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I NTRODUCTI 0 N 

Historians arc fascinated with the word revolution. In addition to essentially 
political ones like the Puritan, French, 1848, and Russian revolutions, historians 
have conjured up all kinds of nonpolitical revolutions all the way from the Urban 
Revolution of ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia to the Commercial Revolution, the 
Scientific Revolution, the Agricultural Revolution, and the Intellectual Revolu­
tion, to mention only a few. According to popular writers it seems that some kind of 
revolution is always taking place, with the more recent additions being the Sexual 
Revolution, the Computer Revolution, and the Student Revolution. 

Of all of these nonpolitical revolutions the one with the longest and widest 
currency is doubtless the Industrial Revolution. The term had some circulation 
among French writers by the 1820s, was in fairly wide use on the European conti­
nent when Friedrich Engels used it in his Conditions of the Working Class iTI England 
(1845), and passed permanently into the English language with the reception 
gained by Arnold Toynbee's Lectures on the lndustn"al RevolutioTI (1884)! Today, even 
those who do not believe the changes came quickly enough to be called revolution­
ary apply the term Industrial Revolution to those changes of the late eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries which transformed Great Britain and other nations from 
agricultural and commercial economies to industrial ones, brought a high degree of 
urbanization and population growth. with all their problems and prospects, intro­
duced wide adoption of machine power and the factory system with the enormous 
amounts of goods resulting from them, created a rapid rate of economic growth and 
capital accumulation, and greatly expanded the middle and working classes. It was 
logical for French writers to be the first to label these changes an industrial revolu­
tion. In their minds and in the minds of many moderns, the economic and social 

changes of the Industrial Revolution complemented the monumental political and 
social transformation wrought by their own French Revolution. 

No matter how much historians may disagree in handling those changes, the 
discussion of the Industrial Revolution has revolved around two issues. First, there 
was the economic process of industrialization, taking into account what it was and 
why, when, and how it occurred. Secondly, there was the social effect, whether this 
industrialization raised or lowered the workers' standard of living. The selections in 
this book are representative views on each of these two issues. Moreover, the selec-

'G. N. Clark, The Idea of the Industrial Revolution (Glasgow, 1953). 
1 



2 Introduction 

tions on each issue are arranged chronologically to show how historical knowledge 
has unfolded, how new evidence has been discovered, and how each new group of 
historians has reinterpreted the Industrial Revolution in the light of the new evi­
dence. The selections on the process of industrialization were written from the 1880s 
to the 1960s. Those on the standard ofliving, from the 1840s to the 1960s. 

The process of industrialization raises a number of questions. If there was 
something that can be called an industrial revolution, what exactly were its charac­
teristics? How did it begin? When did it begin and why then? When can it be 
called complete and why then? Where did it begin and why there, and why begin 
at all? Did it involve a general economic growth or growth only in some industries 
and, if so, why these? Was it limited to economic change, or did it involve political, 
social, and cultural change as well? Answers to these questions may not be found in 
any one of the selections in this book, but answers to all of them are necessary for 
an understanding of the nature of the Industrial Revolution. 

The classic statement of the process of industrialization was formulated by 
Arnold Toynbee in a series of lectures given in 1880-1881. According to Toynbee 
the Industrial Revolution "at the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the 
nineteenth centuries" had as its "essence" the "substitution of competition for the 
medieval regulation. m This was made possible by a number of developments: 

I. The rapid increase in population, generally with a decline of agricultural 
population 

2. Greatly increased agricultural production by fewer farmers because of the 
end of the common-field system, selective breeding, crop rotation, and im­
proved implements 

3. The substitution of the factory system for the domestic system (cottage 
industry), especially in the cotton textile and iron industries, thanks to 
machines 

4· The expansion of trade due to improved communications 
5· The redistribution of wealth into the hands of capitalists and farmers at the 

expense of the workers. 

Toy~bee did not live long enough to amplify and qualify his suggestive lectures, 
but 10 1906 a French follower of his Paul Mantoux, did so in a classic work 
e~titled La revolution industrielle au XV~Ir siecle (translated in 1928 as The lndus­

tnal Revolution in the Eighteenth Century). Through Mantoux and others the essentials 

of Toyn~e's criteria became incorporated into the popular view of the Industrial 
RevolutiOn and as 1 "d d · · fi I · f h 
event. 

' a resu t prov1 e a startmg pomt or any re-eva uat10n o t e 

Nor was such a re-evaluation long in coming. Toynbee had suggested that 
around 1750 there was a sharp break with an earlier economic pattern and that 
this break was followed by a rapid and general industrialization which was com­
plete by around 1850. In the twentieth century, historians came to question both 

'Arnold Toynbee, The Industrial Revolution (Boston: Beacon Press, 1958), pp. I and 58. 
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these tenets. J. H. Clapham, for example, points out that by 1850 the Industrial 

Revolution had witnessed anything but a general industrialization. Quite the con­

trary, it had been limited mainly to cotton textiles and iron. While these industries 
had been revolutionized through machinery and the factory system by 1850, indus­

trialization had not reached other textile industries such as wool. Even in cotton 
textiles the application of machine power had not been as rapid as Toynbee had 

suggested. Just as Clapham criticizes Toynbee for ending the Industrial Revolution 

too early, John U. Nef faults him for starting it too late. Nef argues that the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries saw economic changes fully as remarkable as 

those of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries in the introduction of 

new industries or new technology in old industries. He even casts doubt on Toyn­

bee's notion of the Industrial Revolution as being historical discontinuity, a break 
with the past. Nef writes, "The rise of industrialization in Great Britain can be 

more properly regarded as a long process stretching back to the middle of the 
sixteenth century and coming down to the final triumph of the industrial state 

toward the end of the nineteenth, than as a sudden phenomenon associated with 

the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries."' In short, either there was no 

Industrial Revolution, in the sense of a rapid and general industrialization, or there 

were two. 
By mid-twentieth century the Clapham and Nef qualifications of the Toyn­

bean view had become so widely accepted and had stretched out the rise of capital­

ism over such a long period of time that it was even difficult to speak any longer of 

an industrial revolution. "The system of human relationships that is sometimes 

called capitalism had its origins long before 1760," wrote T. S. Ashton in 1948, 

"and attained its full development long after 1830: there is a danger of overlooking 

the essential fact of continuity. But the phrase 'Industrial Revolution' has been 
used by a long line of historians and has become so firmly embedded in common 
speech that it would be pedantic to offer a substitute."• The Industrial Revolution 

now seemed to be such a long process that it was hard to call it "revolutionary," 
and it was so difficult to date that textbook writers, for example, could not agree on 
whether to put the Industrial Revolution chapter ahead of or behind that of the 
French Revolution. 

In the late 1950s, however, the Toynbean view of the Industrial Revolution as 
historical discontinuity was resurrected in a new form thanks to the increased 
concern of economic historians with theories of economic growth. The next selec­

tion is from The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto (1960) by 
W. W. Rostow, one of the more influential of the economic historians. As both 
economic theorist and economic historian, Rostow is not only concerned with under­
standing and explaining industrial revolutions of the past in Great Britain and 
other economically developed nations. He is equally interested in the lessons of 

3]ohn U. Nef, "Progress of Technology and the Growth of Large-scale Industry in Great Britain, 
1540-1640," Economic History Revinv, V (October, 1934), p. 22. 

4 T. S. Ashton, The Industrial Revo!uJion (London: Oxford University Press, 1948), p. 2. 
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history and in using the experience of the developed nations to formulate a theory 

of economic development capable of aiding today's economically underdeveloped 
nations reach industrialization. He argues that all of today's economically devel­

oped nations went through five stages of economic growth: those of a traditional 
society, the preconditions for take-off, the take-off, the drive to maturity, and the 

age of mass consumption. The last stage in which the society produces a wide range 
of abundant consumer goods, especially automobiles, does not concern us here, 

because it is a twentieth-century development. What does concern us is that Ros­
tow sees the take-off period as a Toynbean Industrial Revolution but one that 

lasted only a generation rather than two or three. By his use of the graphic term 

take-off, Rostow means that the decisive stage is the one which gets the industrial 
economy airborne. Once airborne, it can more easily climb to higher altitudes. The 

climb, the drive to maturity, can provide an explanation for Clapham's objection 
to the Toynbean view. In the take-off the Industrial Revolution is limited to one or 
two sectors of the economy (in the case of Great Britain, cotton textiles and iron), 
but by triggering the economic potential the take-off extends the industrialization 

to other sectors or industries during the drive t~ maturity. At the same time the 

take-off is possible only after certain preconditions have broken down the landlord­

dominated, feudal, pre-Newtonian traditional society of the middle ages. In Brit­
ain, those preconditions were established in the period Nef describes with its cre­
ation of a capitalistic class with broad horizons and some political power, banks 
and stock companies for mobilizing an increasing amount of capital, and a more 
effective state. 

It should be easy to imagine the impact of Rostow's thought because of its 

ability seemingly to reconcile Toynbee, Clapham, and Nef. Almost every book on 
the Industrial Revolution since Rostow's somehow uses the term take-off. His the­

ory even inspired an international conference at Konstanz, Germany, in 1962 to 
discuss the merits of his theory and its application to nations as varied as Great 

Britain, France, Germany, Russia, Japan, and the United States.'' The last two 

selections in the first half of the book are representative reactions to the Rostow 

theory and indicate the present state of the debate on the Industrial Revolution. 

E. J. Hobsbawm basically accepts it. Phyllis Deane, who co-authored the Konstanz 

paper on Great Britain, objects to it. To understand the Industrial Revolution, 

then, and to formulate answers to the questions raised earlier about the process of 

industrialization, one must hold up Rostow and Hobsbawm to the criticism of 

Deane. In particular, when was the period of crucial change and why? Was it 

before 1750 as Nef suggests? Or was it between 1783 and 1802 as Rostow contends? 

Or the second quarter of the nineteenth century as Clapham holds? Were the 

decisive industries cotton and iron after all, or were they railroads and some other 

industry? Or is it more fruitful to follow Phyllis Deane's line of argument and look 

'Both the scholarly papers and the sometimes heated discussion of them were subsequently published: 
W. W. Rostow (ed.), The Economics ojTake-Offinto Sustained Growth (London and New York, 1963). 
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for a "cluster of innovations," as Joseph A. Schum peter did,'; than to seek a trigger­

ing industry or two in Rostow's fashion? 

The remaining selections deal with the second principal issue in understand­
ing the Industrial Revolution: the effect of industrialization on the standard of 
living of the workers. Born with the Industrial Revolution, this subject has been 

debated, sometimes hotly, by every generation since. The course of this century-old 
debate has been interesting for two reasons. For one thing, while everyone agrees 
that in the long run the living standard did improve, not everyone agrees that it 

improved throughout the Industrial Revolution's entire initial period of, say, 1790 

to 1850. Some historians, dubbed "pessimists," have always insisted that most of 
this period saw a deterioration in the standard of living; others, the "optimists," 

have argued the contrary. The debate has also been interesting because optimists 
and pessimists have used different kinds of historical evidence most of the time, and 
over the years their usc of this evidence has become more sophisticated. Optimists 

have found their case best supported by the quaTititative evidence of wage, consump­
tion, population, and mortality statistics, and by the twentieth century they were 

able to construct this data into cost-of-living and real-wage indices. The argument 

of the pessimists has been best served most of the time by the qualitative and "liter­
ary" testimony of the Blue Books, the early nineteenth-century reports of numerous 

royal commissions and parliamentary committees investigating conditions in Brit­

ish mines and (actories, and the books, pamphlets, and articles by contemporary 

observers and witnesses. Increasingly, they have come to use this evidence with 

more care. 
To point out how the increasingly sophisticated methodology and the persis­

tence of the debate have yielded new evidence for our understanding of the stan­

dard-of-living problem, the rest of the book pairs optimists and pessimists of three 
successive periods and concludes with one selection seeking to summarize and 
reconcile the current state of the debate within the quantitative school and another 

selection trying to update the qualitative arguments of the pessimists. Yet to get 
any satisfactory solution to the standard-of-living problem from these selections, we 

must keep one central question in mind: How do we determine what a "standard 
of living" is? Docs it consist merely of material conditions such as wages, purchas­

ing power, food and diet, housing, health and length of life, population growth, 

and clothing? Is it, in short, the quantitative measurement the optimists have 

tended to prefer? Or, as the pessimists have always contended, does it also embrace 
qualitative factors, perhaps incapable of being measured, such as home and family 

life, education, play and leisure, the conditions of work, the psychological adapta­
tion from handwork to the time clock and machine discipline of the factory system, 

and the oppressiveness of child and woman labor? 
The first pair of optimists and pessimists comes from the 1840s, the period of 

the Industrial Revolution itself, and even this early established the arguments and 

':Joseph A. Schum peter, Business Cyclts (New York, 1939), Vol. I, pp. 87-102 and Chaps. 6 and 7. 
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methodology of the two sides. The selection by Friedrich Engels, the pessimist, 
describes one of the many slums he portrays in his book, the working man's clothes 

and the low quality and adulteration of his food, and the deleterious effect of this 
food, housing, and clothing on the health of the working class. Engels insists that 
these conditions were new to the Industrial Revolution. He also holds that the very 

establishment of the factory system injured health while its discipline destroyed the 

worker's freedom and independence. For evidence Engels, like later pessimists, 
relies chiefly on the qualitative testimony, such as is found in the Blue Books, 
newspaper exposes, and accounts of observers. In contrast to his view G. R. Porter, 

an optimist, argues that the lot of the worker improved throughout the early nine­
teenth century. Porter, with his quantitative data, showers the reader with figures 
and tables showing the rising population, the lowering mortality rate, the relation 
of wages to prices (an admittedly crude .effort), and the rising consumption figures 
on items as varied as housing, wheat, sugar, tea, beer, meat, and tobacco. Cer­
tainly, his quantitative method is primitive by modern standards for he seldom 
does more than tabulate raw data. But it is enough to show that even at the 
beginning of the dispute optimists and pessimists, by using different methodology 

and sources, could arrive at different conclusions. Only once, in these selections, do 
Engels and Porter draw upon the same source, the population report of the Regis­

trar General for 1841, but both are greatly indebted to the numerous public and 

private investigations of the time into the conditions of the laboring poor. Indeed, 

the very volume of such investigations shows that early nineteenth-century Britain 

was concerned with those conditions. Yet, at this stage of the debate the pessimists, 
be they socialists like Engels or conservatives like Benjamin Disraeli, Charles Dick­
ens, and Thomas Carlyle, clearly led the field. 

