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DEPTH STUDY 1: MAKING A BETTER WORLD?

TOPIC 3
The Industrial Revolution  
(1750–1914): (II) The impact 
on people

3.1 Overview
Numerous videos and interactivities are embedded just where you need them, at the point of learning, in 
your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. They will help you to learn the content and concepts covered 
in this topic.

3.1.1 Links with our times
When a new suburb is established today, roads and footpaths are built, services such as water and electricity 
are connected, and underground pipes are installed to take away sewage and stormwater. All these facilities 
are usually in place before any homes are built, and even the construction of the houses is governed by 
strict building regulations. The situation was very different two hundred years ago.

SOURCE 1 The rapid growth of towns during the Industrial Revolution resulted in most workers and their 
families living in slum conditions.
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As we learned in topic 2, the population 
increased dramatically in Britain during the 
Industrial Revolution. Changes in agricultural 
practices, as well as job opportunities in the 
newly established factories, brought large num-
bers of people into rapidly growing towns and 
cities. This influx of people was not matched by 
the provision of the types of services we take for 
granted today. As we shall see in this chapter, 
housing was often hastily and shoddily built, and 
urban slums quickly developed.

When someone enters employment today 
in Australia, a range of laws and regulations 
determine the wages they will receive and the 
conditions they will experience. Health and 
safety in the workplace is closely regulated, 
with employers required to provide a safe 
place of employment. In the early years of the 
Industrial Revolution no such legal safeguards 

Big questions
As you work through this topic, look for 
information that will help you to answer these 
questions:
1. How did the Industrial Revolution affect 

population growth and where people lived?
2. What were the experiences of men, 

women and children as workers on farms, 
and in factories and mines?

3. What was the impact on towns and 
cities as people moved away from the 
countryside to work in factories and mines?

4. How were living and working conditions 
for workers improved during the 
nineteenth century?

Starter questions
1. How would you react if your way of 

life, and that of your family, was taken 
away from you and you had to move 
somewhere else to do a job you hated?

2. What do you think might happen if there 
were no laws enforcing health and safety 
in the workplace?

3. Why do we have laws today that prevent 
children under the age of 15 from being 
employed?

4. How should society treat people who are 
poor and underprivileged through no fault 
of their own?

5. What are some of the problems that might 
occur if large numbers of people move into 
a town or city over a short period of time?

1834
The Poor Law 
Amendment Act forces
the poor to live in
workhouses.

1811–13
Luddites engage in
damaging textile
machines. 

1830
The ‘Swing Riots’
result in damage to
farm machinery in
parts of rural England.

1824
The Combination

Acts are repealed,
allowing workers to
form trade unions.

1833
Parliament passes a
Factory Act banning

children nine years
and younger from

working in factories.

1819
Parilment passes a
Factory Act limiting

hours of factory work
by children.

CE

1810

1820

1830

1840

1850

Large numbers of
protesters are killed

or injured in the
Peterloo Massacre.

The six ‘Tolpuddle
Martyrs’ are transported
to Van Diemen’s Land for
swearing an oath of
loyalty to their trade union.

CE

1842
The Mines Act bans

the employment in
coalmines of girls
and women, and
boys uaznder the

age of 10.

A timeline of changes during the Industrial Revolution
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safeguards existed. Working conditions were often dangerous and unhealthy, and employers could get 
away with paying very low wages. 

 In most of Australia today it is illegal to employ anyone under the age of 15 without gaining a spe-
cial permit. Compulsory education throughout childhood is the norm, and legal safeguards prevent the 
exploitation of young people. Two hundred years ago no such safeguards existed, and children as young 
as four could be employed in mines and factories.    

  3.2  How do we know about life during 
the Industrial Revolution? 
 3.2.1 Historical sources 
 In this topic we will look at the effects of the 
Industrial Revolution on many of the ordinary 
people in Britain. These were the people who 
worked in factories and mines and lived in the 
towns that sprang up around these workplaces. 
Many of them had lost access to their livelihood 
because of the enclosure of traditional farming 
land and had suddenly been thrown into poverty. 

 Contemporary writers and 
commentators 
 It was natural that writers of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries would comment on the rapid 
changes that took place in Britain at the time. 

 The enormous changes in technology, the 
development of large factories, the rapid growth 
of cities and dramatic changes in methods of 
transportation all happened within little more 
than one lifespan. While some writers set out to 
record  impartial observations  of the changes 
happening around them, many others gave 
 biased accounts . Charles Dickens wrote about 
the working and living conditions of the fac-
tory workers and the poor in novels such as 
 Oliver Twist, Hard Times  and  Little Dorritt . 
Others such as Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels 
used their observations as a basis for attacks 
on the political system of Britain. By contrast, 
supporters of the changes to agriculture and 
industry gave glowing accounts of the economic 
benefi ts of these changes, while ignoring the 
negative effects on workers and their families.   

 Offi cial government statistics 
 In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the 
government began to collect statistics on all 
aspects of British life. As well as total fi gures 

   SOURCE 1  This painting appeared on the cover of a 
modern edition of Charles Dickens’ novel  Hard Times . 

   SOURCE 2  An illustration from a nineteenth-century 
edition of  Oliver Twist . Charles Dickens used his novels 
to publicise the social problems of his time. 
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for population growth, census figures recorded changes in the numbers of people living in large towns and 
cities compared with those living in the country. Records of birth and death rates in cities and rural areas 
can provide information about the health of the people. Wage levels, when compared with the prices of 
food, clothing materials and housing, can give us information on people’s standard of living. All statistics 
require interpretation, but when combined with other evidence they can often add much to our picture of 
the past.

Records of government inquiries
The rapid social changes taking place in Britain in the nineteenth century sometimes prompted the govern-
ment to set up special inquiries to investigate the effects of the changes. Written records include evidence 
given by witnesses to these inquiries. Many of these witnesses described their own experiences, while 
others gave accounts of incidents and con-
ditions they had observed. The findings of 
these inquiries would later be published in 
reports, and this material also survives today 
in official government records.

Paintings and drawings of 
contemporary artists
Given the dramatic impact of these events 
on people’s lives, it is not surprising that 
artists were keen to document the changes 
they saw happening around them. Surviving 
paintings and drawings can give us further 
insights into the conditions in which people 
lived.

SOURCE 3 Coalbrookdale at Night, painted around 1800 by 
Phillip James de Loutherbourg

3.2 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check your understanding
1. What is a biased account?
2. What is an impartial observation?
3. In what way did official government statistics change in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries?
4. What did Charles Dickens use his novels to publicise?

Apply your understanding
6. What kinds of statistics would provide evidence of the following trends?

(a) People moving away from the country to the city to look for work
(b) Improvements in people’s health and standard of living.

7. Charles Dickens’ novel Hard Times, set in the imaginary industrial town of Coketown, deals with issues 
of working conditions in factories. What impression does the illustration on the cover of Hard Times (see 
SOURCE 1) give of life in Coketown?

8. Oliver Twist traces the story of a poor orphan in nineteenth-century London. What does the illustration 
inside the book (see SOURCE 2) tell us about the treatment of orphans at this time?

9. Why should historians be cautious when considering the importance of individual witness statements 
provided to government inquiries?

10. Coalbrookdale was a coalmining and iron-smelting town in the English Midlands.
(a) From examining SOURCE 3, what do you think it would have been like to live in this town?
(b) Do you think the artist had a favourable or unfavourable opinion of the town? Explain your answer.
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3.3 The impact of enclosure
3.3.1 Changes in population
The enclosure movement and the accompanying changes in agriculture led to an improvement in the quality 
and quantity of food produced in Britain (see subtopic 2.3). Not everyone benefited from these changes, 
however. Farm labourers were often worse off as a result of the changes.

Agricultural change that accelerated during the eighteenth century enabled Britain to support a larger 
population. Most of this population growth occurred in the growing towns and cities. Population statistics 
tell us that from the second half of the eighteenth century rural population growth slowed when compared 
with urban population growth (see SOURCE 1).

