
Autodidacts

Here we would like to look closer at some of the forms taken 
by what E.P. Thompson names the ‘other kind of knowledge 
production’ in the 1700s-1900s – a period in which literacy 
grew despite an absence of universal education. This was 
largely the result of the efforts of the working class to self-
educate and self-communicate. Much material drawn upon 
in the various histories from below was a product of these 
enterprises. The term ‘autodidact’ is often used to describe 
the self-taught person. It’s a tricky word because it implies 
a very individualised and self-contained process of self-
education. In much of what follows this was not the case. 
Working people learned, wrote, and debated both alone 
and collectively. They initiated and took part in widespread 
processes of dissemination. In accounting for their activities, 
we should be careful to give our exploration of autodidact 
knowledge production a particular degree of awkwardness. 
For autodidact activity was not simply a self-teaching in 
the fundamentals of literacy. It was also an appropriation, 
a borrowing and taking, of the logics and the games of 
established intellectual discourse – and the invention of new 
ones. While working class self-education can be appreciated 
on the terms of the latter, at times it was intended not for 
the consumption of established interests, but instead for 
discussion and further use among workmates. Equally, not 
all workers read, wrote, debated or otherwise produced their 
culture simply for the purpose of either ‘self-improvement’ 
or dissent.
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Those who have wished to emphasise the sober constitutional 
ancestry of the working-class movement have sometimes 
minimised its more robust and rowdy features. All that we can 
do is bear the warning in mind. We need more studies of the 
social attitudes of criminals, of soldiers and sailors, of tavern 
life; and we should look at the evidence, not with a moralising 
eye (‘Christ’s poor’ were not always pretty), but with an eye 
for Brechtian values – the fatalism, the irony in the face of 
Establishment homilies, the tenacity of self-preservation. And 
we must also remember the ‘underground’ of the ballad-singer 
and the fair-ground which handed on traditions to the 19th 
century (to the music hall, or Dickens circus folk, or Hardy’s 
pedlars and showmen); for in these ways the ‘inarticulate’ 
conserved certain values – a spontaneity, and capacity for 
enjoyment, and mutual loyalties – despite the inhibiting 
pressures of magistrates, mill-owners and Methodists.1

The diversity of motivations for workers’ self-education 
should not in itself be depoliticised. For, as Jacques Ranciére 
says of the worker-intellectuals of 1820s France:

What was ironically possible was the improvement of the 
conditions of work and wages, but it was not enough. What they 
wanted was to become entirely human, with all the possibilities 
of a human being and not only having what is possible to do for 
workers.2

1 E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, London: 
Gollancz, 1963, p.59.

2 Interview with Jacques Ranciére by Lawrence Liang, Lodi Gardens, 
Delhi, 5 February 2009, http://kafila.org/2009/02/12/interview-with-
jacques-ranciere/
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Where historical working-class articulacy risks being 
absorbed into a flattening textual analysis, we need to 
remember the material conditions in and against which 
autodidacts worked, and the monopoly on the official 
production and distribution of such analyses by the more 
privileged classes. Where autodidact activity is reduced to a 
simple and patronising overcoming of obstacles on literacy, 
we should foreground the innovations in thinking and 
understanding that self-taught workers developed in line 
with their experiences of both labour and literature.

By considering the carpenter Perdiguier, the tailor Troncin. 
the locksmith Gilland and the engraver Vincard to be 
representative of the population of skilled artisans, we are not 
perceiving them for what they really are: a marginal group at 
the frontier of encounters with the bourgeoisie, characterized 
by the same migrations and instabilities, the same ambiguities 
and contradictions that define the working class: but also 
a particular category of intellectuals, more intellectual, in a 
sense, than we are, for their intellectuality is a victory over their 
condition.3

Ranciére is therefore arguing, at least in the case of 19th 
century autodidacts, for an understanding of the special 
condition for those who both worked and produced 
intellectually. They rarely escaped their condition through 
intellectual mastery, but their efforts put them in a specific 
relation to the work they endured and wrote about.

3 Jacques Ranciére, ‘The Myth of the Artisan’, International Labor and 
Working Class History, Number 24, Fall 1983, pp.10-11.
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Use of Scripture as Dissent

Participation in religious debate and dissent was an early 
development of autodidact culture. Silvia Federici notes that 
in the context of the anti-feudal struggle, the popular heresy 
of the Middle Ages was not simply an attack on the corruption 
of the church and its doctrines, it was a struggle against the 
relation of the church to state and landlords. Heretics also 
developed an international support network disseminating 
critical knowledge and texts, and providing schools, welfare 
and safe-houses for dissenters. Moreover, women played a 
central role in the development of heretical practice.

Although influenced by Eastern religions brought to Europe by 
merchants and crusaders, popular heresy was less a deviation 
from the orthodox doctrine than a protest movement, aspiring 
to a radical democratization of social life. Heresy was the 
equivalent of ‘liberation theology’ for the medieval proletariat. 
It gave a frame to peoples’ demands for spiritual renewal 
and social justice, challenging both the Church and secular 
authority by appeal to a higher truth. It denounced social 
hierarchies, private property and the accumulation of wealth, 
and it disseminated among the people a new, revolutionary 
conception of society that, for the first time in the Middle 
Ages, redefined every aspect of daily life (work, property, sexual 
reproduction, and the position of women), posing the question 
of emancipation in truly universal terms... the propagation of 
the heretical doctrines not only channelled the contempt that 
people felt for the clergy; it gave them confidence in their views 
and instigated their resistance to clerical exploitation. Such was 
the reach of the sects (particularly the Cathars and Waldens,) 
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and the links they established among themselves with the 
help of commercial fairs, pilgrimages, and the constant border-
crossing of refugees generated by the persecution.4

Keith Thomas and Christopher Hill emphasise the role of the 
Lollards in keeping alive a popular version of John Wyclif’s 
heresies through several centuries. Both historians recover 
scraps of speech which suggest a widespread current of 
anti-clericalism and scepticism towards transubstantiation, 
confession and baptism amongst the lower orders of society 
which undermined mainstream Christianity and made 
space for popular beliefs.5

Sixteenth-Century conservatives had correctly predicted that 
the publication of a vernacular Bible would be a subversive 
and equalitarian act, but not because Scripture was an 
unambiguously revolutionary text. The danger was that 
ordinary people would enter into theological debates once 
reserved for an elite.6

Christopher Hill says of the end of press censorship after 1640 
that there was a flourishing of authors who were ‘illiterate’ 
in the eyes of academics.They knew as little Latin or Greek 
or Shakespeare. So in the interregnum discussions there was 
no longer a background of Classical scholarship; the rules of 

4 Silvia Federici, Caliban and the Witch: Women, the Body and 
Primitive Accumulation, New York: Autonomedia, 2004, pp.33-34.

5 See Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside Down, London: Penguin, 
1991, pp.25-26.

6 Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes, 
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000, p.15.

135

All Knees and Elbows of Susceptibility and Refusal



logic which structured academic controversy were ignored.7

Scripture continued to be invoked, through countless 
mutations in the hands of autodidacts, constituting a 
common language of dissent into the 18th century.

Looking back from the nineteenth century, the victors appeared 
to be rationalism, political economy, utilitarianism, science, 
liberalism [...] [but] the authority of the Church, demystified 
in the seventeenth century, had not yet been replaced by the 
authority of an academic hierarchy or of public ‘experts’.8

Talking Back to Books

Participation, then, was not always defined by the exposure 
of workers to orthodox culture on the terms of its patricians. 
Instead, in the hands of autodidacts, it became a matter of 
challenging the terms on which the former operated through 
a self-initiated questioning of the uses of literature. The 
fears of the guardians of the canon were not simply that the 
‘authority’ of texts and their selection be challenged, but that 
their class stranglehold on culture was threatened through 
such acts of participation.Sheila Rowbotham cites Mary 
Collier, a washerwoman from Petersfield who wrote a poem 
in answer to the work of Stephen Duck in 1739. Duck was a 
farm worker and self-taught poet himself, later discussed 
in Robert Southey’s An Essay on Uneducated Poets of 1831 and 
one of a number of poets published in small collections of 

7 Christopher Hill quoted in The Intellectual Life of the British Working 
Classes, op. cit, p.15.

8 E.P. Thompson, Witness Against the Beast, London: The New Press, 
1995, p.xv.
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verse by working people. In his early work, he drew upon his 
experience as an agricultural labourer, but as Rowbotham 
points out:

Far from being excluded from production, [working class 
women’s] life was one of ceaseless labour [...] Duck had implied 
that women agricultural workers had ‘their wages paid for 
sitting on the ground’. [Collier] put him right with some 
precision, pointing out that they sat down to eat after the hay 
was exposed to the sun [...] the work in the fields was by no 
means the end of work for women.

