
The Industrial Revolution: Social Conditions and Reforms
The production of industrial goods was not new to England: since the Middle Ages, it had had a boom-

ing woolen cloth industry, silk stockings and ribbons were produced in great quantities, Sheffield had 

become famous for its metal products, and bricks and pottery were also made on a large scale. The 

new industrial system, however, triggered off a significant change in working and living conditions. 

Factories had to be built where they could be powered by water or coal-induced steam, so people had a  

long way to go to work from their homes in the countryside or were forced to move into the fast-grow-

ing factory towns where cheap housing compounds and tenement houses* offered them very poor ac-

commodation.  Water had often to be fetched from a single  pump, living quarters  were extremely 

cramped, and toilets, sewage systems, and refuse disposal did not yet exist.

Working in the new mills was equally strenuous: long working hours in day and night shifts were 

required by the semiautomatic machines. Work was boring, but also dangerous: cleaning the weaving  

frames while they were running, for example, often meant broken limbs and crushed fingers. The  

factories were badly lit, very hot and damp, and full of cotton fluff. Factory owners paid fixed weekly 

wages, but tried to keep them very low in order to make a maximum profit; they preferred women and 

children workers because they were cheaper. There was no longer a personal relationship with a mas-

ter or foreman as in former times. The new factory workers were not used to this way of working, so  

factory owners enforced discipline by treating their employees badly and heavily fining them for the  

slightest offences, such as being five minutes late or whistling at work! Workers who did not conform 

to the rules could easily be fired. The conditions in the coalmines were often even worse: women had 

to carry big loads of coal and rock on their backs, and children were employed to open the trap doors  

in the completely dark underground galleries. Families often formed a team, only the head of which  

was paid. But also paupers* from the workhouses and orphanages were “apprenticed” in mines and 

mills; they were not paid at all.

These working conditions were not well known 

to most Englishmen, as the mills and mines were of-

ten cut off from the outside world. Only in the 1830s 

did voices become louder which asked for improve-

ment and change. Some of them came from the own-

ers themselves. They noticed that their workers’ chil-

dren often grew up without any education at all, that 

their  family  lives  were destroyed,  their  babies  left 

unattended,  that  diseases  spread,  and  that  bad and 

scarce food damaged the workers’ health. The best-known of these reformers is probably Robert Owen 

who had become part owner of New Lanark Mills in Scotland in 1799. He was convinced that people  

worked best under good conditions, so working hours were reduced to 10 ½ per day and no child un-

der 10 was allowed to work at all. He paid higher wages than other mill owners and continued paying 

them when his workers were sick. Good housing with sanitation was built, children were given an edu-

cation in the local school, and people could buy their food at a general store. 

Im-
age 1: Child work in a coal mine: young drawer 
pulling a coal tub up a mine shaft (from official report  
of a parliamentary commission in the mid 18th? cen-
tury)



The example of New Lanark was imitated by other factory owners, e. g. in Sir Titus Salt’s model 

town Saltaire in Yorkshire (like New Lanark, a UNESCO World Heritage Site today), or the chocolate  

factory owner Cadbury’s village Bournville near Birmingham, a very popular place to live in even 

today. Other factory owners engaged in the Ten Hours Movement to improve working conditions for 

their workers or tried to phase out women’s work at the pits by encouraging their training for domestic  

service – but on the whole these were the exceptions.

Workers began to understand that they themselves had to fight for better lives. At first it seemed to  

them that the new mechanical frames and agricultural machines were to blame for their misery: in 

1811 and 1812 farmers and factory owners received anonymous letters signed by a mysterious “Ned 

Ludd” in which they were asked to get rid of the new machinery – and very often their frames were  

smashed and the buildings burnt down. 

These “Luddites”, however, destroyed jobs in this way and were obviously not successful in im-

proving the workers’ situation. Self-help seemed to be a better way to change things. Skilled workers 

continued to maintain their longstanding “Friendly Societies” which provided their members with in-

surance against unemployment and sickness, sometimes a small pension, and a decent burial. Small  

savings were put together in order to found consumer cooperatives like in Rochdale. In 1844, each of 

the “Rochdale Pioneers” paid a share of 1 ₤; this capital of ₤ 28.– served to buy goods like butter, 

flour, sugar, tallow candles*, and cloth which were sold to the members of the cooperative at a fair  

price; profits were then shared among the members. Rochdale, like other cooperatives, managed to set 

up a school with evening courses and a library where newspapers could be read. The movement not 

only improved the standard of living of working people, but also gave them a feeling of solidarity and 

self-confidence. On the other hand, it also made them aware that changes in working conditions and  

workers’ rights against the power of employers could only come about if they were introduced and 

protected by laws which made them obligatory throughout the country.