3.3.2 The impact on people in the countryside
The owners of farms and large estates throughout Britain benefited enormously from enclosure and other 
changes to agriculture. Running a farm in a more businesslike manner usually brought good profits, and 
many landowners became very wealthy during this period. On the other hand, there is evidence to suggest 
that many in the countryside suffered greatly as a result of these changes.

Before enclosure, labourers living on rural estates had some independence and did not rely only on their 
wages. They were free to gather firewood from the estate, to keep a cow or pig they could graze on common 
land, and to raise a small crop of their own. Enclosure removed all these benefits, so the labourer was forced 
to rely on wages alone. In addition, the opportunity to earn extra money from spinning yarn and weaving 
cloth disappeared with the growth of textile factories.

Most farm labourers were employed on a casual basis. They were paid a daily rate, according to how 
much work they did. If the employing farmer had no work on any particular day, the labourer did not 
get paid. If crops were poor in any given year, a smaller harvest would result in less work for the farm 
labourer.

SOURCE 1 Urban and rural population growth in England and Wales, 1751–1861

Year
Total 

population
Urban 

population
Rural 

population Urban (%) Rural (%)
Urban 

increase
Rural 

increase

Urban 
increase 

(%)

Rural 
increase 

(%)

1751 5 772 000
(estimated)

1 443 000
(estimated)

4 329 000 
(estimated)

25.00 
(estimated)

75.00 
(estimated)

– – – –

1801 8 893 000 3 009 000 5 884 000 33.84 66.16 1 566 000 1 555 000 108.52 35.92

1821 12 000 000 4 805 000 7 195 000 40.04 59.96 1 796 000 1 311 000 59.69 22.28

1841 15 914 000 7 693 000 8 221 000 48.34 51.66 2 888 000 1 026 000 60.10 14.26

1861 20 066 000 11 784 000 8 282 000 58.73 41.27 4 091 000 61 000 53.18 0.74

SOURCE 2 From F. Moore, Considerations on the Exorbitant Price of Proprietors, 1773

In passing through a village near Swaffham in the county of Norfolk a few years ago … I beheld the houses 
tumbling into ruins, and the common fields all enclosed; … I was informed that a gentleman of Lynn had 
bought that village and the next adjoining to it; … he had thrown one into three, and the other into four farms; 
which before the enclosure were in about twenty farms; and upon my further enquiring what was becoming 
of the farmers who were turned out, the answer was that some of them were dead and the rest were become 
labourers.
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   3.3.3 The food riots of 1795 
 By the 1790s most country people had to buy food using the wages they earned working on the enclosed 
farms. Bad weather in 1794–95 had seriously reduced wheat crops throughout Britain. In addition, Britain 
was at war with France, so importing grain was more diffi cult than usual. This shortage led to a steep rise 
in the price of wheat, forcing up the cost of bread. High prices led to protests, known as the ‘food riots’, in 
various parts of the country.    

 SOURCE 3  From D. Davies,  The Case of the Labourers in Husbandry , published in 1795

 … for a dubious economic benefi t, an amazing number of people have been reduced from a comfortable state 
of partial independence to the precarious condition of mere hirelings …  

 SOURCE 5  From the  Ipswich Journal , August 1795

 ‘… a band of women … entered various houses and shops, seized all the grain, deposited it in the public hall, 
and then formed a committee to regulate the price at which it should be sold.’  

 DID YOU KNOW?  
 The food riots of 1795 involved very little violence. In most cases the rioters took control of the distribution of 
food, selling it at what they thought was a fair price, and handing the proceeds over to the owners. 

   SOURCE 4  While wealthy farmers benefi ted from enclosure of their farms, poor farm labourers and their families 
often suffered. 
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 3.3.4 Swing Riots of 1830 
 In the 1820s the increasing use of labour-saving technology such as the threshing machine (see  subtopic 2.3 ) 
forced large numbers of labourers and their families into poverty. This placed pressure on the systems in 
place to care for the poor (see  subtopic 3.7 ). In 1830 riots broke out in the south and east of England. The 
rioters were usually unemployed farm workers, who would burn down haystacks and damage the farm 
machinery they blamed for their hardship. The unrest became known as the Swing Riots because wealthy 
farmers were sent threatening letters signed by a Captain Swing. It was a name made up by rioters in the 
county of Kent, but its use soon spread to other parts of England. 

 The authorities came down very heavily on the rioters when they were caught. Records show that 19 
were executed and another 505 were sentenced to transportation to the Australian colonies.   

 3.3.5 The Speenhamland system 
 Food shortages and low wages in the 1790s meant that many rural families were very poor, and often 
close to starvation. As we will see in  subtopic 3.7 , looking after the poor was very much a local problem, 
with each village community required to look after its own. In 1795, in the village of Speenhamland in 
Berkshire, in south-east England, a system was devised to help the poor. It involved providing a subsidy to 
poor families, calculated using a formula based on the price of bread, the level of wages and the number of 
children in a family. 

 The formula was used to calculate an amount by which the wages of farm labourers could be topped up 
to prevent the family from starving. The money was raised by requiring landowners to pay an amount into 

   SOURCE 6  Burning of haystacks at night was one tactic of the Captain Swing rioters. 
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a central fund, controlled by the local overseer of 
the poor. In the early stages it was quite successful 
and it was soon copied by other villages throughout 
England. 

 The longer the Speenhamland system remained 
in place, the less successful it became. Before long, 
many wealthy farmers realised they could pay low 

wages because they knew the overseer of the poor would make up the difference. On the other hand, some 
landowners were having to pay higher and higher amounts into the central fund to cover the increased 
subsidies to labourers. Many small landowners had to sell their land to cover this cost, and they became 
labourers themselves. 

 The system was very demoralising for labourers, for no matter how hard they worked, their wages were 
never suffi cient to support a family, and this forced them to rely on charity. More and more people became 
dependent on the system, which cost landowners increasing amounts. The Speenhamland system was even-
tually abolished in 1834. 

 3.3.6 A surviving open-fi eld village 
 Despite the widespread enclosure of farming land in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, some 
examples of open-fi eld farming survived. One example is the village of Laxton in Nottinghamshire, in the 
English Midlands. While farming is carried out using some modern methods — the tractor has long ago 
replaced the horse-drawn plough — many features of the open-fi eld system remain. The three open fi elds 
are divided into strips as they were in medieval times, and nearly everyone in the village has rights to some 
of the land, with everyone having grazing rights on common land. The village is said to be prosperous, and 
the villagers are very proud of their heritage.    

   SOURCE 8  The authorities actively hunted down 
those involved in the Swing Riots of the early 
1830s. 

   SOURCE 7  Letters threatening to destroy threshing 
machines were often signed by the fi ctitious Captain 
Swing. 
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SOURCE 9 The farms around the English village of Laxton were never enclosed and still 
operate the traditional three-field rotation with strip farming.

3.3 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check your understanding
1. What was the aim of the Speenhamland system?
2. Why did the Speenhamland system ultimately fail?

Apply your understanding
3. Examine SOURCE 1 and provide evidence from the statistics to answer the following questions.

(a) Was the rural population rising or falling in the period from 1751 to 1861?
(b) During which period did the urban population experience the greatest increase in actual numbers?
(c) Between 1751 and 1801 the urban and rural populations grew by a similar amount — a little over 1.5 

million. Why does the table show such a huge difference in the percentage increases in urban compared 
with rural population growth during this period?

(d) In approximately which year would urban and rural populations have each formed 50 per cent of the 
population?

(e) If the trends shown in the table continued beyond 1861, what would you expect the statistics for 1881 to 
show?

4. In what ways do SOURCES 2 and 4 demonstrate that different groups of people were affected differently by 
the enclosure movement?

5. How were farm labourers reduced from a state of ‘partial independence to the precarious condition of mere 
hirelings’, as suggested in SOURCE 3?

6. What does the writer of the letter in SOURCE 7 mean when he says ‘we shall commence our labours’?
7. From the information provided in this spread, do you believe the food riots of 1795 were justified? Identify 

one piece of information from the sources that would convince you to either support or oppose the activities 
of the protesters.

