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A timeline of chAnges 
during the industriAl 
revolution

1795
Food riots in parts of 
England protest high 
bread prices.

1811–13
Luddites engage in 
damaging textile 
machines.

1875
The Public Health Act 
extends the powers of 
Health Boards to control 
water supply and 
sewerage systems.

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

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

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

1848
The Public Health Act 
sets up Boards of 
Health to deal with 
sanitation problems in 
cities and towns.

1799–1800
Parliament passes the 

Combination Acts, 
making trade unions 

illegal.

1819
Parliament passes a 
Factory Act limiting 

hours of factory work by 
children.

Large numbers of 
protesters are killed or 
injured in the Peterloo 

Massacre.

1824
The Combination Acts 
are repealed, allowing 
workers to form trade 

unions.

1874
Parliament passes a 
Factory Act, setting 

maximum allowable 
working hours per week 

for all workers.

1871
The Trade Union Act 
gives unions official 

legal status.

1833
Parliament passes a 
Factory Act banning 

children nine years and 
younger from working in 

factories.

1842
The Mines Act bans the 

employment in coalmines 
of girls and women, and 

boys under the age of 10.
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the mAking of the modern world
IndustrIal revolutIon (1750–1914)

2
The Industrial 
Revolution (1750–1914): 
the impact on people

2.1 overview
2.1.1 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. a range 
of laws determine wages and conditions, health and 
safety is closely regulated and it is illegal to employ 
children under 15. the situation was very different 
200 years ago, as seen in the image to the right. 
Housing was often shoddily built, workplaces dangerous 
and children as young as four could be working in mines 
or factories. 

big questions
1 What was the impact on towns and cities as people moved 

away from the countryside to find employment in factories?
2 How were men, women and children affected by changes 

in working conditions in factories, mines and on farms?
3 How did the growth of factories and cities affect the 

environment and people’s living conditions?
4 To what extent did social unrest lead to the growth in the 

trade union movement and support for movements such as 
Chartism?

5 How did the changes in economic and social 
circumstances lead to the development of new ideas and 
proposals for reform and improvement?

stArter questions
1 How would you react if your way of life, 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 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?

The Industrial Revolution (1750–1914): The impact on people 44
2.1 Overview 44
2.2 Examining the evidence  46
2.3 The impact of enclosure 48
2.4 Conditions in factories and mines 52
2.5 Child labour 56
2.6 Urban conditions and people’s health 59
2.7 Poor laws and workhouses 61
2.8 Social unrest and trade unions 64
2.9 The growth in ideas 68
2.10 Reformers and progress 74
2.11 SkillBuilder: Analysing different perspectives 77
2.12 Review 77

Unc
orr

ec
ted

 pa
ge

 pr
oo

fs



Unc
orr

ec
ted

 pa
ge

 pr
oo

fs



46 Jacaranda History alive 9 victorian Curriculum

2.2 examining the evidence 

2.2.1 How do we know about life during the Industrial Revolution?
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 factory 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 benefits of these 
changes, while ignoring the negative effects on workers and their families.

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.

source 1 this painting appeared on the cover of a modern 
edition of Charles dickens’ novel Hard Times.

Government statistics
In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the government began to collect statistics on all 
aspects of British life. As well as total figures 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.

impartial observations  
comments that recognise 
all sides and opinions 
relating to an issue or 
event, leaving it to the 
reader to form his or 
her own judgment

biased account  
narrative or description in 
which a writer presents 
only one side of an 
issue in an attempt to 
convince the reader
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Records of government inquiries
The rapid social changes taking place in Britain in the nineteenth century sometimes prompted 
the government 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 conditions they had observed. 
The findings of these inquiries would later be published in reports, and this material also survives 
today in official government records.

I object on general principles to government interference in the conduct of any trade, and I am satisfied 
that in mines it would be productive of the greatest injury and injustice. the art of mining is not so perfectly 
understood as to admit of the way in which a colliery shall be conducted being dictated by any person, 
however experienced, with such certainty as would warrant an interference with the management of 
private business. I should also most decidedly object to placing collieries under the present provisions of 
the Factory act with respect to the education of children employed therein.

source 3 testimony of thomas Wilson, esq., of the Banks, silkstone, owner of three collieries, before 
the 1842 Mines Commission

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 4 Coalbrookdale by Night, painted around 1800 by Philip James de loutherbourg

2.2 Putting it All together

using historicAl sources As evidence

1 Coalbrookdale was a coalmining and iron-smelting town 
in the english midlands.
a From an examination of source 4, describe what 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.

2 Identify two ways in which you might be able to 
detect whether or not a writer, painter or witness at 
a government inquiry is biased or impartial in their 
presentation of information.

3 What strategy could you use to ensure that you get the 
most accurate information about the past?

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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2.3 the impact of enclosure
2.3.1 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 1.4). 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).

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 1 urban and rural population growth in england and Wales, 1751–1861

2.3.1 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 outline one major cause of the increase in population in 
Britain during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

using historicAl sources As evidence

2 examine source 1 and answer the following questions, 
providing evidence from the statistics.
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 number – a little over 1.5 million each. 
Why does the table show such a huge difference in 
the percentage increase in urban compared to 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?

2.3.2 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.

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 2.7, looking after the poor was very much a 
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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 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 sufficient 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 eventually abolished in 1834.

source 2 While wealthy farmers benefited from enclosure of their farms, poor farm 
labourers and their families often suffered.

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.

source 3 From F. Moore, Considerations on the Exorbitant Price of Proprietors, 1773

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

source 4 From d. davies, The Case of the Labourers in Husbandry, published in 1795

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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2.3.2 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 Which group in society appears to have benefited most from enclosure? In what ways did this 
group benefit?

2 What benefits did farm labourers lose as farms were enclosed?
3 Give two reasons why a farm labourer’s wages might vary greatly from week to week or season 

to season.
4 What was the aim of the speenhamland system?
5 Why did the speenhamland system ultimately fail?

using historicAl sources As evidence

6 In what ways do sources 2 and 3 demonstrate that different groups of people were affected 
differently by the enclosure movement?

7 explain what the writer in source 4 means when he writes that farm labourers were reduced 
from a state of ‘partial independence to the precarious position of mere hirelings’.

2.3.3 Protests and riots
Conditions in many rural areas became so bad for poor farm labourers that some were driven to 
extreme action to survive, and to try and protect their traditional way of life.

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 difficult 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.

‘.  .  . 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.’

source 5 From the Ipswich Journal, august 1795

Swing Riots of 1830
In the 1820s the increasing use of labour-saving technology such as the threshing machine 
(see subtopic 1.8) 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 2.7). 
In 1830 riots broke out 
in the south and east 
of England. The rioters 
were usually unemployed 
farm workers, who would 
burn down haystacks (see 
source 6) 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.

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 6 Burning of haystacks at night was one tactic of the 
Captain swing rioters.
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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.

source 7 letters threatening to destroy 
threshing machines were often signed by 
the fictitious Captain swing.

source 8 the authorities actively hunted down those 
involved in the swing riots of the early 1830s.