Although they would soon be challenged, the pessimists still had the upper 
hand as the twentieth century opened. Even Arnold Toynbee had written that by 
the end of the eighteenth century "we now approach a darker period-a period as 

disastrous and as terrible as any through which a nation has passed."7 No one set 

forth this judgment more forcefully in the early twentieth century than J. L. and 
Barbara Hammond, authors of the next selection. In a series of books" on various 

kinds of workers and their movements as well as a biography of Lord Shaftesbury, 

the chief author of the hours-limiting Factory Acts of the 1830s, the Hammonds 
established the popular view on the standard of living just as Toynbee had on the 
process of industrialization. The tenor of their examination can be gauged by the 

titles of the two chapters that have been excerpted: "In the Shadow of the Slave 
Trade" points out the similarity between the nineteenth-century arguments in 
favor of child labor and those that upheld the trade in black slavery; "The Curse of 

Midas" insists that the drive for profits cast aside every obstacle in its way-beauty, 

7 Toynbee, The Industrial RcvoluJion, p. 57. 
"The Village Labourer, 1760-1832 (1911), The Town Labourer, 1760-1832 (1920), The Skilled Labourer, 

1760-1832 ( 1919), The Age of the Chartists, 1832-1854 (1930), and Lord Sha.ftesbury ( 1936). 
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culture, leisure, and humanity. The method is qualitative; the argument 

impassioned. 
It was not long before the widely held view of the pessimists, under the spell of 

the Hammonds, was seriously challenged. Even as the Hammonds wrote, the 

quantitative school constructed its data, most of which had been available to Por­

ter, into an impressive array of statistical studies far more sophisticated than his. At 
the turn of the century A. L. Bowley and G. H. Wood put together a wage index, 
and later N.J. Silberling, E. W. Gilboy, and R. T. Tucker established cost-of-living 
indices. The coupling of the price and wage indices demonstrated to J. H. 
Clapham "The fact that, after the price fall of 1820-21, the purchasing power of 
wages in general-not, of course, everyone's wages-was definitely greater than it 
had been just before the revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars." For him these wage 
and cost-of-living indices made the pessimists' case a "legend."'' "In 1831 the cost of 
living was 11 per cent higher than in 1790," wrote T. S. Ashton of these indices, 
"but over this span of time urban wages had increased, it appears, by no less than 
43 per cent."'" In 1929 evenj. L. Hammond admitted, "Let us take it that so far as 
statistics can measure improvement, there was improvement." Yet, he added, "On 
what men enjoy and what they suffer through their imagination statistics do not 
throw a great deal of light. If you think that enjoyment and suffering unimportant, 
you can measure progress by the statistics of material prosperity: if you think them 

important, you give such statistics only a subordinate part of your estimate."'' 
In the next selection, T. S. Ashton introduces these wage and cost-of-living 

indices and attacks what even Hammond admitted was the last redoubt of the 
pessimists-the nonstatistical qualitative evidence. To both points Ashton applies 
the quantitative method to see what really happened to the economy in the early 
Industrial Revolution. Certainly there had been bad times, but such troubles were 
not due to the callousness of capitalists and politicians as the Hammonds had 
charged. Rather, they were due, for one thing, to the great demands placed on the 
economy by the Napoleonic Wars and postwar readjustment: wartime shortages 
caused prices to rise faster than the slower rising wages; government demands for 
money drove up interest rates for all investors and made money unstable; and 
wartime shortage of building materials and capital, coupled with skyrocketing de­
mand for housing, created abominable housing conditions. These bad housing con­
ditions were made even more unavoidable by the hidebound nature of the building 
trades, the high taxes on building materials and real estate, and the low return on 
decent working-class rental housing. Moreover, argues Ashton, the qualitative P~~­
simists romanticized the eighteenth-century conditions of rural industry, uncntl­
cally applied Blue Book evidence for miserable conditions in underindustrialized 

"J. H~-CJa;iliarn, An Economic History of Modem Britain (London: Cambridge University Press, 1964), 

Vol. I, p. vii. 
"'Ashton, Thelndus~~al Reuolution,_pp. 108-1~9. . . 0 
"J. L. Hammond, The lndustnal Revoluuon and Discontent," The Economic History Revrew, II <193 ), 

210-220. 
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manufacturing sectors to industrialized ones (indeed, the Blue Books themselves 
were evidence of a rising humanitarianism), and blamed abuses in housing on 
capitalism rather than on the unavoidable process of economic development. In 
short, capitalism was innocent, and industrialization improved both the quantity 
and quality of life. 

By mid-twentieth century, thanks to their amassing of wage and price data 
and logical economic explanations for the pessimists' "quality of life" argument, 
the optimists had seemingly won the field at last. Indeed, so compelling had the 

quantitative approach become that the next pair of pessimists and optimists, E. J. 
Hobsbawm and R. M. Hartwell, both use it. Hobsbawm's purpose is not to prove 
that the standard of living declined during the Industrial Revolution, but rather to 
demonstrate that the quantitative evidence of the optimists does not prove their 
case. Hartwell, on the other hand, seeks to buttress the sketchy quantitative data 
with arguments based on recent theories of economic growth and new data. Both 
agree that in the long run growth in national income, savings, productivity, and 
capital formation outran population to make the standard of living higher in 1850 
than it had been in 1800. The quantitative ·studies from Bowley-Wood on had 
accomplished at least that much. Hobsbawm and Hartwell also agree that the 
living standard rose throughout the eighteenth century. What they disagree on is 
whether or not this rise occurred for all classes of workers in all times during the 
period from 1800 to 1850. 

In dealing with this broad question they disagree on specific points. First, they 

evaluate the wage indices differently. Hobsbawm insists that these tell us very little 

because they do not take into account the wages of unskilled workers or the wide 
unemployment during the periodic depressions. Since there are no wage indices for 
the mass of unskilled workers and since these doubtless suffered most in the period­
ic unemployment, Hobsbawm contends, the optimists' case is not proved. Hart­
well, on the other hand, notes that per capita income (total income divided by the 
number of people) rose and that this rise would be shared by the workers since 
modern analyses of economic growth show an increasing per capita income accom­

panied by more equal income distribution, since fairly complete post-1860 data 
indicate that the wage share of national income stayed fairly constant, and since 
taxes became increasingly less regressive and social services more abundant after 

1820. Secondly, each interprets mortality figures differently, Hobsbawm to show a 
worsening mortality rate after an initial improvement and Hartwell to see it im­

proving throughout. Thirdly, they disagree on the use of the consumption indices. 
Hobsbawm argues that while the use of tea, sugar, and tobacco show no marked 
increase, they show no fall either. The use of meat and white bread, however, did 
drop considerably. While meat could be offset with the rise of fish consumption and 
bread with that of potatoes, the change itself most likely indicated a lowering 
standard of living. Hartwell, for his part, disputes Hobsbawm's evidence and insists 

that consumption of all these foods increased. As to potatoes and fish, their in-
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creased usc meant a more varied and hence better diet and standard of living. One 
final problem that divides the two writers is the choice of dates. For Hobsbawm the 
early 1840s were the turning point, since conditions improved significantly after 
that time. If Hobsbawm'sdating is correct, Hartwell's conclusions based in part on 

social reforms, tariff and tax reductions, and savings deposits are weakened, be­
cause those did not become really effective until the 1840s. The contrary would be 

true, of course, if we accept Hartwell's date of 1850 or that of the Great Exhibition 

of 1851. 
With such disparate views as these, the student of history can but wonder 

where the quantitative approach to the standard of living question has left us. The 
next selection provides direction signs, if not a road map. Its author, A. J. Taylor, 

not only reviews the literature of the quantitative as well as qualitative schools; he 
also seeks to sum up and discover some common ground on the quantitative ques­
tions of wages, mortality, population growth, and consumption which were raised 
by Hobsbawm, Hartwell, Ashton, and even Porter. Phyllis Deane has erected sign 
posts similar to those of Taylor. After pointing out how sketchy and circumstantial 
the evidence is (Hobsbawm and Hartwell both admit this and Hobsbawm uses that 
fact to buttress his case), she suggests that the available evidence indicates that the 
standard of living tended to fall between 1780 and 1820, probab!J' rose slightly or 
possibly fell slightly from 1820 to 1840, and rose significantly after that.'~ 

The extended discussions by Ashton, Hobsbawm, Hartwell, and Taylor should 

not lead us to conclude that the qualitative approach has in any sense been super­

ceded by the quantitative one. Had the latter been able to demonstrate with cer­

tainty that the material standard of living had improved significantly and regularly 

throughout the Industrial Revolution, the discontent of the poor over the quality of 

life could have been dismissed. It would have meant, in Hobsbawm's paraphrase of 
the optimists' argument, that the poor "merely wept all the way to their increasing­
ly substantial Sunday dinners. " 11 But when qualified optimists like Taylor and 
Deane can no longer say that, perhaps the quantitative school, in Hobsbawm's 
words again, "has risked diverting us from the real historical problem," from seeing 

that "the effects of the Industrial Revolution on the labouring poor are both econom­
ic (in the narrowly quantitative sense) and social," and that "the two cannot be 
isolated from each other."'' In short, the quantitative school, in its concern for 

material conditions, tended to ignore the social ones and the discontent that sprang 
from them, but social analysis was always the core of the qualitative school. For this 

reason, the selection by E. P. Thompson is a recent example of the school that 
includes Engels and the Hammonds. 

Indeed, the selection by Thompson, following as it does those of quantitative 

"Phyllis Deane, Th~ First Industrial R~volution (London: Cambridge 
pp. 237-253 and especially pp. 250-251. 

''E. J. Hobsbawm, Labouring Mm (New York: Basic Books, 1964 ), p. 122. 
11/bzd. 

University Press, 1965 ), 
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historians, brings us back to the central question of this half of the book: What 
really is a standard of living and how can we decide whether it rose or fell during 
the Industrial Revolution? As Thompson argues, is the qualitative "way oflife," or 
what might be called a "standard of happiness," as important or more important 
than the quantitative "standard of life"? Put this way, what kind of evidence for an 
improving or deteriorating standard of living is likely to be less biased and more 
compelling: wage rates, mortality figures, and the amounts of food and clothing 
sold, or eyewitness accounts of housing, living, and working conditions? In this 
regard quantitative evidence is quite impressive because it is measurable and statis­
tics are "neutral," but have the figures of any of these authors been complete 
enough to demand acceptance of their conclusions, or are they too sketchy to 
warrant any judgment? Even complete statistical evidence has many pitfalls, not 
the least being one warned of in an old adage: "Figures don't lie but liars figure." 
Incomplete statistical data is even more vulnerable to charges of inaccuracy. But is 
the qualitative evidence of Engels, the Hammonds, and Thompson any better? 
The eyesight or memory of the witness might have been defective, his examples too 
selective or unrepresentative to round out the picture or too biased in favor of 
either reform or the status quo, and besides such personal accounts might be so 
impressionistic as to render measurement impossible. It may be that the regional 
and class studies which are now underway will reveal a fuller picture. In the 
meantime, such quantitative and qualitative data are all that the historian has to 
go on, but while the evidence may have limitations, it is still sufficient to evaluate 
what there is and make tentative judgments. 

To do so, perhaps it would be well to consider one further set of questions in 
these selections. Writers like Rostow are interested in the lessons of history for the 
industrialization of today's underdeveloped nations. Does the history of the Indus­
trial Revolution's living standard have any lessons also for those underdeveloped 
nations? Everyone recognizes that whether or not the standard of living improved, 
it was still bad. Why was this so? Were low wages, child labor, and poor unsanitary 
housing inevitable and unavoidable in the initial stages of the Industrial Revolu­
tion, because of such varied factors as the inflation during the Napoleonic Wars, 
periodic depressions, technological unemployment, the need to plow back profits 
into economic growth rather than sharing them with the workers, and the demand 
for housing outrunning the ability to provide decent housing, water, and sewerage? 
Or were these conditions due to the failure of the collective human will, reason, 

and humanity: to the callousness of the affluent businessmen and politicians, the 
very nature of industrializing under laissez-faire capitalism, or the apathy, prodi­
gality, and inadaptability of the workers themselves? In short, what explains the 
condition of the laboring poor in the years 1790 to 1850? 

In the reprinted selections, footnotes appearing in the original sources have in general been omitted 
unless they contribute to the argument or better understanding of the selection. 



ARNOLD TOYNBEE (1852-1883) taught economics 
and economic history at Bailliol College, Oxford 
University, from his graduation in 1878 until his death a 
little over four years later at the age of thirty-one. His 
powerful and popular uctures on the lndustrio.l Revolution 
(1884) is his only published work, but it had an enormous 
impact in establishing the classic and long-accepted 
statement on the Industrial Revolution. The twentieth­
century historian of the same name is his nephew.* 

Arnold Toynbee 

The Classic Statement 

of the Industrial Revolution 

The essence of the Industrial Revolution 
is the substitution of competition for the 
mediaeval regulations which had previous­
ly controlled the production and distribu­
tion of wealth .... 

Coming to the facts of the Industrial 
Revolution, the first thing that strikes us is 
the far greater rapidity which marks the 
growth of population. Before 1751 the larg­
est decennial increase, so far as we can 
calculate from our imperfect materials, 
was 3 per cent. For each of the next three 
decennial periods the increase was 6 per 
cent; then between 1781 and 1791 it was 9 
per cent; between 1791 and 1801, 11 per 
cent; between 1801 and 1811, 14 per cent; 
between 1811 and 1821, 18 per cent. This 
is the highest figure ever reached in Eng­
land, for since 1815 a vast emigration has 

been always tending to moderate it; be­
tween 1815 and 1880 over eight millions 
(including Irish) have left our shores. But 
for this our normal rate of increase would 
be 16 or 18 instead of 12 per cent in every 
decade. 

Next we notice the relative and positive 
decline in the agricultural population. In 
1811 it constituted 35 per cent of the 
whole population of Great Britain; in 
1821,.33 per cent; in 1831, 28 per cent. 
And at the same time its actual numbers 
have decreased. In 1831 there were 
1,243,05 7 adult males employed in agri­
culture in Great Britain; in 1841 there 
were 1 ,207 ,989. In 1851 the whole number 
of persons engaged in agriculture in Eng­
land was 2,084,153; in 1861 it was 
2,010,454, and in 1871 it was 1,657,138. 

*From Lecture VIII of Arnold Toynbee, Lectures on the Industrial RevoluJion (Rivington, 1884). Footnotes 
omitted. 
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Contemporaneously with this change, the 
centre of density of population has shifted 
from the Midlands to the North; there are 
at the present day 458 persons to the 
square mile in the counties north of the 
Trent, as against 312 south of the Trent. 
And we have lastly to remark the change 
in the relative population of England and 
Ireland. Of the total population of the 
three kingdoms, Ireland had in 1821 32 
per cent, in 1881 only 14.6 per cent. 

An agrarian revolution plays as large 
part in the great industrial change of the 
end of the eighteenth century as does the 
rev?lution in manufacturing industries, to 
whtch attention is more usually directed. 
Our next inquiry must therefore be: What 
w:re th~ agricultural changes which led to 
tht~ n~tlceable decrease in the rural popu­
latlOn. The three most effective causes 
were: the destruction of the common-field 
system of cultivation; the enclosure, on a 
large scale, of common and waste lands· 
and the consolidation of small farms int~ 
large. We have already seen that while 
between 17 10 and 1760 some 300,000 
acres were enclosed bet 1760 d 
1843 , ween an 

nearly 7,000,000 underwent the same 
process. Closely connected with the enclo-
sure system was th b . . e su st1tut10n of large for 
small farms In th fi · e rst half of the century 
Laurence thou h . . 
. fi ' g approvmg of consohda-

tlOn rom an ec . . . onomtc pomt of v1ew had 
thought that th d" . ' . . e o mm attachmg to an 
evtctmg landlord ld wou operate as a strong 
check upon it B h . · ut t ese scruples had now 
dtsappeared. Eden in 1 795 notices how 
constantly the h . c ange was effected, often 
accompamed by the conversion of arable 
to pasture; and relates how in a certain 
Dorsetshire village he c d t c. 10un wo tarms 
w~ere twenty years ago there had been 
thtrty. The process went on uninterrupt­
edly into the present century. Cobbett, 
writing in 1826, says: "In the parish of 
Burghclere one single farmer holds, under 
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Lord Carnarvon, as one farm, the lands 
that those now living remember to have 
formed fourteen farms, bringing up in a 
respectable way fourteen families." The 
consolidation of farms reduced the number 
of farmers, while the enclosures drove the 
labourers off the land, as it became impos­
sible for them to exist without their rights 
of pasturage for sheep and geese on com­
mon lands. 