8. While the Swing Rioters may have felt justified in destroying the threshing machines that were taking their 
jobs (see SOURCES 7 and 8), why do you think they would have engaged in burning haystacks as well 
(SOURCE 6)?

9. Given the negative effects of enclosure on many of the people, do you believe it would have been better to 
retain the open-field system as the village of Laxton did? Give reasons for your answer. (You may need to 
refer back to material in chapter 2 to examine both sides of this issue.)
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     Complete this digital doc:   Worksheet 3.1: Profi ts for some, poverty for many          

  RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY 

  SOURCE 1  An early nineteenth-century textile mill was a dangerous and unhealthy place to work.  

  Some children 
were employed as 
‘scavengers’: they would 
collect loose pieces 
of cotton from under 
machines while the 
machines were running.

  Dust and other residues from the cotton found their way 
into the workers’ lungs, causing severe illness.

  Small windows and 
lack of ventilation made 
the factory air hard to 
breathe.

  Some children were employed as ‘piecers’: they had to 
repair broken threads on spinning machines while the 
machines were still running.

  Machines were driven by 
belts attached to drive 
shafts that were powered 
by a water wheel or 
steam engine.

  Machines had no safety fences or guards around 
them, so workers were always at risk of injury.

  Constant bending and working in cramped 
conditions often led to physical deformities in factory 
workers.

  Overseers would punish 
anyone responsible for 
slowing or stopping the 
machines for any reason.

 A

 G

 B

 H

 D

 E

 F

 C

  3.4  Conditions in factories and mines 
  3.4.1  Inside a textile factory 
 Australian employees today are protected by Occupational Health and Safety laws. These laws place a legal 
obligation on the employer to provide a safe and healthy workplace. At the time of the Industrial Revolution 
no such laws existed, and workplaces such as factories and mines could be dangerous and unhealthy places. 

 An early nineteenth-century textile factory was a dangerous and unpleasant place to work. Long working 
hours — 12 hours or more per day — were common practice. Poor light and ventilation and excessive 
heat made working conditions very uncomfortable. Machines were not fenced off and had no safety guards 
around moving parts, so workers were always at risk of injury. Children were often employed to climb 
under or between machines to keep them operating, so they were in particular danger.       

 A

 B

 C

 D

 E
G 

 H

 F
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SOURCE 2 From an interview with James Patterson, a factory worker, before a parliamentary committee, 
June 1832

I worked at Mr. Braid’s Mill at Duntruin. We worked as long as we could see. I could not say at what hour we 
stopped. There was no clock in the mill. There was nobody but the master and the master’s son had a watch 
and so we did not know the time. The operatives were not permitted to have a watch. There was one man who 
had a watch but it was taken from him because he told the men the time.

SOURCE 3 From an interview with former factory worker Sarah Carpenter, published in The Ashton Chronicle, 
23 June 1849

There was a young woman, Sarah Goodling, who was poorly and so she stopped her machine. James Birch, 
the overlooker, knocked her to the floor. She got up as well as she could. He knocked her down again. Then 
she was carried to the apprentice house. Her bed-fellow found her dead in bed. There was another called Mary. 
She knocked her food can down on the floor. The master, Mr. Newton, kicked her where he should not do, and 
it caused her to wear away till she died. There was another, Caroline Thompson. They beat her till she went out 
of her mind.

SOURCE 4 From the testimony of Dr Michael Ward before a parliamentary committee, 25 March 1819

I have had frequent opportunities of seeing people coming out from the factories and occasionally attending as 
patients. Last summer I visited three cotton factories with Dr. Clough of Preston and Mr. Barker of Manchester 
and we could not remain ten minutes in the factory without gasping for breath. How is it possible for those who 
are doomed to remain there twelve or fifteen hours to endure it? If we take into account the heated temperature 
of the air, and the contamination of the air, it is a matter of astonishment to my mind, how the work people can 
bear the confinement for so great a length of time.

SOURCE 5 As shown in this nineteenth-century engraving, coalmines were dark, dangerous places, where 
miners were exposed to many risks.
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3.4.2 Working in the coalmines
As the development of steam engines allowed for 
the pumping of water from mines, these mines 
became much deeper, and more hazardous for 
mine workers. Problems included:
 • inadequate ventilation
 • the presence of explosive gases
 • the need to haul the coal greater distances to 

the surface.
The lack of ventilation could lead to miners 

breathing in poisonous gases or coal dust, both of 
which could lead to serious lung disease. Other 
gases were likely to explode when exposed to the 
flame of a miner’s lamp, causing death through 
cave-ins of shafts and tunnels.

Who worked in the mines?
In the early days of deep-pit mining, coal was 
mined and brought to the surface using human 
muscle rather than machinery. Whole families 
were often employed in coalmines. Fathers and 
sons would ‘hew’ (cut) the coal with picks, while 
mothers and daughters ‘hurried’ (carried) the coal 
to the surface. This was done in a number of dif-
ferent ways. Sometimes the younger girls would 
crawl along narrow tunnels, towing a small cart 
loaded with coal. Older girls and women would 
climb ladders and steps with baskets of coal on 
their backs. These baskets were held in place 
by a strap around the head, wearing away hair 
and skin.

3.4.3 The Mines Commission, 
1840–42
In 1840 the British Parliament established a com-
mission to inquire into working conditions in 
the mines. Over the next two years, many mine 
workers were called to give evidence, recounting 
their personal experiences. As a result of the find-
ings of the commission, Parliament passed the Mines Act 1842. This changed the law to prevent all girls 
and women, and boys under 10, from working underground in the mines.

SOURCE 6 In the early days of deep-pit mining, 
human muscle was used to ‘hurry’ carts of coal 
through narrow passages, as shown in this nineteenth-
century artwork.

DID YOU KNOW? 
Because of the hot working conditions in the coalmines, miners wore little or no clothing. When Parliament 
passed the Mines Act in 1842, the moral question of women and men working together in these circumstances 
was an important issue. The record of the debates in Parliament indicates that the fact that young girls were 
working in the presence of ‘near naked’ men was seen to be a bigger problem by members of Parliament than 
the harsh working conditions.

SOURCE 7 Older girls and women had the hazardous 
task of hauling baskets of coal up narrow ladders.

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



84 Jacaranda History Alive 9 Australian Curriculum Second Edition

c03TheIndustrialRevolution_1750_1914.indd Page 84 25/07/17  2:33 PM

SOURCE 8 Testimony of Isabel Wilson, aged 38, before the 1842 Mines Commission

I have been married 19 years and have had 10 [children]; seven are [alive]. When [I worked in the mines] I was 
a carrier of coals, which caused me to miscarry five times from the strains, and was [very] ill after each … [My] 
last child was born on Saturday morning, and I was at work on the Friday night. Once I met with an accident; 
a coal broke my cheek-bone, which kept me idle some weeks. I have [worked] below 30 years, and so has my 
husband; he is getting touched in the breath now.

SOURCE 9 Testimony of Jane Johnson, aged 26, before the 1842 Mines Commission

I could carry 2 hundredweight [just over 100 kilograms!] when 15 years of age but I now feel the weakness upon 
me from the strains. I have been married near 10 years and had 4 children; have usually (worked) till within one 
or two days of the children’s birth. Many women lose their strength early from overwork and get injured in their 
backs and legs; was crushed by a stone some time since and forced to lose one of my fingers.

SOURCE 10 Testimony of Agnes Kerr, aged 15, before the 1842 Mines Commission

… [I] make 18 to 20 journeys a-day; a journey to and fro is about 200 to 250 fathom [one fathom equals 1.8 
metres]; have to ascend and descend many ladders; can carry 1.5 hundredweight [approximately 76 kilograms]. 
I do not know how many feet there are in a fathom …: know the distance from habit; it is sore crushing work; 
many lassies cry as they bring up the burdens. Accidents frequently happen from the tugs breaking and the 
loads falling on those behind and the lasses are much (inflicted) with swelled ankles. I cannot say that I like the 
work well; for I am obliged to do it.

