather provided by the farmers.74 Shoemakers and cobblers were therefore not only a craft organized as such at an uncommonly early date (they are among the earliest documented craft gilds in both England and Germany),75 but one of the most numerous and widely distributed crafts in town and country. In eighteenth-century Seville, as in nineteenth-century Valparaiso, they exceeded in numbers all other crafts.76 So did they in Prussia in 1800 (followed by tailors and smiths). In Bavaria in 1771 they were exceeded in numbers only by weavers, but in market villages they were first, followed by brewers and weavers.77 In rural Friesland in 1749 there were 5.79 of them per 1,000 inhabitants, compared to 4.53 weavers, 4.48 carpenters, 3.70 bakers, 2.08 smiths, 1.76 clergymen, 1.51 innkeepers and 1.45 tailors; shoemakers were to be found in 54 per cent of all settlements, carpenters in 52 per cent, smiths in 40 per cent and innkeepers in 32 per cent.78 It seems clear that people found it harder to manage without specialized shoemakers and menders within close reach than without other specialized craftsmen and services.


The shoemaker’s trade, though it extended over a very wide range of skill and specialization, remained sufficiently primitive in technology and division of labour, and with a sufficiently homogeneous product, to continue essentially as a single craft. There is no equivalent in it to the growing fragmentation of metalworking into specialized separate crafts so often found in the medieval gild economy. Broadly speaking, once the trade had separated from the tanners, leather-sellers and other producers and suppliers of its raw material, its main internal fissures were commercial – between shoemakers and shoe-merchants (whether or not these also made shoes). There was also a division between those who made and those who merely repaired shoes, defined in various ways – cordwainers and cobblers (savetiers, Flickschuster, ciabattino), though it must be noted that the merchants developed essentially from among the cordwainers. The separation between makers and menders was sometimes institutionalized in separate gilds, though cobblers’ gilds had difficulty in emancipating themselves completely from cordwainers’ control or in remaining viable.


Cobbling was clearly the inferior branch, and the term (in English) is used for any work of poor quality. However, the line between the two was and had to be unclear, especially in times and regions (like eighteenth-century Germany) where fairly static demand confronted growing supply in the towns.79 To live only by making shoes was hardly possible for more than a few. In fact it was assumed that makers cobbled. Thus to reach a ‘decent’ income (91 gulden a year) it was claimed, no doubt rhetorically, that a master ‘would have to work up one pair of new shoes or three pairs of soles and patches every day, and in addition rely on customers paying’. It is thus not surprising that in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the terms seem to have become interchangeable in English,80 while in French the word cordonnier came to mean both maker and mender, as Schuster did in popular German usage, in spite of the tendency for the more high-class Schuhmacher to gain ground at its expense.81 And indeed, outside strongly gild-controlled cities, which were becoming weaker, how was it possible to keep the making and mending of shoes strictly apart?


The widespread demand for specialized shoemakers and menders made it impossible for corporate cities to monopolize the craft. Village shoe-mending could hardly be banned, and though this type of countryside cobbling was (no doubt inevitably) free of gild control and qualifications, it had almost always to be learned from some kind of shoemaker. There was no way of preventing the local cobbler from also supplying the local demand for shoes, especially of the rough working kind, until the rise of large-scale production and distribution. So journeymen with poor chances of becoming masters in the controlled trade of the city might well prefer to set up on their own in some village or country town. Indeed a growing tendency to do so in Germany was noted as late as the nineteenth century. When in 1840 the prohibition on rural shoemakers (as distinct from cobblers) was finally lifted in the countryside of Saxony, a single master (without apprentices) being henceforth permitted per village, a considerable number of rural shoemakers immediately appeared.82 It is a good guess that many of them had simply changed their official title.


On the other hand, if there was no sharp line between the best and most specialized shoemaker and the most modest cobbler, the enormous size of the trade suggests that it must generally have included an unusually large section of the marginal, who could not live by their craft alone, especially as shoe-mending – from which German village cobblers might draw half their income – was notoriously unremunerative. Pre-industrial data are hard to find, but a calculation for a Swabian village in the nineteenth century suggests that because of insufficient demand a shoemaker there could not, on average, have made more than seven pairs of footwear in a year,83 so that for most of them the craft could not have been more than a source of supplementary earnings, possibly taken up as such. The reputation of the trade for poverty thus had a sound base, though the reasons for its overcrowding are not quite clear. Perhaps this is partly explained by the cheapness of the basic equipment and the possibility of practising it at home; perhaps also by the fact that shoemakers were recruited externally, outside the ranks of practising craftsmen and their families. Printers and glass-workers restricted recruitment to their sons, relatives and a few privileged outsiders; shoemakers could rarely do so.fn3 As a result shoemakers controlled neither entry into nor the size of their trade, hence its overcrowding.