I hope that since we freely toil and sweat 
To earn our Bread, you’ll give us time to eat, 
That over, soon we must be up again 
And nimbly turn our Hay upon the plain [...] 
When Ev’ning does approach we homeward hie 
And our domestic Toils incessant ply.9

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

It now seems to me obvious that to lean on authority is to 
acknowledge the philosophy of crutches, which is fatal to culture 

9 Sheila Rowbotham, Hidden from History: 300 Years of Women‚ 
Oppression and the Fight Against It, London: Pluto Press, 1975, 
p.25. Excerpts available at: http://www.marxists.org/subject/women/
authors/rowbotham-sheila/hidden-history.htm#s8
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and companionship in literature [...] I have good reason to know 
the spell which canonised writers and others yet cast over the 
minds of mankind – a spell yet fatal to free initiative and self-
reliance in culture [...] I now feel assured that to make an idol of 
an author or a fetish of a book is tantamount to slavery [...] I still 
retain, however, my household gods; only that halo round their 
heads has vanished. I now feel that I can, so to speak, walk arm 
in arm with them and so converse in familiar terms.10

Olaudah Equiano was an African stolen from his village and 
sold into slavery. He eventually bought his way out of slavery 
working plantations in America and the West Indies colonies 
and as a ship hand travelling the Atlantic passage, eventually 
settling in London as a merchant. An Interesting Narrative... was 
Equiano’s account of his life and travels – a narrative shaped 
by his own experience of slavery and the suffering he saw 
around him. Equiano’s awareness of the conditions around 
him is presented at each stage in terms of his own self-
education and development. Frequently Equiano describes 
events both as he saw them at the time and as he came to 
understand them from his new perspective as a ‘free subject’ 
– a freedom which included in it the ability to sell his labour 
power as well as to both read and write.

The following quotation relates Equiano’s introduction 
to literature aboard a merchant ship. Having recognised 
something useful in books, but not yet perceiving their 
orthodox use, Equiano invented his own use for them and 
made the books his own.

I have often seen my master and Dick employed in reading; and 

10 Chester Armstrong, quoted in Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of 
the British Working Classes, op. cit, p.15.

138

Autodidacts



I had a great curiosity to talk to the books, as I thought they did; 
and so to learn how all things had a beginning: for that purpose 
I have often taken up a book, and have talked to it, and then put 
my ears to it, when alone, in hopes it would answer me; and 
I have been very much concerned when I found it remained 
silent.11

The motif of the ‘talking book’ can be found in the writings 
of several black autodidacts of the 18th century, and it has 
been suggested that Equiano’s account is a summation of its 
appearances elsewhere. One account Equiano was certainly 
familiar with and perhaps borrowed from was that of James 
Albert Ukwasaw Gronniosaw. 

I was never so surprised in my life, as when I saw the book talk 
to my master, for I thought it did, as I observed him to look upon 
it, and move his lips.

 I wished it would do so to me. As soon as my master had done 
reading it, I followed him to the place where he took the book 
[...] [I was] greatly disappointed when I found it would not speak, 
this thought presented itself to me, that every body and every 
thing despised me because I was black.12

11 Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah 
Equiano, or Gustavas Vassa, The African, Written by Himself, London: 
Penguin, 1995, p.68.

12 James Albert Ukwasaw Gronniosaw, A Narrative of the Most 
Remarkable Particulars in the Life of James Albert Ukwasaw 
Gronniosaw, an African Prince, As Related by Himself (Bath, 
1772), http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/etcbin/toccer-new2?id=GroGron.
sgm&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/english/modeng/parsed&ta
g=public&part=1&division=div1
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The development of the motif reveals subtle variations. 
From a description of the author’s naivety in the face of 
literature and its uses, to an ironic suggestion that literature 
in itself is useless unless one can talk back to it; from the 
book as fetish object to the book as repository of contestable 
knowledge. Equiano’s description of his discovery of ‘talking 
books’ belonging to his master, takes on a more knowing 
air when we consider it part of the author’s attempts to 
provide a persuasive account in the argument for abolition. 
Gronniosaw’s mimicry of his master’s manner of reading, 
leading to a misunderstanding of the meaning of books, 
also appears to be an attempt to subvert the masters’ (and 
perhaps some readers’) expectations of slaves. Here we find 
a useful motif for the appreciation of autodidact culture: The 
autodidacts’ conviction that books are not something to be 
distantly revered or their authority deferred to, but rather 
that this knowledge has to be addressed, participated in and 
most of all talked back to.

Time and the Conditions of Intellectual Activity

What conditioned the readings, writing and debates of the 
working class? And how did workers, who were seemingly 
restricted by working hours and the exhaustion produced by 
physical labour, manage to take part in such activities? Oral 
culture, in its various forms, was a means of getting around 
illiteracy.

Illiteracy (we should remember) by no means excluded men 
[or women] from political discourse […]. The ballad-singers and 
‘patterers’ still had a thriving occupation, with their pavement 
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farces and street-corner parodies, following the popular mood 
and giving a Radical or anti-papal twist to their satirical 
monologues or chants, according to the state of the market [...]

In times of political ferment the illiterate would get their 
workmates to read aloud from the periodicals; while at Houses 
of Call the news was read, and at political meetings a prodigious 
time was spent in reading addresses and passing long strings of 
resolutions […].13

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

In an oral history investigation of social life between 1870 
and 1918, half of all working-class interviewees indicated that 
reading aloud (including bible reading and parents reading to 
children) was practised in the homes where they were raised 
[…]. All these influences combined to produce a shared literary 
culture in which books were practically treated as public 
property, before public libraries reached most of the country. 
It was a culture that extended even to Flora Thompson’s rural 
Oxfordshire. ‘Modern writers who speak of the booklessness 
of the poor at that time must mean books as possessions’, she 
wrote; ‘there were always books to borrow’.14

Being able to read was only the start of it:

The ability to handle abstract and consecutive argument was 
by no means inborn; it had to be discovered against almost 
overwhelming difficulties – the lack of leisure, the cost of 

13 The Making of the English Working Class, op. cit, p.783
14 The Intellectual Life of the English Working Classes, op. cit, p.76
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candles (or of spectacles), as well as educational deprivation 
[…].15

Central to efforts at learning was the availability of time. 
The working hours imposed by industry might be seen to 
have restricted in-depth learning. The imposition of time-
discipline over the period of capitalist development was to 
some extent internalised over a long period by workers, and 
time itself became the site of struggle.

In Time, Work and Industrial Discipline, E.P. Thompson discovers 
the imposition of time-discipline in the school, which made 
the teachers as well as the pupils subordinate to the rule of 
the clock.

Once within the school gates, the child entered the new 
universe of disciplined time. At the Methodist Sunday Schools 
in York the teachers were fined for unpunctuality. The first rule 
to be learned by the scholars was:

I am to be present at the School. . . a few minutes 
before half-past nine o’clock . . . .

The onslaught, from so many directions, upon the people’s old 
working habits was not, of course, uncontested. In the first 
stage, we find simple resistance. But, in the next stage, as the 
new time discipline is imposed, so the workers begin to fight, 
not against time, but about it.16

In the factories, particularly the textile mills and engineering 
workshops, employers at first tried to cheat workers of their 

15 The Making of the English Working Class, op. cit, p.784
16 Ibid.
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own knowledge of time.

in reality there were no regular hours: masters and managers 
did with us as they liked. The clocks at the factories were often 
put forward in the morning and back at night, and instead of 
being instruments for the measurement of time, they were used 
as cloaks for cheatery and oppression. Though this was known 
amongst the hands, all were afraid to speak, and a workman 
then was afraid to carry a watch, as it was no uncommon event 
to dismiss any one who presumed to know too much about the 
science of horology.17

But the factory was also the scene of attempts to take back time 
from employers by workers in pursuit of knowledge.