3.4 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check your understanding
1. Why would factory owners not want their employees to have access to a clock or a watch (see SOURCE 2)?
2. How were factory workers punished for not following factory rules?
3. Why did mining become more dangerous as mines became deeper?
4. In what ways were all members of a family engaged in coalmining?
5. What were the consequences of the inquiry by the Mines Commission in the early 1840s?

Apply your understanding
6. In SOURCE 8, Isabel Wilson describes her husband as being ‘touched in the breath’. What do you think she 

means by this statement?
7. Use SOURCE 1 to identify four dangerous or unhealthy practices that occurred in a typical nineteenth-

century textile factory.
8. From the sources, identify two types of injury or illness that factory workers could suffer from.
9. What evidence is there in the sources that factory workers were expected to keep their machines running at 

all times?
10. From the images in SOURCES 5, 6, and 7, identify and explain three possible sources of injury to mine 

workers.
11. Did pregnant women receive any special treatment while working in the mines? Support your answer with 

evidence from the sources.
12. From information in SOURCE 10, calculate the total distance that Agnes Kerr travelled each day while 

working in the mines, and the total weight of the coal that she hurried each day.
13. Would you regard the testimony of Dr Ward (see SOURCE 4) as reliable or unreliable? Give reasons for your 

answer.
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3.5 Child labour
3.5.1 Children in the workforce
In the eighteenth century it was normal practice for children to work to help support their family. In agri-
cultural or domestic work situations this had often been under the supervision of parents, who could have 
some influence over the type of work carried out by their children. This changed in the early years of the 
Industrial Revolution. Children who worked in factories and mines were subjected to harsh and often brutal 
conditions.

3.5.2 Children in the textile factories
Owners of textile mills were quick to recognise that they could employ children for lower wages than 
adults. Indeed, children often outnumbered adults in factory work. It has been estimated that in 1788 more 
than two-thirds of employees in cotton mills in England and Scotland were children. While older children 
and teenagers could often take charge of running a spinning or weaving machine, it was the work carried 
out by younger children that was the most dangerous.

 Complete this digital doc: Worksheet 3.2: Living and working conditions in the towns

RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY

SOURCE 1 From A Narrative of William Dodd, A Factory Cripple, 1841

At the age of six I became a piecer … each piecing requires three or four rubs, over a space of three or four 
inches; and the continual friction of the hand in rubbing the piecing upon the coarse wrapper wears off the skin, 
and causes the finger to bleed. The position in which the piecer stands to his work is with the right foot forward, 
and his right side facing the frame. In this position he continues during the day, with his hands, feet, and eyes 
constantly in motion … the chief weight of his body rests upon his right knee, which is almost always the first 
joint to give way … my evenings were spent in preparing for the following day — in rubbing my knees, ankles, 
elbows, and wrists with oil, etc. I went to bed, to cry myself to sleep.

SOURCE 2 From F. Trollope, Michael Armstrong, the Factory Boy, 1840

A little girl about seven years old, whose job as scavenger was to collect incessantly from the factory floor, 
the flying fragments of cotton that might impede the work … while the hissing machinery passed over her, 
and when this is skilfully done, and the head, body, and the outstretched limbs carefully glued to the floor, the 
steady moving, but threatening mass, may pass and repass over the dizzy head and trembling body without 
touching it. But accidents frequently occur; and many are the flaxen locks, rudely torn from infant heads, in the 
process.

Piecers and scavengers
Children employed as ‘piecers’ were required to lean over the spinning machine and repair broken threads. 
They had to do this while the machine was running, and often had more than one machine to watch. It is 
estimated that a piecer looking after a number of machines could walk as much as 30 kilometres a day. 
Other children were employed as ‘scavengers’. They had to crawl under machines collecting loose cotton 
and other waste. This task, also performed while machines were running, was particularly dangerous.
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  3.5.3 Children in the mines 
 Children in coalmines were employed as ‘hurriers’ 
and ‘trappers’. Hurriers were required to carry bas-
kets or tow trucks of coal to the surface. Girls as 
young as six or seven could be employed in this 
way, and would continue this work into their teens. 
The belt or chain around a girl’s waist could damage 
the pelvic bones, and many women who worked in 
the mines as children later died in childbirth.  

 Even younger children were employed as trap-
pers. Their job was to open and close the ventilation 
doors in the underground tunnels to allow the hurriers 
pulling their carts to pass through. Children as young 
as four or fi ve could be employed as trappers, and 
they often sat in the dark for up to 14 hours a day.  

 3.5.4 The ‘climbing boys’ 
 Another occupation that employed large numbers of 
children, some as young as six, was that of chimney 
sweep. A sweep would employ a number of young 
boys, known as ‘climbing boys’, to climb up into 
chimneys and clean them with a hand brush or metal 
scraper. It was a dangerous and dirty job. Many 
choked to death from breathing in the dust and soot, 
while others were injured by falling or by becoming 
stuck in narrow chimneys.     

   SOURCE 3  This sketch of a young person pulling a truck full of coal was created c. 1842. 

   SOURCE 4  This sketch of a young trapper opening the door for another child with his 
truck of coal was created c. 1842. 

   SOURCE 5  Young boys employed as chimney 
sweeps worked in dangerous and dirty conditions. 
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3.6 Urban conditions and people’s health
3.6.1 Urbanisation and overcrowding
Increases in population during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries occurred mostly in 
the Midlands and north of England and in the lowlands of Scotland and southern Wales. Towns and 
cities grew most quickly close to coal and iron deposits, as these were also the major areas of factory 
development.

Industrialisation led to the rapid growth of British cities and large towns. In the first 30 years of the 
nineteenth century, cities such as Birmingham and Sheffield doubled in population. Manchester, Liverpool, 
Leeds and Glasgow more than doubled in population during this time. Towns and cities grew without any 
planning or government supervision. A large proportion of the housing was built by the factory owners to 
rent out to their workers. These factory owners wanted to keep costs down, so the housing was often poorly 
constructed, with as many houses as possible built on one site. Some families rented older houses that had 
previously belonged to the wealthier classes. In these cases, each family was often crowded into one room 
for cooking, eating and sleeping.

 Complete this digital doc: Worksheet 3.3: Children and their chores

RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY

3.5 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check your understanding
1. In rural communities children had helped with many different tasks, so the employment of children was not 

new. Why did child labour become more of a problem during the Industrial Revolution?
2. Why was the employment of children so attractive to the owners of textile factories?
3. Explain the roles of hurriers and trappers in coalmines.

Apply your understanding
4. From SOURCE 1 identify the main types of injuries that could be suffered by piecers in a textile factory.
5. From the information provided in SOURCE 2, explain why the job of scavenger in a textile factory was so 

dangerous.
6. What were the risks faced by young girls employed as hurriers in coalmines?
7. The artists who drew SOURCES 3, 4 and 5 were attempting to present the negative side of child labour. 

Explain how each artist has achieved this in their drawings.

DID YOU KNOW? 
The British Parliament passed laws in 1788, 1834, 1840 and 1864 that aimed to control the employment of 
‘climbing boys’ by chimney sweeps, but most of these laws were ignored. It was not until after 1875, when the 
police gained the power to enforce these laws, that the practice of employing young boys in this way was finally 
stopped.
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 SOURCE 2  From Alexis de Tocqueville, a French aristocrat writing about Manchester in 1835

 A sort of black smoke covers the city. Under this half-daylight 300 000 human beings are ceaselessly at work. 
The homes of the poor are scattered haphazard around the factories. From this fi lthy sewer pure gold fl ows. In 
Manchester civilised man is turned back almost into a savage.  

 SOURCE 3  From a letter to a parliamentary inquiry in 1840, written by Dr Roberton, a Manchester surgeon

 Manchester is a huge overgrown village, built according to no defi nite plan. The homes of the work-people 
have been built in the factory districts. The interests and convenience of the manufacturers have determined 
the growth of the town and the manner of that growth, while the comfort, health and happiness [of the workers] 
have not been considered. Manchester has no public park or other ground where the population can walk and 
breathe the fresh air. Every advantage has been sacrifi ced to the getting of money.  

