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November 2011 – January 2013 is the 200th anniversary of the Luddite uprisings: a great opporunity to celebrate their struggle and to redress the wrongs done to them and their name. Today science and technology raises many more critical social, environmental and ethical issues, but from GM food and eugenics to plans for engineering the planets climate, from surveillance to nuclear power, these issues are rarely addressed properly, partly because anyone who raises criticism is denigrated as a ‘luddite’. History has been written by the victors and the Luddites are portrayed as opposed to all technology and progress. It is ironic that while the ideology of progress through technology (Vorsprung durch Technik as the Audi car adverts said) has hardened into a rigid dogma, which must condem all critics as ‘anti-science’, in fact the Luddites opposed only technology ‘hurtful to Commonality’, (ie. the common good). They destroyed some machines whilst leaving others: in their spirit, we make no apology for calling for real democratic control over science and technology. 

Who Where The Luddites?

The Luddites were textile workers in Nottinghamshire, Yorkshire and Lancashire, skilled artisans whose trade and communities were threatened by a combination of machines and other practices that had been unilaterally imposed by the aggressive new class of manufacturers that drove the Industrial Revolution. 

In Nottinghamshire, where the Luddite attacks began in November 1811, the ‘framework-knitters’ or ‘stockingers’ who produced hosiery using stocking frames had a number of grievances, including wage-cutting, the use of unapprenticed youths for the same purpose, and the use of the new ‘wide frames’, which produced cheap, inferior quality goods.

In Yorkshire, the Luddites were led by the croppers, highly skilled finishers of woolen cloth who commanded much higher wages that other workers, and were highly organised. For the past decade they had petitioned Parliament to enforce obsolescent legislation enforcing apprenticeship, and against ‘gig mills’, machines invented in the 16th century which could do part of the croppers’ job. But the greatest threat to them was a  more recent invention, the hated shearing frame which eventually almost entirely displaced them over the next ten years. In 1809, under pressure from the manufacturers, Parliament repealed all the old legislation, thus removing the artisans’ last hope of redress for their grievances by legal and democratic means.  

The Lancashire cotton weavers and spinners were, like the stockingers, mainly outworkers, producing cloth on hand looms in their own homes and paid by the piece.  Their overall conditions and status as artisans had been eroding for several decades, partly as a result of a huge influx into the trade of unapprenticed workers, many of whom had been forced off the land by the Enclosures.  The factory system, with its vast mills and steam-powered looms, its long hours of dangerous work and its cheaper cloth that undercut the cottage weavers, was exacerbating the decline in their conditions.
At the time the cloth trades were depressed due to the wars with France, and unemployment often meant destitution and starvation. Throughout this period, in addition to the Luddite attacks there were many food riots throughout the North of England, which were also partly due to high food prices caused by poor harvests. In the period before 1811, many petitions to parliament by the weavers, asking for help from starving communities were ignored by Tory Governments obsessed with the then-new laissez-faire economic doctrine. 

The uprising began in Nottingham in November 1811, and spread to Yorkshire and Lancashire in early 1812. The Luddites main tactic was first to warn mill owners to remove the frames: if they refused, the machines were smashed in nocturnal raids. The Luddites were a secret society which administered oaths of silence which were extremely effective in preventing capture: for nearly a year, despite flooding the North of England with spies, and more troops than were currently fighting Napoleon in Spain, the authorities made only a few arrests. It is widely agreed that the Luddites’ leader, in whose name their proclamations were issued, known as ‘General Ludd’ or ‘King Ludd’ did not actually exist. (The name is said to derive from one Ned Ludd, an apprentice weaver, who some years earlier smashed a power loom in a rage at his master.)  

Although there were already many laws on the statute books making the Luddites’ activities capital crimes, in February 1812 the Government passed the Frame Breaking Act, which specifically introduced the death penalty for frame breaking. In the West Riding of Yorkshire attacks on shearing frames began in January 1812, and were highly successful in the smaller workshops. However, resistance from some of the larger mill owners, supported by magistrates was stronger. The most famous attack, by around a hundred men on William Cartwright’s Rawfolds Mill in April 1812 was unsuccessful, since Cartwright was aware of the Luddites’ plans and the troops that he had installed in the mill killed two of the Luddites. After these deaths, and the outrage they caused among the Luddites' supporters, for the first time the Luddites turned to assassination. They failed with Cartwright, but succeeded in killing William Horsfall, another large mill owner and an outspoken anti-Luddite.  After this the Luddite attacks on machines declined, and some Luddites turned to night-time raids on armouries, in the hope that a general armed insurrection could be mounted. But in October 1812, the authorities finally arrested George Mellor, a key leader of the Yorkshire Luddites. He and 13 others were hanged together in York in January 1813.

By the end of the uprisings thousands of frames, a significant proportion of the total number in England had been smashed. And although it is often argued that the Luddites failed, it seems that in Nottinghamshire many of the master hosiers were sufficiently intimidated that the wide frames were not widely used for some years and wage levels were considerably restored.