Despising his job in a Birmingham factory, V.W. Garratt (b.1892) 
surrounded his workbench with a barricade of boxes, set 
up a small mirror to provide early warning of the foreman’s 
approach, and studied the Everyman’s Library Sartor Restarus 
when he was being paid to solder gas-fittings.18

Here we see an anecdotal trace of what amounted to the 
taking by workers of the conditions for intellectual activity for 
themselves. These conditions are, after all, inextricable from 
its products, and, sometimes, their appreciation.

17 The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes, op. cit, p.42
18 The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes, op. cit, p.42
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The Nights of Labour

Jacques Rancière’s exhausted artisans stayed up at night, 
writing, reading, and talking shop. Developed from 
Rancière’s research for his doctoral thesis, Proletarian Nights 
(first published in English in the more suggestive title, Nights 
of Labour) is a hefty study of a relatively small group of Paris 
artisans who were active in writing poetry, prose, polemics, 
letters and diaries outside of working hours, under the July 
Monarchy (approximately 1830-1848). In making use of their 
night hours to pursue an ‘other world’, Rancière argues that 
the worker-poets’ activities were ‘entirely material and entirely 
intellectual at the same time.’ The artisans not only appropriated 
languages and discourses, but also time:

Emancipation for those workers [...] was the attempt to conquer 
the useless, to conquer the language of the poet [...] the leisure 
of the loiterer. It is the attempt to take the time that they have 
not. To go to the places where they are not supposed to have 
anything to do.19

This entails a triple mastery: of time; of the effects of work 
on the body and mind; and also of the symbolic space of 
literature itself. Karl Marx suggested in The Grundrisse that 
the ‘economy of time, to this all economy ultimately reduces itself.’20 
For Rancière, time was and is a central object of domination, 
and thus requires mastering and re-figurinIn this world, the 

19 Jaques Rancière, ‘Revisiting Nights of Labour’, lecture at Sarai 6 
February 2009, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lr6ZfzbumVo

20 Karl Marx, Grundrisse, http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/
works/1857/grundrisse/ch03.htm
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question is always to subvert the order of time prescribed by 
domination, to interrupt its continuities and transform the 
pauses it imposes into regained freedom.21

Self-Organised Education

In Britain, institutions were developing to consolidate 
unofficial learning outside of working hours. Though to 
what ends was a matter of fierce contestation. The following 
quotations address the differences between two forms of 
working class education: the Mechanics’ Institutes, which 
were run on the basis of Bourgeois patronage, and the Mutual 
Improvement Societies, a more diffuse body of groups which 
ran on a co-operative model and were largely self-organised 
by workers.

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

21 Jacques Ranciere, Proletarian Nights: The Worker’s Dream in 
Nineteenth Century France, London: Verso, 2012, p.xi.
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the London Institute as a lost cause, which was dependent upon 
‘the great and wealthy’[…].22

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

Hiring a six-loom weaving shop in the Blue Anchor Lane, 
we fitted it up ourselves with desks and seats, rude enough, 
doubtless, but we could not very well complain of our own 
handiwork, and there was nobody else to please. The Mechanic’s 
Institution, although well managed and liberally supported, had 
failed somewhat in its mission, mainly, as was thought, through 
the reluctance of the weaver in his clogs and fustian jacket to 
meet in the same room with the better clad, and possibly  
better mannered, shop assistants and clerks of the city. So these 
new places were purely democratic, having no master, and not 
permitting even any in the management but such as lived by 
weekly wages. Those who could read taught those who could 
not, and those who could cipher did the same for those less 
advanced.Farish himself learned much from an uneducated 
Irishman who had somehow picked up a broad knowledge of 
English etymology, and a Cockermouth weaver who was adept 
in algebra, and yet could scarcely read or write.23

The patchwork of shared knowledge described by William 
Farish, is fascinating in light of a much later and highly 
contestable (see chapter 5 on Authenticity and Ambiguity) 
characterisation of the individual autodidact provided by 

22 The Making of the English Working Class, op. cit, p.817.
23 The Intellectual Life of the English Working Classes, op. cit, p.64.
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Pierre Bourdieu in his social analysis of 1970s French culture, 
Distinction, which he relates to the official qualifications of 
state schooling:

[the autodidact] is condemned endlessly to amass disparate, 
often devalued information which is to legitimate knowledge as 
his [or her] stamp collection is to an art collection, a miniature 
culture.24

Here, the ‘miniature’ cultures of the Mutual Improvement 
Societies’ members, themselves acquired against the odds, are 
plugged into a shared body of understanding that amounts 
to a socialisation of knowledge. And it is worth nothing that 
this is took place in an environment explicitly set up apart 
from the patronage of the Mechanics’ Institutes.

Tensions in Co-operative Education

The Mechanics Institutes themselves were sometimes forced 
to accept measures they had previously censored.

As the campaign for the first Reform Bill approached its climax 
[…]. An agitation was raised by a few of the leading artisans for 
a mechanics institute. A room was taken over the market-place 
and opened three evenings a week. Most of the mechanics in 
the town joined, besides a few innkeepers and shopkeepers […]. 
The genteel people would not attend lectures at a mechanic’s 
institute, and they started a literary and scientific institution. 

24 Pierre Bourdieu, ‘Education and the Autodidact’, in Distinction: A 
Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, translated by Richard 
Nice, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984, pp. 328-330.
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It was a bad time for educational work. Bread was dear, trade 
was bad, and the country was passing through the throes of a 
political convulsion that was fast ripening into a revolution. 
The mechanics’ institute gradually degenerated into a violent 
revolutionary club. The door was locked, the passages watched, 
the most inflammatory and seditious things were read and 
discussed, and most of the men took an oath and swore that if 
there was a general rising they would march on the local bank. 
[...] The following morning found all the shops closed and the 
militia on the pavement.25

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

[Alice Foley] complained that when her husband brought 
home fellow students from the Working Men’s College, ‘If we 
asked questions, we heard about Algebra, Shakespeare, or Red 
Sandstone. What these things were we had no idea; nor did our 
lords and masters seem to know enough about them to be able 
to explain them in simple words that we could understand. All 
that we learned from the conversation of the learned Collegians 
on Sundays was, that all the teachers of some sort of classes 
wore double-breasted waistcoats and Albert watchguards of the 
same pattern. We women felt, naturally, not quite satisfied with 
this.’26

Alice Foley’s objections to the self-made ‘learned Collegiate’ 
have several implications. The men, jumping ahead of 

25 The Intellectual Life of the English Working Classes, op. cit, p.63.
26 Ibid., p.76.
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the elementary building blocks of various disciplines, are 
seen snatching at complex forms of discourse; for Foley, 
they have developed a more or less arbitrary system of 
understandings and analysis, in which terms are invested 
with great meaning – which may or may not meet up with 
the meanings these terms have developed in professionalized 
intellectual occupations. Alice sees through this assumption 
of intellectual prowess – however hard won – through her 
own exclusion, which presents itself as the condescension of 
the men.

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

Like subsequent working-class movements they adopted the 
Methodist system of class meetings, informal gatherings where 
a class leader would set off discussion and everyone participate 
in the debate. Women were not excluded. In Huddersfield for 
instance in 1838 the Owenite classes included wives and female 
friends and relatives. Owenite Hans [sic] of Science provided a 
radical alternative to the Mechanics Institutes patronised by 
employers and Owenites pioneered co-operative infant and 
nursery schools where the children were taught not by a system 
of terror, rewards and punishments, but by making learning 
pleasurable.27

27 Sheila Rowbotham, Hidden from History: 300 Years of Women‚ 
Oppression and the Fight Against It, London: Pluto Press, 1975. 
Excerpts available at: http://www.marxists.org/subject/women/
authors/rowbotham-sheila/hidden-history.htm
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The conditions for autodidact activity were not everywhere 
as favourable as they were for some sections of the working 
class. Some degree of education was becoming a criteria for 
particular forms of labour. Weavers and miners’ employers 
expected them to be educated, and these workers’ co-
operative educational institutions – libraries, reading 
societies, etc – fed to an extent these expectations, while the 
self-organised basis of these centres put them in a productive 
tension with their employers. 

A complex self-organised intellectual culture was 
integral to Chartism. Although votes for women were not 
part of hegemonic Chartist demands, women also played a 
key role in the organisation of this culture, particularly in 
organising education for participants.