2.3.3 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 describe two factors that led to the high price of bread in 1795.
2 Why had large numbers of farm workers been reduced to poverty by the 1820s?
3 How did these workers respond to their hardship?
4 What was the origin of the name ‘swing riots’?

using historicAl sources As evidence

5 What does source 5 tell us about the nature of the food riots of 1795?
6 While most of the swing rioters’ anger was directed at threshing machines (see sources 7 and 8), 

why do you think they would have engaged in burning haystacks as well?
7 What does the writer in source 7 mean when he says ‘we shall commence our labours’?

2.3.4 A surviving open-field village
Despite the widespread enclosure of farming land in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, some examples of open-field 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-field system remain. The three open fields 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. The village and its farming practices have become an educational resource 
for both school and university students. The University of Nottingham even has a website 
dedicated to the village and its farming practices.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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source 9 the open field land around the farms forming the english village of laxton were never fully 
enclosed and still operate the traditional three-field rotation system managed by a Court leet and Jury.

2.3.4 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 What features of the traditional open-field system have been retained by the village of laxton in 
england?

2 other than the use of tractors, what other modern methods could be employed by the farmers of 
laxton that wouldn’t disrupt their open-field system?

using historicAl sources As evidence

3 examine source 9.
a describe two features that you can see as evidence of the open-field system.
b explain why the villagers would have been proud of their system of farming.

2.3 Putting it All together

using historicAl sources As evidence

1 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.

identifying continuity And chAnge

2 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 topic 1 to examine both sides of this issue.)

2.4 Conditions in 
factories and mines
2.4.1 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.
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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.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

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

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

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

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

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

2.4.1 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 Why were early nineteenth-century textile 
factories unpleasant places to work?

2 Why were children in these factories in 
particular danger?

using historicAl sources As evidence

3 examine source 1 and answer the 
following.
a Identify two examples of the unhealthy 

nature of the atmosphere in the factory.
b Identify two examples of the work carried 

out by children in the factory.

c What was the method used to drive the 
machines?

d How do we know that factory owners were 
not interested in the safety of their workers?

4 explain why factory owners would not want 
their employees to have access to a clock or 
watch, as indicated in source 2.

5 examine source 3. How were factory 
workers punished for stopping their 
machines, or not following factory rules?

6 What does source 4 tell us about working 
conditions in a typical textiles factory in 1819?

2.4.2 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. 

source 5 Coalmines were dark, dangerous places, where 
miners were exposed to many risks.
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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 different 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.

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

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.

2.4.2 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 Why did mining become more dangerous as 
mines became deeper?

2 In what ways might all members of a family 
be engaged in coalmining?

using historicAl sources As evidence

3 From the images in sources 5, 6 and 7, 
identify and explain three possible sources of 
injury to mine workers.

2.4.3 The Mines Commission, 1840–42
In 1840 the British Parliament established a commission 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 findings 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.

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 8 testimony of Isabel Wilson, aged 38, 
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 9 testimony of Jane Johnson, 
aged 26, before the 1842 Mines Commission

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.
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.  .  . [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.

source 10 testimony of agnes Kerr, aged 15, before the 1842 Mines Commission

2.4.3 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 In addition to mine workers, who else might 
have been called to give evidence before the 
Mines Commission of 1840–42?

2 What were the consequences of the findings 
of the commission?

using historicAl sources As evidence

3 did pregnant women receive any special 
treatment while working in the mines? 
support your answer with evidence from 
sources 8 and 9.

4 In source 8, Isabel Watson describes her 
husband as being ‘touched in the breath’. 
explain what you think she means by this 
statement.

5 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 she ‘hurried’ each 
day.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

2.4 Putting it All together

using historicAl sources As evidence

1 examine the individual eyewitness accounts in sources 2, 3, 4, 8, 9 and 10. For each source, 
explain why you find the testimony believable or not believable.

2 Most of these sources were evidence given before parliamentary committees or commissions. 
Why do you think the British Parliament carried out so many inquiries into working conditions at 
this time?

2.5 Child labour
2.5.1 Children in the textile factories
In the eighteenth century it was normal practice for children to work to help support their 
family. In agricultural 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.

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.

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

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.

source 2 From F. trollope, Michael Armstrong, 
the Factory Boy, 1840

2.5.1 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 Why was the employment of children so 
attractive to the owners of textile factories?

2 describe the roles of ‘piecers’ and 
‘scavengers’ in a textile factory.

using historicAl sources As evidence

3 From source 1 identify the main types of 
injuries that could be suffered by piecers in a 
textile factory.

4 From the information provided in source 2, 
explain why the job of scavenger in a textile 
factory was so dangerous.

2.5.2 Children in the mines
Children in coalmines were employed as ‘hurriers’ and ‘trappers’. Hurriers were required to carry 
baskets 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 trappers. 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 five could be employed as trappers, and they often sat in 
the dark for up to 14 hours a day.

source 3 this sketch of a young person pulling a truck full of coal was created c. 1842.
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source 4 a young trapper opening the door for a truck of coal pushed by children

2.5.2 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 explain the roles of ‘hurriers’ and ‘trappers’ in coalmines.
2 What were the risks faced by young girls employed as hurriers in coalmines?

using historicAl sources As evidence

3 the artists who drew sources 3 and 4 were attempting to present the negative side of child 
labour in coal mines. explain how each artist has achieved this in their drawings.

2.5.3 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.

2.5.3 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 describe the job carried out by climbing 
boys.

2 What were the hazards faced by children 
employed as climbing boys?

using historicAl sources As evidence

3 What impression was the artist attempting to 
create in source 5? explain how he or she 
has achieved this aim.

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.

source 5 Young boys employed as 
chimney sweeps worked in dangerous and 
dirty conditions.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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2.5 Putting it All together

using historicAl sources As evidence

1 the drawings in sources 3 and 4 were 
originally published in the report of the 
Parliamentary Mines Commission in 1842. 
Why would the Commission have decided 
to include drawings of this type in its 
official report?

identifying continuity And chAnge

2 In rural communities children had helped 
with many different tasks, so the employment 
of children was not new. explain why child 
labour became more of a problem during the 
Industrial revolution.

2.6 urban conditions and 
people’s health
2.6.1 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.

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 filthy sewer pure 
gold flows. In Manchester civilised man is turned back almost into a savage.

source 1 From alexis de tocqueville, a French aristocrat writing about Manchester in 1835

Manchester is a huge overgrown village, built according to no definite 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 sacrificed to the getting of money.

source 2 From a letter to a parliamentary inquiry in 1840, written by dr roberton, a Manchester surgeon

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.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

source 3 From dr William duncan, Report on the Sanitary Condition of Liverpool, 1839
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2.6.1 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 Why did the population of cities such as Birmingham, Manchester and leeds grow so rapidly in 
the first 30 years of the nineteenth century?

2 explain two ways in which the builders of houses in factory towns kept costs down.

using historicAl sources As evidence

3 In source 1, explain what the writer meant by, ‘From this filthy sewer pure gold flows’.
4 Identify the two main criticisms that dr roberton (see source 2) expressed in relation to the 

planning and layout of Manchester.
5 How might the conditions described in source 3 have contributed to the spread of diseases 

such as cholera?

2.6.2 Housing and sanitation
Houses were built with the cheapest possible materials and were often built back to back 
without any gardens. Amenities that we take for granted, such as water supply, were ignored. 
Streets were narrow, with poor drainage, and were filled 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 cesspits for the disposal of sewage, but overcrowding meant that 
these frequently overflowed, 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.

cesspits pits 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.

typhus a fatal disease 
spread through the 
bites of lice and fleas

source 4 Most factory workers lived in poor-quality, overcrowded housing without sanitation.