Severely, however, as these changes bore 
upon the rural population, they wrought, 
without doubt, distinct improvement from 
an agricultural point of view. They meant 
the substitution of scientific for unscientific 
culture. "It has been found," says Lau­
rence, "by long experience, that common 
or open fields are great hindrances to the 
public good, and to the honest improve­
ment which every one might make of his 
own." Enclosures brought an extension of 
arable cultivation and the tillage of in­
ferior soils; and in small farms of 40 to I 00 
acres, where the land was exhausted by re­
peated corn crops, the farm buildings of 
clay and mud walls and three-fourths of 
the estate often saturated with water, con­
solidation into farms of 100 to 500 acres 
meant rotation of crops, leases of nineteen 
years, and good farm buildings. The 
period was one of great agricultural ad­
vance; the breed of cattle was improved, 
rotation of crops was generally introduced, 
the steam-plough was invented, agricultur­
al societies were instituted. In one respect 
alone the change was injurious. In conse­
quence of the high prices of corn which 
prevailed during the French war, some of 
the finest permanent pastures were broken 
up. Still, in spite of this, it was said in 1813 
that during the previous ten years agricul­
tural produce had increased by one-fourth, 
and this was an increase upon a great in­
crease in the preceding generation. 

Passing to manufactures, we find here 
the all-prominent fact to be the substitu-



The Classic Statement of the Industrial Revolution 13 

tion of the factory for the domestic system, 
the consequence of the mechanical dis­
coveries of the time. Four great inventions 
altered the character of the cotton manu­
facture; the spinning-jenny, patented by 
Hargreaves in 1770; the waterframe, in­
vented by Arkwright the year before; 
Crompton's mule introduced in 1779, and 
the self-acting mule, first invented by 
Kelly in 1792, but not brought into use till 
Roberts improved it in 1825. None of these 
by themselves would have revolutionised 
the industry. But in 1769-the year in 
which Napoleon and Wellington were 
born-James Watt took out his patent for 
the steam-engine. Sixteen years later it 
was applied to the cotton manufacture. In 
1785 Boulton and Watt made an engine 
for a cotton-mill at Papplewick in Notts, 
and in the same year Arkwright's patent 
expired. These two facts taken together 
mark the introduction of the factory sys" 
tern. But the most famous invention of all, 
and the most fatal to domestic industry, 
the power-loom, though also patented by 
Cartwright in 1785, did not come into use 
for several years, and till the power-loom 
was introduced the workman was hardly 
injured. At first, in fact, machinery raised 
the wages of spinners and weavers owing to 
the great prosperity it brought to the 
trade. In fifteen years the cotton trade 
trebled itself; from 1788 to 1803 has been 
called its "golden age"; for, before the 
power-loom but after the introduction of 
the mule and other mechanical improve­
ments by which for the first time yarn suf­
ficiently fine for muslin and a variety of 
other fabrics was spun, the demand be­
came such that "old barns, cart-houses, 
out-buildings of all descriptions were re­
paired, windows broke through the old 
blank walls, and all fitted up for loom­
shops; new weavers' cottages with loom­
shops arose in every direction, every family 
bringing home weekly from 40 to 120 shil-

lings per week." At a later date, the condi­
tion of the workman was very different. 
Meanwhile, the iron industry had been 
equally revolutionised by the invention of 
smelting by pit-coal brought into use be­
tween 1740 and 1750, and by the applica­
tion in 1788 of the steam-engine to blast 
furnaces. In the eight years which followed 
this later date, the amount of iron manu­
factured nearly doubled itself. 

A further growth of the factory system 
took place independent of machinery, and 
owed its origin to the expansion of trade, 
an expansion which was itself due to the 
great advance made at this time in the 
means of communication. The canal sys­
tem was being rapidly developed 
throughout the country. In 1.777 the 
Grand Trunk canal, 96 miles in length, 
connecting the Trent and Mersey, was fin­
ished; Hull and Liverpool were connected 
by one canal while another connected 
them both with Bristol; and in 1792, the 
Grand Junction canal, 90 miles in length, 
made a water-way from London through 
Oxford to the chief midland towns. Some 
years afterwards, the roads were greatly 
improved under Telford and Macadam; 
between 1818 and 1829 more than a thou­
sand additional miles of turnpike road 
were constructed; and the next year, 1830, 
saw the opening of the first railroad. These 
improved means of communication caused 
an extraordinary increase in commerce, 
and to secure a sufficient supply of goods it 
became the interest of the merchants to 
collect weavers around them in great num­
bers, to get looms together in a workshop, 
and to give out the warp themselves to the 
work-people. To these latter this system 
meant a change from independence to de­
pendence; at the beginning of the century 
the report of a committee asserts that the 
essential difference between the domestic 
and the factory system is, that in the latter 
the work is done "by persons who have no 
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property in the goods they manufacture." 
Another direct consequence of this expan­
sion of trade was the regular recurrence of 
periods of over-production and of depres­
sion, a phenomenon quite unknown under 
the old system, and due to this new form of 
production on a large scale for a distant 
market. 

These altered conditions in the produc­
tion of wealth necessarily involved an 
equal revolution in its distribution. In agri­
culture the prominent fact is an enormous 
rise in rents. Up to 1795, though they had 
risen in some places, in others they had 
been stationary since the Revolution. But 
between 1790 and 1833, according to Por­
ter, they at least doubled. In Scotland, the 
rental of land, which in I 795 had 
amounted to £2,000,000, had risen in 1815 
to £5,278,685. A farm in Essex, which be­
fore 1793 had been rented at lOs. an acre, 
was let in 1812 at 50s., though, six years 
after, this had fallen again to 35s. In Berks 
and Wilts, farms which in 1790 were let at 
14s., were let in 1810 at 70s., and 1820 at 
50s. Much of this rise, doubtless, was due 
to money invested in improvements-the 
first Lord Leicester is said to have expend­
ed £400,000 on his property-but it 
was far more largely the effect of the enclo­
sure system, of the consolidation of farms 
and of the high price of corn during th~ 
French war. Whatever may have been its 
ca~ses, howe~er, it represented a great 
social revolutiOn, a change in the balance 
~f political power and in the relative posi­
uon of classes. The farmers [i.e. tenant 
farmers] shared in the prosperity of the 
landlords; for many of them held their 
farms under beneficial leases, and made 
large profits by them. In consequence, 
their character completely changed; they 
ceased to work and live with their labour­
ers, and became a distinct class. The high 
prices of the war time thoroughly demora­
lised them, for their wealth then increased 
so fast, that they were at a loss what to do 
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with it. Cobbett has described the change 
in their habits, the new food and furniture, 
the luxury and drinking, which were the 
consequences of more money coming into 
their hands than they knew how to spend. 
Meanwhile, the effect of all these agrarian 
changes upon the condition of the labourer 
was an exactly opposite and most disas­
trous one. He felt all the burden of high 
prices, while his wages were steadily fall­
ing, and he had lost his common-rights. It 
is from this period, viz., the beginning of 
the present century, that the alienation 
between farmer and labourer may be 
dated. 

Exactly analogous phenomena appeared 
in the manufacturing world. The new class 
of great capitalist employers made enor­
mous fortunes, they took little or no part 
personally in the work of their factories, 
their hundreds of workmen were individ­
ually unknown to them; and as a conse­
quence, the old relations between masters 
and men disappeared, and a "cash nexus" 
was substituted for the human tie. The 
workmen on their side resorted to combi­
nation, and Trades-Unions began a fight 
which looked as if it were between mortal 
enemies rather than joint producers. 

The misery which came upon large sec­
tions of the working people at this epoch 
was often, though not always, due to a fall 
in wages, for, as I said above, in some in­
dustries they rose. But they suffered like­
wise from the conditions of labour under 
the factory system, from the rise of prices, 
especially from the high price of bread be­
fore the repeal of the corn-laws, and from 
those sudden fluctuations of trade, which, 
ever since production has been on a large 
scale, have exposed them to recurrent peri­
ods of bitter distress. The effects of the In­
dustrial Revolution prove that free compe­
tition may produce wealth without pro­
ducing well-being. We all know the hor­
rors that ensued in England before it was 
restrained by legislation and combination. 



J. H. Clapham 

As much as any man J. H. CLAPHAM ( 1873-1946) 
founded the modern writing of economic history. During 
practically all of his long teaching career he was associated 
with Cambridge University, where he was professor of 
economic history and vice-provost of King's College. In 
addition to a biography of Abbe Sieyes of the French 
Revolution (1912), he wrote widely on the economic 
history of Britain, France, and Germany. The following 
selection from his greatest book, An Economic History of 
Modern Britain, first published in 1926 and reprinted as 
recently as 1964, carefully traces the development of the 
textile and to lesser extent iron industries, the two 
industries Toynbee called the most crucial to the making 
of the Industrial Revolution. Clapham's research was so 
careful and exhaustive that he could but conclude that 
even as late as 1851 the cotton industry was not completely 
transformed and the woolen industry hardly at all. With 
this conclusion, he became the first major critic of 
Toynbee's interpretation.* 

The Statement Challenged: 

The Industrial Revolution 

Incomplete in 1851 

Because no single British industry had 
passed through a complete technical revo­
lution before 1830, the country abounded 
in ancient types of industrial organisation 
and in transitional types of every variety. 
Even in cotton spinning the early wooden 
machinery with metal fittings was in com­
mon use; the "self-acting" mule, built of 
metal, was but newly invented and only 
used in the more progressive mills. There 
were still plenty of wooden spinning-jen­
nies, turned by hand, in the Lancashire 
mills in 1824, though the drawing process, 

preparatory to spinning, was always done 
by power. But nine years later "those that 
are now jenny-spinners are getting I think, 
into the decline of life," so quickly was the 
industry moving. Weaving by the new 
method was just entering on the stage of 
rapid development, after twenty years of 
experiment and hostility. The first Man­
chester steam-loom factory had been set up 
in 1806. Guest's estimate for 1818 was that 
fourteen such factories existed in Manches­
ter, Salford, Middleton, Hyde, Stayley 
Bridge and elsewhere: he thought they 

*From J. H. Clapham, An &onomic History of Modern Brilain (London: Cambridge University Press, 1930), 
second edition, vol. I, pp. 143-145, 147-150, 155-156, 184-189; vol. 2, pp. 2&-29. Footnotes omitted. 
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contained about 2000 looms. Writing in 
1823 he reckoned that "at present not less 
than I 0,000" power looms were at work in 
Great Britain. They made chiefly common 
print cloth and shirtings, but were rapidly 
conquering new lines of work. He supposed 
that there were 360,000 cotton weavers in 
the country, but probably his guess was 
high. An estimate made in 1830 put the 
figures for England and Scotland at 
55,000-60,000 power looms and 240,000 
hand looms. Baines, writing in 1835, did 
not anticipate the rapid disappearance of 
the older instrument, and his anticipation 
proved right. 

The wool industries, because of their an­
tiquity, their long regulation by the state­
which cotton had entirely escaped-their 
wide distribution, and the extreme diver­
sity of their products, had as yet been very 
incompletely transformed. Even the flying­
shuttle was not in "very general use" in 
the West Riding until round about 1800. 
Carpet weavers still threw the shuttle 
across the loom by hand in the old ancient 
way, down to 1840 and later. The worsted, 
that is to say, the combed wool, yarn was 
now almost entirely mill spun on the 
frame, though even the distaff was not 
quite extinct in England in 1820· but the 
essential p~eliminary p~ocess of 'combing 
was a ~andicra~t in spite of various experi­
ments m machme combing. There was an 
analogous gap in the process of woollen 
spinning. Here the preliminary business of 
carding had been among the first to be 
taken over by power in the chief manufac­
turing areas, carding "engines" ---<:ylinders 
set with wire teeth and revolving against 
one another to open out the wool-being 
often installed in the old water-driven full­
ing mills. But, in between carding and 
spinning there came in 1835, when Ure 
published his Philosophy of Mamifacture, what 
he called a "handicraft operation," that of 
"slubbing" or preparing the rough rope of 
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wool, which was to be spun on the mule, 
on a wooden, hand-worked, machine 
called a "billy." "The slubbers," Ure 
writes, "though inmates of factories, are 
not, properly speaking, factory workers, 
being independent of the moving power." 
He noted that a patent had just been an­
nounced in December 1834, by which a 
second carding engine could prepare and 
deliver, by the process now known as con­
densing, the loose rope for the mule. The 
general adoption of this critical invention 
only took place in the second half of the 
century. 

In a backward district such as Gloucester­
shire, even the mule only began to come 
into use about 1828, the hand-worked 
"billy" leading to the spinning "jenny," 
also worked by hand; though carding and 
some other processes were done by pow-
er .... 

Of the weaving of wool and other tex­
tiles, it need only be said here that power 
was first tried experimentally, with the 
usual result-a riot, for the relatively light 
fabrics of the worsted industry in the early 
twenties, and that power weaving re­
mained experimental down to 1830. For 
the heavier woollen broadcloths, pilot­
cloths, uniform-cloths, blankets and the 
like, the power-loom had not yet been 
tried. Nor had it, as may be supposed, in 
carpet-weaving, and only tentatively in the 
roughest linen-weaving and for some kinds 
of silks. A Committee reporting in 1830 
discussed, as a speculative question, what 
might happen "should it ever be found 
practicable to make use of it extensively in 
the fabric of woollens or silks." Next year 
Lardner expressed himself as "very doubt­
ful whether" its use was "susceptible of 
much extension in any save the common­
est branches of the silk manufacture." ... 

Machinery had already gripped anum­
ber of the final textile processes. The grip 
was not always a new thing. For centuries, 
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in the "fulling stocks," the big water-driven 
wooden hammers had thudded down 
on the wet cloth, beating and thickening 
it; though in eighteenth-century London 
the motive power was a horse. Shearing 
the nap of the cloth mechanically instead 
of with monstrous scissors, had prevailed 
against the bitter opposition of the shear­
men, and was in general use. So was the 
printing of calico by rollers, an invention 
comparatively recent but quickly adopted 
because the rollers were easily driven even 
by ordinary "milling" machinery. Metal 
rolling by water power was an old story 
and the mere mechanism was similar. It 
was easy also to use power, instead of the 
"horses or men," which no doubt had suf­
ficed John Gilpin's good friend, to drive 
the heavy "calendars or mangles" used to 
glaze cloth, silk, linen and calico. Pressing 
and packing by hydraulic power followed 
rather rapidly on Bramah's invention of 
the hydraulic press in I795; for they had 
penetrated to Dundee by the twenties. 
The revolution in dyeing, by chemistry not 
by the machine, was as yet far in the fu­
ture .... 

The primary metallurgical industries 
had nearly completed the first of their revo­
lutions by I825-30; although Neilson's 
application of a hot-air blast to the fur­
naces, which trebled the ratio between iron 
produced and fuel consumed in Scotland, 
came only in I828-9. So recently as I 788 
there had been still twenty-six of the old 
charcoal furnaces in Great Britain, pro­
ducing about a fifth of the British pig iron. 
The total output was 68,000 tons. Then 
came steam for the blast, followed by a 
long-sustained munitions demand after 
I793. This was of the utmost importance 
for "during the eighteenth century iron 
foundery became almost identified with 
the casting of cannon," as Dionysius Lard­
ner wrote in I83I. By I806, I62 coke and 
II charcoal furnaces in blast were turning 

out nearly 260,000 tons-the proportion of 
charcoal iron being now almost negligi­
ble-and new uses were being found for 
cast iron daily. By 1830, between 250 and 
300 furnaces in blast had an output of 
from 650,000 to 700,000 tons, more than 
two-fifths of which came from South Wales 
and about a third from Staffordshire. 
"Happily," said Lardner, "the business of 
cannon casting on the large scale appears 
to be at an end"; but by this time the new 
civil uses of iron, especially for gas and wa­
ter mains, pillars, railings, cables and bridg­
ing material, kept up the stimulus .... 