Chartism, the mass working-class movement of the 1830’s and 
1840’s, with its demands for full political representation and 
a People’s Parliament, was not only accompanied by distinct 
cultural activities but also did not make, and refused to make, 
distinctions between the ‘political’ and the ‘cultural’. A distinct 
Chartist world was constructed, based on a positive rejection of 
the existing forms and institutions: radical bookshops, coffee 
shops, a vigorous press (which easily outsold the ‘establishment 
press’) and reading rooms which often promoted public readings 
of news, of poetry, of serialised novels.28

28 The Republic of Letters, op. cit, p.68.
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Pamphleteering

E.P. Thompson followed the development of autodidact 
activity, its innovative readings and discussions, into the 
practice of pamphleteering in the late 18th century. This 
was the period of revolution in Haiti, France and America; 
the combination of internal and international revolt led 
the Pitt government, terrified of the prospect of revolution 
in what was then known as the Kingdom of Great Britain, 
to organise a pronounced suppression of dissent through a 
combination of measures. The Suspension of Habeas Corpus 
Act, allowing arrest and indefinite detention without 
charge, was formally enacted on 16 May 1794 until July 1795. 
It was revived from April 1798 to March 1801. The army was 
consolidated into a networked system of barracks, ‘so as to 
prevent contact between the people and the soldiers, who had 
formerly been billeted in houses and inns’.29 Industrial areas, 
according to A.L. Morton, resembled ‘a country in the hands 
of an army of occupation’.30 Added to this, loyalists among 
the population, such as the ‘Church and King’ mob, were 
sponsored by the state to attack dissenters.In this growing 
climate of repression, we can see how the public distribution 
of knowledge was subject to working class contestation, as 
E.P. Thompson notes:

In this way a reading public which was increasingly working 
class in character was forced to organize itself […] The war and 
post-war years had seen a ‘kept’ press, on the one hand, and a 

29 A.L. Morton, A People’s History of England, London: Lawrence & 
Wishart, 1999, p.299.

30 Ibid. p.299.
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Radical press on the other. In the Twenties much of the middle-
class press freed itself from direct government influence, and 
made use of some of the advantages that Cobbett and Carlile had 
gained. The Times and Lord Brougham, who disliked the ‘pauper 
press’ […] gave to the term ‘Radicalism’ a quite different meaning 
– free trade, cheap government, and utilitarian reform. To some 
degree […] they carried the Radical middle-class with them […].

George Cruikshank, Man in the Moon with Fifteen Cuts, c.1820.
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So that by 1832 there were two Radical publics: the middle-
class, which looked forward to the Anti-Corn Law League, and 
the working class, whose journalists […] were already maturing 
into the Chartist movement […] the dividing line came to 
be, increasingly, not alternative ‘reform’ strategies […] but 
alternative notions of political economy. The touchstone can be 
seen during the field labourer’s ‘revolt’ in 1830, when The Times 
(Cobbett’s ‘BLOODY OLD TIMES’) led the demand for salutary 
examples to be made of the rioters, while both Cobbett and 
Carlile were prosecuted once again on charges of inflammatory 
writing.

In the contest between 1792 and 1836 the artisans and workers 
made this tradition peculiarly their own, adding to the claim for 
free speech and thought their own claim for the untrammelled 
propagation, in the cheapest possible form, of the products of 
this thought.31

A specific obstacle to the radical press was a series of Stamp 
Acts, the earliest of which was passed in 1724. According to 
Ken Warpole, this made the printing of ‘fact’, reportage or 
news expensive both to publish and to buy.

Until the 1724 Stamp Act [...] most broadsheet or magazine 
publications hardly ever distinguished the factual from the 
fictional. What are wholly distinct categories of writing for us 
today were then part of a single literary discourse. The Stamp 
Act unintentionally forced publishers to distinguish the two 
since the Act put a tax on news and left all other forms of 
writing intact.32

31 The Making of the English Working Class, op. cit. p.817.
32 Ken Warpole, Dockers and Detectives, London: Verso, 1983, p.14.
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Radical publishers got around this distinction by calling upon 
the fictional, the satirical and the imaginary to convey news, 
analysis and polemics. This suggests that their methods 
were not unfamiliar to their readers, or those who heard 
their works read out in the alehouses, meeting places and 
workshops by those who could read. Indeed in the history of 
working class intellectual culture there were many points of 
conflict around those who believed that techniques found in 
fiction would somehow prevent working class readers from 
seeing the truth of their situation, or indeed that they could 
not grasp literary allusions.

Richard Carlile, the intrepid and highly energetic 19th Century 
publisher and bookseller described himself as ‘an implacable 
enemy of all fiction, allegory, personification and romance’. 
Despite many periods of imprisonment during ‘the war of the 
unstamped press’ in the early part of that century, it does seem 
likely that given the opportunity Carlile might well have become 
a quite ruthless censor himself.33

We further discuss questions of ambiguity, fiction and 
authenticity in chapter 5. What really counted in the 
pamphleteering culture of the late-18th century was not 
just the mode of address, or the radicalism of the ideas, but 
also their dissemination. Later Stamp Acts, passed in the 
context of increased government repression between the 
1770s and 1819, clamped down further on the ability to print 
and circulate materials. This however led to the development 
of innovative methods to get around the law, which helped 
further expand the circulation of ‘seditious’ materials.

33 Ibid. p.17.
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[...] a series of Stamp Acts [...] attempted to take printed materials 
out of the hands of the working class by making the paper used 
in books so expensive that the ‘cover price’ of a book or journal 
would be far beyond the means of an average individual. There 
were a variety of responses to this: coffee houses, where one 
could go, have a drink and read a journal or magazine subscribed 
to ‘by the house’ for a fee smaller than the cover price of the 
journal, reading societies and subscription societies, in which 
a group of individuals pooled economic resources to purchase a 
book or journal in common, and frequently read it aloud to one 
another, and alternate media: radical tracts were published on 
all sorts of material, including muslin and other cloth, which 
was not taxed, and some publishers sold other objects (like 
straw, matches and rocks), and gave away the printed material 
as a ‘bonus’ to people buying the other item, thus evading the 
letter of the law entirely.34

Without Contraries is No Progression

Two figures, Thomas Spence and Robert Wedderburn, who 
have been unjustly sidelined, provide us with innovative 
and important contributions to pamphleteering and the 
dissemination of dissent in the late-18th and early-19th 
century. Wedderburn’s biographer, Martin Hoyles, surveys 
the scene at the agitator’s dissenting Unitarian Chapel in 
Hopkins Street, Soho, in August 1819:

In one corner stood some bales of hay which had obviously been 

34 Marc Demarest, Controlling Dissemination Mechanisms: The 
Unstamped Press and the ‘Net, http://www.noumenal.com/marc/
unstamped.html
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sat upon, providing a balcony view of the proceedings. The walls 
were covered in slogans, daubed in bright colours: 

EXHUBERANCE IS BEAUTY
 
AN HOUR OF VIRTUOUS LIBERTY IS WORTH A 
WHOLE ETERNITY OF BONDAGE
 
WITHOUT CONTRARIES IS NO PROGRESSION
UNIVERSAL SUFFRAGE AND ANNUAL  
 
PARLIAMENTS
KNOWLEDGE IS POWER
 
OUR RIGHTS – PEACABLY IF WE MAY,  
FORCIBLY IF WE MUST.

There were a few benches in the room and at one end a 
table standing on a dias. Behind this were hung pictures 
of Tom Paine and Toussaint L’Ouverture and beside them 
several flags – a skull and crossbones, a red, white and green 
tricolour, and a red flag.35

We have no way of knowing for sure if the chapel really 
looked or sounded like this. Much of the information on 
Wedderburn comes to us by way of the evidence of police spies 
and informers who heavily infiltrated extra-parliamentary 
movements in the 18th and 19th centuries, and is probably 
embellished by Hoyle. But Wedderburn was clearly operating 
on a different level to many of his contemporaries. The 
overt internationalism, the bringing into play of dispersed 

35 Martin Hoyles, The Axe Laid to the Root: The Story of Robert 
Wedderburn, London: Hansib, 2004, p.60.
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but interconnected world struggles is striking in context 
of working class agitation, which historians traditionally 
perceived to be limited to national and racial boundaries 
Wedderburn not only placed the Haitian revolution at 
the forefront of world revolutionary struggles, he also 
believed that mass uprisings in the West Indies would be 
accompanied by proletarian revolution in Europe. Important 
too is the notion of both the necessity of struggle, and the 
conflicts that take place within struggles. Lastly there is the 
projected wholeness of the subject, invoked by the use of 
legendary artist William Blake’s famous poem, The Marriage 
between Heaven and Hell. 