   3.6.2 Housing and sanitation 
 Houses were built with the cheapest possible materials and were often built back to back without any gar-
dens. Amenities that we take for granted, such as water supply, were ignored. Streets were narrow, with 
poor drainage, and were fi lled with rubbish and raw sewage. There were no sewerage pipes to remove 
waste and no council rubbish collection as we know today. Groups of houses relied on  cesspools  for the 
disposal of sewage, but overcrowding meant that these frequently overfl owed, contaminating rivers and 
wells that were the only sources of drinking water. Diseases such as  cholera  and  typhus  were common and 
spread quickly through densely populated urban areas.     

  SOURCE 1  Most factory workers lived in poor-quality, overcrowded housing without sanitation.  

 A
 E

 F

 G

 H

 B

 C

 D

  Rubbish was thrown into the 
street and left to rot, as there 
was no organised rubbish 
collection.

  Houses had small windows or 
no windows at all.

  Sewage was collected in 
cesspools, which were 
emptied by ‘nightmen’, 
although not always as 
regularly or often as necessary.

  Crime, such as pickpocketing, 
fl ourished in these squalid 
conditions.

  Houses were of poor quality, 
built using the cheapest 
possible materials.

  Families were often 
crowded into a single 
room.

  There was no piped water supply, so water 
was collected from communal wells or nearby 
rivers.

  Streets were no more than narrow 
lanes, with open drains running down 
the middle.

 A

 B

 C

 D

 E

 F  G  H
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3.7 Poor laws and workhouses
3.7.1 The Old Poor Law
Various structures for helping the poor had existed in Britain since the Middle Ages. In the 1830s this 
system was reformed, and relief for the poor was restricted largely to those who lived in special institutions 
called workhouses.

SOURCE 4 From Dr William Duncan, Report on the Sanitary Condition of Liverpool, 1839

In the streets inhabited by the working classes, I believe that the great majority are without sewers, and that 
where they do exist they are of a very imperfect kind unless where the ground has a natural inclination, therefore 
the surface water and fluid refuse of every kind stagnate in the street, and add, especially in hot weather, their 
pestilential influence to that of the more solid filth … the only means afforded for carrying off the fluid dirt being 
a narrow, open, shallow gutter, which sometimes exists, but even this is very generally choked up with stagnant 
filth.

DID YOU KNOW? 
In 1696 the English Parliament had introduced a Window Tax, which taxed all houses based on the number 
and size of their windows. This tax was not removed until 1851, so most builders providing cheap housing in 
the first half of the nineteenth century used as few windows as possible. Lack of light and fresh air made living 
conditions even more unhealthy.

3.6 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check your understanding
1. Explain two ways in which the builders of houses in the factory towns kept costs down.
2. How did people living in these areas get rid of their rubbish and human waste?
3. Why would disease spread quickly in towns such as Manchester and Liverpool?
4. What is meant by the term urbanisation?
5. Why would you expect there to be a strong connection between industrialisation and urbanisation?

Apply your understanding
6. Use SOURCE 1 to identify five features of early nineteenth-century industrial towns that would make them 

unpleasant places to live.
7. In SOURCE 2, what did the writer mean by, ‘From this filthy sewer pure gold flows’?
8. Why might crime have flourished in the conditions described in this spread?
9. What were the two main criticisms that Dr Roberton (see SOURCE 3) expressed in relation to the planning 

and layout of Manchester?
10. How might the conditions described in SOURCE 4 have contributed to the spread of diseases such as 

cholera?

 Complete this digital doc: Worksheet 3.2: Living and working conditions in the towns

RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY
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By the time of the Industrial Revolution, the poor in England were looked after by a system that had 
been set up in the late sixteenth century. Each village or parish had to take care of its own poor, and those 
who owned property paid a special tax called the Poor Rate. Some of the money was used to supply food or 
other necessities for paupers living in their own homes. This was called outdoor relief. In some villages 
or parishes, special places were built to house and feed the poor. Known as workhouses, they were often 
very crowded, unpleasant places to live. Requiring the poor to live in these places was called indoor relief.

3.7.2 The New Poor Law
Following the Swing Riots of 
1830 (see subtopic 3.3), the 
British government set up a 
royal commission to investigate 
the operation of the Poor Laws. 
The commission made the fol-
lowing recommendations:
 • outdoor relief should be 

abolished
 • only those living in the work-

houses should be entitled to 
any assistance

 • the workhouse should be as 
unpleasant as possible to dis-
courage anybody capable of 
working from wanting to live 
there.
In 1834 Parliament passed the 

Poor Law Amendment Act to 
put these recommendations into 
effect. This set up a system known as the New Poor Law, and 350 new workhouses were built by 1839. The 
workhouse system continued into the early twentieth century.

3.7.3 Life in the 
workhouse
Conditions in workhouses were 
deliberately made as unpleasant 
as possible. Under the Old Poor 
Law, families in workhouses 
could stay together, but under 
the new system families were 
split up. Men and women were 
kept separate and their children 
were removed from their care. All 
inmates of the workhouse, except 
for the very youngest children, 
were put to work. This work usu-
ally consisted of hand-grinding 
corn, breaking stones or picking 
oakum.

SOURCE 1 This nineteenth-century painting shows a family living 
in poverty. Under the Old Poor Law system the workhouse was an 
unpleasant place to live, but families could at least stay together.

SOURCE 2 Women in the workhouse could be put to work picking 
oakum, as shown in this nineteenth-century photograph.
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 Imposition of strict rules 
 The workhouse was run by the Master, who was expected to manage it on a very tight budget. Strict regu-
lations were imposed on the inhabitants of the workhouse, and the Master had the power to impose savage 
punishment on those who disobeyed the rules. Parents were rarely allowed to see their children and outside 
visitors were not allowed. Meals were kept to the bare minimum necessary to sustain life and had to be 
eaten in silence. In Charles Dickens’  Oliver Twist , young Oliver asks for more food and is punished by 
being placed in solitary confi nement. Children were given very little education and were usually appren-
ticed out to local employers at an early age. In Dickens’ story, young Oliver Twist was to be apprenticed to 
a chimney sweep but is eventually apprenticed to an undertaker at the age of nine.      

SOURCE 3 From a Rochester correspondent to The Times, 26 December 1840

Upwards of half-a-dozen girls in the workhouse, some of them verging on womanhood, have at times had their 
persons exposed in the most brutal and indecent manner, by the Master, for the purpose of infl icting on them 
cruel fl oggings; and the same girls, at other times, have, in a scarcely less indecent manner, been compelled by 
him to strip the upper parts of their persons naked, to allow him to scourge them with birch rods on their bared 
shoulders and waists, and which, from more than one of the statements from the lips of the sufferers, appears 
to have been infl icted without mercy. One girl says, ‘My back was marked with blood’.

   SOURCE 4  Workhouse inmates were fed a minimal diet, and forced to eat in silence, as shown in this 
nineteenth-century photograph. 

 DID YOU KNOW?  
 A scandal arose in 1845 over conditions in the workhouse in the town of Andover. The Master, Mr McDougal, 
was a bully and a drunk who savagely beat small children and regularly raped women under his care. He had 
kept rations to such a minimum that starving inmates were found to be trying to eat animal bones they were 
supposed to be grinding up for fertiliser. The story was publicised in  The Times  newspaper in London and 
caused a national outcry. 
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3.8 Reformers and progress
3.8.1 Influential reformers
The early years of the Industrial Revolution were marked by appalling working and living conditions for 
factory and mine workers. But changes and improvements began to be introduced during the nineteenth 
century. Laws passed to protect workers were often the result of determined campaigning by prominent 
individuals.

Many prominent citizens became concerned at the working and living conditions of ordinary working 
people during the Industrial Revolution. A number of them sought to bring about change.