Meanwhile, methods of producing 
wrought iron quickly and economically 
had been perfected and widely adopted. 
The puddling furnace, in which the pig 
was melted and stirred to get rid of its im­
purities, and the application of grooved 
rollers to draw the iron rods were patented 
by Henry Cort of Gosport in 1783. Pud­
dling and rolling, while the puddled iron 
was yet soft, were to replace the slow and 
laborious refining of pig iron under the 
hammer, and to provide abundance of 
tough metal for rails, plates, chains and 
the like, without which the new metallic 
age could not have entered in. Cort's pro­
cess, itself not entirely original, was no 
great success until the Homfrays of Peny­
daren improved it by adopting, among 
other things, a coke refining furnace which 
preceded the puddling furnace proper, in 
which originally raw coal was used. For a 
time the process was so much confined to 
Wales that it was commonly known as 
"the Welsh method." It was well estab­
lished in Staffordshire and other English 
iron districts by the twenties; but the first 
puddlers were only brought into Scotland 
about I830. When Lardner wrote, both 
furnaces were coke-fired: in the second the 
lumps, now nearly free of carbon, were 
heated for half an hour, then puddled; and 
as they "came into nature," that is, began 
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to show the mysterious ropy, almost mus­
cular, structure of the wrought iron, they 
were taken out, hammered and rolled; 
again heated; and finished under "a pon­
derous hammer moved by water power." 
Water-power was no longer indispensable, 
for steam had been applied to the ham­
mers since 1 782, but it was still widely 
used .... 

The steam-engine itself, the prime 
mover, was still small and, outside a 
limited group of leading industries, com­
paratively little used: the group includes 
mining, where the use of steam for winding 
as well as for pumping became general 
from about 1790-1800; blast furnace work; 
cotton and, to a less extent, the other tex­
tiles; lastly, after 1820, coastal and river 
navigation. There are no comprehensive 
statistics for the country; but those which 
fortunately exist for Glasgow, at once a 
representative port and a representative 
manufacturing town of the newest type, 
are complete. In 1831, Glasgow and its sub­
urbs contained upwards of 200,000 peo­
ple and 328 steam-engines. Of these more 
than sixty were on steamboats. The largest 
steamboat was of 387 tons and it had two 
engines, each of 110 horse-power. The re­
maining engines were nearly all in the 
hundred and seven power-driven cotton 
mills, many of which contained several. 
The average engine, land or marine, was 
of 25.6 horse-power, and the total horse­
power ~f the city and the Clyde would 
have dnven one modern cruiser .... 

When factory legislation began, cotton­
spinners constantly protested against the 
singling out of their industry for control 
and the censure which control implies. 
Their arguments were often sound; but the 
action of the reformers and of parliament 
is easily comprehensible. Long hours and 
overworked children were certainly not 
confined to cotton-spinning; but there was 

J. H. CLAPHAM 

a wholesaleness, a monstrosity, about the 
great cotton mills which marked them 
down for public notice; although the less 
observant and less sensitive public of the 
eighteenth century had paid little atten­
tion to the perhaps greater evils of silk­
throwing mills, some few of which were al­
most equally monstrous. Small concerns 
there were of course in quantity, in the 
early days of cotton-spinning machinery, 
and in them some of the worst abuses. Dan 
Kenworthy told a committee in 1832 how 
when he was a lad they constantly worked 
"day and night the back end of the week 
and all Sunday." Who? said the com­
mittee. "Only my sister and her husband 
and me; sometimes another boy." "Do you 
mean ... these were all the workpeople 
employed. Yes; belonging to that busi­
ness." But the size of the average steam 
spinning mill in the chief manufacturing 
centres, even in 1815-16, was something 
unprecedented in British industry. Forty­
one Glasgow mills averaged 244 work­
people each. Three mills in the neighbour­
ing country, all owned by one firm-Jas. 
Finlay and Co.-averaged over 500; and, 
at New Lanark, Dale and Owen employed 
over 1600. In England, the Strutts, at Bel­
per and Millford, had 1494 workpeople. A 
list of forty-three important mills, in and 
about Manchester, gave an average em­
ployment figure of exactly 300: two firms 
out of the forty-three, McConnel and Ken­
nedy, and George and Adam Murray, 
each employed more than 1000. In the 
year of the Reform Bill, a similar list of 
about the same number of Manchester 
mills gives a figure of nearly 401. 

When the spinner also controlled the or­
ganisation of weaving, an arrangement 
rare in 1816 but become common before 
1830, the aggregate figures of mill workers 
and outworking weavers were, in extreme 
cases, gigantic. Monteith, Bogle and Co., 
of Glasgow, in 1816, had 4000 workers on 
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their books-spinners, some power-loom 
weavers, 300 dyers in two distinct dye­
works, and an army of outworking muslin 
weavers. At the same date Horrocks, Mil­
ler and Co., of Preston, employed 700 
spinners, in four separate mills, and a 
whole country-side of hand-loom weavers, 
nearly 7000 people all told. 

These all are the great concerns. Aver­
age figures would be immensely reduced 
were it possible to include the mills of the 
type in which Dan Kenworthy worked 
down to 1814. But when, in the course of 
the next twenty years, the smallest type 
had been almost squeezed out and the 
combination of spinning and power-loom 
weaving had become rather more com­
mon, the average cotton mill visited by the 
newly appointed inspectors, in the early 
thirties, employed on the premises cer­
tainly under 200, but probably upwards of 
150, people .... 

So late as 1850 it was not claimed, even 
by an admiring statistician, that the aver­
age British coal mine employed more 
than about eighty "men, women and boys 
under ground and above." Twenty years 
earlier, in view of the great number of pits 
which were mere delvings on the out­
crop-especially in Yorkshire-the figure 
must have been very much smaller; al­
though on Tyneside and along the Wear 
pits were great and deep, with large aver­
age outputs and large working staffs. In 
1800 the old Wallsend colliery had been 
reckoned capable of turning out over 
I 60,000 tons a year. In I 830, forty-one 
working collieries on Tyneside had an out­
put somewhere between 2,250,000 and 
3,000,000 tons a year and a working force, 
above and below ground, of about 
12,000-say 300 workers, of whom 200 
were underground, turning out 60,000 to 
70,000 tons at the average colliery. The 
Wear figures were even higher. But, for 
coal mining as a whole, such figures were 

exceptional. There was, however, certainly 
one most ancient industry of the first rank 
and possibly a second, whose average fig­
ures were comparable with those of the 
parvenu cotton. The first is tin and copper 
mining, which was at the height of its 
strength and output in the thirty years 
from 1826 to 1856, together with certain 
sections of the copper and brass industries 
that were based on it. ... 

The second industry whose scale of 
operations was possibly comparable with 
cotton is iron-working. There had been 
iron masters with great businesses long be­
fore the first cotton mill was built. Just 
when the textile inventions were being 
made, some of these businesses were al­
ready gigantic. Antony Bacon, iron mer­
chant from Whitehaven, who began the 
creation of Merthyr "Tudful" in 1765, 
eventually became an M.P. and "consider­
ing himself as moving in a superior or­
bit ... transferred, in the year 1783 ... his 
lease and ironworks at Cyfarthfa to ... 
Rd. Crawshay Esq., reserving to himself 
and assigns a clear annuity of 
£10,000." ... 

Bacon's ordnance contract, which had 
served him well in the Seven Years' War, 
had already been transferred to Carron­
the works which Roebuck developed and 
in which James Watt was for a time inter­
ested. By 1814, having made "carronades" 
during many years ·of war and taken ad­
vantage of the power which Watt had har­
nessed, the Carron works were claimed, by 
a Scotsman, as "the most, extensive manu­
factory in Europe": they employed 2000 
men. The average Scottish iron-foundry, 
however, at that date employed only about 
twenty. 

In the same group as Carron were the 
greater English and Welsh iron works of 
the years after Waterloo. Crawshay also 
has been credited with a working staff of 
more than 2000 men during the wars; and 
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Cyfarthfa remained active. There were 
said to be ten iron works in the Black 
Country in 1812, each of which had cost 
over £50,000 at the start. A traveller cred­
its the Low Moor and Bowling company, 
near Bradford, with 1500 men, in the 
twenties, including the colliers. In 1824 
Samuel Walker and William Yates em­
ployed 700 men in their works at Gospel 
Oak, Staffordshire, and perhaps 1300 "col­
liers and ironstone getters." But they only 
had use for seven steam-engines of 350 
horsepower all told .... 

No figures are available for an exact 
comparison of the average firm in the pri­
mary iron industries with the average cot­
ton firm or Cornish mine. If there were 
only a few small iron works about Mer­
thyr, there were many elsewhere in South 
Wales, Monmouthshire, and the Black 
Country-the districts which together con­
tained more than three-quarters of the Brit­
ish blast furnaces in 1830. The combina­
tion of smelting with puddling and the 
subsequen~ processes was not by any 
means umversal. Yet it seems probable 
that the average ironmaster, the primary 
producer, would rank, as capitalist and 
entrepreneur, on equal terms with the cot­
ton spinner; though, as the Scottish figures 
of 1814 show, there were very many small 
foundries all over the country for utilising 
the now abundant and fashionable cast 
iron .... 

Nothing is more remarkable than the 
complete localisation of some textile indus­
tries and the attainment by others of a lo­
calisation which, although not complete, 
was not to be altered appreciably during 
the next half-century. Under pressure of 
bad times in the forties, cotton had fallen 
back on South Lancashire and the adja­
cent parts of Cheshire and the West Rid­
ing, leaving a strong detached force in 
Clydesdale and various weak ones in other 
districts. From nearly a dozen English and 
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Scottish counties came complaints of local 
falls in population resulting from the clos­
ing down of cotton mills. The area with 
the better competitive facilities had come 
best through a spell of bad trade. Of ap­
proximately 527,000 cotton workers in the 
country, some 312,000 were in Lancashire, 
55,000 in Cheshire and the West Riding, 
and 58,000 in Lanarkshire. 

The most complete concentration was 
that of-the worsted industry into the West 
Riding. Its oldest home, Norwich, had 
been losing ground ever since the 
eighteenth century, but was still a fairly 
active manufacturing centre in 1831, 
though it had adopted little modern ma­
chinery, if any. By 1841 the trade was 
nearly dead: during that decade the popu­
lation of Norwich had stood still. About 
1840 a belated attempt to recover the old 
industry was made by the establishment of 
spinning mills. Norwich had been buying 
yarn from Yorkshire and she wished to end 
this dependence. It was much too late; for 
in the next few years Yorkshire perfected 
combing machinery and went ahead 
again. In 1850 the factory inspectors re­
ported nearly 865,000 worsted spindles 
and 32,617 power-looms for worsted in 
England: there were hardly any in Scot­
land or Wales. Of the spindles 746,000, 
and of the looms 30,850, were in York­
shire. Norfolk had 19,216 spindles and 428 
looms. The thing was done, a clean de­
cisive defeat. Worsted had become the 
Yorkshire industry which it would remain. 

The woollen manufacture had almost 
reached the pitch of concentration which it 
showed in the twentieth century. It was, 
and is, less concentrated than cotton and 
much less concentrated than worsted. Of 
138,000 people who described themselves 
as engaged in it in 1851 only 56,000 were 
in the West Riding; 15,000 in Scotland; 
11,000 in Lancashire; 9000 in Gloucester­
shire; 7000 in Wiltshire-and the rest scat-



The Statement Challenged: The Industrial Revolution Incomplete in 1851 21 

tered over the remaining counties of Eng­
land and Wales as the industries map 
suggests, Devon being the county next to 
Wiltshire in order of importance. Fifty 
years later the West Riding had still only 
half the woollen spindles in the kingdom, 
which implies only a slight increase of con­
centration during that long and economi­
cally decisive age .... 

It is not easy to exaggerate the impor­
tance of the textile manufactures in the in­
dustrial life of the country. Although not 
even that of cotton was completely 
mechanised-there may have been still 
40,000 to 50,000 cotton hand-looms at 
work-they stood as the representative in­
dustries of the age of machinery and pow­
er, even though coal-mining and metal­
lurgy had more final significance. Because 
they were so much mechanised their out­
put was prodigious. Because they were not 
completely mechanised they carried with 
them in their march, and often left to fall 

by the wayside, a host of those who had 
now become handworking camp-followers. 
Not counting hosiery and lace, they found 
employment for--or should we say gave a 
trade name to?-nearly eleven hundred 
thousand people. 

Their social importance can perhaps be 
best brought out by a comparison of 1851 
with 1901. ... The trades, or their nearest 
equivalents, which at the opening of the 
t\ventieth century employed 1 in 37 of the 
population had employed 1 in 19 in the 
year of the Great Exhibition. The hand­
working camp-followers outside the mills, 
and the relative imperfection of machinery 
inside, account for the astonishing figures 
of 1851. It is to be remembered that, al­
though there were· nearly 250,000 power­
looms in the cotton industry in 1850, there 
were less than 33,000 in worsted, less than 
10,000 in woollen, barely 6000 in flax and 
not 1200 in silk. 
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period.* 

John U. Nef 

Another Challenge: 

Two Industrial Revolutions 

. Since Arnold Toynbee, the elder, gave 
h1s famous lectures at Oxford, eighty years 
ago, closer study has taken from the con­
cept of the "industrial revolution" much of 
its revolutionary character. Nowhere, 
perhaps, has the revision of earlier notions 
concerning the period from 1760 to 1832 
been more drastic than with respect to the 
~ature . and magnitude of the changes in 
mdustnal technique and organization. The 
indus~rial plant staffed by dozens and 
sometimes scores or even hundreds of 
wo~kmen was not the novelty it was once 
beheved to be. Large-scale industry, in this 
sense, had developed extensively in Europe 
during the la~er Middle Ages and particu­
larly at the time of the Renaissance. Evi­
dence has been piling up to prove that in 

Great Britain similarly large enterprises, 
controlled to a much greater degree than 
those of the Continent by private capital­
ists, became common in mining and many 
branches of manufacture long before the 
middle of the eighteenth century. At the 
same time, more detailed studies of nine­
teenth-century economic history, especially 
the quantitative survey of Professor 
Clapham, have shown that earlier writers, 
with their eyes focused upon cotton and 
iron and upon the most advanced indus­
trial areas, have exaggerated the place of 
the steam engine and of large-scale in­
dustry in the economy of the 1830's. 

But it is still common to regard the 
1760's and 1770's as an important histori­
cal boundary, in the sense that there began 

*Reprinted from T~e Conquest of the MaJerio.l World by John U. Nef by permission of The University of 
Chicago Press. Copynght ®1964 by The University of Chicago. Pp. 121-129, 135-136, 140-141. Foot­
notes omitted. 
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at this time the first great speeding up of 
industrial development. If Toynbee had 
lived to reply to some of the criticisms of 
the phrase "industrial revolution," he 
might have defended his position by refer­
ring to the passage in Macaulay's cele­
brated third chapter-which may pos­
sibly have influenced him during his short 
life-where Macaulay says that about the 
middle of the eighteenth century economic 
progress became for the first time "porten­
tously rapid." 

Was this the first period of English his­
tory during which a remarkable speeding 
up of industrial development occurred? 
The opinion is gaining strength that there 
was at least one earlier period during 
which the rate of change was scarcely less 
striking. This period begins at about the 
time of the dissolution of the monasteries, 
and the industrial development becomes 
most rapid during Shakespeare's lifetime, 
during the latter half of Elizabeth's reign 
and the reign of james I. The forces of rap­
id change then set in motion continued 
throughout the seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries, but it was not until 
the 1780's, on the eve of the French Revo­
lution and at the time when the Constitu­
tion of the United States was drafted that , 
an even greater speeding up in the rate of 
economic growth announced itself in Great 
Britain, preparing the way directly for the 
atomic age. 