Palestinian-Lebanese-American scholar, Saree Makdisi, 
in his exploration of Blake’s critical position in relation to 
what he perceived as the ‘narrow conception of freedom’ 
evidenced in the radicalism of the 1790s, unpicks the dynamic 
through which writers and activists struggled for hegemony 
over the form and content of dissent, in the process setting 
aside some ideas and practices as legitimate and others as 
illegitimate.

The presence of a strand of radicalism that sought to rise above 
the fray and to assert its own legitimacy, partly by making 
its own claims on ‘respectable’ political discourse, partly by 
denying, excluding, and disassociating itself from other forms 
and subcultures of radicalism (which it regarded as inarticulate, 
unrespectable, unenlightened, and hence illegitimate), and 
partly by working to assimilate as many grievances as possible 
into its own agenda for reform, re-articulating them when 
necessary – and thereby exercising, in effect, a form of hegemony, 
albeit one whose dominance was still very much in question at 
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the time and would fade altogether amid the deepening crises 
of 1796-97, only to return early in the nineteenth century... 
[Later allowing] historians to conclude that ‘radicalism’ at the 
end of the eighteenth century primarily meant a wish to reform 
a corrupt parliament and to extend the franchise.36

Silvia Federici has noted that until the 18th century,

When the populace appealed to reason, it was to voice anti-
authoritarian demands, since self-mastery at the popular level 
meant the rejection of the established authority, rather than the 
interiorisation of social rule.37

Whereas, as Makdisi points out, a new breed of radical saw 
an opportunity to appeal both to the new conceptions of self 
and society that accompanied the growth of capitalism, and 
insert their own demands and criticisms into the making 
of the modern world. Among radical leaders a tendency to 
appeal to order so as to shape it, was the product of a complex 
of factors: partly a reaction to state suppression of dissent; 
partly to dissociate themselves from conservative criticism, 
which tended to conflate the different strands of the radical 
movement. This led to a tendency for activists struggling for 
hegemony to rein in the extent of their demands, creating 
in the process a basic dichotomy between respectable and 
unrespectable activism.

The leaderships of the various radical societies tried to steer a 
determined course away from the spectacle of mob violence 

36 Saree Makdisi, William Blake and the Impossible History of the 
1790s, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003, p.301.

37 Caliban and the Witch, op. cit, p.152.
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and levelling so often imputed to them by conservative and 
reactionary writers, for whom ‘republicanism’ and ‘levelling’ 
were the same thing, both equally reminiscent of the madness 
of the seventeenth century; and hence they had to steer away 
from more enthusiastic and plebeian forms of radicalism. 
Whether real or imagined, actual or potential, this tension 
between what the organized radical movements repeatedly 
declared themselves to be – movements for political equality 
in a properly bourgeois sense, and hence for strictly individual 
representational right – and what in the eyes of some they 
threatened to become – movements for economic equality, and 
hence collective rights, mob rule, sans culotte levelling, and so 
on – was a highly significant feature of the 1790s radicalism and 
the conservative response to it.38

In Makdisi’s estimation, this led to the development of a 
narrow, orientalist conception of the subject criticised by 
Blake.

The relationship among moral virtue, choice, freedom, and self-
regulation that was developed in much of the radical discourse 
of the 1790s, and in romanticism itself, was profoundly 
Orientalist in nature – to an extent that has hitherto gone 
almost entirely unrecognized in scholarship. As much in the 
work of Wordsworth or Coleridge as in that of Paine or Thelwall, 
this discourse sought to authorize a modern Western set of 
values, a modern Western sense of citizenship, above all a 
modern Western sense of self, as against what it perceived to be 
an Oriental culture supposedly incompatible with and hostile to 
all those values.39

38 William Blake and the Impossible History of the 1790s, op. cit. p.27.
39 Ibid., p.4.
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In this respect, Thomas Spence and Robert Wedderburn 
were less disposed to mobilise the contradictions of 
their age as successfully as better known writers and 
activists such as Thomas Paine, Olaudah Equiano or Mary 
Wollstonecraft, whom, as Makdisi points out, appealed to 
influence and bourgeois democracy, as part of their strategy. 
We should remember that to ‘rise above the fray’ for these 
latter figures was by no means an easy matter in itself. It 
involved complex acts of self-construction, ambivalence, the 
smuggling of deep conflicts under acceptable speech, and 
some measure of difficult transcendence of long held and 
justified resentments, as we will discuss in chapter 5 on the 
‘authenticity and ambiguity’ of Olaudah Equiano. 
Sheila Rowbotham unpicks the contradictions in 
Wollstonecraft’s seminal feminist discourse:

Ironically, it is only by acquiring a bourgeois state of mind, 
submitting to the discipline of methodical and regular work, 
the exact and synchronised time-spirit, the rejection of custom, 
the delight in innovation, technological and intellectual, that 
women can cast off their traditional fetters […] there are many 
aspects of her radicalism which are quite hostile to the way 
capitalism was already breaking humanity into method […] but 
she is fastened in her own dilemma: how to shatter a whole 
system of domination with no social basis for a movement of 
the oppressed. She knew education alone could not end the 
oppression of women because it could not really be of a different 
kind until ‘society be differently constituted’.40

40 Sheila Rowbotham, Women, Resistance and Revolution, London: 
Penguin Books, 1974, pp.44-45.
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Peter Linebaugh paints Tom Paine as a very ambivalent or 
torn figure, both a ‘planetary revolutionary’ and an ‘adjunct 
to the bourgeois revolution’:

His own soul was divided; so has been his legacy […]. While he 
gave voice to the age, he would bend, if not kneel, to power. 
Power and Empire have claimed him as one of their own […]. 
As a patriot, as a citizen, as a populist, was Paine not an adjunct 
to the bourgeois revolution? We must take a fresh look. […] In 
relation to power, Paines life and thought was [...] divided. He 
took part in three attempts at revolution: in America and France 
it succeeded while in Britain it failed. He was a class-conscious 
man, sensitive to the differences of power and money. He wrote 
and spoke for the common people. You see this in his first 
major writing, which is about the central capitalist relation, 
the wage; you see it also in his last major writing, which is 
about commoning. The Case of the Excise Officers denounced 
the relations of money and wages, while Agrarian Justice called 
for social reparations for class injustice. It is between these two 
major concerns that we place Paines concepts of revolution and 
constitution.41

Linebaugh goes on to unpick the unheard legacies, struggles 
and contrary voices that informed Paine’s work, and which 
were also drawn upon by maligned radicals such as Spence 
and Wedderburn. The latter had their own aspirations toward 
a different world, and wanted to compete with and influence 
the ‘top layer’ of radicalism. Although often fondly regarded 

41 Peter Linebaugh, ‘Introduction to the works of Thomas Paine, Rights 
of Man and The Commonwealth’, http://libcom.org/history/peter-
linebaughs-new-introduction-works-thomas-paine
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by their peers, they were generally sidelined as ‘disrespectable 
levellers’ and found a support network and coterie of like-
minded thinkers in the alehouses and workshops. To some 
extent they played up to the encroaching divisions between 
activists, revelling in their own notoriety. 

A history from below has a duty to reanimate and 
reconstruct these differences and better understand how 
the terrain of dissent might function; ideas living or dying 
by their currency and the ability of actors to propagate their 
value and somehow enact the worlds they seek to create. 
Thanks to historians like Peter Linebaugh, Sukhdev Sandhu, 
Saree Makdisi and Ian McCalman, Spence and Wedderburn’s 
innovative practices and ideas have been reconstructed, their 
complexities critically re-examined.

The Currency of Dissent

Although friction with the external world causes other 
entities to lose their idealism, the coin becomes increasingly 
ideal as a result of practice. The disparity between its nominal 
content and its real content, brought about by the process 
of circulation itself, has been taken advantage of both by 
governments and individual adventurers who debased the 
coinage in a variety of ways.42

Thomas Spence’s story certainly takes in idealism, 
friction with the external world, and some fascinating 
interventions into the circulation of ideas. Spence was born 

42 Karl Marx, Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political 
Economy, http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1859/critique-
pol-economy/preface.htm
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on Newcastle’s quayside in 1750, the son of impoverished 
Scottish immigrants, a net maker and stocking seller. One 
of nineteen children, Spence grew up in a dissenter religious 
family; reading the bible at his parents’ stalls on the quayside 
he was taught to question his readings, igniting his active 
intelligence and imagination. Spence became a clerk, and 
later an English teacher in a grammar school, before setting 
up his own school where he lived.