Robert Owen
Robert Owen bought a share in the New Lanark cotton mills in Scotland in 1800 and managed them for 
the next 25 years. Owen disagreed with the widespread attitude among factory owners that workers had to 
be paid low wages and treated poorly to ensure the biggest profits. He stopped employing children under 
10 in his factories, provided schooling for the younger children and limited the working hours for children 
over 10 so they could also attend school. He provided clean, comfortable housing as well as a pleasant 
working environment for his workers. His business was very successful and he travelled all around Britain 
promoting his ideas.

Lord Ashley (later the Earl of Shaftesbury)
As a member of Parliament Lord Ashley promoted the passing of laws to improve the working conditions 
of ordinary working people. He was responsible for introducing some of the Factory Acts that restricted the 
use of child labour in textile mills. He supported the Mines Act of 1842 that outlawed the employment of 
women and young children in coalmines (see subtopic 3.4). Lord Ashley was also responsible for setting up 
the first free schools for poor children.

3.7 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question,
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check your understanding
1. Explain two differences between the Old Poor Law and the New Poor Law.
2. What was the Poor Rate?
3. Why was there a deliberate policy to make the workhouse an unpleasant place to live?
4. In what types of activities were workhouse inmates employed?
5. Explain how children were treated in the workhouse.

Apply your understanding
6. Using the material provided in the sources, describe two ways in which workhouse conditions were kept as 

unpleasant as possible.
7. What does the treatment of paupers under the New Poor Law tell us about attitudes towards poverty in 

nineteenth-century Britain?

 Complete this digital doc: Worksheet 3.4: Help for the poor?

RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY
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 Edwin Chadwick 
 Edwin Chadwick was a lawyer who initially became involved in both Poor Law reform and the issue of 
child labour in the early 1830s. As a member of the Poor Law Commission he was largely responsible for 
the provisions of the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834. He also contributed to a government report that 
recommended reductions in working hours for children in factories. Many of his ideas were included in the 
Factory Act of 1833 (see  SOURCE 2 ). In 1842 he published a report on the insanitary living conditions of 
the working classes in the overcrowded towns and cities. He became a strong campaigner for clean water 
supplies and proper sewerage systems to improve levels of public health.  

 3.8.2 Factory reform 
 During the nineteenth century Parliament passed a number of Factory Acts, most of which were designed 
to restrict the employment of women and children in factories, and to limit the number of hours that could 
be worked in a day. 

 3.8.3 Public health reform 
 Edwin Chadwick’s  Report on the Sanitary Conditions of the Labouring Population of Great Britain  in 1842 
highlighted the need to improve the living conditions of the poor in major towns and cities. It took years 
to achieve real progress. In some parts of Britain, improvements did not occur until well into the twentieth 
century. 

 The Public Health Act of 1848 
 A Central Board of Health was set up, with Chadwick as one of its members, with the power to set up 
local boards in areas where the death rate from disease was particularly high. These local authorities had 
the power to manage street cleaning, collection of refuse, supply of clean water and installation of sew-
erage systems. This system led to improvements in some towns but was not very effective across the whole 
country. 

   SOURCE 1  At Robert Owen’s New Lanark mill, children were provided with an education, including 
dancing classes. 
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  London sets the standard 
 As the largest city in Britain, London 
experienced particularly bad sanitation 
problems. In 1847 a Commission of 
Sewers was set up to remove all the cess-
pits and replace them with underground 
sewerage. By 1865 a sewerage system 
had been established for all of London. 

 The Public Health Acts of 
1872 and 1875 
 These laws divided the whole country 
into sanitary districts, setting up local 
health boards to control water supply 
and sewerage systems. Further laws 
passed at this time gave local councils 
the power to purchase whole slum dis-
tricts, demolish them and replace them 
with improved housing, including parks 
and gardens.     

 SOURCE 2  Factory reform

  Factory Act 1819  — Limited the hours worked by children to a maximum of 12 per day 

  Factory Act 1833  — Banned employment of children under 9 and limited 10–13-year-olds to a 48-hour week in 
the textiles industry. To enforce this rule, factory inspectors were introduced (although there were initially only 
four inspectors for all of England). 

  Factory Act 1844  — Reduced the maximum working hours for women to 12 hours per day 

  Ten Hour Act 1847  — Reduced maximum working hours for women and children to 10 hours per day 

  Factory Act 1850  — Prohibited women and children from working in a factory before 6 am or after 6 pm 

  Factory Act 1874  — Set a maximum of 56.5 hours of work per week for all workers  

   SOURCE 3  The construction of sewers in London removed 
cesspits from the streets, improving sanitation. 

 DID YOU KNOW?  
 People living in crowded houses would frequently empty their toilet pot out the window, often from one or 
two storeys above the street. To warn anybody walking below, they would call out the French,  Gardez l’eau ! 
(‘Beware of the water!’). This came to be expressed as ‘Gardey loo!’ and is said to be the origin of the word loo 
as an alternative term for toilet. 

 3.8 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question,
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au . Note: Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check your understanding 
1.    Outline the major achievements of each of the following: 

(a)    Robert Owen  
(b)   Lord Ashley  
(c)   Edwin Chadwick.    
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  3.9  Social unrest and trade unions 
 3.9.1 Social unrest, protests and riots 
 As the industrial and agricultural revolu-
tions progressed, many factory, mine and 
farm workers were dissatisfi ed with their 
working conditions. Initially this showed up 
as protests and even riots, but as the nine-
teenth century progressed, workers began 
to organise into unions to work towards 
improvements in their working lives. 

 The social upheaval resulting from the 
agricultural and industrial changes led to 
a number of protest movements by ordi-
nary working people in the early nineteenth 
century. 

 The Luddites 
 Many skilled artisans of the old cottage tex-
tile industry felt that the use of machines 
in factories had robbed them of their live-
lihood. Between 1811 and 1817, groups 
of these workers protested by destroying 
the new machines. They were known as 

2.   Explain the improvements that occurred as a result of the Public Health Acts of 1848, 1872 and 1875.  
3.   Draw a timeline to demonstrate the improvements in urban living standards that occurred in Britain after 

1830.   

 Apply your understanding 
4.    From  SOURCE 1 , suggest some of the classes other than dancing that might have been taught at Robert 

Owen’s New Lanark school.  
5.   Using the information in  SOURCE 2 , describe how conditions were gradually improved for factory workers 

during the nineteenth century.  
6.   Examine  SOURCE 3  and explain why the provision of an underground sewerage system can be regarded as a 

major achievement.  
7.   With only four factory inspectors employed for all of England (see  SOURCE 2 ), how well do you think the 

Factory Act of 1833 was enforced? Give reasons for your answer.  
8.   Using the school library or the internet, complete the following tasks: 

(a)    Find two facts not already mentioned in this spread about the reformer Robert Owen. With your teacher’s 
assistance, collate your fi ndings with those of the rest of the class, and compile a biography of Owen, 
highlighting his activities and achievements.  

(b)   Investigate a reformer (other than those described in this spread) who had a signifi cant impact on 
improving working and living conditions for workers and their families during this time. Prepare a brief 
report on that person’s achievements for presentation to the class.     

     Complete this digital doc:   Worksheet 3.5: Changes for the better          

  RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY 

   SOURCE 1  A nineteenth-century artwork of Luddites using 
a sledgehammer and a crowbar to smash power looms in a 
cotton mill   
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 Luddites , after their probably fi ctitious leader, King Ned Ludd. In 1811 more than one thousand industrial 
machines were smashed. Between 1812 and 1813, 14 Luddites were executed and many more were trans-
ported to the colonies for life.  

 Peterloo Massacre 
 The most infamous incident of this period was known as the Peterloo Massacre. In August 1819 a group of 
around 50 000 protesters gathered peacefully at St Peter’s Fields near Manchester to demand economic and 
political reform. Instead they were attacked by mounted troops, with 15 killed and more than six hundred 
seriously wounded. Incidents such as this helped awaken many to the social problems that had arisen from 
the agricultural and industrial revolutions.  