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

 d  Crime, such as 
pickpocketing, flourished in 
these squalid conditions.

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

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

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

 f  Families were 
often crowded into 
a single room. b  Houses had small windows 

or no windows at all.

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

 d

 A

 b

 c

 e

 f

 h

 g
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2.6.2 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 How did people living in these areas get rid 
of their rubbish and human waste?

2 Why would disease have spread quickly in 
towns such as Manchester and liverpool?

using historicAl sources As evidence

3 use source 4 to identify five features of 
nineteenth-century industrial cities and towns 
that would have made them unpleasant 
places to live in.

2.6 Putting it All together

identifying continuity And chAnge

1 Identify what differences in living conditions might a family notice when moving from a small 
country village to a large industrial city, and what living conditions might they find similar?

AnAlysing cAuse And effect

2 Why might crime have flourished in the conditions that prevailed in large cities in the nineteenth 
century?

3 What is meant by the term ‘urbanisation’? Why would you expect there to be a strong connection 
between industrialisation and urbanisation?

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.

2.7 Poor laws and workhouses
2.7.1 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.

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.

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.

parish an area of local 
government centred 
on the local church, 
which fulfilled some of 
the functions that local 
municipal councils 
perform in our society

pauper a very 
poor person

outdoor relief the 
provision of assistance 
to the poor while 
allowing them to remain 
in their own homes

workhouse an 
institution built to 
house the poor

indoor relief the 
provision of assistance 
to the inmates of 
the workhouse
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2.7.1 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 Who was responsible for looking after the 
poor in pre-industrial england?

2 What was the Poor rate?
3 explain the difference between indoor relief 

and outdoor relief.

using historicAl sources As evidence

4 In source 1, the adult male is obviously very 
ill, and possibly dying. Given that the man 
would probably have been the main wage 
earner in the family, describe what message 
about poverty the painter was attempting to 
convey?

2.7.2 The New Poor Law
Following the Swing Riots of 1830 (see subtopic 2.3), the British government set up a 
royal commission to investigate the operation of the Poor Laws. The commission made the 
following recommendations:
• outdoor relief should be abolished
• only those living in the workhouses should be entitled to any assistance
• the workhouse should be as unpleasant as possible to discourage 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.

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 inflicting 
on them cruel floggings; 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 inflicted without mercy. one girl says, ‘My back was 
marked with blood’.

source 2 From a rochester correspondent to The Times, 26 december 1840

2.7.2 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 What were the three main changes brought in with the passing of the new Poor law?
2 Why was there a deliberate policy to make the workhouse an unpleasant place to live?

using historicAl sources As evidence

3 From what you can identify in source 2, what methods were used to make the workhouse as 
unpleasant as possible?

2.7.3 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 usually 
consisted of hand-grinding corn, breaking stones or picking oakum.

Imposition of strict rules
The workhouse was run by the Master, who was expected to manage it on a very tight budget. 
Strict regulations 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 confinement. 

royal commission a 
special public inquiry 
set up by government to 
investigate a particular 
issue and to make 
recommendations for 
changes in the law

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.

picking oakum  
unpicking short lengths 
of rope coated in tar. 
Oakum would be 
rammed between the 
planks on wooden ships 
to make them watertight.
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Children were given very little education and were usually apprenticed 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 Women in the workhouse could be put to work picking oakum, as shown 
in this nineteenth-century photograph.

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

2.7.3 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 Give two examples of the ways in which life 
in the workhouse was made as unpleasant as 
possible.

2 In what types of activities were workhouse 
inmates employed?

3 explain how children were treated in the 
workhouse.

using historicAl sources As evidence

4 What was oakum? explain why the women 
in source 3 were given the task of picking 
oakum.

5 Identify two things that source 4 tells us 
about life in the workhouse.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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2.7 Putting it All together

identifying continuity And chAnge

1 Compared with conditions under the old Poor law, do you think life became easier or harder for 
paupers after 1834? Give reasons for your answer.

AnAlysing cAuse And effect

2 Identify what the treatment of paupers under the new Poor law tells us about attitudes towards 
poverty in nineteenth-century Britain. How does this relate to the high value placed on business 
success and entrepreneurship at this time?

 

2.8 social unrest and trade unions
2.8.1 Social unrest, protests and riots
As the industrial and agricultural revolutions progressed, many factory, mine and farm workers 
were dissatisfied with their working conditions. Initially this showed up as protests and even riots, 
but as the nineteenth 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 ordinary working people in the early nineteenth century.

The Luddites
Many skilled artisans of the old cottage textile industry felt that the use of machines in factories 
had robbed them of their livelihood. Between 1811 and 1817, groups of these workers protested by 
destroying the new machines. They were known as Luddites, after their probably fictitious 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 transported to the colonies for life.

source 1 a nineteenth-century artwork of luddites using a sledgehammer and a 
crowbar to smash power looms in a cotton mill

luddites a group 
of protesters who 
expressed their 
opposition to 
industrialisation by 
smashing factory 
machines
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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 600 seriously wounded. Incidents such as this helped awaken many to 
the social problems that had arisen from the agricultural and industrial revolutions.

source 2 an 1819 cartoon depicting the Peterloo Massacre. the officer 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!’

2.8.1 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 Who were the luddites, and what activities did they engage in?
2 What was the effect of the Peterloo Massacre on attitudes to social problems that had arisen 

from the Industrial revolution?

using historicAl sources As evidence

3 examine source 1. do you think the artist here was opposed to luddites, or was sympathetic 
towards them? support your answer with evidence from the source.

4 Identify three features of source 2 that tell us that the artist was opposed to the actions taken 
by the troops in the Peterloo Massacre.

2.8.2 Trade unions
Trade unions had first 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 
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 
combining to form unions. The Combination Acts were repealed in 1824, but a series of strikes 

repeal withdrawal 
of a law or set of 
laws by Parliament

strike attempt 
by employees to 
put pressure on 
their employer by 
refusing to work
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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.

The Chartists
The right to vote for the election of members of the British Parliament had always been restricted 
to men who owned property worth a relatively substantial value. This meant that the majority 
of men could not vote, and that no women could vote. In the period after the end of the 
Napoleonic Wars (1803–1815), many groups were formed to promote the idea of making the 
vote more democratic. The meeting that led to the Peterloo Massacre was an example of these 
campaigns.

In 1832, the Parliament passed the Reform Act, which lowered the value of the property that 
a voter was required to own, and allowed tenant farmers paying rent above a certain level to vote. 
In the minds of many people this did not go far enough. When the Poor Law Amendment Act 
was passed in 1834, it further angered many people, because it was seen to be punishing people 
who had no voting rights.

In 1836 a group of tradesmen formed the London Working Men’s Association. Its leaders, 
William Lovett and Henry Hetherington, had been active in promoting greater rights for the 
working class. Hetherington had printed a number of newspapers promoting universal adult 
male suffrage. In 1838 the association published its People’s Charter, which set out six aims. 
These were:
1. the vote for all men over the age of 21
2. secret ballot at elections
3. no property qualification for members of parliament
4. payment of members of parliament, so that standing for parliament was not restricted to 

the rich
5. equal-sized electorates, so that each vote has equal value
6. annual elections for parliament.