The trade was therefore far from homogeneous. Yet so long as it remained essentially a manual artisan trade – and until the 1850s not even the domestic sewing-machine entered it – the divisions within it were vague and shifting. Hence, though there were ‘aristocrats’ or favoured sectors among shoemakers as among tailors (for example, in the high-class bespoke trade of the cities), neither trade as a whole stood high in the pecking order of the crafts, as the artisan communist Wilhelm Weitling observed.84 For both, and especially the shoemakers, were unusually numerous, and therefore contained an unusually high proportion of the marginal and unprosperous. Among the hundreds of journeymen artisans who flocked into industrializing Wiener Neustadt in the 1840s and applied for permission to stay there, no less than 14.7 per cent (17 per cent of those from Bohemia) were shoemakers, followed at some distance by 10 per cent (14.6 per cent among Bohemians) of tailors and 8.3 per cent (9.1 per cent among Bohemians) of joiners.85


The village shoemaker was self-employed. His business required little capital. Equipment was cheap, light and portable, and he only required a modest roof over his head to work and live, in the worst case in the same room. While this made him unusually mobile, it did not distinguish him from a number of other crafts. What did distinguish him was his contact with large numbers of humble people and his independence from patrons, wealthy clients and employers. Farmers depended on landlords; wheelwrights and builders relied on orders from farmers and persons of substance; tailors served the wealthy since the poor made their own clothes. The shoemaker also served the wealthy, since they needed him; but his main clientele must, in most cases, have been among the poor, since they could not do without him either. That fact is undeniable, even if we know less than we might about the actual use of leather footwear among the poor, which was certainly more restricted than in our prosperous times.fn4 Indeed there is evidence that, as wealthier villagers in the later nineteenth century advanced to store-bought shoes manufactured elsewhere, if not to high-class bespoke footwear, the village shoemaker became increasingly dependent on the custom of those who needed tough footwear for outdoor labour.


He could thus express his opinions without the risk of losing his job or his customers – if he were good enough, even his respectable customers.86 Moreover he was closely linked with his clients by bonds of confidence. This was in part because they were likely to be his debtors, since farm-workers and perhaps peasants could only pay at rare intervals when they received lump sums, for example, after the harvest (pay-day in Pomerania was St Crispin’s Day, 25 October)fn5 or between Easter and Whitsun, when annual hirings were renewed. He had to trust his clients, but they had no reason to distrust him. Unlike so many with whom the poor had dealings – the miller, the baker, even the tavern-keeper, who could give short weight or measure – the shoemaker produced a new or mended shoe which could be readily judged, and variations in quality were most likely due not to cheating but to variations in skill.87 The shoemaker thus had licence to express his opinions, which there was no reason to distrust.


That these opinions were heterodox and democratic should cause no surprise. The village shoemaker’s life was akin to that of the poor, not the rich and powerful. He had little use for hierarchy and formal organization. There was little enough in his trade, and in many cases he found work outside and in spite of gild or craft regulation. He knew the value of independence and had ample opportunity to compare his relative autonomy with that of his clients. How far this ability to articulate independent views was confined to the minority of relatively successful craftsmen rather than the (presumable) majority of marginal part-time cobblers, we cannot say, since it is difficult or impossible to compile a representative sample of the radicals in the craft. The question must be left open. However, in the specific context of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries it is natural to find radical shoemakers reading Cobbett, who cried out against the demolition of all small tradesmen and who denounced a system which replaced ‘master and man … every one was in his place and every one was free’ with ‘masters and slaves’.88 Nor is it surprising to find them in the ranks of sansculottes and later of anarchists. In all cases the insistence on modest means, hard work and independence as solutions to problems of injustice and poverty were within the experience of village shoemakers.


Much of this argument might also apply to other village artisans. But while, say, the blacksmith’s shop was noisy and his labour made conversation at work difficult, the shoemaker was strategically well placed to pass on city ideas and mobilize action. His village shop provided an ideal setting for the purpose, and articulate men who worked alone most of the time might grow loquacious in company, and could do so while they worked. The rural shoemaker was always present, his eyes on the street, and he knew what went on in the community, even when he did not happen to double as parish clerk or in some other municipal or communal capacity. Moreover their quiet workshops in villages and small towns were social centres second only to the inn, open and ready for conversation all day. Not surprisingly in the French countryside of 1793–4 shoemakers, together with tavern-keepers, ‘seem to have had had a veritable vocation for revolution’. Richard Cobb stresses:
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