Support for this view is to be found in 
the excellent book of Mr. Wadsworth and 
Miss Mann on the cotton textile industry. 
It is there suggested that the growth of an 
elaborate network of middlemen, who 
supplied the materials upon which thou­
sands of domestic workpeople labored at 
their spinning wheels and looms, was so re­
markable in the late sixteenth and early 
seventeenth centuries that the changes in 
the face of industrial Lancashire were 
scarcely less important than between 1760 

and 1832, when the county was the classic 
home of the "revolution" in cotton manu­
facture. Evidence of an equally re­
markable expansion, beginning about the 
middle of the sixteenth century and becom­
ing decisive in the 1580's, the decade of 
the Armada, in the output of coal, salt, 
glass, and ships, and in the production of 
many other industrial commodities, such 
as alum, soap, gunpowder, metal goods 
and accessories, will be found in my book 
on the coal industry .... The rate of 
growth per decade in the production of 
mines and manufactures was, it seems prob­
able, no less from about 1540 to 1640 
than from about 1735 to 1785, the period 
when, according to Macaulay, economic 
progress first became "portentously rapid." 
Recent research seems to indicate that the 
rapid growth of industry and the striking 
increase in the importance and complexity 
of the domestic system, which began in the 
Elizabethan Age, were accompanied in 
England by a remarkable expansion in the 
use of machinery driven by water and 
horse power and by a concentration (un­
precedented in previous history) on inven­
tive objectives primarily aimed at the re­
duction of labor costs in the interest of 
quantitative production. 

Three kinds of technical development 
helped the growth of large-scale, privately 
controlled enterprise between 1540 and 
1640. The first was the introduction of a 
series of industries which had appeared 
somewhat earlier on the Continent, but 
which hardly gained a foothold in Great 
Britain until after the Reformation. The 
second was the application to old indus­
tries of various technical processes known 
before, especially in some districts on the 
Continent, but hitherto very little used in 
Great Britain. The third was the discovery 
and application of new technical methods, 
little known in Europe at the Reformation. 
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The Introduction of "New" Industries 

During the last sixty years of the SIX­

teenth century the first paper and gun­
powder mills, the first cannon foundries, 
the first alum and copperas factories, the 
first sugar refineries, and the first consid­
erable saltpeter works were all introduced 
into the country from abroad. The dis­
covery of calamine, the ore of zinc, in 
Somerset and elsewhere, together with the 
first really effective attempts to mine cop­
per ore, made possible the establishment of 
brassmaking and battery works for ham­
mering brass and copper ingots into plates. 

Not all the commodities turned out by 
these manufactures were being produced 
in England for the first time. If English­
made sugar and brass were new, some pa­
per and alum, probably some saltpeter and 
gunpowder, and perhaps some copperas 
had been obtained from native workshops 
before the sixteenth century. But the 
quantities had been insignificant. The im­
portant thing about the "new" Eliza­
bethan industries, for the spread of capi­
talistic ventures, was that in all of them 
plant was set up invol~ing investments far 
beyond the sums which groups of master 
craftsmen could muster even if these arti-

' sans were men of some small substance. 
~hile in London, Sheffield, or any provin­
cial town, the typical workshop of the 
smith, the cutler, or the weaver could be 
equipped with its forge or grinding wheel 
or loom and other necessary tools for a few 
pounds, the establishments erected in these 
new industries cost hundreds and in many 
cases thousands, of pounds, ;t a time when 
a wage earner did well if he earned more 
than five pounds a year. A further heavy 
outlay had to be made on materials and 
labor, because_ the process of production 
freqently reqmred a long time, and it was 
many months before any return could be 
expected from sales. 

J 0 H N U. N E F 

In the reign of James I, the alum houses 
erected near Whitby, on the Yorkshire 
coast, were great wooden structures. Each 
contained large brick furnaces and cisterns, 
piles of alumstone, coal, and wood fuel and 
about ten metal pans for heating the ingre­
dients. Many thousands of pounds were 
spent on each of these houses, and the an­
nual expense of the materials consumed in 
the manufacture exceeded £1 ,000 .... 

In the reign of Charles I, the copperas 
house at Queenborough in Kent, with its 
great wooden troughs, l~a~en pipes, and 
cisterns, was built on a similar scale to an 
alum house. In 1613 John Browne, later 
crown commissioner for making ordnance 
and shot and official gunmaker to the Par­
liament in the Civil War, employed some 
200 men in his cannon foundry at Brench­
ley in Kent. At Dartford, in the same 
county, a paper mill had been set up by 
John Spilman, a naturalized German, 
about the middle of Elizabeth's reign .... 

One of the two great waterwheels which 
drive the hammers for beating the cloth 
and the stamping machinery had formerly 
been used to drive the bellows of a blast 
furnace on the same site, and the cost of 
converting it to its new purpose is said to 
have been between £1,400 and £1,500 in 
money of that time, which should be mul­
tiplied by more than twenty to get its_ equiv­
alent in terms of today. Powder mills, in­
troduced into Surrey just after the middle 

f the sixteenth century, were also driven 
0 h" by water power, and the mac mery was 
perhaps no less costly than at . the paper 
miils .... The battery works mtroduced 
from Germany in Elizabeth's reign, with 
their furnaces and numerous great ham­
mers, some of which weighed five hundred 
pounds, probably cost as much to build as 
the larger powder and paper mills. The 
hammers were driven by water power at a 
heavy cost. As in all the rising English in­
dustries the overshot wheel was generally 
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used rather than the less expensive under­
shot wheel. To turn the former a 
stream had to be diverted from its course, 
and a dam built to store up the water 
against a drought. 

There was nothing new about the use of 
the overshot wheel in industry, but its 
adoption during the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries in England ap­
pears to have been unprecedentedly rapid, 
and large water-driven wheels had prob­
ably come into more widespread use by 
1640, on the eve of the Civil War, than in 
other countries. 

Among other industries introduced into 
England during the last sixty years of the 
sixteenth century, sugar-refining and 
brassmaking by the process of cementation 
also required an extensive outlay in build­
ings, furnaces, boilers, machinery, tools, 
and materials. Sugarmakers had to invest 
scores and sometimes hundreds of pounds 
in lead pipes, cisterns, copper kettles, and 
iron rollers for grinding the cane. Brass­
makers had to provide expensive metal 
pots, in which the copper was mixed with 
prepared calamine, and one or more large 
ovens in which eight or more of the pots 
were placed for heating .... 

It is probable, nevertheless, that the 
number of considerable establishments at 
work in all these "new" manufactures 
taken together, had reached several score~ 
before the Civil War. And the introduction 
of such establishments, with their elaborate 
water-driven machinery, their large fur­
naces and accessories, must have had an 
influence upon the growth of industrial 
capitalism in England beyond that which 
can be measured in terms of the output or 
the number of workpeople engaged in 
them. Mechanics and inventors could 
study the new machinery, furnaces, and 
boilers with a view to adapting them to 
suit other processes of manufacture. Land­
lords and merchants, with capital to invest 

in other industries, were stimulated by ex­
ample to set up works on a larger scale 
than they might othenvise have done. For 
a variety of reasons, they were able as time 
went on to develop their enterprises free 
from government participation and even 
government regulation to a degree that 
had not been common hitherto in Europe, 
if indeed anywhere in the world. 'While 
the period preceding the Reformation had 
been, on the Continent especially, a time 
of increasing political control over in­
dustry, the late sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries were in Great Britain a time 
when private enterprise increasingly es­
caped effective government interference. 

The Progress of Advanced Technical Methods 
in Old Industries 

A larger number of workpeople and a 
greater amount of capital were drawn into 
such capitalistic enterprises by the exten­
sive changes in old industries than by the 
introduction of these "new" manufactures. 
The very rapid growth of markets for coal 
and ore was making it imperative to adopt 
less primitive methods in mining and the 
production of metals. As a result of the 
application of improved methods known 
before the middle of the sixteenth century, 
at least on the Continent, conditions in 
these industries were largely transformed 
during the century following the dissolu­
tion of the monasteries. 

Before the sixteenth century, in Great 
Britain, the expensive adit or long tunnel 
for draining mines was rare, machinery 
driven by water or horse power for pump­
ing out water or raising minerals was 
perhaps still rarer. The problems of pros­
pecting for coal and ore, of sinking through 
rocky strata, and of ventilating the pits to 
force out noxious gases, hardly tried the 
ingenuity of the miner, for the depths of 
the workings seldom exceeded a few fath­
oms. Except at silver mines, which were 
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scarce in Great Britain, and at a very few 
tin and coal mines, mining seldom re­
quired the investment of much capital. 
Ore and coal were normally dug by in­
dependent partnerships of working miners. 

Great changes occurred in the impor­
tance of mining and metallurgy as a result 
of the very rapid expansion in the demand 
for copper, lead, iron, and above all coal. 
Seams of that base mineral abounded, and 
the rate of growth in the output of coal was 
more rapid than the rate of growth in the 
output of silver had been during the previ­
ous hundred years in Central Europe. Pro­
duction of coal in Great Britain increased 
some seven- or eightfold or even more be­
tween the 1530's and the 1630's. In order to 
meet the demand it became necessary to 
sink to depths of twenty, thirty, and eve~ 
forty or fifty fathoms. In many parts of 
England, Scotland, and Wales miners were 
threatened by water which drowned out 
t~eir workings and by gas explosions which 
killed scores. Never before in any country 
had mining and the transport of coal en­
gaged as workers so large a proportion of 
the population as in Great Britain on the 
eve of the Civil War which is to say in the 
1630's. ' 

During the reigns of Elizabeth and her 
two St~art successors, money was poured 
out lavishly in the construction of hun­
dreds of adits, ventilation shafts and drain­
age engines, driven by water ~r more of-
ten by horse p . ower, at tm copper and 
lead mines and b II ' . . ' . . ' a ove a , at colhenes. As 
the dlggmg and lining of an adit often cost 
thousands of pounds (th . 1 f e eqmva ent o 
hundreds of thousands of d II . od , o ars m t ay s 
money),. and as the expense of operating a 
horse-dnven pump sometimes amounted 
to about £2,000 a year, the new mining 
enterprises had to be conducted on a scale 
which would have seemed almost incredi­
ble to an untraveled Englishman of the 
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time of Henry VIII and Sir Thomas More. 
What he would have considered large­
scale industry was becoming, except in 
backward shires, the normal form of enter­
prise both in mining and metallurgy. 

While the annual output of a coal mine 
before the middle of the sixteenth century 
had rarely exceeded a few hundred tons, 
and much of the mining had been done 
casually by manorial tenants who worked 
part of the year as husbandmen, collieries 
producing from ten to twenty-five thou­
sand tons of coal, representing an invest­
ment of many thousands of pounds in mon­
ey of that time, and employing scores and 
sometimes hundreds of miners, became 
common before 1640. They were to be 
found not only in the north of England but 
also in Scotland, and even in the Midlands 
which had no direct access to the mount­
ing trade in seaborne coal. Large enter­
prises were the rule in the mining of cop­
per, as well as in the much less extensive 
mining of silver; considerable investments 
of capital were common in the mining of 
tin and were not unknown in the mining of 
lead. 

In the conversion of metallic ores into 
metals, and the preparation of these metals 
for the smiths, nailers, and other craftsmen 
who fashioned them into finished articles 
the scale of enterprise grew also strikingly: 
The blast furnace for producing cast iron 
was probably introduced from the Conti­
nent toward the end of the fifteenth cen. 
tury. But it was little used at that time 
even in Sussex, the center of the English 
iron industry, and apparently not at all else­
where, until after 1540.... Between 
1540 and 1640, the process of ironmaking 
assumed a more capitalistic form, and the 
changes were second in importance only to 
those which revolutionized the industry 
during and after the eighties of the 
eighteenth century .... 
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[The Discovery and Application of New 
Technical Methods] 

In an age that Jevons and other nine­
teenth-century writers believed to be vir­
tually barren of practical inventive achieve­
ment, England was actually becoming a 
busy hive of experiments designed to re­
duce labor. Shortly before the end of Eliza­
beth's reign, boring rods for finding out 
the nature of underground strata and 
railed ways with large horse-drawn wagons 
for carrying coal were devised by the inge­
nuity of some inventors who remain anony­
mous. In southern Nottinghamshire, at 
about the same time, in I 589, William Lee 
gave the world his stocking-knitting frame. 

It is impossible to determine to what ex­
tent workmen were drawn into capitalistic 
plants before I 640 as a result of such Eng­
lish inventions. In some cases, the technical 
discoveries had little, if any, effect upon 
the form of industrial enterprise. In most of 
the metallurgical finishing trades and in 
many branches of the textile industry, 
small domestic enterprises were still the 
rule even after the widespread adoption of 
coal in place of wood fuel. Framework 
knitting remained domestic until the nine­
teenth century, for Lee's invention did not 
cause a sufficiently great increase in the 
capital required_ to draw the industry into 
the factory· Bormg rods added something, 
but not much, to the costs of mining. 
R i!ed ways involved a far heavier outlay, 

a ecially where collieries were worked at 
esp . b 
some distance from nav1ga le water and 
where the terrain between was full of hills 
and ravines. Their installation eliminated 
the independent local carter, who plied his 
horse and cart for hire, and changed the 
transportation of coal ~nto a capitalistic _in­
dustry. But neither ra1led ways nor bormg 
rods made much headway in connection 
with mining until the end of the seven­
teenth century ... · 

Wherever coal was substituted for wood 
in manufactures, it tended not only to in­
crease the costs of the installation, but also 
to cheapen the quality of the product and 
reduce the prestige attaching to manual 
work. By cheapening the quality of the 
product it widened the market for it, and 
thus increased the potential advantages of 
large-scale production. Quite apart from 
the direct influence of the substitution of 
coal for wood in encouraging large-scale 
manufacture, it is clear that the inventions 
making this substitution possible enabled 
several capitalistic industries, which would 
otherwise have withered, to flourish as 
they could not in foreign countries lacking 
cheap and easily accessible coal sup­
plies .... 

Conclusion 

Without a thorough investigation of 
many industries hitherto neglected by eco­
nomic historians, no quantitative estimate 
can be made of the total number of labor­
ers employed in capitalistically owned 
mines and manufacturing establishments 
in the 1630's, on the eve of the Civil War. 
No doubt the great majority of all the 
workpeople engaged in industry labored ~n 
their homes, in town cellars or garrets or m 
village cottages. But that majority was by 
no means so overwhelming as was sup­
posed in Toynbee the elder's time. During 
the hundred years from 1540 to 1640 the 
proportion so employed had been notably 
reduced. Tens of thousands of workpeople 
had been swept from the country dwellings 
and town shops of their forefathers or f~om 
a ragged existence of vagabondage mto 
hundreds of new, capitalistically owned 
enterprises. The introduction of new indus­
tries and of new machinery, tools, and fur­
naces in old industries, had brought about 
technical changes in the methods of min­
ing and manufacturing only less momen­
tous than those associated with the great 
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inventions of the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. The expansion of 
mining and metallurgy after about 1580 
also raised in more acute forms than ever 
before three technical problems which re­
mained partly unsolved in 1640, in spite of 
all the busy work that had been done on 
them during the previous sixty years: the 
substitution of steam for water, wind, and 
horse power for driving machinery; the 
laying of railed ways for the transport of 
bulky goods; the substitution of coal for 
wood fuel in the production of metals, par­
ticularly iron. It was further work which 
led to the solution of all these problems in 
Great Britain at the juncture of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
These discoveries precipitated the still 
greater speeding up in the rate of indus­
trial development which began in the 
1780's and led to the conquest of the mate­
rial world. The concentration of inventive 
skill on these three problems at the junc­
ture of the sixteenth and seventeenth cen­
turies was novel. It is another aspect of the 
"early English industrial revolution." 