In the early years of the 19th century, the government still followed a “laissez-faire policy”*, i.  e. 

it was concerned with the defence of the country and with maintaining order for which it collected 

taxes, but it did not yet think it right to interfere in people’s everyday lives. The only way to gain polit-

ical influence was to make sure that working men could sit in Parliament and pass laws which would 

force the Government into action. But Parliament was still organized the way it had developed in pre -

vious centuries: old towns which had dwindled to small villages (the “rotten boroughs”) still had the 

right  to  send  two  MPs  to  the  House  of  Commons,  whereas  the  growing  industrial  towns  like 

Manchester or Birmingham were not represented at all. MPs were only elegible if they held land and  

property; they were not paid for their job. Moreover, only a very small number of male citizens had the 

right to vote; they could not do it secretly and thus could be easily put under pressure. Fear of political  

unrest – seen on the continent ever since the outbreak of the French Revolution – and a lot of public  

pressure convinced Parliament that moderate reforms were the only way to achieve real political sta-

bility. In 1832 it passed the Great Reform Act which abolished the rotten boroughs, gave 43 new in-

dustrial towns seats in Parliament, and enabled about 20% of the male population to take part in elec -

tions.

In the same years, the public had become more aware of the atrocious conditions in mills and  

mines: some mill owners like Sir Robert Peel and Robert Owen had denounced child labour, journal-



ists had drawn attention to slave-like work, and priests and doctors had collected evidence. A House of  

Commons committee sent out  inspectors to investigate the situation. Its reports revealed shocking 

working conditions. “Laissez-faire” could no longer be a political option; in 1833 the first Factory Act 

was passed which forbade work in textile mills for children under 9 and limited working hours for 

those under 18. It made two hours of daily education “in some school” obligatory for children. In 

1842, all children under 10 and all females were forbidden to work underground, and women’s work-

ing hours were limited to 12 a day. 

These were important steps, but they did not solve working people’s need of a decent work place 

and fair wages. That is why groups of workers under the leadership of William Lovett and Feargus  

O’Connor decided to draw up a charter, a list of 

requests: all male adults should be given the right 

to vote by secret ballot*. No property qualifica-

tion should be needed to stand for  MP;  during 

their term of office, MPs were to be paid. Parlia-

ments  were  to  be  held  annually  so  that  MPs 

would keep in touch with their voters. Constitu-

encies were to be equal in size so densely popu-

lated industrial areas could be adequately repres-

ented in Parliament. The Charter was signed by 

millions of people and then presented as a peti-

tion* in Parliament three different times, Parliament rejecting it each time.

Leaders were divided over tactics: Lovett’s group renounced violence and decided to promote  

Chartist demands through other movements like trade unions (see below) and cooperatives; O’Connor,  

on the other hand, did not discourage local riots which, however, were quickly put down by troops and 

police. Chartism seemed to have been a complete failure, but, in the long run, most of its aims were 

reached: more Reform Acts gave more voters the ballot, and universal (male) suffrage was introduced 

in 1918. From 1911 on, MPs were paid, property qualifications were abolished in 1858, and equal con-

stituencies were created after 1867. The secret ballot was introduced in 1872.

Trade Unions, i. e. societies of workers of different trades which protected their members’ interests  

and helped in time of sickness or hardship, had continued the 

task of the medieval guilds even before the Industrial Revolu-

tion; but with the arrival  of  many unskilled workers in the 

new factories and bans from the government, they seemed to 

be on the decline until they worked together presenting de-

mands to employers and applying pressure by strikes.  Em-

ployers  answered  with  lockouts  and  unemployment  for 

“troublemakers”. Union members were also sentenced to pris-

on so at first workers were frightened to join a union. From 

1851 onwards, the “New Model Unions”, unions of skilled 

workers,  which  were  well  organized  and  tried  to  achieve 

more rights and better wages by peaceful means, managed to 

Image 2: The Great Chartist Meeting on Kennington Com-
mon, April 10, 1848, photograph taken by William Kilburn

Image 3: Match girls participating in the strike 
against Bryant & May, London 1888



improve workers’ lives. Unskilled workers met greater difficulties, but after a very hard but successful  

strike wave of match girls*, gas workers*, and London dockers* in 1887/8, they also managed to form 

unions and to assert more rights and better working conditions.