Spence had been exposed to dissenting currents all 
his life. The town was full of people dispossessed by the 
Highland Clearances. French Jacobins visited and gave 
lectures. In 1771, the sale of 89 acres of Newcastle Town 
Moor to builders was successfully challenged by the town 
freemen, greatly influencing the development of Spence’s 
ideas for land reform and common ownership, which 
he developed into a plan he continued to tinker with 
throughout his life. Through contacts in the church, he 
was able to make an address to the Newcastle Philosophical 
Society, Property in Land, in 1775. Believing that the right 
to deprive anything of the means of living supposes a right 

1773 halfpenny counter-marked by Thomas Spence.
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to deprive it of life43, Spence laid out a new social system.

1. The end of aristocracy and landlords;
2. All land should be publicly owned by ‘democratic   
 parishes’, which should be largely self-governing;
3. Rents of land in parishes to be shared equally amongst  
 parishioners;
4. Universal suffrage (including female suffrage) at both  
 parish level and through a system of deputies elected by  
 parishes to a national senate;
5. A social guarantee extended to provide income for those  
 unable to work;
6. The rights of infants to be free from abuse and poverty.44

The parish rents would go toward free healthcare, childcare 
and libraries. In his advocacy for women and children, Spence 
was possibly alone among male radicals. Sheila Rowbotham 
suggests Spence recognised that political reform might 
not alter family relations and that economic change and a 
change in family life and the reproduction of labour should 
go hand in hand.

What signifies Reforms of government or Redress of Public 
Grievances, if people cannot have their domestic grievances 
redressed.

Spence was promptly kicked out of the Newcastle 
Philosophical Institution. Spence’s biographer Olive Rudd 

43 Olive Durant Rudkin, Thomas Spence and His Connections, New York: 
Augustus M. Kelley Publishers, 1966, p.38.

44 ‘Thomas Spence’: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Spence
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argues that Spence had a counter-productive tendency to 
irritate people who might have helped him develop his 
arguments and perhaps elevate him to a position of influence. 
But we can also see that Spence’s actions followed their own 
logic. The real reason for Spence’s expulsion seems to have 
been that he began selling his address as a cheap handbill on 
the streets of Newcastle, thereby sidelining the Institution 
and entering the fray of popular discourse.This was also the 
beginning of Spence’s full time commitment to political 
agitation, which saw him imprisoned in London’s Newgate 
Gaol several times for sedition under the Suspension of 
Habeas Corpus. Spence moved to London in 1792, having lost 
his school and his marriage due to his increasing irascibility 
and dedication to his Plan. He opened a stall on Chancery 
Lane, and later a shop called The Hive of Liberty on Little 
Turnstile, Holborn, distributing political pamphlets and a 
hot drink with Turkish roots, drawn from orchid tubers, 
called Saloop. The sale of Saloop may have been intended 
to get around the Stamp Acts.It has been pointed out that 
Spence’s parochial fixation on land as the principle object 
of power and its appropriation, was both short-sighted and 
nostalgic; and unsuited to his audience of urban workers. But 
in a typically reparative reading, Linebaugh argues Spence’s 
readers understood that,

Agrarian communism was really a communism that included 
all capital – the mines, the potheads, the canals, the ships, the 
machines [...] The struggle to preserve the commons was not 
restricted to the common rights of field, wood and copse, but 
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belonged also to workshop, mine and wharf.45

Spence’s communism looked forward to the future – Marx 
and Engels held him in fond regard – and this has made 
him a marginal but well-regarded figure in some quarters. 
He was honoured with a plaque on Newcastle Quayside 
by the City Council in June 2010. His communism was 
deemed ’impossible’ in the context of his times. Despite 
this, he picked up a movement of followers known as the 
Spencean Philanthropists who upheld his legacy into the 
1820s, breaking off to join groups including the national 
radical association headed by Henry ‘Orator’ Hunt, as well as 
inspiring some ill-fated attempts at armed insurrection.

Spence also contributed to a rich vein of thought on debt 
and communisation that continues to this day. Linebaugh 
situates Spence in a long tradition of pan-Atlantic struggle 
against slavery, enclosure and debt animated by the Biblical 
trope of ‘Jubilee’ – cyclical debt forgiveness – and developed, 
as we shall see, by Spence’s peer Robert Wedderburn 
amongst others. Spence’s Jubilee hymn, to the tune of God 
Save the King, derives from his critical reading of Leviticus 
as a younger man. Spence thought Moses’ designation 
of a ‘Jubilee day’ every seven years ‘childish’, arguing that 
emancipation should happen once and for all. We might 
argue that Spence’s own view was a bit naïve. But the 
Jubilee hymn gives us a chance to reconsider this legacy: 

45 Peter Linebaugh, ‘Jubilating; Or, How the Atlantic Working Class Used 
the Biblical Jubilee Against Capitalism, With Some Success’, Midnight 
Notes 10, 1990 p.89.
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Hark how the trumpet’s sound 
Proclaims the land around 
 The Jubilee! 
Tells all the poor oppress’d 
No more they shall be  
Nor landlords more molest 
Their property.46

 
The Jubilee also continues to be invoked by organisations 
pressing for debt relief, such as: Jubilee 2000, ‘an international 
coalition [...] that called for cancellation of third world debt by 
the year 2000’; the anti-debtors movements in Latin America, 
and resistance of Latin American governments to Structural 
Adjustment Policies by the World Bank and International 
Monetary Fund; Occupy’s Strike Debt Campaign, which in 
the U.S. seeks to mobilise an ‘invisible army’ of those who are 
already in debt default, by necessity or choice, for instance 
by collectively buying up debt that is in default in order to 
abolish it in a ‘Rolling Jubilee’.47 South London blogger Neil 
Transpontine noted a profusion of Uvulas in 2011 protests 
in Britain, echoing Linebaugh’s invocation of the ram’s horn 
and later, the Haitian spiral conch as the noisy harbingers 
of emancipation from debt, enclosure and slavery.48 ‘The first 
thing about the Jubilee’, Peter Linebaugh reminds us, ‘is that 

46 ‘Jubilee – the trumpet shall sound’, History is Made at Night: http://
history-is-made-at-night.blogspot.co.uk/2010/10/jubilee-trumpet-
shall-sound.htm

47 Back to organising: http://www.nicholasmirzoeff.com/O2012/category/
strike-debt/

48 ‘Jubilee – the trumpet shall sound’, History is Made at Night: http://
history-is-made-at-night.blogspot.co.uk/2010/10/jubilee-trumpet-
shall-sound.htm
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it is loud’.49The idea of a debt jubilee has come under criticism 
as a brake that keeps capital’s motor running. Linebaugh 
argues that Atlantic Jubilee need not be taken literally as 
a demand upon the state and financial capital – nor as an 
invocation of some biblical law – but is instead an active 
movement to resist their domination from below.

A prevailing view is that the Jubilee was an anti-accumulation 
device, similar to the potlach or the carnival, in that it actually 
preserved accumulation. In placing restrictions on debt, slavery, 
and landownership, jubilee strengthened a social system based 
upon money, credit and exploitation [...][however, this] reduces 
justice to the opinion of judges […] Jubilee language is neither 
legal insistence nor didactic proposal. “It is a linguistic act that 
continues to have dangerous power in all sorts of contexts that 
are neither legislative nor didactic”, Sharon Ringe argues. Its 
meaning is explicated through the experiences and struggles of 
the oppressed […] The year of the Lords favor, all commentators 
agree, is the jubilee […] It is clear from this passage that jubilee 
is not a social-democratic deal of laws to preserve a system of 
commodity exchange against periodic revolt. […] The class no 
longer begs for reforms; it demands justice.50

George Caffentzis, a fellow contributor with Linebaugh to the 
Midnight Notes collective, has called in recent writings, for 
an international ‘debtor’s cartel’.