 3.9.2 Trade unions 
 Trade unions had fi rst developed as associations of people who worked in similar trades. They had very 
little impact until the growth of factories brought large numbers of workers together in the one place. 
Employers in these factories were opposed to the formation of unions that might have campaigned for 
improved wages or working conditions. They convinced Parliament to pass laws severely restricting union 
activity. 

 The Combination Acts 
 In 1799 and 1800 Parliament passed the Combination Acts, which effectively banned workers from com-
bining to form unions. The Combination Acts were  repealed  in 1824, but a series of  strikes  led to the 
passing of the Combination Act of 1825. This allowed unions to bargain with employers over wages and 
hours of work, but banned them from using strike action. 

   SOURCE 2  An 1819 cartoon depicting the Peterloo Massacre. The offi cer is calling to his men: ‘Remember, the 
more you kill, the less Poor Rates you’ll have to pay, so go to it, lads, show your courage and your loyalty!’ 
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 The Chartists 
 In 1836 a group of tradesmen who had been infl uenced 
by the ideas of Robert Owen (see  spread 3.7 ) formed the 
London Working Men’s Association. In 1837 they pub-
lished the People’s Charter, which aimed to improve the 
voting system to allow more working people to have a say 
in parliamentary elections. Supporters of this charter became 
known as Chartists. In 1842 large numbers of workers went 
on strike in support of improved wages and the principles 
contained in the People’s Charter. Many were arrested, and 
more than fi fty Chartists were sentenced to transportation to 
the Australian colonies.  

 The Tolpuddle Martyrs 
 In 1834 six farm labourers in the village of Tolpuddle in Dorset were arrested for swearing an oath of 
loyalty to their union, the Friendly Society of Agricultural Labourers. It was no longer illegal to belong to 
a union, so they were prosecuted under an obscure law relating to the swearing of oaths. They were sen-
tenced to seven years’ transportation to Van Diemen’s Land. Outraged public opinion and the presentation 
of a huge petition to Parliament led to their being pardoned in 1836. They became an important symbol of 
the right of free association for workers.  

   SOURCE 3  Between 50 000 and 60 000 trade union members gathered on 21 April 1834 in Copenhagen Fields 
(outside London) to present a petition to the Prime Minister in support of the Tolpuddle Martyrs. 

 DID YOU KNOW?  
 Many participants in the Eureka Rebellion 
at Ballarat, Victoria, in 1854 (see  spread 
6.2 ) had been active Chartists in Britain. 
The fi rst President of the Ballarat Reform 
League was Welsh-born Chartist John 
Basson Humffray. The miners’ demands 
were inspired by Chartist ideals, 
and Reform League members Henry 
Holyoake and Thomas Kennedy had both 
been active Chartists in England. 
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The New Model Trade Unions
In the 1850s groups of skilled tradesmen set up their own unions, beginning with the Amalgamated Society 
of Engineers in 1851. These unions provided their members with a wide range of services, such as sickness 
benefits. They attracted strong support, and soon became a model for other groups of workers.

Improved legal status
In response to the growth of unions, in 1867 Parliament set up a royal commission to investigate trade 
unions. The commission found that most ‘new model’ unions served a useful social purpose and should 
have legal status. The Trade Union Act of 1871 gave unions many of the same legal rights as businesses, 
including the right to own property. In 1875 unions in Britain gained the legal right to bargain on behalf of 
their members, including the right to strike.

3.10 SkillBuilder: Recognising different 
perspectives
3.10.1 What is a historical perspective?
A historical perspective is a point of view from which historical events, problems and issues can be 
analysed. For example, the perspective of a factory owner in the early nineteenth century would be quite 
different from that of a child working in a factory or coalmine. Also, the way we view events today may 

 Complete this digital doc: Worksheet 3.6: Social unrest and trade unions
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3.9 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question,
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check your understanding
1. Who were the Luddites (see SOURCE 1), and what activities did they engage in?
2. Why were factory owners opposed to the formation of unions?
3. Explain the significance of each of the following in the development of the union movement:

(a) the Tolpuddle Martyrs
(b) the Chartists
(c) the New Model Trade Unions.

Apply your understanding
4. Examine SOURCE 2. Identify three features of the cartoon that tell you that the artist strongly opposed the 

actions of the troops in the Peterloo Massacre.
5. What does SOURCE 3 tell us about the nature of the protest against the punishment of the Tolpuddle Martyrs?
6. How can we tell that the British Parliament was more strongly influenced by factory owners than by workers 

and unions?
7. The activities of unionists and other protesters in Britain influenced the growth of the union movement in 

Australia. Suggest a reason for this influence.
8. Using information from this spread and spread 3.2, draw a timeline that demonstrates the impact of social 

unrest in Britain on the Australian colonies during the nineteenth century.
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be quite different from the way people viewed them in the past. Our expectation today is that all children 
attend school from the age of five or six until their mid or late teens. Two hundred years ago in Britain 
and most other European countries only the children of the wealthy were educated. Most children were 
expected to work to help the family as soon as they were physically able. Our perspective on child labour 
is completely different from the perspective of those living in the late eighteenth or early nineteenth 
centuries.

Why is it important to recognise a historical perspective?
When examining any historical issue or event, we should be trying to build up an accurate picture of what 
actually happened in the past. If we are relying on a primary source in the form of an eyewitness report of 
an event, we need to be aware of possible bias or prejudice on the part of that eyewitness. If we know the 
particular perspective or point of view of that eyewitness, we can take any such prejudices into account 
when assessing the accuracy of their account. Gathering eyewitness reports from a number of people, all 
with different perspectives of the events in question, will help us form the most accurate picture. In order to 
do this we need to know the perspective of each eyewitness.

3.10.2 How do we 
identify or recognise 
a historical 
perspective?
The more we know about the 
person providing the evidence, 
the better able we are to identify 
that person’s perspective. We 
know a good deal about factory 
reformer Robert Owen from his 
writings and his actions. If we 
read a report by Owen in which 
he praised the management of 
a particular textile factory, we 
would expect that the factory 
was being run in a manner 
similar to that of Owen’s own 
New Lanark mills. We know 
enough about Owen to be able 
to recognise his perspective. If 
we were to read the opinions 
of another factory owner, we 
would want to find out as much 
as possible about that person 
to determine their perspective. 
This would allow us to assess 
their opinions and identify any 
bias or prejudice.

An example of the use 
of historical perspective
William Blanchard Jerrold was 
a writer and journalist. In 1869 

SOURCE 1 This engraving by Gustave Doré of a scene in the London 
street of Houndsditch appeared in London: A Pilgrimage in 1872.
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Examine each of the sources below. For each quote:
1.  Find out as much as you can from the school library or the internet about the author of the quote, and write 

a brief statement about that person’s perspective in relation to child labour in mines and factories.
2. Explain how each quote demonstrates that perspective.

SOURCE 2 From Michael Sadler, in a speech in the House of Commons, 16 March 1832

The parents rouse them in the morning and receive them tired and exhausted after the day has closed; 
they see them droop and sicken, and, in many cases, become cripples and die, before they reach their 
prime; and they do all this, because they must otherwise starve. It is a mockery to contend that these 
parents have a choice. They choose the lesser evil, and reluctantly resign their offspring to the captivity 
and pollution of the mill.

SOURCE 3 Henry ‘Orator’ Hunt, in a speech in the House of Commons, 16 March 1832

The question is, whether the children of the manufacturing poor should work for more hours than human 
nature can sustain. If the honourable members were to see hundreds of the poor, unfortunate wretches 
employed in the cotton-mills in Lancashire, they would feel the absolute necessity of adopting an active 
interference. I say, let the manufacturer keep double the number of workmen, but do not let him destroy 
the health of the rising generation.