It must not be supposed that the devel­
opments we have attempted to sketch 
came to an end in the mid-seventeenth 
century. While workpeople were perhaps 
drawn into large-scale industry at a 
somewhat less rapid rate in the hundred 
years following than in those preceding 
1640, the striking changes in technique 
and_ the greatly increasing concentration of 
capital which began in the Elizabethan 
Age led directly to the rapid industrial 
progress which we associate with the nine-
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teenth and twentieth centuries. It follows 
that if we are concerned with the relations 
of other historical developments to the ori­
gins of industrial civilization, these must 
perhaps be sought more in the late six­
teenth and seventeenth centuries than at 
the time of the "industrial revolution" as 
described by Toynbee the elder and his 
followers. 

The rise of industrialism in Great Bri­
tain can be more properly regarded as a 
long process stretching back to the middle 
of the sixteenth century and coming down 
to the final triumph of the industrial state 
toward the end of the nineteenth, than as 
a sudden phenomenon associated with the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen­
turies. It is no longer possible to find a full 
explanation of "the great inventions" and 
the new factories of the late eighteenth 
century in a preceding commercial revolu­
tion which increased the size of markets. 
The commercial revolution, if that is the 
proper term to apply to a rapid growth in 
foreign and domestic trade during a period 
of two centuries, had a continuous influ­
ence reaching back beyond the Refor­
mation upon industrial technology and the 
scale of mining and manufacturing. But 
the progress of industry, in turn, had contin­
ually stimulated in a variety of ways the 
progress of commerce. The former progress 
was quite as "revolutionary" as the latter 
and quite as directly responsible for th~ 
speeding up of industrial growth in Great 
Britain at the juncture of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries which led to the 
triumph of industrialism. 
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W. W. Rostow 

The Industrial Revolution as Take-off 

We come now to the great watershed in 
the life of modern societies: the third stage 
in this sequence, the take-off. The take-off 
is the interval when the old blocks and resis­
tances to steady growth are finally over­
come. The forces making for economic 
progress, which yielded limited bursts and 
enclaves of modern activity, expand and 
come to dominate the society. Growth be­
comes its normal condition. Compound in­
terest becomes built, as it were, into its 
habits and institutional structure .... 

There are several problems of choice in­
volved in defining the take-off with preci­
sion. We might begin with one arbitrary 
definition and consider briefly the two ma­
jor alternatives. 

For the present purposes the take-off is 

defined as requiring all three of the follow­
ing related conditions: 

( 1) a rise in the rate of productive in­
vestment from, say, 5% or less to over 10% 
of national income (or net national prod­
uct (NNP)); 

(2) the development of one or more 
substantial "manufacturing sectors, with a 
high rate of growth; 

(3) the existence or quick emergence of 
a political, social and institutional frame­
work which exploits the impulses to expan­
sion in the modern sector and the potential 
external economy effects of the take-off 
and gives to growth an on-going charac­
ter .... 

This definition is designed to isolate the 
early stage when industrialization takes 

*From W. W. Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growtk A Non-Communist Manifesto (London: Cambridge Univer­
sity Press, 1960), pp. 7, 39-40, and 54-56. Some footnotes omitted. 
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hold rather than the later stage when in­
dustrialization becomes a more massive 
and statistically more impressive phenom­
enon.' In Britain, for example, there is no 
doubt that it was between 1815 and 1850 
that industrialization fully took hold. If the 
criterion chosen for take-off was the period 
of most rapid overall industrial growth, or 
the period when large-scale industry ma­
tured, all our take-off dates would have to 
be set later; Britain, for example, to 
1819-48; the United States, to 1868-93; 
Sweden, to 1890-1920; Japan, to 1900-20; 
Russia, to 1928-40. The earlier dating is 
chosen here because it is believed that the 
decisive transformations (including a de­
cisive shift in the investment-rate) occur in 
the first industrial phases; and later indus­
trial maturity can be directly traced back 
to foundations laid in these first phases. 

This definition is also designed to rule 
out from the take-off the quite substantial 
economic progress which can occur in an 
economy before a truly self-reinforcing 
growth process gets under way. Consider, 
for example, British economic expansion 
between, say, 1750 and 1783· Russian eco-. . ' 
nomic expansion between say 1861 and 
1890, ?anadian economi~ ex~ansion be­
tween 1867 and the mid-1890's. Such peri­
ods--for which there is an equivalent in 
~he economic history of almost every grow­
~ng economy-were marked by extremely 
Important, even decisive, developments. 
The transport network expanded and 
with it both internal and external' com­
~~rce; a revolution in agricultural produc­
tiVIty was, at least, begun; new institutions 
for mobilizing sa~ings were developed; a 
class of commcrcJa! and even industrial 

'Rostow's tentative and approximate d 1 for 
k ff' . . h . . a es "ta e-o m t c maJor natiOns: 

Great Britain ( 1783-1802), France (1830-1860) 
Belgium ( 1833-1860), United States (1843-1860) 
Germany (1850-1873), Sweden (1868-1890) ' 
Japan (1878--1900). Russia (1890-1914), ' 
Canada (1896--1914).--Ed. 

W. W. ROSTOW 

entrepreneurs began to emerge; industrial 
enterprise on a limited scale (or in limited 
sectors) grew. And yet, however essential 
these pre-take-off periods were for later de­
velopment, their scale and momentum 
were insufficient to transform the economy 
radically or, in some cases, to outstrip popu­
lation growth and to yield an increase in 
per capita output. 

With a sense of the considerable vio­
lence done to economic history, we are 
here seeking to isolate a period when the 
scale. of productive economic activity 
reaches a critical level and produces 
changes which lead to a massive and pro­
gressive structural transformation in econo­
mies and the societies of which they are a 
part, better viewed as changes in kind than 
merely in degree .... 

Why did the development of a modern 
factory system in cotton textiles lead on in 
Britain to a self-sustaining growth process, 
whereas it failed to do so in other cases? 
Part of the answer lies in the fact that by 
the late eighteenth century the precondi­
tions for take-off in Britain were very fully 
developed. Progress in textiles, coal, iron 
and even steam power had been consid­
erable throughout the eighteenth century; 
and the social and institutional environ­
ment was propitious. But two further tech­
nical elements helped determine the 
upshot. First, the British cotton-textile in­
dustry was large in relation to the total size 
of the economy. From its modern begin­
nings, but notably from the 1780's forward, 
a very high proportion of total cotton-tex­
tile output was directed abroad, reaching 
60% by the 1820's.! The evolution of this 
industry was a more massive fact, with 
wider secondary repercussions, than if it 
were simply supplying the domestic mar­
ket. Industrial enterprise on this scale had 

'The volume (official value) of British cotton-goods 
exports rose from £355,060 in 1780 to £7,624,505 in 
1802 .... 
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secondary reactions on the development of 
urban areas, the demand for coal, iron and 
machinery, the demand for working capi­
tal and ultimately the demand for cheap 
transport, which powerfully stimulated in­
dustrial development in other directions. 

Second, a source of effective demand for 
rapid expansion in British cotton textiles 
was supplied, in the first instance, by the 
sharp reduction in real costs and prices 
which accompanied the technological de­
velopments in manufacture and the cheap­
ening real cost of raw cotton induced by 
the cotton-gin. In this Britain had an ad­
vantage not enjoyed by those who came 
later; for they merely substituted domestic 
for foreign-manufactured cotton textiles. 
The substitution undoubtedly had impor­
tant secondary effects by introducing a 
modern industrial sector and releasing, on 
balance, a pool of foreign exchange for 
other purposes; but there was no sharp fall 
in the real cost of acquiring cotton textiles 
and no equivalent rise in real income. 

The introduction of the railroad has 
been historically the most powerful single 
initiator of take-offs. It was decisive in the 
United States, France, Germany, Canada, 
~nd Russia; it has played an extremely 
Important part in the Swedish, Japanese 
and other cases. 

The railroad has had three major kinds 
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of impact on et.onomic growth during the 
take-off period. First, it has lowered inter­
nal transport costs •. brought new areas and 
products into commercial markets and, in 
general, performed the Smithian function 
of widening the market. Second, it has 
been a prerequisite in many cases to the 
development of a major new and rapidly 
enlarging export sector which, in turn, has 
served to generate capital for internal de­
velopment, as, for example, the American 
railroads before 1914. Third, and perhaps 
most important for the take-off itself, the 
development of railways has led on to the 
development of modern coal, iron and engi­
neering industries. In many countries the 
growth of modern basic industrial sectors 
can be traced in the most direct way to the 
requirements for building and, especially, 
for maintaining substantial railway sys­
tems. When a society has developed deep­
er institutional, social and political prereq­
uisites for take-off, the rapid growth of a 
railway system, with these powerful triple 
effects, has often served to lift it into self­
sustained growth. Where the prerequisites 
have not existed, however, very substantial 
railway building has failed to initiate a 
take-off, as for example in India, China, 
pre-1895 Canada, pre-1914 Argentina, 
etc .... 
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The Take-off Supported 

What does th h 
Revolut' b e P rase "the Industrial 

Ion roke " 
that som . . out mean? It means 
first timee _timhe In the 1780s, and for the 

In uma h' 
were taken ff h n Istory, the shackles 
man s . .0 t e productive power of hu­

OCietJes whi h h 
capable of th' c enceforth became 

e constant 'd 

large meteors, take the non-technical 
world by surprise. Its pre-history in E urope 
can be traced back, depending on the t 
f h h . . aste 

o t e Istonan and his particular ran f 
. ~0 
mterest, to about AD 1000 if not b c ' etore 
and earlier attempts to leap into the air' 

the present lim. 1 ' rap1 and up to 
It ess mult' 1· · goods and se . 1P 1cat10n of men, 

rv1ces Th' · 

clumsy as the experiments of young duck~ 
lings, have been flattered with the nam f 
"industrial revolution"-in the thirteee 0h known to the · Is IS now technically 

economists h " ff 
into self-sustained as t e take-a 

· growth " N · society had been abl · o previous 
ceiling which a p ~ to break through the 

re-mdu . I 
ture, defective scie stna social struc-

nce and tech I d consequently period' b no ogy, an 
and death, impose~c 0 reakdown, famine 
"take-off' was not f n production. The 

' o course f h phenomena which I'k ' one o t ose 
' I e earth k d ______ _ qua es an 

. h . h . nt 
century, m t e s1xteent , m the last decades 
of the seventeenth. From the middle 
of the eighteenth century the process of 
gathering speed for the take-off is so clearly 
observable that older historians have 
tended to date the Industrial Revolution 
back to 1760. But careful enquiry has 
tended to lead most experts to pick on the 
1 780s rather than the 1 760s as the decisive 

*Reproduced by permission of . . . . 
Age of Revolution /189-1848 b E Weidcnfeld & Nicolson, Ltd., and The World Pubhshmg Company from The 
51-52. Footnotes omitted. y · J. Hobsbawm. Copyright ©1962 by E. J. Hobsbawm. Pp. 28-38, 42-47, 
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decade, for it was then that, so far as we 
can tell, all the revelant statistical indices 
took that sudden, sharp, almost vertical 
turn upwards which marks the "take-off." 
The economy became, as it were, airborne. 

To call this process the Industrial Revo­
lution is both logical and in line with a 
well-established tradition, though there 
was at one time a fashion among conserva­
tive historians-perhaps due to certain 
shyness in the presence of incendiary con­
cepts-to deny its existence, and substitute 
instead platitudinous terms like "accel­
erated evolution." If the sudden, qualita­
tive and fundamental transformation, 
which happened in or about the 1780s, 
was not a revolution then the word has no 
commonsense meanmg. The Industrial 
Revolution was not indeed an episode with 
a beginning and an end. To ask when it 
was "complete" is senseless, for its essence 
was that henceforth revolutionary change 
became the norm. It is still going on; at 
most we can ask when the economic trans­
formations had gone far enough to es­
tablish a substantially industrialized econ­
omy, capable of producing, broadly speak­
ing, anything it wanted within the range 
of the available techniques, a "mature in­
dustrial economy" to use the technical 
term. In Britain, and therefore in the 
world, this period of initial industrializa­
tion probably coincides almost exactly 
with the period with which this book deals 
for if it began with the "take-off' in th~ 
1780s, it may plausibly be said to be con­
cluded with the building of the railways 
and the construction of a massive heavy 
industry in Britain in the 1840s. But the 
Revolution itself, the "take-off period," 
can probably be dated with as much preci­
sion as is possible in such matters, to some 
time within the twenty years from 1780 to 
1800: contemporary with, but slightly 
prior to, the French Revolution. 
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By any reckoning this was probably the 
most important event in world history, at 
any rate· since the invention of agriculture 
and cities. And it was initiated by Britain. 
That this was not fortuitous, is evident. If 
there was to be a race for pioneering the 
Industrial Revolution in the eighteenth 
century, there was really only one starter. 
There was plenty of industrial and com­
mercial advance, fostered by the intelligent 
and economically far from nai\re ministers 
and civil servants of every enlightened mon­
archy in Europe, from Portugal to Rus­
sia, all of whom were at least as much con­
cerned with "economic growth" as present­
day administrators. Some small states and 
regions did indeed industrialize quite im­
pressively for example, Saxony and the 
bishopric of Liege, though their industrial 
complexes were too small and localized to 
exert the world-revolutionary influence of 
the British ones. But it seems clear that 
even before the revolution Britain was al­
ready a long way ahead of her chief poten­
tial competitor in per capita output and 
trade, even if still comparable to her in to­
tal output and trade .... 

Fortunately few intellectual refinements 
were necessary to make the Industrial 
Revolution. Its technical inventions were 
exceedingly modest, and in no way beyond 
the scope of intelligent artisans experi­
menting in their workshops, or of the 
constructive capacities of carpenters, 
millwrights and locksmiths: the flying 
shuttle, the spinning jenny, the mule. Even 
its scientifically most sophisticated 
machine, James Watt's rotary steam-en­
gine ( 1784 ), required no more physics than 
had been available for the best part of a 
century .... Given the right conditions, the 
technical innovations of the Industrial 
Revolution practically made themselves, 
except perhaps in the chemical industry. 
This does not mean that early industrial-
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ists were not often interested in science and 
on the look-out for its practical benefits. 

But the right conditions were visibly 
present in Britain, where more than a cen­
tury had passed since the first king had 
been formally tried and executed by his 
people, and since private profit and eco­
nomic development had become accepted 
as the supreme objects of government poli­
cy. For practical purposes the uniquely 
revolutionary British solution of the agrar­
ian problem had already been found. A 
relative handful of commercially-minded 
landlords already almost monopolized the 
land, which was cultivated by tenant-farm­
ers employing landless or smallholders. A 
good many relics of the ancient collective 
economy of the village still remained to 
be swept away by Enclosure Acts 
{1760-1830) and private transactions, but 
we can hardly any longer speak of a "Brit­
ish peasantry" in the same sense that we 
can speak of a French, German or Russian 
peasantry. Farming was already predomi­
nantly for the market; manufacture had 
long been diffused throughout an unfeudal 
countryside. Agriculture was already pre­
pared to carry out its three fundamental 
functions in an era of industrialization: to 
increase production and productivity, so as 
to feed a rapidly rising non-agricultural 
population; to provide a large and rising 
surplus of potential recruits for the towns 
and industries; and to provide a mecha­
nism for the accumulation of capital to be 
used in the more modern sectors of the 
economy. (Two other functions were prob­
ably less important in Britain: that of 
creating a sufficiently large market among 
the agricultural population-normally the 
great mass of the people-and of providing 
an .export surplus which helps to secure 
ca~Ital imports.) A considerable volume of 
SOCial overhead capital-the expensive gen­
eral equipment necessary for the entire 
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economy to move smoothly ahead-was 
already being created, notably in shipping, 
port facilities, and the improvement of 
roads and waterways. Politics were already 
geared to profit. The businessman's specific 
demands might encounter resistance from 
other vested interests; and as we shall see, 
the agrarians were to erect one last barrier 
to hold up the advance of the industrialists 
between 1795 and 1846. On the whole, 
however, it was accepted that money not 
only talked, but governed. All the industri­
alist had to get to be accepted among the 
governors of society was enough money. 