Debt repayment depends upon isolating and making the debtor 
feel both morally ashamed and practically vulnerable. Once 

49 ‘Jubilating...’, op. cit, p.84.
50 Ibid., p.84.
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the debtors are united, however, they can ‘turn the tables’ on 
the creditors and liberate themselves. We can see why debtors’ 
solidarity is a path to liberation, because debt is not simply a 
way for a creditor to get rich, but in the world of contemporary 
capitalism, it is a way of controlling individuals’, societies’ and 
governments behaviour. The whole desire of getting out of debt 
is not simply to have more disposable income, but to liberate 
yourself from the control of creditors!51

Moreover, Spence’s techniques for distributing his ideas were 
startlingly innovative and provoke a shock of recognition in 
a modern context. In his own way he piggy-backed upon 
the knowledge and fame of others. Spence distributed 
Thomas Paines enormously popular book, The Rights of Man, 
and (possibly deliberately) contributed to the historical 
controversy over who first wrote a book of that name. At 
some point he had taken to calling his earlier ‘Property in 
Land’, ‘The Real Rights of Man’. No mean feat at a time when 
Paines work was banned:

Spence claimed that he was the first writer to use 
the phrase ‘the Rights of Man’. When he visited the 
miner who had retired to live on Marsden Rock in 1780 
to escape from a landlord, he chalked over the hearth: 

Ye landlords vile, whose man’s place mar 
Come levy rents here if you can, Your steward and lawyers I 
defy 
And live with all the Rights of Man.52

51 George Caffentzis, ‘Summer 2012, A Report from Greece’, http://
uninomade.org/report-from-greece/ 

52 Mary Kemp-Ashraf, ‘An Annotated Bibliography of the Works of 
Thomas Spence’, http://thomas-spence-society.co.uk/5.html
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His own active participation in producing confusion over 
this matter not only boosted the sale of his own works but 
also situates him in a reading-writing relationship to Paines 
work and ideas.

 
− Young Man. I hear there is another RIGHTS OF MAN by 
Spence, that goes farther than Paines. 
− Old Man. Yet it goes no farther than it ought. 
− Y.M. I understand it suffers no private Property in Land, but 
gives it all to the Parishes. 
− O.M. In so doing it does right, the earth was not made for 
Individuals.53

Spence also published a journal called Pigs Meat or Lessons for 
the Swinish Multitude. The title played on the words of Edmund 
Burke who had referred to the lower classes as ‘the swinish 
multitude’ in his pamphlet, Reflections on the French Revolution. 
What may seem like an ironic appropriation could be thrown 
into question by the revelation that Spence sometimes 
detested his fellow man as ‘despicable willing slaves’.54 
He certainly drew on a current adopted by contemporary 
pamphleteers: other popular titles of the time included 
‘Hogswash’, ‘Mast & Acorns: collected by Old Hubert’, ‘Politics 
for the People: salmagundy for swine’ (with contributions 
from Brother Grunter and Porculus).

Regardless of porcine slurs, the journal reveals the very 
process of learning, questioning, collecting, rejecting that 

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

54 Thomas Spence and His Connections, op. cit, p.47.
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informed the 18th century self-taught radical. Pigs Meat 
begins, ‘A good editor is better than a bad author’, and goes 
on to piece together fragments from texts Spence had been 
collecting from books and newspapers since his childhood, 
together with his own polemics in song. In this respect, 
Spence’s work as an editor and re-publisher of texts explicitly 
performs the bricolage intellectual culture in which better 
known radicals such as Mary Wollstonecraft and Thomas 
Paine synthesised their ideas. As with these figures, bricolage 
intellectual culture tends toward additive, connective and 
reparative, as well as dialectical thought and practice.

Lastly, an aspect of Spence’s materialist practice is worth 
retrieving in this context; a practice which quite literally 
tried to give his ideas currency and keep them in circulation. 
Spence minted his own coins and defaced existing ones. In 
the late 18th century there was a shortage of small coinage, 
and many workers wages were unevenly split between other 
forms of payment. Payment in kind, credit, customary rights 
to the trimmings of the workplace, and taking material 
goods they could glean formed the subsistence of many. 
While counterfeiting met harsh punishments, until 1796 the 
government generally turned a blind eye to the production 
of unofficial coins and tokens. Spence somehow acquired the 
equipment to make 27 stamps for counter-marking existing 
currency with a combination of words and phrases from his 
Plan.

These coins must have been intended to re-enter 
circulation, but they also picked up a notoriety value which 
may have made them attractive to some collectors. Alongside 
his pamphlets, Spence sold (and authored) books on coin-
collecting. Spence is also said to have thrown handfuls of 
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coins out of his window to passers-by. Another run of coins 
used the technique of ‘muling’, where the design of a coin is 
different on both sides, and turning the coin links disparate 
images in the mind. So many of these two-sided coins were 
produced, with endless variations between messages, that 
the Gentleman’s Magazine put them ‘almost beyond the powers 
of calculation’.55.

Truth, Self-Supported

Robert Wedderburn (1762-1834) was born on the Bluecastle 
Estate in Jamaica. His mother Rosanna, was initially owned 
by Lady Douglas as a maid. Robert Wedderburn’s father, 
James Wedderburn, descended from a landed Scottish family 
who lost their wealth in the Jacobite Rebellion, was the owner 
of one of the largest sugar plantations. Wedderburn senior 
bought Rosanna from Lady Douglas through deception 
via a fellow doctor, when Rosanna made it clear she would 
refuse to be bought by him. Once installed as Wedderburn’s 
housekeeper, Rosanna in common with other female slaves 
on the plantation was subjected to repeated physical and 
sexual abuse. On her third pregnancy, her rebellion against 
her ‘master’ eventually persuaded James Wedderburn to sell 
her back to Lady Douglas on stipulation that her child be 
born free.

From the age of five, Robert Wedderburn was looked 
after by his grandmother Talkee Amy, an African-born 
enslaved woman who sold her master, Joseph Payne’s cheese, 

55 John Barrell, ‘Radicalism, Visual Culture, and Spectacle in the 1790s’, 
http://www.erudit.org/revue/ron/2007/v/n46/016131ar.html
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checks, chintz, gingerbread, milk etc56 and acted as as a 
smugglers agent in Kingston. Amy was a great influence on 
Wedderburn, pressing upon him his African heritage and 
teaching him the Obeah traditions. Obeah is believed to 
have originated among the Ashanti and Koromantin tribes 
of Africa, and was circulating among slaves in the Carribean 
from the 17th century. Obeah had a complex role to play 
in enslaved society - it helped transmit a sense of African 
heritage, and was the subject of both fear and protection 
for slaves, while actively providing a form of resistance to 
colonial powers. When Amy’s master’s smuggling ship 
sunk, she was accused of witchcraft and flogged almost to 
death - a memory that, together with the treatment of his 
mother Rosanna, haunted Wedderburn’s later writings. Amy 
also convinced Wedderburn of the need for slaves to create 
a common future by defending and extending the provision 
grounds they were allotted for the cultivation of their own 
crops. As Wedderburn would later declare: 

hold on to the land you now possess as slaves; for without 
that, freedom is not worth possessing; for if you once give up 

56 The Horrors of Slavery, op. cit, p.48.

1769 Halfpenny counter-marked by Thomas Spence
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the possession of your lands, your oppressors will have power 
to starve you to death, through making laws for their own 
accommodation; which will force you to commit crimes in 
order to obtain subsistence; as the landholders in Europe 
are serving those dispossessed of lands; for it is a fact, that 
thousands of families are now in a starving state; the prisons 
are full: humanity impells the executive power to withdraw the 
sentence of death on criminals, whilst the landholders, in fact, 
are surrounded with every necessity of life.57

For a time enslaved women like Amy came to almost 
monopolise the islands’ internal economies, as Silvia Federici 
points out:

Their main achievement was the development of a politics 
of self-reliance, grounded in survival strategies and female 
networks […] They created not only a new female African identity, 
but also the foundations for a new society committed - against 
the capitalist attempt to impose scarcity and dependence 
as structural conditions of life - to the reappropriation and 
concentration in women’s hands of the fundamental means 
of subsistence, starting from the land, the production of food, 
and the inter-generational transmission of knowledge and 
cooperation.58

Wedderburn joined the navy and travelled to London in 
1779, where he moved among a group of immigrants – black, 
Irish and Jewish – known as the London Blackbirds, who 
made a living as ‘musicians, actors, street entertainers, prize 