Supporters of the People’s Charter became known as Chartists. A number of large public 
meetings were then held in various parts of England, Wales and Scotland, supporting the aims of 
the charter. These meetings were attended by many thousands of working-class people.

In 1839 the Chartists presented a petition signed by 1.3 million working people, but the 
parliament refused to hear the petition. A number of protest marches were held throughout 
the country, some of which were met with armed troops. Some Chartist leaders were arrested, 
and Lovett himself spent a year in prison. 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 fifty Chartists were sentenced to transportation to the Australian 
colonies. All of the six aims of the charter, except for annual elections, were eventually adopted 
within Britain, and have formed the basis for democratic government in many countries around 
the world.

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 sentenced 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. 

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. Because they consisted of skilled tradesmen, these unions 
tended to be quite conservative, and concentrated on negotiation with employers, rather than 
strike action. This helped to make unions more ‘respectable’ in the eyes of many.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

did you know?

Many participants 
in the Eureka 
Rebellion at 
Ballarat, Victoria, 
in 1854 (see 
subtopic 5.3) 
had been active 
Chartists in Britain. 
The first 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.

suffrage the 
right to vote
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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.

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.

2.8.2 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 Why were factory owners opposed to the formation of 
unions?

2 What was the purpose of the Combination acts?
3 explain the issues that led to the formation of the london 

Working Men’s association.
4 outline the demands included in the People’s Charter of 

1838.
5 Where did the main support for the charter come from?
6 What was the response of the British government at the 

time to the demands of the Chartists?

7 Why were the tolpuddle Martyrs transported as convicts 
to van diemen’s land (tasmania) in 1834?

8 explain how trade unions had become an accepted part 
of society by 1875.

using historicAl sources As evidence

9 Identify what source 3 tells us about the nature of the 
protest against the punishment of the tolpuddle Martyrs.

10 Why would an artist regard the tolpuddle Martyrs protest 
as an important event to document in this painting?

2.8 Putting it All together

identifying continuity And chAnge

1 to what extent do you believe that the development of 
the People’s Charter in 1838 was a major turning point in 
both British and australian history? Give reasons for your 
answer.

AnAlysing cAuse And effect

2 support for the tolpuddle Martyrs and the People’s 
Charter demonstrates that many people were becoming 
more politically active.
a Identify and explain two underlying or long-term causes 

of this increased activism.

b Which events might have provided the short-term triggers 
that motivated people to become active in this way?

3 How can we tell that the British Parliament was more 
strongly influenced by the interests of factory owners than 
by those of ordinary workers? Why might this have been 
the case?

determining historicAl significAnce

4 the term ‘luddite’ is still used today in particular 
circumstances. Find out what the term means in today’s 
usage, and explain whether or not you believe this is an 
appropriate use of the term.
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2.9 the growth in ideas
2.9.1 Economic ideas
The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had been a period of great intellectual growth in 
Britain and Europe. The Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century saw great advances 
in physics, mathematics, chemistry and biology. For the first time scientists began to draw 
conclusions from experimentation and observation of the world around them, instead of simply 
accepting religious explanations. The period known as the Enlightenment in the eighteenth 
century saw a challenge to traditional views of the structure of society and the role of religion, 
and asserted the rights of individuals to participate as equals, no matter what their social status. 
The willingness to question existing beliefs and to formulate new philosophies continued into 
the nineteenth century.

Many of the new ideas related to the operation of the economy, overturning the traditional 
feudal approach that still operated throughout much of Europe.

Capitalism
A belief in the ability of individuals to create wealth through their own entrepreneurship was 
central to the ideas of capitalism. These principles were strongly promoted by Adam Smith and 
others late in the eighteenth century. Central to Smith’s beliefs was the removal of excessive 
regulation of business, so that all businesses were free to compete in open markets. He believed 
that if all individuals were free to pursue their own self-interest, this would lead to a better 
and wealthier society for all individuals. He described this as ‘the invisible hand’ that improves 
society, even though none of the individuals participating may have had this as their main aim 
(see source 1). Central to the belief in capitalism was a belief in competition. By competing 
against each other, businesses which charged the lowest prices would attract more customers, 
and therefore be the most successful. Lower prices would be the social benefit that would 
flow from this competition. By the end of the nineteenth century, capitalism had become 
the predominant economic theory of Britain, Europe, the United States, and most of the 
industrialised world.

source 1 adam smith, The Wealth of Nations, 1776

By preferring the support of domestic to that of foreign industry, he intends only 
his own security; and by directing that industry in such a manner as its produce 
may be of the greatest value, he intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in 
many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part 
of his intention. nor is it always the worse for the society that it was no part of 
it. By pursuing his own interest he frequently promotes that of the society more 
effectually than when he really intends to promote it.

Socialism
Opposed to capitalism were the ideas of socialism. There were many influential socialist 
thinkers in the nineteenth century. They shared a belief in greater economic and political 
equality. They believed this could be achieved only by workers owning and running enterprises 
collectively or by the state owning these enterprises on their behalf. The British reformer 
Robert Owen held strong socialist ideals. Another significant proponent of socialism was 
Karl Marx, a nineteenth-century German philosopher. Marx believed that history was shaped 
by struggles between social classes. He predicted that revolutions throughout Europe would 
completely change societies. As the Industrial Revolution proceeded, those who had nothing 
but their ability to work – the proletariat – would overthrow the bourgeoisie. The workers 
would then create a socialist society in which wealth would be shared fairly. Marx thought that 
socialism would eventually lead to a stage of even greater equality that he called ‘communism’ 
(see source 2).

proletariat the 
working classes, 
especially industrial 
wage earners

bourgeoisie capitalist 
middle classes; 
the owners of the 
means of production, 
distribution and 
exchange – factories, 
shipping, banks and 
other businesses
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source 2 Karl Marx and Friedrich engels, The Communist Manifesto, 1848

society as a whole is more and more splitting up into two great hostile 
camps, into two great classes directly facing each other – the bourgeoisie 
and proletariat .  .  . the Communists .  .  . openly declare that their ends can 
only be attained by the forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions. let 
the ruling classes tremble at a Communist revolution. the proletariat have 
nothing to lose but their chains. they have the world to win. Working men of 
all countries unite!

Imperialism
Imperialism was the theory behind the expansion of European empires, particularly during the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Instead of simply trading with foreign countries, an empire 
could be created by conquering those countries and taking control of their resources. Britain 
had been able to accelerate its industrial growth through the expansion of its empire, which gave 
it access to a range of raw materials. This served as a model for other European countries during 
the nineteenth century. In particular, Britain, France, Belgium, Germany and Italy expanded 
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their empires into Africa during the latter half of the nineteenth century, so that by the 
beginning of the twentieth century, the African continent had been almost completely divided 
up between the European powers (see source 3).

2.9.1 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 In what way did adam smith believe that society as a whole would benefit from the efforts of 
entrepreneurs?

2 In what ways were the beliefs of socialists completely opposite those of capitalists?
3 What did Karl Marx believe would ultimately happen in industrialised european countries?
4 How did the British empire provide a model for other european countries to follow as they 

became industrialised?
5 How did imperialism impact on the african continent in the second half of the nineteenth century?

using historicAl sources As evidence

6 explain adam smith’s concept of the ‘invisible hand’ as referred to in source 1, and give an 
example of how it might work.