The businessman was undoubtedly in 
the process of getting more money, for the 
greater part of the eighteenth century was 
for most of Europe a period of prosperity 
and comfortable economic expansion; the 
real background to the happy optimism of 
Voltaire's Dr. Pangloss. It may well bear­
gued that sooner or later this expansion, 
assisted by a gentle inflation, would have 
pushed some country across the threshold 
which separates the pre-industrial from the 
industrial economy. But the problem is not 
so simple. Much of eighteenth-century in­
dustrial expansion did not in fact lead im­
mediately, or within the foreseeable future 
to industrial revolution, i.e. to the creation of 
a mechanized "factory system" which in 
turn produces in such vast quantities and 
at such rapidly diminishing cost, as to be 
no longer dependent on existing demand 
but to create its own market. For instanc~ 
the building trade, or the numerous small 
scale industries producing domestic metal 
goods -nails, pots, knives, scissors, etc.-in 
the British Midlands and Yorkshire, ex­
panded very greatly in this period, but al­
ways as a function of the existing market. 
In 1850 while producing far more than in 
1750, they produced in substantially the 
old manner. What was needed was not 
any kind of expansion, but the special kind 
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of expansion which produced Manchester 
rather than Birmingham. 

Moreover, the pioneer industrial revolu­
tions occurred in a special historical situ­
ation, in which economic growth emerges 
from the crisscrossing decisions of countless 
private entrepreneurs and inventors, each 
governed by the first commandment of the 
age, to buy in the cheapest market and to 
sell in the dearest. How were they to dis­
cover that maximum profit was to be got 
out of organizing industrial revolution rath­
er than out of more familiar (and in the 
past more profitable) business activities? 
How were they to learn, what nobody 
could as yet know, that industrial revolu­
tion would produce an unexampled accel­
eration in the expansion of their markets? 
Given that the main social foundations of 
an industrial society had already been 
laid, as they almost certainly had in the 
England of the later eighteenth century, 
they required two things: first, an industry 
which already offered exceptional rewards 
for the manufacturer who could expand 
his output quickly, if need be by reason­
ably cheap and simple innovations, and 
second, a world market largely monopolized 
by a single producing nation. 

These considerations apply in some 
ways to. all countries in our period. For in­
stance, m all of them the lead in industrial 
growth was taken by the manufacturers of 
goods of mass consumption-mainly, but 
not exclusively, textiles-because the mass 
market for such goods already existed, and 
businessmen could clearly see its possibili­
ties of expansion. In other ways, however, 
they apply to Britain alone. For the pio­
neer industrialists have the most difficult 
problems. Once Britain had begun to in­
dustrialize, other countries could begin to 
enjoy the benefits of the rapid economic 
expansion which the pioneer industrial 
revolution stimulated. Moreover, British 
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success proved what could be achieved by 
it, British technique could be imitated, 
British skill and capital imported .... 

Between 1 789 and 1848 Europe and 
America were flooded with British experts, 
steam engines, cotton machinery and in­
vestments. 

Britain enjoyed no such advantages. On 
the other hand it possessed an economy 
strong enough and a state aggressive 
enough to capture the markets of its com­
petitors. In effect the wars of 1793-1815, 
the last and decisive phase of a century's 
Anglo-French duel, virtually eliminated 
all rivals from the non-European world, 
except to some extent the young USA. 
Moreover, Britain possessed an industry 
admirably suited to pioneering industrial 
revolution under capitalist conditions, and 
an economic conjuncture which allowed it 
to: the cotton industry, and colonial ex­
pansiOn. 

I I 

The British, like all other cotton indus­
tries, had originally grown up as a by-prod­
uct of overseas trade, which produced its 
raw material (or rather one of its raw ma­
terials, for the original product wasjiLStian, a 
mixture of cotton and linen), and the In­
dian cotton goods or calicoes which won the 
markets that the European manufacturers 
were to attempt to capture with their own 
imitations. To begin with they were not 
very sucessful, though better able to repro­
duce the cheap and coarse goods competi­
tively than the fine and elaborate ones. 
Fortunately however the old-established ' , 
and powerful vested interest of the woollen 
trade periodically secured import prohibi­
tions of Indian calicoes (which the purely 
mercantile interest of the East India Com­
pany sought to export from India in the 
largest possible quantities), and thus gave 
the native cotton industry's substitutes a 
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chance. Cheaper than wool, cotton and 
cotton mixtures won themselves a modest 
but useful market at home. But their ma­
jor chances of rapid expansion were to lie 
overseas. 

Colonial trade had created the cotton 
industry, and continued to nourish it. In 
the eighteenth century it developed in the 
hinterland of the major colonial ports, 
Bristol, Glasgow but especially Liverpool, 
the great centre of the slave trades. Each 
phase of this inhuman but rapidly ex­
panding commerce stimulated it. In fact, 
during the entire period with which this 
book is concerned slavery and cotton 
marched together. The African slaves were 
bought, in part at least, with Indian cotton 
goods; but when the supply of these was 
interrupted by war or revolt in and about 
India, Lancashire was able to leap in. The 
plantations of the West Indies, where the 
slaves were taken, provided the bulk of the 
raw cotton for the British industry, and in 
return the planters bought Manchester 
cotton checks in appreciable quantities. 
Until shortly before the "take-off' the 
overwhelming bulk of Lancashire cotton 
exports went to the combined African and 
American markets. Lancashire was later to 
repay its debt to slavery by preserving it; 
for after the 1790s the slave plantations of 
the Southern United States were extended 
and maintained by the insatiable and 
rocketing demands of the Lancashire mills, 
to which they supplied the bulk of their 
raw cotton. 

The cotton industry was thus launched, 
like a glider, by the pull of the colonial 
trade to which it was attached· a trade 
which promised not only great, but rapid 
and above all unpredictable expansion, 
which encouraged the entrepreneur to 
adopt the revolutionary techniques re­
quired to meet it. Between 1750 and 1769 
the export of British cottons increased 
more than ten times over. In such situations 
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the rewards for the man who came 
into the market first with the most cotton 
checks were astronomical and well worth 
the risks of leaps into technological adven­
ture. But the overseas market, and espe­
cially within it the poor and backward 
"under-developed areas," not only ex­
panded dramatically from time to time, 
but expanded constantly without apparent 
limit. Doubtless any given section of it , 
considered in isolation, was small by indus-
trial standards, and the competition of the 
different "advanced economies" made it 
even smaller for each. But, as we have 
seen, supposing any one of the advanced 
economies managed, for a sufficiently long 
time, to monopolize all or almost all of it , 
then its prospects really were limitless. 
This is precisely what the British cotton in­
dustry succeeded in doing, aided by the 
aggressive support of the British Govern­
ment. In terms of sales, the Industrial Revo­
lution can be described except for a few 
initial years in the 1780s as the triumph of 
the export market over the home: by 1814 
Britain exported about four yards of cotton 
cloth for every three used at home, by 
1850 thirteen for every eight. And within 
this expanding export market, in turn, the 
semi-colonial and colonial markets, long 
the main outlets for British goods abroad , 
triumphed. During the Napoleonic Wars , 
when the European markets were largely 
cut off by wars and blockades, this was natu­
ral enough. But even after the wars they 
continued to assert themselves. In 1820 
Europe, once again open to free British irn­
ports, took 128 million yards of British cot­
tons; America outside the USA, Africa 
and Asia took 80 millions; but by 1840 Eu­
rope took 200 million yards, while the "un­
der-developed" areas took 529 millions .... 

Cotton therefore provided prospects suf­
ficiently astronomical to tempt private 
entrepreneurs into the adventure of indus­
trial revolution, and an expansion suffi-
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ciently sudden to require it. Fortunately it 
also provided the other conditions which 
made it possible. The new inventions 
which revolutionized it-the spinning­
jenny, the water-frame, the mule in spin­
ning, a little later the power-loom in weav­
ing-were sufficiently simple and cheap, 
and paid for themselves almost immediate­
ly in terms of higher output. They could 
be installed, if need be piecemeal, by small 
men who started off with a few borrowed 
pounds, for· the men who controlled the 
great accumulations of eighteenth-century 
wealth were not greatly inclined to invest 
large amounts in industry. The expansion 
of the industry could be financed easily out 
of current profits, for the combination of its 
vast market conquests and a steady price­
inflation produced fantastic rates of profit. 
"It was not five per cent or ten per cent," a 
later English politician was to say, with 
justice, "but hundreds per cent and thou­
sands per cent that made the fortunes of 
Lancashire." In 1789 an ex-draper's assis­
tant like Robert Owen could start with a 
borrowed £100 in Manchester; by 1809 he 
bought out his partners in the New Lanark 
Mills for £84,000 in cash. And his was a 
relatively modest story of business suc­
cess .... 

But the cotton manufacture had other 
advantages. All its raw material came from 
abroad, and its supply could therefore be 
expanded by the drastic procedures open 
to white men in the colonies-slavery and 
the opening of new areas of cultivation­
rather than by the slower procedures of 
European agriculture; nor was it hampered 
by the vested interests of European 
agriculturalists. From the 1790s on British 
cotton found its supply, to which its for­
tunes remained linked until the 1860s, in 
the newly-opened Southern States of the 
USA. Again, at crucial points of manufac­
ture (notably spinning) cotton suffered 
from a shortage of cheap and efficient Ia-
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bour, and was therefore pushed into 
mechanization. An industry like linen, 
which had initially rather better chances of 
colonial expansion than cotton, suffered in 
the long run from the very ease with which 
cheap, non-mechanized production could 
be expanded in the impoverished peasant 
regions (mainly in Central Europe, but 
also in Ireland) in which it mainly 
flourished. For the obvious way of industrial 
expansion in the eighteenth century, in 
Saxony and Normandy as in England, was 
not to construct factories, but to extend the 
so-called "domestic" or "putting-out" sys­
tem, in .,,,hich workers-sometimes former 
independent craftsmen, sometimes former 
peasants with time on their hands in the 
dead season-worked up the raw material 
in their own homes, with their own or 
rented tools, receiving it from and deliver­
ing it back to merchants who were in the 
process of becoming employers. Indeed, 
both in Britain and in the rest of the eco­
nomically progressive world, the bulk of 
expansion in the initial period of industri­
alization continued to be of this kind. Even 
in the cotton industry such processes as 
weaving were expanded by creating hosts 
of domestic handloom weavers to serve the 
nuclei of mechanized spinneries, the primi­
tive handloom being a rather more effi­
cient device than the spinning-wheel. 
Everywhere weaving was mechanized a 
generation after spinning, and everywhere, 
incidentally, the handloom weavers died a 
lingering death, occasionally revolting 
against their awful fate, when industry no 
longer had any need of them. 

III 

The traditional view which has seen the 
history of the British Industrial Revolution 
primarily in terms of cotton is thus correct. 
Cotton was the first industry to be revolu­
tionized, and it is difficult to see what 
other could have pushed a host of private 
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entrepreneurs into revolution. As late as 
the 1830s cotton was the only British in­
dustry in which the factory or "mill" (the 
name was derived from the most 
widespread pre-industrial establishment 
employing heavy power-operated machin­
ery) predominated; at first (1780-1815) 
mainly in spinning, carding and a few an­
cillary operations, after 1815 increasingly 
also in weaving. The "factories" with 
which the new Factory Acts dealt were, 
until the 1860s, assumed to be exclusively 
textile factories and predominantly cotton 
mills. Factory production in other textile 
branches was slow to develop before the 
1840s and in other manufactures was neg­
ligible. Even the steam engine, though 
applied to numerous other industries by 
1815, was not used in any quantity outside 
mining, which had pioneered it. In 1830 
"industry" and "factory" in anything like 
the modern sense still meant almost exclu­
sively the cotton areas of the United King­
dom. 

Th. · 
lS 1s not to underestimate the forces 

which made r.0 r · d · 1 . . · 
" 10 ustna mnovat10n m 

other consumer goods notably in other 
textiles, in food and d;ink, in pottery and 
other household goods, greatly stimulated 
by the rapid growth of cities. But in the 
first place these employed far fewer 
people· n · d · . ? 10 ustry remotely approached 
the mllhon-and-a-half people directly 
~mployed_ by or dependent on employment 
10 cotton 10 1833. In the second place their 
pow~r to transform was much smaller: 
brewzng which · h . ' was 10 most respects a tee -
meally and · ·fi d sc1ent1 cally much more a -
vanced and mechanized business and one 
revolutionized well before cotto~, hardly 
affected the economy around it, as may be 

prov~d by ~he great Guinness brewery in 
Dubhn, wh1ch left the rest of the Dublin 
and Irish economy (though not local 
tastes) much as it was before its construc­
tion. The demand derived from cotton-
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for more building and all activities in the 
new industrial areas, for machines, for 
chemical improvements, for industrial 
lighting, for shipping and a number of 
other activities-is itself enough to account 
for a large proportion of the economic 
growth in Britain up to the 1830s. In the 
third place, the expansion of the cotton in­
dustry was so vast and its weight in the 
foreign trade of Britain so great, that it 
dominated the movements of the entire 
economy. The quantity of raw cotton im­
ported into Britain rose from 11 million lb. 
in 1785 to 588 million lb. in 1850; the out­
put of cloth from 40 million to 2,025 mil­
lion yards. Cotton manufactures formed 
between 40 and 50 per cent of the annual 
declared value of all British exports be­
tween 1816 and 1848. If cotton flourished, 
the economy flourished, if it slumped, so 
did the economy. Its price movements de­
termined the balance of the nation's trade. 
Only agriculture had a comparable power, 
and that was visibly declining. 

Nevertheless, though the expansion of 
the cotton industry and the cotton-domi­
nated industrial economy "mocks all that 
the most romantic imagination could have 
previously conceived possible under any 
circumstances," its progress was far from 
smooth, and by the 1830s and early 1840s 
produced major problems of growth, not to 
mention revolutionary unrest unparalleled 
in any other period of recent British his­
tory. This first general stumbling of the in­
dustrial capitalist economy is reflected in 

. h a 
marked slowing down m t e growth 
perhaps even in a decline, in the British 
national income at this period. Nor was 
this first general capitalist crisis a purely 
British phenomenon .... 

The industry was thus under immense 
pressure to mechanize (i.e. to lower costs 
by labour-saving) to rationalize and to ex­
pand its production and sales, thus making 
up by the mass of small profits per unit for 
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the fall in the margins. Its success was vari­
able. As we have seen the actual rise in 
production and exports was gigantic; so, 
after 1815, was the mechanization of 
hitherto manual or partly-mechanized oc­
cupations, notably weaving. This took the 
form chiefly of the general adoption of ex­
isting or slightly improved machinery rath­
er than of further technological revolu­
tion. Though the pressure for technical in­
novation increased significantly-there 
were thirty-nine new patents in cotton 
spinning, etc., in 1800-20, fifty-one in the 
1820s, eighty-six in the 1830s and a hun­
dred and fifty-six in the 1840s-the British 
cotton industry was technologically sta­
bilized by the 1830s. On the other hand, 
though the production per operative in­
creased in the post-Napoleonic period, it 
did not do so to any revolutionary extent. 
The really substantial speed-up of opera­
tions was to occur in the second half of the 
century. 