57 The Horrors of Slavery, op. cit, p.82.
58 Caliban and the Witch, op. cit, p.115.
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fighters, casual labourers, and thieves’59 in the deprived area 
around St Giles in the Fields. In 1785, Wedderburn converted 
to Methodism at Seven Dials. He eventually broke away from 
Methodism for its preaching of passive obedience to slaves, 
despite its founder John Wesley’s opposition to slavery:

Which is the greater crime, to preach passive obedience to the 
Poor Black Slaves […] or to extort from them at the rate of £18,000 
per annum under the pretence of supporting the Gospel?60

Working his way through the scriptures, Wedderburn 
eventually became a licensed dissenting preacher. A strong 
example of the complex role of religion in the dissenting 
currents of his times, for Wedderburn, the scriptures were 
to become a revolutionary toolbox and a means of conveying 
political dissent. He first met Thomas Spence in around 
1813 at the age of fifty, a year before Spence’s death. The 
Spencean Philanthropists, a group of activists gathered 
around Spence, were one of the few radical organisations to 
continue throughout the repression of dissent in the early 
19th century. By 1817, just as an Act of Parliament was passed 
to outlaw the group, Wedderburn had become the de facto 
head of the Spencean Philanthropists. He began publishing 
his own journal, The Axe Laid to the Root, or a Fatal Blow to the 
Oppressors, Being an Address to the Planters and Negroes of the Island of 
Jamaica which added Spencean ideas on the redistribution of 
land and property to fierce attacks on colonial slavery. The Axe, 
in common with much of Wedderburn’s practices of dissent, 

59 The Horrors of Slavery, op. cit, p.7.
60 Robert Wedderburn quoted in Peter Fryer, Staying Power: The History 

of Black People in Britain, London: Pluto Press, 1984, p.224.
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was dependent on oral and not just literary modes of address. 
Ian McCalman argues that the journal was intended to be 
read out loud to a multicultural, semi-literate working class 
audience in London’s alehouses and workshops:

Its impact must also have been enhanced by Wedderburn’s 
skilful incorporation of other familiar plebian modes such 
as melodramatic balladry, Bunyanesque dream visions and 
humorous burlesque.61

Central to The Axe Laid to the Root is the correspondence 
between Wedderburn and a character he says is his half-
sister, Elizabeth Campbell, heir to the plantation to which 
his mother Rosanna was eventually sold. Ian McCalman 
asserts that the letters are most probably fictitious, although 
Elizabeth Campbell is said to have existed; Peter Linebaugh 
and Peter Fryer take them to be true. Wedderburn asks 
Campbell to set her slaves free, reminding her of her Maroon 
ancestry. Campbell’s response suggests that The Axe Laid to the 
Root, along with issues of Cobbett’s Political Register, are being 
read by the free mulattos of Kingston, a fascinating detail if 
true. The Axe’s lucid, dramatic dual address to the enslaved 
people and planters of the West Indies, and the London 
radicals, artisans and unemployed, afforded an international 
dimension to dissent that was rare in English working class 
radicalism. Wedderburn, like Spence, put great value on a 
multiplicity of registers and meanings, while developing a 
core argument against slavery and capitalism and for non-
hierachical democracies based on the ownership of land 

61 Ian McCalman (ed.), The Horrors of Slavery and Other Writings by 
Robert Wedderburn, Princeton: Markus Weiner Publishers, 1997, p.18.
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in common. He informed his audience about the Maroons’ 
resistance to slavery and the revolution enacted by the 
enslaved people of Haiti. He also drew upon older currencies 
of dissent, such as William Cobbett’s invocation of ‘Old 
Corruption’, a popular discourse analysed below by Alex 
Benchimol:

[…] a populist discourse struggling to come to terms with 
the complex totality of the new capitalist hegemony, using 
older symbols of political corruption to engage with the new 
abstractions of nineteenth century political economy. It was, 
by necessity, a cultural hybrid constructed in the plebian public 
sphere where ‘Power used commercial hands but wore an 
aristocratic face’, as Jon Klancher has put it.62

As Peter Fryer points out, the close relationship between 
religious and political dissent, religious rhetoric and political 
economy in Wedderburn’s work eventually made it easier for 
the state to convict him. In 1820 he was jailed for two years, 
the initial charge of sedition – for asking his congregation 
at his Hopkins Street chapel whether it was right for a 
slave to kill his master – dropped in favour of ‘blasphemous 
libel’. Wedderburn’s defence, which apparently drew the 
admiration of the lord chief justice, made clear his class 
strategy for using biblical rhetoric:

What, after all, is my crime? - it consists merely in having spoken 

62 Alex Benchimol, Intellectual Politics and Cultural Conflict in the 
Romantic Period: Scottish Whigs, English Radicals and the Making of 
the British Public Sphere, Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2010, 
p.166.
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in the same plain and homely language which Christ and his 
disciples uniformly used […] There seems to be a conspiracy 
against the poor, to keep them in ignorance and superstition; 
the rich may have as many copies as they like of […] sceptical 
writers [..] Am I to be condemned, when I find two pages in the 
Bible most palpably contradicting each other, for asserting that 
one of them must be a LIE?63

Wedderburn’s relationship to his patron, George Cannon, 
reveals a problematic in the study of working class publishers. 
Much of his work while Wedderburn was in Dorchester State 
Prison was ghostwritten by Cannon, a shady character and 
later pornographer, who acted as Wedderburn’s lawyer. It 
is unclear how much Cannon acted as ventriloquist, and 
how much Wedderburn inserted his own ideas into these 
publications. Historian Ian McCalman suggests George 
Cannon used Wedderburn – a much braver speaker – as 
a mouthpiece for furthering his own agenda. But might 
also be possible that Wedderburn outsourced the work of 
making dissent legible in print to his acquaintance while 
he was in prison. One of his last works, The Cast Iron Parsons, 
is a remarkable satire on corruption, political economy, 
mechanisation and mechanical philosophy:

Happening to pass the old church of St.Paul, Shadwell, in the 
county of Middlesex, when it was taking down, I asked the 
Churchwarden […] whether the intended structure was to be 
of wood or stone? ‘Of neither, he replied, but of CAST-IRON’. 
‘Would to God the Parson were of cast-iron too’, exclaimed 
an old woman, who over heard our conversation. […] Finding 

63 Robert Wedderburn quoted in Staying Power: The History of Blacks in 
Britain, op. cit, p.226.
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that the routine of duty required by the Clergy of the legitimate 
Church, was so completely mechanical, and that nothing was so 
much in vogue as the dispensing of human labour by the means 
of machinery, it struck me that it might one day be possible 
to substitute a CAST-IRON PARSON. [The advantages of the 
proposed plan] are threefold; - I. To religion. II. To society. III. 
To the state. […] And is this not a most important consideration 
at a period when we can hardly keep our heads above water, 
and are threatened every moment either with bankruptcy or 
revolution?64

64 Robert Wedderburn, ‘The Cast-Iron Parsons’, in Ian McCalman (ed.), 
The Horrors of Slavery and Other Writings, Princeton: Markus Weiner 
Publishers, 1991, p.144. 
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Jubilee Hymn, Or, A Song to be 
Sung at the Commencement of the 

Millennium, if Not Sooner
Thomas Spence, reproduced in full in Peter Linebaugh, ‘Jubilating; Or, How 
the Atlantic Working Class Used the Biblical Jubilee Against Capitalism, 
With Some Success’, Midnight Notes 10, 1990, p.85. and available here: 
http://www.midnightnotes.org/pdfnewenc12.pdf 

Hark! How the Trumpets Sound 
Proclaims the Land around 
The Jubilee! 
Tells all the Poor oppress’d, 
No more they shall be cess'd, 
Nor landlords more molest 
Their property. 
 
Rents to ourselves we pay, 
Dreading no Quarter-day, 
Fraught with Distress. 
Welcome that day draws near,  
For then our rents we share, 
Earths rightful Lords are we, 
Ordain'd for this. 
 
Now hath the Oppressor ceas'd 
And all the World releas'd 
From Misery! 
The fir-trees all rejoice, 
And Cedars lift their voice, 
Ceas'd now the Fellar's noise,  
Long rais'd by thee! 
 

The Sceptre now is broke, 
with which continual stroke, 
The Nations smote! 
Hell from beneath doth rise,  
To meet thy Lofty Eyes,  
From the most pompous size 
Now brought to nought! 
 
Since then this Jubilee 
Sets all at Liberty 
Let us be glad. 
Behold each one return 
To their right, and their own, 
No more like Doves to mourn 
By landlords sad!




