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 Enoch’s Hammer 
Men are grown mechanical in head 

and in heart, as well as in hand. 
Thomas Carlyle, 1829

O N MARCH 11, 1811, A CROWD OF 
textile workers in Nottingham, England 
demanding higher wages was broken up by 
British troops, and later that night, angry 
workers smashed textile-making machinery 
in a nearby village in protest. (Some of the 
workers attacked the weaving frames with 
huge sledgehammers they called ‘Enoch’s 
hammers,’ named after a local blacksmith.)      
   Fearing the so-called ‘Luddite’ movement 
might spread, soldiers were deployed to 
defend factories, and ‘machine-breaking’ 
was hastily declared a capital offence.
  Despite the derogatory use of the term 
‘Luddite’ today, historians note that the 
original Luddites were neither opposed to 
nor unskilled in the use of technology. 

   The Luddites confined their attacks to 
machines that produced goods of inferior 
quality or were being run by low-skilled, 
unapprenticed workers hired by the owners 
in order to avoid standard labor practices.   
   Rather than being terrorist technophobes, 
the Luddites were more akin to modern day 
labor activists. (One historian succinctly 
called it “collective bargaining by riot.”) Despite having widespread popular support, 
the protests were violently suppressed, and 
petered out after a few years. (In 1812, more 
British soldiers were deployed to fight the 
Luddites than were fighting in the war 
against Napoleon’s France—the exorbitant 
cost of which was, ironically, a principle 
cause of the workers’ economic hardship.)
   Similar, sometimes violent, protests took 
place in later years over other technological 
innovations like water mills, steam engines, 
railroads, electricity, and the assembly line.



   Confronted by the relentless juggernaught 
of technological innovation we experience 
today, however, one could ask if it’s even 
possible any longer to oppose technological 
progress. Over a decade ago, a satirical 
website summed up our dilemma with the 
mock newspaper headline: “Luddite Invents 
Machine to Destroy Technology Faster.”
   As we enter what many are calling the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution—marked by 
the integration of robots, AI, and ‘Big 
Data’—there is, in fact, reason to believe 
that this time things (really) are different.
   Attacking the ‘machines’ directly would 
be likely to encounter widespread condem-
nation, if only because society is far too 
dependent on technology now to allow it.
Like the output of the weaving machines of 
the Luddites, technology is interwoven 
throughout society, far beyond the control or 
comprehension of any one person or group.
   These new technologies are also diffused, 
as nebulous as the ‘cloud’ where the data 
they are dependent on resides, invulnerable 
to Enoch’s hammer. (These days most 
industrial sabotage employs viruses and 
other software—methods far less blunt than 
the Luddites’ crude axes and hammers.)    
   On balance, of course, technological 
innovation has been an enormous boon to 
humanity, creating unprecedented levels of 
prosperity, providing jobs and raising the 
standard of living for billions of people.    
  But the postwar golden age of prosperity 
resulting from ever-increasing productivity 
is becoming a distant dream. Arguably, the 
turning point came in the 1970s with the 
introduction of computers and, later, the 
Internet. The expected surge in productivity, 
wages, and leisure time for the masses 
promised by these innovations never came, 
as it had in earlier technological transitions.

   More than five decades into the vaunted 
‘Digital Age,’ the economic benefits for the 
average worker have been paltry at best. 
Simply put, most of the rewards have gone 
to business owners and shareholders.   
   Furthermore, this latest transition is only 
just beginning. As robots and AI increasingly 
learn how to build and program themselves, 
they will continue shifting from being tools 
that increase worker productivity to being 
tools that will themselves be the workers.   
Nearly half the world’s jobs are poised to 
fall to automation in the next two decades, 
and currently, only the rich stand to benefit.   
   Time may be running out for society to 
seriously confront this looming problem, or 
for workers to organize to fight back in the 
face of government inaction. The lesson of 
the Luddites is not that new technologies 
are bad, but that workers must have a say in 
how they are developed and deployed.
   In the words of Facebook’s early slogan, 
technology ‘moves fast and breaks things,’ 
while societal change is slow. (The stocking 
frames the Luddites protested took a century 
to spread beyond Europe, while the Internet 
has swept the world in less than a decade.) 
Being a Luddite today may just mean want-
ing to plan ahead for the inevitable changes.   
   Workers simply hoping to stay one step 
ahead of innovation by retraining would be 
wise to recall the 19th century legend of 
‘steel-driving man’ John Henry, who won 
his race against automation in the railroad 
industry, only to die in the process.
   Compared to the rapid, unprecedented 
change that is about to wash over the global 
job market, the Luddites had it pretty good.
But just as Enoch’s hammers were no match 
for the steam-driven hammer, most workers’ 
resumes are no match for the relentless and 
apparently unstoppable advance of AI. ◾