7 describe what sort of action Marx and engels were promoting in source 2.
8 examine source 3. Identify two areas in africa that were not controlled by european powers.
9 Which european countries had the largest areas of africa under their colonial control?

2.9.2 Political ideas
Traditional European feudal society had been divided into strict social classes. At the top were 
royalty and the aristocracy, who owned most of the land, and who passed on their land and 
titles to their offspring. Then there was the middle class: the tradespeople, artisans and business 
people. At the bottom were the lower class, the vast numbers of peasants who worked the land 
for the aristocracy. As Britain industrialised, large numbers of these peasants moved to the towns 
and became industrial workers. The higher up you were in the social classes, the more power and 
wealth you held. During the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century, this structure and power 
imbalance came to be challenged by a number of writers. From 1789 onwards in France, this 
social structure was completely overthrown by the French Revolution.

Egalitarianism
This was the belief that all people are created equal, and should all have equal rights. 
It was an idea proposed by a number of European writers and philosophers during the 
eighteenth-century Enlightenment, and was completely at odds with the traditional division 
of the population into strict social classes with unequal rights and power. Americans such 
as Benjamin Franklin had visited Europe and been inspired by many of the ideas of the 
Enlightenment. Principles of egalitarianism were the foundation of the United States 
Declaration of Independence in 1776 (see source 4), even though equality was not granted to 
slaves of African descent at that time. 

source 4 united states Declaration of Independence, 1776

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. 
that to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the 
consent of the governed .  .  .

Egalitarianism was also at the heart of the French Revolution. The delegates to the National 
Constituent Assembly adopted the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen in 
August 1789 (see source 5). This document enshrined the ideals of egalitarianism for all 
citizens, including an equal right to elect representatives to make laws. Ideas of egalitarianism 
strongly influenced reformers like Robert Owen, the Chartists and many socialist writers such as 
Marx and Engels.
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Article I – Men are born and remain free and equal in rights. social distinctions can be founded only on the 
common good.
Article II – the goal of any political association is the conservation of the natural and imprescriptible rights 
of man. these rights are liberty, property, safety and resistance against oppression.
Article III – the principle of any sovereignty resides essentially in the nation. no body, no individual can 
exert authority which does not emanate expressly from it.
Article IV – liberty consists of doing anything which does not harm others: thus, the exercise of the natural 
rights of each man has only those borders which assure other members of the society the enjoyment of 
these same rights. these borders can be determined only by the law.
Article V – the law has the right to forbid only actions harmful to society. anything which is not forbidden 
by the law cannot be impeded, and no one can be constrained to do what it does not order.
Article VI – the law is the expression of the general will. all the citizens have the right of contributing 
personally or through their representatives to its formation. It must be the same for all, either that it 
protects, or that it punishes. all the citizens, being equal in its eyes, are equally admissible to all public 
dignities, places and employments, according to their capacity and without distinction other than that of 
their virtues and of their talents.

source 5 national Constituent assembly of France: Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the 
Citizen, 1789

Nationalism
Nationalism developed as a doctrine during the French Revolution. Prior to this time, loyalty 
by inhabitants of a country was directed towards the king or a similar monarch. Soldiers 
fought for the monarch rather than for the more broad concept of the ‘nation’. Article III 
of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen states that: ‘The principle of any 
sovereignty resides essentially in the Nation. No body, no individual can exert authority which 
does not emanate expressly from it’ (see source 5). This changed the focus of loyalty from 
the King to that of the ‘Nation’. When France found itself at war against other European 
powers in 1793, it introduced a form of conscription called the Levee en masse, in which all 
French citizens were to devote all their energies to the defence of the nation (see source 6). 
Nationalist ideas also spread from France in unintended ways. In lands conquered by French 
armies during the Revolutionary Wars, other groups discovered a sense of national identity as 
they resisted French rule. This was even more marked during the wars waged by the French 
Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte, who seized absolute power in 1804 and ruled France until his 
defeat in 1815. 

source 6 declaration of the French national Convention, 23 august 1793

From this moment until such time as its enemies shall have been driven from the 
soil of the republic, all Frenchmen are in permanent requisition for the services 
of the armies. the young men shall fight; the married men shall forge arms and 
transport provisions; the women shall make tents and clothes and shall serve in 
the hospitals; the children shall turn old lint into linen; the old men shall betake 
themselves to the public squares in order to arouse the courage of the warriors and 
preach hatred of kings and the unity of the republic. 

Following the defeat of Napoleon, the old European empires were restored. One of these was 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire, even though it contained peoples of many nationalities including 
the Czech, Slovaks, Poles, Romanians, Croatians, Bosnians and Italians. Nationalism continued 
to cause unrest in many parts of Europe. Nationalists in the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian 
empires wanted the right to form their own nations. Greece won autonomy from the Ottoman 
Empire in 1829. Belgium became independent from the Netherlands two years later. In 1848, 
nationalist revolutions broke out in many parts of Europe, although these were not successful and 
most failed within twelve months. Among Italians and Germans in their many states, there were 
those who wanted to create one Italy and one Germany. Italy achieved national unity in 1870 
and Germany in 1871.
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2.9.2 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 What were the key principles of 
egalitarianism?

2 Identify two examples of the application of 
the principles of egalitarianism.

3 explain how the concept of nationalism 
developed in France during the revolution.

4 How were nationalist ideas spread to other 
european countries?

5 name three countries that were created as 
a result of nationalist sentiment in europe 
during the nineteenth century.

using historicAl sources As evidence

6 explain what is meant by the following 
sentence in source 4: ‘Governments 

are instituted among Men, deriving their 
just powers from the consent of the 
governed .  .  .’.

7 Identify the wording in source 5 that 
directly negates the idea of different social 
classes having different rights and privileges.

8 Prior to 1789, the law in France consisted 
largely of decisions made exclusively by the 
king and his advisors. describe how article 
vI in source 5 directly opposes this idea of 
royal lawmaking power.

9 examine source 6. In what ways was 
this declaration designed to appeal to the 
national loyalty sentiments of French citizens 
at the time?

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

2.9.3 Scientific ideas
The scientific developments of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were seen by many as a 
challenge to the authority of the Christian religion in Europe. Many people still believed in the 
literal interpretation of the Bible, that God had created the Earth and all life in seven days, and 
that all human beings were descended from Adam and Eve. The discoveries and publications of 
Charles Darwin were to challenge these fundamental beliefs.

Darwinism
Charles Darwin was a naturalist who sailed around the world aboard the ship Beagle between 
1831 and 1836. He took detailed notes of his observations of plants and animals, and began to 
notice variations and similarities between different animals and birds, suggesting some species 
may have changed over time. In his journals he suggested that life may have evolved over time to 
adapt to changing environmental circumstances. Those individuals who adapted best were most 
likely to survive and continue to breed and produce offspring. This theory was described as the 
‘survival of the fittest’, and suggested that only the fittest would survive because the others would 
not be able to compete with them.