Over all, the cause of the uprising was the imposition of the new free-market/industrial regime and the tearing up of the whole 18th century social contract by the manufacturers. The machines were perhaps the sharpest edge of the new regime and were chosen as targets because they symbolised the power of the new masters. The uprisings can be seen as the last gasp of the old order, a general howl of protest against the Industrial Revolution, or, as the writer Kirkpatrick Sale puts it, ‘a rising not against machines but against The Machine’.

Most importantly, the suppression of the Luddites established the principle that industrialists have the right to continually impose new technology, without any process of negotiation, either with the people who have to operate it or with society at large.  

The politics of technology today

This anniversary comes at a timely moment, because, at the beginning of the 21st century, the consequences of the whole industrial capitalist path of development that began with the Industrial Revolution, are becoming so severe that they can no longer be ignored. From global warming, resource depletion and biodiversity extinction to epidemics of mental and stress-related illness, drug addiction and crime, the downsides of industrial capitalism are leading to disollusion with the myth of progress. Now, as then, along with their benefits, science and technology often empower the powerful and marginalise the weak, create unemployment, deskilling and dependency, destroy whole ways of life and communities based upon them and create massive environmental and health damage, generally to the most vulnerable. 

Whilst many of the problems mentioned above are widely understood as being the result of our free-market society, the crucial role of science and technology within that system is often not well understood. What makes the Luddite revolt so important was that it highlighted the crucial importance of technology. As the great apologist for industrialism, Andrew Ure, wrote in 1835 ‘This invention confirms the great doctrine already propounded, that when capital enlists science in her service, the refractory hand of labour will always be taught docility.’  Because the Luddites so shockingly exposed this best-kept secret of industrial capitalism they have been subjected to the harshest ridicule, and have been painted not just as another bunch of upstart troublemakers, but as idiotic opponents of progress, people who ‘want to go back to the stone-age’.

Since the Industrial Revolution, science and technology have become the crucial drivers of capitalist development, generating a never-ending modernisation of all aspects of our society, that process in which as Marx and Engels remark in The Communist Manifesto, ‘everything solid melts into air’. Because of the centrality of science, a class of technocrats have arisen, as well as a technocratic ideolgy that sees science as the way to manage society, and the solution to all social problems. The result is an endless cycle of technological ‘fixes’, (normally in the form of a product that can be sold by corporations), rather than a process of democratic decision making about the central process by which our society develops. In turn, this democratic deficit often leads to a backlash against ‘that foul Imposition alone was the cause, which produced these unhappy effects’, as one of the Luddite songs says.

But while more democracy is essential, the crisis of industrial society forces us to address the question of which technologies and economic and social structures we need for a sustainable and just world. While the Luddites were not anti-technology, their example call us to look for paths away from industrial capitalist modernisation and its fetish of progress. Our task is to go forward, but in doing so we should not be afraid or ashamed to, in part, seek inspiration from the technologies and social forms of pre-industrial society. But in our times the challenges are different, and will require new technologies, those appropriate to a world in which a key value is that which fosters Commonality. Commonality means the common good: for the Luddites it invoked the whole rural social world of mutual aid and sharing based on access to the common land, that was being destroyed by the Enclosures. 

Scientists and engineers have a role to play in this process, but in order to so they must develop an understanding of social needs and interests: they must abandon the arrogance of assuming that they know what the problem is and that they can provide the solution. Technology must be developed through dialogue with society at large.

In the 21st century although capital intensification and the displacement of labour which led to the Luddite uprisings continue to be a key issue, the politics of technology has expanded to include many other concerns. The table below gives a far-from-complete list of such issues.

	General issues
	· Hurtful to Commonality?

· Who benefits, who loses?

· Whose interests served? 

· Who is in charge: you or the machine?

· ‘Technofixes’ for social problems?

· What kind of a world is implied by the new technology?

· What alternatives are ruled out?

	Labour issues
	· Creating unemployment?

· Control and surveillance of workers (e.g. mobile phones)? 

· Health & safety of workers

	Socioeconomic impacts 
	· Genuine need?

· Substitution of commodities and products form developing counties?

· Creating debt.?

· Planned obsolescence.

· Concentrating market power?

· Deskilling, creating dependency?

	Social issues
	· General effect on equality of minorities, women, disabled people and young people etc.

· High price of technology excludes access for poor people, (e.g. ‘the digital divide’, pharmaceutical development only for industrial countries) or creates debt (the Green Revolution).

· Concentrating power or democratising it? 

· Facilitating freedom or social control?

· Does it depend upon hierarchical and authoritarian power structures to support it (e.g. nuclear)?

· Atomising society or encouraging community?

· Effect on farming and rural communities.

· Encouraging uniformity or diversity?

· Speeding up or slowing down the pace of life?

	Environmental issues
	· Energy/resource consumption/carbon footprint.

· Pollution in extraction of raw materials and disposal of waste.

· Destruction of biodiversity.

	Ethical issues
	· Acceptable manipulation of nature? Playing God?

· Turning human bodies and children into commodities?

· Human scale technology?

	Health issues
	· Effect of technology on users (eg computer games, repetitive strain injury)

· Inventing new ‘diseases’/medicalisation of society?

· Prevention or cure?