SOURCE 4 Henry Thomas Hope, in a speech in the House of Commons, 16 March 1832

The right honourable member [Michael Sadler] seems to consider that it is desirable for adults to replace 
children. I cannot concur with that opinion, because I think that the labour of children is a great resource 
to their parents and of great benefit to themselves. I therefore, on these grounds, oppose this measure … 
I believe that the bill will be productive of great inconvenience, not only to persons who have embarked 
large capital in the cotton manufactures, but even to workmen and children themselves …

he collaborated with French artist Gustave Doré to produce a book called London: A Pilgrimage. Published 
in 1872, this book featured descriptions and drawings of many of the poorest parts of London and its most 
impoverished inhabitants. It included 180 engravings by Doré showing slum areas, extreme poverty and 
the depressed state of much of the population. Jerrold and Doré were accused by many of showing only 
the worst aspects of London, but they clearly wanted to make their readers more aware of the conditions 
suffered by the poor. Examine SOURCE 1 on the previous page.

This illustration from Jerrold and Doré’s book shows a poor family trying to sell a few trinkets on the 
street. All the family look thin and poorly clothed. The street looks dark and dirty. The fact that the whole 
family is present suggests they may be homeless. The whole scene is designed to show just how distressing 
poverty could be on the streets of London. When we understand Doré’s perspective we realise that he may 
have deliberately exaggerated the scene to get his message across to the reader.

3.10.3 Developing my skills

 Complete this digital doc: Worksheet 3.7: Recognising different perspectives
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3.11 Review
3.11.1 Review
In this topic we have studied the impact of the agricultural and industrial revolutions on the lives of ordinary 
people during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This has included both adults and children working 
on farms, in factories and in coalmines. We have also examined living conditions in the rapidly growing 
towns, the way in which the poor were treated, and how progress was eventually made in improving the 
lives of the people.

KEY TERMS
biased accounts narrative or description in which a writer presents only one side of an issue in an effort to 
convince the reader
cesspools a pit into which householders with no toilets could empty their waste, which was later collected by 
workers known as nightmen
cholera a bacterial disease of the intestines, causing vomiting and diarrhoea. It is transmitted through 
contaminated water and can lead to death through dehydration.
impartial observations comments and reflections that recognise all sides and opinions relating to an issue or 
event, leaving it to the reader to form his or her own judgement
indoor relief the provision of assistance to the inmates of the workhouse
Luddites a group of protesters who expressed their opposition to industrialisation by smashing factory 
machines
outdoor relief the provision of assistance to the poor while allowing them to remain in their own homes
parish an area of local government centred on the local church, which fulfilled some of the functions that local 
municipal councils perform in our own society
paupers pauper a very poor person
picking oakum unpicking short lengths of rope coated in tar. Oakum would be rammed between the planks on 
wooden ships to make them watertight.
repealed repeal withdrawal of a law or set of laws by Parliament
royal commission a special public inquiry set up by government to investigate a particular issue and to make 
recommendations for changes in the law
strikes attempt by employees to put pressure on their employer by refusing to work
typhus a fatal disease spread by the bites of lice and fleas
workhouses workhouse an institution built to house the poor

3.11 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Multiple choice quiz

Short answer quiz
1. How did the balance between urban and rural population in Britain change during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries?
2. Identify one major way in which agricultural workers were disadvantaged by enclosure.
3. List three dangers to the health and safety of workers in an early-nineteenth-century textile mill.
4. List three dangers to the health and safety of workers in an early-nineteenth-century coalmine.
5. What jobs were carried out by ‘hurriers’ and ‘trappers’?
6. What jobs were carried out by ‘piecers’ and ‘scavengers’?
7. Who were the ‘climbing boys’?
8. Identify two reasons why housing for workers during the early years of the Industrial Revolution was of such 

poor quality.
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9. Why was the incidence of disease so high in factory towns in the first half of the nineteenth century?
10. What was a workhouse? Why were more workhouses built after 1834?
11. Why were workhouse conditions deliberately made as unpleasant as possible?
12. What was the effect of the various Factory Acts passed by the British Parliament in the nineteenth century?
13. What were aims of the Combination Acts?
14. What legal status had trade unions gained by 1875?

Apply your understanding
15. Using the internet and your library, identify which of the locations in SOURCE 1 had large numbers of 

factories and experienced rapid population growth during the Industrial Revolution.
16. Which locations remained primarily rural during this period?
17. What is meant by the term gentry in the categories of people included in the table?
18. Give examples of the types of occupations that would have been included in each of the groups of people 

included in the table.
19. Find out as much as you can about the Report on the Sanitary Conditions of the Labouring Population of 

Great Britain. Identify and explain two recommendations Chadwick made in this report that he believed 
would improve sanitary conditions in the overcrowded towns and cities.

20. What conclusions can you draw about the sanitary conditions and levels of disease in factory towns 
compared with areas that were primarily rural? Give two examples from the table to support your conclusion.

21. Which place appears to have had the worst health outcomes in England at this time? Use figures from the 
table to support your conclusion.

22. The average age of death for the professional/gentry group in Bolton is the same as that for labourers in 
Kendal. Explain why you believe this was the case.

The positives and negatives of the Industrial Revolution
Consider the two following opinions:

SOURCE 2 A negative view of the Industrial Revolution. From J. L. and Barbara Hammond, The Rise of 
Modern Industry, 1925, p. 232

England asked for profits and received profits. Everything turned to profit. The towns had their profitable 
dirt, their profitable slums, their profitable smoke, their profitable disorder, their profitable ignorance, their 
profitable despair …

For the new town was not a home where man could find beauty, happiness, leisure, learning, religion, 
the influences that civilise outlook and habit, but a bare and desolate place, without colour, air or 
laughter, where man, woman and child worked, ate and slept …

The new factories and new furnaces were like the Pyramids, telling of man’s enslavement rather than of 
his power, casting their long shadow over the society that took such pride in them.

SOURCE 1 Average age of death in selected countries and cities in 
England, 1842

  Average age of death

Place Professional/Gentry Tradesmen Labourers

Bethnal Green 45 26 16

Bolton 34 23 18

Derby 49 38 21

Kendal 45 39 34

Leeds 44 27 19

Liverpool 35 22 15

Manchester 38 20 17

Wiltshire 50 48 33

Source: From Edwin Chadwick, Report on the Sanitary Conditions of the Labouring 
Population of Great Britain, 1842, www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/PHchadwick.htm.
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Back to the big questions
At the beginning of this topic several big questions were posed. Use the knowledge you have gained to answer 
these questions.
1. How did the Industrial Revolution affect population growth and where people lived?
2. What were the experiences of men, women and children as workers on farms, and in factories and mines?
3. What was the impact on towns and cities as people moved away from the countryside to work in factories 

and mines?
4. How were living and working conditions for workers improved during the nineteenth century?

Go online to access additional end of topic resources such as interactivities and printable worksheets.

 Try out this interactivity: Industrial revolution: Impact on people timeline

 Complete these digital docs: Worksheet 3.8: Crossword

 Worksheet 3.9: Summing up

 Worksheet 3.10: Reflection

RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY

23. Using what you have learned in this topic and topic 2, work in groups of three or four to draw up two lists, 
one list of the positive effects of the Industrial Revolution, and one of the negative effects. Compare your 
lists with those of the rest of the class. Your teacher can assist in collating complete lists of all the positives 
and negatives identified.

24. After considering all the positives and negatives, write your own opinion on whether or not the Industrial 
Revolution was a positive or negative experience for Britain and its people. Remember to justify your 
opinion with evidence.

SOURCE 3 A positive view of the Industrial Revolution. From T. S. Ashton, The Industrial Revolution 
(1760–1830), 1948, p. 129

An historian has written of ‘the disasters of the industrial revolution’ … [I]f he means that the technical 
and economic changes were themselves the source of calamity the opinion is surely perverse. The 
central problem of the age was how to feed and clothe and employ generations of children outnumbering 
by far those of any earlier time. [England] … was delivered … by those who … had the wit and resource 
to devise new instruments of production and new methods of administering industry. There are today 
[in the Third World] men and women, plague-ridden and hungry, living lives little better, to outward 
appearance, than those of the cattle that toil with them by day and share their places of sleep at night. 
Such … horrors are the lot of those who increase their numbers without passing through an industrial 
revolution.
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