In 1859, Darwin published his On the Origin of Species, in which he laid out his theory of 
evolution through natural selection. He proposed that genetic variations in all plants and animal 
species led some to be more successful than others, and that this continuous process had produced 
the wide variety of different species we see around the world today. His 1871 book, The Descent of 
Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex, set out his view that humans were descended from an ape-like 
creature. Darwin’s theories were very controversial at the time, and became known as ‘Darwinism’.

source 7 Charles darwin, On the Origin of Species, 1859

as many more individuals of each species are born than can possibly survive; and as, consequently, there 
is a frequently recurring struggle for existence, it follows that any being, if it vary however slightly in any 
manner profitable to itself, under the complex and sometimes varying conditions of life, will have a better 
chance of surviving, and thus be naturally selected. From the strong principle of inheritance, any selected 
variety will tend to propagate its new and modified form.

Religious responses to Darwinism
Darwin’s theories of evolution directly contradicted the Christian churches’ teachings about the 
creation of the world and life within it. The reaction of religious groups to Darwin’s theories 
varied considerably. Leaders of more conservative churches dismissed his theories completely, 
and refused to believe anything other than the literal interpretation of the Biblical creation 
story. Other, liberal church leaders claimed the mechanism of evolution as the means by which 
God had created life, and saw no inconsistency between Darwin’s theory and their own beliefs. 

naturalist a term 
once used to describe 
a scientist who 
studies plants and 
animals. Today such 
a person would be 
called a biologist.
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While the scientific community accepts the general principles of Darwin's approach, the theory 
of evolution remains controversial to this day. There are even some Christian groups that still 
only accept the literal creation story.

source 8 Many cartoonists made fun of Charles darwin and his 
theories. this cartoon was published in Punch magazine in 1882.

2.9.3 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 What experience did Charles darwin have that led him to 
develop his ideas about the ‘survival of the fittest’?

2 Why was darwin’s The Descent of Man, and Selection in 
Relation to Sex so controversial?

3 What was the reaction of the established churches to 
darwin’s theories?

4 Why were some church leaders able to accept darwin’s 
theories?

using historicAl sources As evidence

5 explain what darwin meant by the term ‘naturally 
selected’ in source 7.

6 Identify what is being suggested by the cartoon depicted 
in source 8.

2.9 Putting it All together

AnAlysing cAuse And effect

1 Identify some of the possible ways in which adam 
smith’s ideas might have influenced the attitudes of 
many factory owners in Britain during the Industrial 
revolution.

2 Were the ideas of egalitarianism an underlying cause 
or an immediate trigger for the american and French 
revolutions? Give reasons for your answer.

3 How did theories of nationalism affect europe during the 
nineteenth century?

identifying continuity And chAnge

4 Why would the principles of egalitarianism have led to a 
major change in any european country in which they were 
introduced?

5 explain why many religious groups might have trouble 
accepting the theories of Charles darwin.

determining historicAl significAnce

6 Why is Charles darwin regarded as one of the most 
important and significant scientists of the nineteenth 
century? Give reasons for your answer.
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2.10 reformers and progress
2.10.1 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 2.4). 
Lord Ashley was also responsible for setting up the first free schools for poor children.

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. 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.

source 1 at robert owen’s new lanark mill, education, including dancing classes, was provided 
to children.
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2.10.1 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 outline two of the achievements of robert owen in improving the lives of factory workers and 
their children.

2 In what way did owen demonstrate that it was not necessary for factory owners to exploit their 
workers?

3 How did lord ashley use his position as a member of parliament to deal with issues of child 
labour?

4 describe the contribution made by edwin Chadwick to the improvements in sanitation in 
england.

using historicAl sources As evidence

5 From source 1, suggest some of the classes other than dancing that might have been taught at 
robert owen’s new lanark school.

6 do you think the artist who produced source 1 was a supporter or opponent of owen’s ideas? 
Give reasons for your answer.

2.10.2 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.

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 2 Factory reform

2.10.2 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 How did the Factory acts of 1819 and 1833 and the ten Hour act of 1847 affect the working 
hours of children?

2 Which of the Factory acts limited the number of hours that could be worked in a week?

using historicAl sources As evidence

3 source 2 indicates that initially only four factory inspectors were appointed to enforce the 
Factory act of 1833. explain how well you think this act would have been enforced. Give reasons 
for your answer.

2.10.3 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 sewerage systems. This system led to improvements in some towns but was not 
very effective across the whole country.
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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 cesspits 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 districts, demolish them and replace them with improved 
housing, including parks and gardens.

source 3 the construction of sewers in london removed cesspits from the 
streets and improved sanitation.

2.10.3 Activities 

check your understAnding

1 What was the role of the Central Board of Health, created by the Public Health act of 1848?
2 In what way did london set a standard for the rest of the country in dealing with sanitation 

issues?
3 explain the improvements that occurred as a result of the Public Health acts of 1872 and 1875.

using historicAl sources As evidence

4 examine source 3 and explain why the provision of an underground sewerage system can be 
regarded as a major achievement.

5 What methods can you identify in source 3 that were used to build the sewers?

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

2.10 Putting it All together

identifying continuity And chAnge

1 draw up a timeline to demonstrate the improvements in urban living standards that occurred in 
Britain after 1842.

2 Compare the provisions of the various Factory acts with today’s employment standards. Give 
two instances of these acts not going far enough to protect workers.

AnAlysing cAuse And effect

3 What effect would you expect the improvements in sanitation to have had on population growth 
in Britain? explain why you would come to this conclusion.

 

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.
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2.11 skillBuilder: analysing 
different perspectives

Identifying and analysing different perspectives of people in the 
Industrial Revolution

When examining any historical issue or event, we should try 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.

Go to your learnON course 
to access:
• an explanation of the skill 

(tell me)
• a step-by-step process to 

develop the skill, with an 
example (show me)

• an activity to allow you to 
practise the skill (let me 
do it)

• Questions to test your 
application of the skill 
(applying skills)

2.12 review
this final subtopic provides a range of opportunities  
for you to review and respond through:
i revising and checking your historical knowledge
ii demonstrating your ability to apply historical concepts 

and skills.

Go to your learnON course to access:
• a key chronology of events relevant to the topic
• a summary of the key knowledge presented in 

the topic
• a ‘Big Questions’ activity
• a multiple choice topic test
• short answer or extended writing responses

interactivity 
industrial revolution:  
impact on people  
timeline
Use this interactivity to 
create a visual timeline 
of the key events in the 
Industrial Revolution’s 
impact on people 
between 1750 and 1914
int-2963
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2.11 SkillBuilder: Analysing 
different perspectives 
2.11.1 Tell me
What is 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 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.

2.11.2 Show me
How to identify or recognise 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.

Examples of historical perspective
Example 1: William Bell Scott was a nineteenth-century painter, and one of the first to produce 
paintings celebrating the achievements of the Industrial Revolution. His most famous work, In 
the nineteenth century the Northumbrians show the world what can be done with iron and coal (see 
Source 1), was painted in 1861, and contains a broad range of activities associated with the 
industrial changes that had occurred in Britain during the previous hundred years. It was one of a 
series of paintings produced for a wealthy family in Northumberland. Bell Scott had visited 
Robert Stephenson’s engineering workshop in Newcastle in the county of Northumberland.

