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WEAVERS UPRISING BICENTENNIAL COMMITEE

The 1826 Weavers Uprising was one of the most significant events in

early 19th century Britain. Yet despite its significance, there are competing
interpretations of what happened and why. This pamphlet, written on
behalf of the Weavers Uprising Bicentennial Committee [WUBC], will
accompany events and activities at heritage sites in Lancashire during the
bicentennial year [See https:www.weavers-uprising.org.uk]. The following
five Frequently Asked Questions [FAQ’s] are followed by brief answers and
then suggestions where you can learn more.

I. WHAT WAS THE ‘1825 PANIC’ AND WHY IS IT SO
IMPORTANT FOR UNDERSTANDING THE 1826
LANCASHIRE WEAVERS UPRISING?

The 1825 panic was the first global financial crisis and had devastating
consequences for countries all around the world, but most notably
England. The term the “1825 panic’ refers specifically to the banking
crisis of December 1825, but this was merely the peak of nearly a year of
deepening financial and economic turmoil. Earlier in 1825 there had been
a stock market crash, placing the financial system under considerable
pressure. There were several reasons for the ‘1825 Panic’. First, the
English banking system was not fit for purpose. Second, the issuing of
promissory notes by Country Banks had got out of hand. Third speculative
and high-risk investments in Latin America had turned bad. Fourth there
was a collapse of business confidence. As a consequence of the

“825 panic’ - the most significant banking crisis of the 19th century -

there was a deep economic depression and the widespread suspension
of trade. Although all trades and all parts of England were affected by the
crisis, hardest hit were the manufacturing districts in the north, especially
the cotton trade and manufactures in Lancashire and West Yorkshire.
With no trade, and the suspension of the manufacture of new goods,
there was no work. Unemployment in Pennine Lancashire spiralled out
of control in late 1825 and early 1826.
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3. SHOULD THE 1826 PROTESTORS BE CALLED LUDDITES?

Technically, Luddite rebellions occurred only between 1811 and 1817.

The Luddites, who acquired the name by following the fictional
character ‘General Ludd’, broke various forms of industrial machinery
and their protests clustered in several counties in the north of England
from Nottingham to Lancashire. In 1812, for example, Luddites in

South Lancashire broke machinery to send a symbolic message
highlighting the severe economic distress they were then facing.
Luddite protests were also led by designated ‘captains’ appointed

from the local community. This immediately draws parallels to the

1826 Lancashire rising. Yet it is also important to note several differences.
Significantly, the tactics of the Luddites were often covert, with machine
breaking undertaken in small numbers under the cover of night. These
raids differ considerably from the daylight destruction of machines
involving crowds of thousands in 1826. Nor did the Lancashire protesters
rally around the figurehead of General Ludd. There were machine
breakers long before and after the Luddites. In Lancashire, the tradition
of machine breaking dated back as far as the 1760s. Machine breaking
persisted into the 1830s and 1840s, with perhaps the most well-known
being those of ‘Captain Swing’. The 1826 Lancashire protestors were, like
the Luddites before them, representatives of a long tradition of machine
breaking protests. The 1826 Lancashire rising is then interrelated to,

but also distinct from, the Luddites.

www.weavers-uprising.org.uk




WEAVERS UPRISING BICENTENNIAL COMMITEE

4. WHERE THE EVENTS OF 1826 A ‘RIOT’ OR ‘RISING’?

In the 1820s a ‘riot’ had legally occurred after the 1714 Riot Act was read.
The reading of the Riot Act by a magistrate did not mean that people

in a crowd were acting in a manner that was threatening to others or
engaging in property destruction. Rather it merely indicated that a
magistrate wished to disperse the crowd of 12 or more people considered
to be a ‘riotous assembly’. Even if everybody dispersed immediately,

a ‘riot’ had still legally taken place. Because of the wide-ranging scope

of events falling under its remit, there are no essential characteristics

of a ‘riot’. A ‘rising’ of the people, on the other hand, has several clear
characteristics. A ‘rising’ was

» motivated by problematic social and economic conditions.

» a public protest involving large numbers of people.

- disciplined and focused.

- ultimately aiming to send a symbolic message to those in power.

Whilst a ‘riot’ could refer to almost anything, a popular ‘rising’ reflected
widespread discontent and social distress. A ‘rising’ was a way for people
with no political representation at local or national level to express their
voice. In the four days between the 24th-27th April 1826 the Riot Act was
read on several occasions, but this tells us little about the nature of the
events. In fact, using the language of ‘riot’ conceals the motivations of the
crowd, hides the symbolic nature of the machine breaking and denies voice.
The term ‘rising’, which alongside that of ‘riot’ was a term used at the time
to refer to the April 1826 protests, however, reveals the true meaning of the
property destruction and what the protestors hoped to achieve.
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