Trade  Unions  also  supported  working-class  candidates  standing  for  Parliament.  One  of  them, 

James Keir Hardie, who advocated full employment, an 8-

hour  day,  improved  housing,  and  rent  reform,  helped  to 

build a new party in 1900, the “Labour Party”, from various 

socialist*  groups and trade unions.  The Labour  Party has 

been one of the important parties in Great Britain ever since 

and has led the government several times, the last time from 

1997 till 2010 under Tony Blair and Gordon Brown. It man-

aged to introduce major reforms which have changed Bri-

tain into a modern welfare state.

When we look back at the beginnings of the Industrial Revolution and compare the situation then 

to present-day living and working conditions, we do notice an enormous improvement; but at the same  

time you will still find many cases of conflict between employers and their employees (you may re -

member public transport strikes for higher wages, or the factory occupation in the Opel works). Work-

ers are still made redundant* in times of economic crises and falling employers’ profits, there are jobs,  

such as supermarket cashiers, farm workers, hotel and cleaning staff, hairdressers etc., which are so  

badly paid that people cannot live on their wages and need state support, politicians still discuss the  

pros and cons of “laissez-faire” policies in a free market versus state intervention.

All over the world, people are leaving their homes and trying to go to places with better employ-

ment opportunities.  The period of the Industrial Revolution saw the first big waves of emigration: 

between 1815 and 1900, about 13 million people emigrated from Great Britain. They were pushed by 

high unemployment, especially in agriculture, high food prices because of bad harvests, the terrible  

potato disease in Ireland in 1848, and bad living conditions in overcrowded towns. But there were also 

“pull factors”: the discovery of gold in California, Australia, and South Africa, fertile and cheap land 

in Australia, New Zealand, and Canada, and the booming industries at the East coast of the USA. The 

governments of the immigration countries encouraged their wish for a new start; the trade unions in 

Great Britain helped with emigration funds, travelling became easier and cheaper with the new steam-

boats. Emigration made it easier for the remaining population to find work in the new job market; in  

spreading expertise and professional skills it also helped to make industrial change a worldwide phe-

nomenon.

The developments in present times suggest that changes are still going on at a tremendous speed. 

People communicate via Internet, and social contacts increase, although these occur in a virtual con-

text; social behaviour moves in new directions. Innovative technologies in  producing renewable ener-

gies seem to replace the traditional sources like petrol and coal. They will determine our lives in years  

to come, such as electric engines in cars, solar power plants etc. Will  they help to come to grips with 

the grave problems caused by the process of industrialization during the last 200 years, like the global  

warming for example?

Image 4: Poster of the Coming-of-Age Conference of the 
Independent Labour Party, 1914



Some people refer to these changes (we have only mentioned a few examples above) as the third 

Industrial Revolution, the first being centred on iron, steam technology and textile production, and the 

second revolving around steel, railroads, electricity and chemicals. These changes will probably con-

tinue with ever-growing speed. 

Susanne Stamnitz Dellacroce



Glossar

dockers people loading and unloading ships Hafenarbeiter
gas workers people who supply gas to buildings and build 

and maintain the pipe system
Gaswerk-Arbeiter

laissez-faire French: let them do (as they like) Laissez–faire–Prinzip
match girl female workers who dipped little wooden 

sticks into a phosphorous liquid which burns 
when you strike a match; this caused terrible 
diseases.

die Streichholzherstellerinnen

paupers 19th century word for the very poor die Armen
petition a piece of paper containing the requests of 

many people made to a government or other 
body and signed by these people

die Petition

redundant your employer no longer has a job for you arbeitslos
secret ballot to vote without anybody watching you geheime Wahl
socialist supporting greater equality of wealth and more 

government ownership of business
sozialistisch

tallow candles very cheap candles made from hard animal fat Talgkerzen
tenement houses a large building divided into apartments Mietshäuser
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