When we analyse the painting, a number of features stand out. In the centre are three working 
men, with large hammers raised ready to hit an object, possibly the wheel of a locomotive. 
A fourth man is in the background, also busy at work. These men are all powerfully built, and 
probably represent the ideal of the British worker – powerful and determined. They do not look 
undernourished or ill, or the victims of exploitation. In the bottom right-hand corner of the 
painting, a newspaper is draped over a mechanical drawing of a locomotive of the type built by 
Robert and George Stephenson. In the background, a similar locomotive crosses an iron bridge. 
This bridge is the same as the high-level iron bridge designed by Robert Stephenson, which 
crossed the Tyne River in Newcastle.
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Source 1 Bell Scott’s painting celebrating the achievements of the Industrial Revolution.

In the foreground of the painting are a number of products of the Industrial Revolution – the 
iron anchor, a marine pump, the artillery barrel the little girl is sitting on, and a small pile of 
artillery shells next to it. All of these illustrate Britain’s military and naval power. The little girl 
herself looks healthy and well-fed, and may be the daughter of one of the workmen. She holds a 
package that could be her father’s lunch, as well as a school book, signifying that she is attending 
school and being educated. Education for working-class children was considered an ideal in 
Victorian England, and this painting suggests that ideal was being achieved.

Behind the little girl a young boy stands, looking out over the dockside activities. In his right 
hand he holds a lamp of the type used in coal mines. This suggests that he works in the mines, 
and yet he also looks healthy and well-dressed. On the river below we see both steamships and 
sailing ships, as well as a barge carrying coal. Coal was a very important part of Northumbrian 
life, as the area was a major source of coal. On the dockside, two businessmen are talking in 
the lower left-hand corner, a young woman carries a pail on her head, and other people seem 
actively occupied. Across the top of the painting we see poles carrying telegraph wires, signifying 
improvements in communication that came with industrialisation. When we take in the painting 
as a whole, we see a very positive depiction of the effects of the Industrial Revolution.
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An example of the use of historical perspective
Example 2: William Blanchard Jerrold was a writer 
and journalist. In 1869 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 2 at right.

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.

2.11.3 Let me do it 
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. Consider 
the following questions in your research:
a. Who are they?
b. When are they writing?
c. Why are they writing about it?
d. What are they trying to achieve or what point are they trying to make?

2. Explain how each quote demonstrates that perspective. 

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 From Michael Sadler, 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 ‘Orator’ Hunt, in a speech in the House of Commons, 16 March 1832

Source 2 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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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  .  .  .

Source 5 Henry Thomas Hope, in a speech in the House of Commons, 16 March 1832

2.11 APPLYING SKILLS

uSING hIStorIcAL SourceS AS evIdeNce

1 Which extract do you find most convincing? Why? 
2 For each extract, identify the values or beliefs the author is revealing.
3 For each extract, identify what benefit the author stands to gain if his point of view is persuasive.
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2.12 Review 
2.12.1 Review

Chronology: timeline of the Industrial Revolution’s impact on people

1880

1790

1800

1810

1820

1830

1840

1850

1860

1870

CE

CE

1795
Food riots in parts of England protest high bread prices.

1811–13
Luddites engage in damaging textile machines.

1875
The Public Health Act extends the powers of Health Boards 
to control water supply and sewerage systems.

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

1834
The Poor Law Amendment Act forces the poor to live in 
workhouses.
The six ‘Tolpuddle Martyrs’ are transported to Van Diemen’s 
Land for swearing an oath of loyalty to their trade union.

1848
The Public Health Act sets up Boards of Health to deal with 
sanitation problems in cities and towns.

1799–1800
Parliament passes the Combination Acts, making trade 

unions illegal.

1819
Parliament passes a Factory Act limiting hours of factory 

work by children.
Large numbers of protesters are killed or injured in the 

Peterloo Massacre.

1824
The Combination Acts are repealed, allowing workers to 

form trade unions.

1874
Parliament passes a Factory Act, setting maximum allowable 

working hours per week for all workers.

1871
The Trade Union Act gives unions of�cial legal status.

1833
Parliament passes a Factory Act banning children nine years 

and younger from working in factories.

1842
The Mines Act bans the employment in coalmines of girls 

and women, and boys under the age of 10.

Interactivity 
Industrial Revolution:  
Impact on people  
timeline
Use this interactivity to 
create a visual timeline 
of the key events in the 
Industrial Revolution’s 
impact on people 
between 1750 and 1914
int-2963
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Key knowledge: summary
2.2 Examining the evidence
• Contemporary writers and commentators can give us an insight into the changes that took 

place in Britain during the Industrial Revolution.
• During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the British government began collecting 

statistics about population, recording information about where people lived and the changes 
that occurred in society during this time.

• The evidence given at special government inquiries can provide evidence of people’s living 
conditions.

• Painters and other artists are useful sources of information in relation to changes during the 
Industrial Revolution.

2.3 The impact of enclosure
• Agricultural improvements led to a large increase in the population from the latter part of the 

eighteenth century onwards.
• The enclosure of farmland was of benefit to landowners, but ordinary farm workers suffered as 

a result.
• The Speenhamland system was established to provide aid to the poor in rural towns and villages.
• Food riots in 1795 and the Swing Riots of 1830 are examples of unrest in rural areas.
2.4 Conditions in factories and mines
• Working conditions in textile factories were very unpleasant and often dangerous, with factory 

workers, including women and children, forced to work long hours.
• Men, women and children all worked in coalmines, in dangerous and unhealthy conditions.
• The Mines Commission of 1840–42 heard evidence on the working conditions in mines.
• The Mines Act of 1842 placed restrictions on the employment of women and children in coalmines.
2.5 Child labour
• Young children were employed in textile factories in the dangerous jobs of ‘piecers’ and ‘scavengers’.
• Young girls were employed in mines as ‘hurriers’, pulling carts of coal along narrow tunnels.
• Children as young as four or five were employed in mines as ‘trappers’, opening and shutting 

ventilation doors.
• Young boys were also employed to climb into chimneys and clean them.
2.6 Urban conditions and people’s health
• Towns grew into large cities near textile factories with very little planning and with 

overcrowding and lack of sanitation.
• Buildings were often erected cheaply, so accommodation for factory workers was of very poor 

quality.
2.7 Poor laws and workhouses
• Following a government inquiry, the Poor Law of 1834 forced the poor into workhouses.
• Life in the workhouse was made as unpleasant as possible, with families split up, and cruel 

punishment for those breaking the rules.
• Inmates of the workhouse were put to work at menial tasks.
2.8 Social unrest and trade unions
• Rapid changes led to unrest and protests such as those of the Luddites.
• Trade unions had been banned, but were allowed to operate after 1824.
• The Chartist movement developed during the 1830s, calling for democratic reforms in the 

election of parliament.
• As the nineteenth century progressed, trade unions gradually became established as legitimate 

organisations.
2.9 The growth in ideas
• Economic theories such as capitalism and socialism presented different ideas as to how 

business, workers and the economy should operate.
• The development of imperialism saw the expansion of European empires into Asia and Africa.
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• The political idea of egalitarianism grew from the eighteenth-century European 
Enlightenment, and inspired both the American and French revolutions, as well as the aims of 
groups such as the Chartists.

• Nationalism first developed in France as a response to the wars against other European powers, 
and became a driving force behind the unification of Italy and Germany in the nineteenth century.

• Charles Darwin proposed a scientific theory of evolution, which became known by many as 
‘Darwinism’.

2.10 Reformers and progress
• Prominent reformers such as Robert Owen and Lord Ashley campaigned for improved 

working conditions in mines and factories.
• Reformers such as Edwin Chadwick campaigned for improved sanitation in large cities.
• During the nineteenth century, parliament passed a number of Factory Acts, gradually 

improving conditions for ordinary workers.
• Large cities such as London were given the power to improve urban living conditions, and 

gradually worked to deal with public health issues, such as the need for sewerage systems.

Key knowledge: multiple-choice topic test 
Choose the letter that best answers the question. 
1. Between 1801 and 1861, in what way did the population of Britain change?

a. Both urban and rural populations increased by a similar percentage.
b. Urban population grew and rural population decreased.
c. Rural population grew while urban population decreased.
d. Both urban and rural populations increased.

2. Agricultural workers were disadvantaged by enclosure because
a. they had to work for wealthy farmers rather than wealthy landlords.
b. they no longer had access to common land.
c. they were subject to many more diseases.
d. their family members had all moved to the towns to work in factories.

3. Which of the following would not have been considered a danger in an 
early-nineteenth-century textile mill?
a. Lack of safety guards around machines
b. Poor ventilation and small windows
c. Machines being powered by large steam engines
d. Breathing in dust and other residues from the cotton

4. A serious danger to the health and safety of workers in an early-nineteenth-century deep-pit 
coalmine was
a. flooding in the bell pits.
b. that miners wore little or no clothing.
c. the presence of explosive gases.
d. locomotives taking the coal out of the pit.

5. In a coalmine, ‘trappers’ had the job of
a. opening and closing ventilation doors.
b. trapping rats and other vermin in the mines.
c. collecting coal that had fallen off a cart.
d. holding on to ladders while others climbed them carrying coal.

6. ‘Piecers’ and ‘scavengers’ were
a. people who moved around the streets picking up pieces of rubbish.
b. children who collected small pieces of coal in the mines.
c. children who had no parents and had to scavenge for food.
d. children who worked in textile factories.

7. ‘Climbing boys’ were required to
a. climb on textile-weaving machinery to carry out repairs.
b. climb up ladders carrying bags of coal.
c. climb into chimneys to clean them.
d. climb under textile machines to join broken threads.
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8. One reason why housing for workers during the early years of the Industrial Revolution was 
of such poor quality was that
a. workers had to build their own cottages.
b. there was no planning or supervision by government.
c. housing was built close to factories, which were noisy and unhealthy.
d. people were forced to live in slums.

9. The building of workhouses increased rapidly after 1834 because
a. the Poor Laws abolished outdoor relief.
b. there were many more poor people living in towns.
c. workhouses were very unpleasant places to live in.
d. there was an increase in the need for picking oakum.

10. Workhouse conditions were deliberately made as unpleasant as possible so that
a. they could punish people by separating children from their parents.
b. the master of the workhouse could punish people who disobeyed the rules.
c. men and women could be kept in separate quarters.
d. nobody capable of working would want to live there.

11. The Combination Acts were designed to
a. prevent workers from joining unions.
b. prevent factory owners from joining together to raise prices of textiles.
c. prevent large groups of people from protesting at events such as the Peterloo Massacre.
d. prevent Luddites from joining together to destroy factory machinery.

12. A major aim of the Chartists was to achieve
a. improved conditions in factories and mines.
b. improved living conditions in towns and cities.
c. improved parliamentary democracy.
d. improved membership of trade unions.

13. Adam Smith aimed to promote and encourage the growth of
a. nationalism.
b. capitalism.
c. socialism.
d. Darwinism.

14. Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution was very controversial because
a. he proposed that only the fittest should be allowed to survive.
b. he had noticed that there were many variations between different species.
c. he declared that he did not believe in God.
d. he challenged traditional religious beliefs.

15. The various Factory Acts passed by the British Parliament during the nineteenth century had 
the effect of
a. making working conditions in the mines much safer.
b. reducing working hours for women and children.
c. allowing factory workers to join unions.
d. banning women from working in dangerous conditions.

2.12.2 Respond
Analysing cause and effect
1. Use the internet or your library to research the locations identified in SouRce 1.

a. Which of these locations had large numbers of factories and experienced rapid 
population growth during the Industrial Revolution?

b. Which of these locations remained primarily rural during this period?
c. What is meant by the term ‘gentry’ in the categories of people included in the table?
d. Give examples of the types of occupations that would have been included in each of the 

groups of people included in the table.
2. Examine the statistics provided in SouRce 1.

a. To what extent did living in a factory town cause people to have a shorter life than those 
living in a rural area? Give two examples from the table to support your conclusion.
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b. What does this table tell us about the possible causes of disease and early death in factory 
towns?

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

d. To what extent was a person’s occupation likely to impact on their lifespan? Give 
examples from the table.

e. The average age of death for the professional/gentry group in Bolton is the same as that 
for labourers in Kendal. Explain what you believe may have caused this similarity.

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.

Using historical sources as evidence – exploring historical perspectives

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

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.

SouRce 3 A positive view of the Industrial Revolution. From T. S. Ashton, The Industrial Revolution 
(1760–1830), 1948, p. 129
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1. John and Barbara Hammond were a husband and wife who wrote many books about the 
negative social consequences of the Industrial Revolution. He was born in 1872, and she was 
born in 1873. SouRce 2 is from their many writings.
a. Would you regard SouRce 2 as a primary source or a secondary source? Give reasons for 

your answer.
b. Explain the attitude of the Hammonds towards ‘profit’.
c. What does this attitude tell us about their overall perspective on the Industrial 

Revolution?
d. Why did they regard the new industrial towns as ‘desolate’ places?
e. What point were they attempting to make by comparing factories to the pyramids?

2. T. S. Ashton was a professor of economic history at the University of London. He was born 
in 1889 and he wrote a number of books about the benefits of the Industrial Revolution. 
SouRce 3 is from his most famous work.
a. Would you regard SouRce 3 as a primary source or a secondary source? Give reasons for 

your answer.
b. What is Ashton’s view of the unnamed historian who wrote of ‘the disasters of the 

industrial revolution’?
c. What does Ashton believe was the central problem of the age of the Industrial 

Revolution?
d. What do you think Ashton means when he says the England was ‘delivered .  .  . by those 

who .  .  . had the wit and resource to deliver new instruments of production and new 
methods of administering industry’?

e. What does this tell us about his attitudes towards the factory and mine owners of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries? Give reasons for your answer.

f. What does Ashton mean when he refers to ‘the Third World’?
g. What do you think he is suggesting should happen in Third World countries? Use an 

example from the source to support your opinion.
3. Using what you have learned in this topic and topic 1, work in groups of three or four to 

draw up two lists. One list should include the positive effects of the Industrial Revolution, 
and the other 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.

4. 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.

Responding to the big questions
At the beginning of this topic several big questions were posed. You can now apply what you have 
learned to answer them.
1. What was the impact on towns and cities as people moved away from the countryside to 

find employment in factories?
2. How were men, women and children affected by changes in working conditions in factories, 

mines and on farms?
3. How did the growth of factories and cities affect the environment and people’s living 

conditions?
4. To what extent did social unrest lead to the growth in the trade union movement and 

support for movements such as Chartism?
5. How did the changes in economic and social circumstances lead to the development of new 

ideas and proposals for reform and improvement?
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