There was comparable pressure on the 
rate of interest on capital, which contem­
porary theory tended to assimilate to prof­
it. But consideration of this takes us to the 
next phase of industrial development-the 
construction of a basic capital-goods m­
dustry. 

IV 

It is evident that no industrial economy 
can develop beyond a certain point until it 
possesses adequate capital-goods capacity. 
This is why even today the most reliable 
single index of any country's industrial po­
tential is the quantity of its iron and steel 
production. But it is also evident that un­
der conditions of private enterprise the ex­
tremely costly capital investment necessary 
for much of this development is not likely 
to be undertaken for the same reasons as 
the industrialization of cotton or other con­
sumer goods. For these a mass market al­
ready exists, at least potentially: even very 

39 

primitive men wear shirts or use household 
equipment and foodstuffs. The problem is 
merely how to put a sufficiently vast mar­
ket sufficiently quickly within the purview 
of businessmen. But no such market exists, 
e.g., for heavy iron equipment such as gird­
ers. It only comes into existence in the 
course of an industrial revolution (and not 
always then), and those who lock up their 
money in the very heavy investments re­
quired even by quite modest iron-works 
(compared to quite large cotton-mills) be­
fore it is visibly there, are more likely to be 
speculators, adventurers and dreamers 
than sound businessmen .... 

These disadvantages applied particu­
larly to metallurgy, especially of iron. Its 
capacity increased, thanks to a few simple 
innovations such as that of puddling and 
rolling in the 1780s, but the non-military 
demand for it remained relatively modest, 
and the military, though gratifyingly large 
thanks to a succession of wars between 
1756 and 1815, slackened off sharply after 
Waterloo. It was certainly not large 
enough to make Britain into an outstand­
ingly large producer of iron. In 1 790 
she out-produced France by only forty per 
cent or so, and even in 1800 her output 
was considerably less than half of the com­
bined continental one, and amounted to 
the, by later standards, tiny figure of a 
quarter of a million tons. If anything the 
British share of world iron output tended 
to sink in the next decades. 

Fortunately they applied less to mining, 
which was chiefly the mining of coal. For 
coal had the advantage of being not 
merely the major source of industrial pow­
er in the nineteenth century, but also a 
major form of domestic fuel, thanks largely 
to the relative shortage of forests in Britain. 
The growth of cities, and especially of Lon­
don, had caused coal mining to expand rap­
idly since the late sixteenth century. By 
the early eighteenth it was substantially a 
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primitive modern industry, even employ­
ing the earliest steam engines (devised for 
similar purposes in non-ferrous metal min­
ing, mainly in Cornwall) for pumping. 
Hence coal mining hardly needed or un­
derwent major technological revolution in 
our period. Its innovations were improve­
ments rather than transformations of pro­
duction. But its capacity was already im­
mense and, by world standards, astro­
nomic. In 1800 Britain may have produced 
something like ten million tons of coal, or 
about 90 per cent of the world output. Its 
nearest competitor, France, produced less 
than a million. 

This immense industry, though prob­
ably not expanding fast enough for really 
massive industrialization on the modern 
scale, was sufficiently large to stimulate the 
basic invention which was to transform the 
capital goods industries: the railway. For 
the mines not only required steam engines 
in large quantities and of great power, but 
~so required efficient means of transport­
Ing the great quantities of coal from coal­
face to shaft and especially from pithead to 
~~e. point of shipment. The "tramway" or 

nulway" along which trucks ran was an 
~bvious answer; to pull these trucks by sta-
bo · nary engines was tempting; to pull them 
by . 
. movmg engines would not seem too 
Impractical. Finally, the costs of overland 
transport of bulk goods were so high that it 
was likely to strike coal-owners in inland 
fields that the use of these short-term 
means of transport could be profitably ex-

fitended for long-term haulage. The line 
rom th · e Inland coalfield of Durham to the 

coast (S 
fi tockton-Darlington 1825) was the 

rst of th . 
II e modern railways. Technologi-

ca y the .I . 
ra1 way is the child of the mme, 

and espe · II . 1 . Cia Y the northern English coa -
mme. Gear S l·c. 
T . ge tephenson began ue as a 

ynes1de " . · engmeman " and for years vir-
tually all lo . ' . · d . comotive dnvers were recrmte 
from his native coalfield. 
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No innovation of the Industrial Revolu­
tion has fired the imagination as much as 
the railway, as witness the fact that it is 
the only product of nineteenth century in­
dustrialization which has been fully ab­
sorbed into the imagery of popular and lit­
erate poetry. Hardly had they been proved 
technically feasible and profitable in Eng­
land (c. 1825-30), before plans to build 
them were made over most of the Western 
world, though their execution was gen­
erally delayed. The first short lines were 
opehed in the USA in 1827, in France in 
1828 and 1835, in Germany and Belgium 
in 1835 and even in Russia by 1837. The 
reason was doubtless that no other inven­
tion revealed the power and speed of the 
new age to the layman as dramatically; a 
revelation made all the more striking by 
the remarkable technical maturity of even 
the very earliest railways. (Speeds of up to 
sixty miles per hour, for instance, were 
perfectly practicable in the 1830s, and 
were not substantially improved by later 
steam-railways.) The iron road, pushing its 
huge smoke-plumed snakes at the speed of 
wind across countries and continents , 
whose embankments and cuttings, bridges 
and stations, formed a body of public build­
ing beside which the pyramids and the 
Roman aqueducts and even the Great 
Wall of China paled into provincialism 
was the very symbol of man's triumph 
through technology. 

In fact, from an economic point of view 
its vast expense was its chief advantag ' e. 
No doubt in the long run its capacity t 
open up countries hitherto cut off by hig~ 
transport costs from the world market, the 
vast increase in the speed and bulk of over­
land communication it brought for men 
and goods, were to be of major impor­
tance. Before 1848 they were economically 
less important: outside Britain because 
railways were few, in Britain because for 
geographical reasons transport problems 
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were much less intractable then in large 
landlocked countries. But from the per­
spective of the student of economic devel­
opment the immense appetite of the rail­
ways for iron and steel, for coal, for heavy 
machinery, for labour, for capital invest­
ment, was at this stage more important. 
For it provided just that massive demand 
which was needed if the capital goods in­
dustries were to be transformed as pro­
foundly as the cotton industry had been. 
In the first two decades of the railways 
(1830-50) the output of iron in Britain 
rose from 680,000 to 2,250,000, in other 
words it trebled. The output of coal be­
tween 1830 and 1850 also trebled from 15 
million tons to 49 million tons. That dra­
matic rise was due primarily to the rail­
way, for on average each mile of line re­
quired 300 tons of iron merely for track. 
The industrial advances which for the first 
time made the mass production of steel 
possible followed naturally in the next de­
cades. 

The reason for this sudden, immense, 
and quite essential expansion lay in the 
apparently irrational passion with which 
businessmen and investors threw them­
selves into the construction of railways. In 
1830 there were a few dozen miles of rail­
ways in all the world-chiefly consisting of 
the line from Liverpool to Manchester. By 
1840 there were over 4,500 miles, by 1850 
over 23,500. Most of them were projected 
in a few bursts of speculative frenzy known 
as the "railway manias" of 1835-7 and es­
pecially in 1844-7; most of them were 
built in large part with British capital, Brit­
ish iron, machines and know-how. These 
investment booms appear irrational, be­
cause in fact few railways were much more 
profitable to the investor than other forms 
of enterprise, most yielded quite modest 
profits and many none at all; in 1855 the 
average interest on capital sunk in the Brit­
ish railways was a mere 3.7 per cent. No 
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doubt promoters, speculators and others 
did exceedingly well out of them, but the 
ordinary investor clearly did not. And yet 
by 1840 £28 millions, by 1850 £240 mil­
lions had been hopefully invested in them. 

Why? The fundamental fact about Brit­
ain in the first two generations of the In­
dustrial Revolution was, that the comfort­
able and rich classes accumulated income 
so fast and in such vast quantities as to 
exceed all available possibilities of 
spending and investment. (The annual 
investible surplus in the 1840s was reckoned 
at about £60 millions.)· No doubt feudal 
and aristocratic societies would have suc­
ceeded in throwing a great deal of this 
away in riotous living, luxury building and 
other uneconomic activities. . . . But the 
bulk of the middle classes, who formed the 
main investing public, were still savers rath­
er than spenders .... 

Again, a modern socialist or welfare so­
ciety would no doubt have distributed 
some of these vast accumulations for social 
purposes. In our period nothing was less 
likely. Virtually untaxed, the middle class 
therefore continued to accumulate among 
the hungry populace, whose hunger was 
the counterpart of their accumulation. 
And as they were not peasants, content to 
hoard their savings in woollen stockings or 
as golden bangles, they had to find profit­
able investment for them. But where? Ex­
isting industries, for instance, had become 
far too cheap to absorb more than a frac­
tion of the available surplus for invest­
ment: even supposing the size of the cotton 
industry to be doubled, the capital cost 
would absorb only a part of it. What was 
needed was a sponge large enough to hold 
all of it .... 

Whether it could have found other 
forms of home investment-for instance in 
building-is an academic question to 
which the answer is still i!l doubt. In fact it 
found the railways, which could not con-
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ceivably have been built as rapidly and on 
as large a scale without this torrent of capi­
tal flooding into them, especially in the 
middle 1840s. It was a lucky conjuncture, 
for the railways happened to solve vir­
tually all the problems of the economy's 
growth at once .... 

[v] 

In this rather haphazard, unplanned 
and empirical way the first major indus­
trial economy was built. By modern stan­
dards it was small and archaic, and its ar­
chaism still marks Britain today. By the 
standards of 1848 it was monumental, 
though also rather shocking, for its new 
cities were uglier, its proletariat worse off, 
than elsewhere, and the fog-bound, smoke­
laden atmosphere in which pale masses 
hurried to and fro troubled the foreign visi­
tor. But it harnessed the power of a million 
horses in its steam-engines, turned out two 
million yards of cotton cloth per year on 
over seventeen million mechanical spin­
dles, dug almost fifty million tons of coal 
imported and exported £170 million~ 
worth of goods in a single year. Its trade 
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was twice that of its nearest competitor, 
France: in 1780 it had only just exceeded 
it. Its cotton consumption was twice that of 
the USA, four times the French. It pro­
duced more than half the total pig-iron of 
the economically developed world, and 
used twice as much per inhabitant as the 
next-most industrialized country (Bel­
gium), three times as much as the USA, 
more than four times as much as France. 
Between £200 and £300 million of British 
capital investment-a quarter in the USA, 
almost a fifth in Latin America-brought 
back dividends and orders from all parts of 
the world. It was, in fact, the "workshop of 
the world." 

And both Britain and the world knew 
that the Industrial Revolution launched in 
these islands by and through the traders 
and entrepreneurs, whose only law was to 
buy in the cheapest market and sell 
without restriction in the dearest, was 
transforming the world. Nothing could 
stand in its way. The gods and kings of the 
past were powerless before the businessmen 
and steam-engines of the present. 



Fellow ofNewnham College and university lecturer at 
Cambridge University, PHYLLIS DEANE co-authored 
with W. A. Cole Bn.tish Economic Growth, /688-1959 (1962 
and 1967). The following passage from her book on the 
Industrial Revolution is less technical than much of her 
other writing. Like the other writers in this section, she 
pays a great deal of attention to the cotton and iron 
industries. Does she seem more in agreement with 
Toynbee or Clapham? Why does she disagree with 
Rostow? What theory would she substitute for that of his 
take-off:'* 

Phyllis Deane 

The Take-off Challenged 

The Cotton Industry 

Now it is time to come to grips with the 
process that is generally assumed to be at 
the heart of the first industrial revolution, 
that is the growth of modern manufactur­
ing industry and all that this implies­
large-scale units of operation, labour-sav­
ing machinery, and regimentation of la­
bour, for example. There were two indus­
tries which more than any other first ex­
perienced the early revolutionary changes 
in technology and economic organization 
that made Britain the "workshop of the 
world." They were cotton and iron. It 
seems to be generally agreed that the 
prime mover was the cotton industry. This 
is the industry which Professor Rostow, for 
example, has described as the "original 

sector in the first take-off' and to which 
Schumpeter referred when he asserted 
that "English industrial history can 
(1787-1842) ... be almost resolved into 
the history of a single industry." There 
seems to be no doubt of the tremendous 
importance of the cotton industry in the 
British industrial revolution. The interest­
ing question is why cotton rather than any 
other industry should have led the way 
and how a single industry came to play 
such an important part in reshaping the 
economy of a nation .... 

In retrospect, the progress of the cotton 
industry looks spectacularly rapid: and so 
it did to contemporaries. By the end of the 
eighteenth century an industry which 
contributed less than half a million pounds 
to national income in the early 1760's and 

*From Phyllis Deane, The First lndustrinl Revolution (London: Cambridge University Press, 1965), 
pp. 84-85,92-103, 114-118. Footnotes omitted. 
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exported goods worth probably no more 
than a quarter of a million pounds overall 
was adding over £5 millions to national in­
come and a similar amount to the declared 
value of exports. The speed with which the 
imports of raw material multiplied is stag­
gering-from under 10 million pounds per 
annum in the early 1780's to ten times as 
much in the period of Waterloo and fifty 
times as much in the early 1840's. 

Yet in some ways the transformation of 
the industry was quite gradual, and it was 
partly this that permitted the expansion in 
output to be strongly sustained through 
wars and depressions. To begin with, ex­
pansion was achieved by taking up the 
slack in existing under-employed resources 
rather than by diverting resources from 
other uses. The jenny multiplied the pro­
ductivity of labour in the spinning branch 
and enabled weavers to work regularly at 
their looms. The water-frame and the 
mule were more than mere labour-saving 
devices; they were substitutes for human 
skill, for they permitted the production of 
stronger, finer yarn by relatively unskilled 
labour. They were the beginning of a new 
er~ in economic organizatio.n, for they re­
qUired a docile labour force working in the 
disciplined atmosphere of the factory. 

The factories, however, provided only 
part of the immense increase in output 
that put cotton at the head of the British 
manufacturing industry. Most of it was 
produced by a multitude of outworkers­
~he d~mestic spinners to whom the capital­
Ist mill-owner served out raw cotton, and 
the hand-loom weaver whom he supplied 
with the appropriate yarn. When trade 
was bad it could be largely concentrated 
in the factories and it was the domestic 
spinners and weavers who took the full 
brunt of depression. When trade was good 
it was generally possible to attract new 
spinners and hand-loom weavers without 
having to raise the level of wages, for there 
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remained a dearth of alternative avenues 
of employment; so that the capitalist em­
ployer reaped the main benefit of the 
boom, and escaped the worst effects of the 
slump. Having a minimum of overheads to 
carry on his own costs he still had a vir­
tually inexhaustible reservoir of surplus la­
bour and machine capacity to draw upon 
at will. 

The persistence of the domestic cotton 
industry. is thus not altogether surprising. 
On the one hand there was the natural 
and dogged resistance of the independent 
head of household to being dragooned into 
factory employment. The hand-loom weav­
ers paid heavily for their independence 
but they held out in force until the 1830's: 
On the other hand, there was the capitalist 
~mploy~r'~ reluctance to sink his capital 
mto bulidmgs and plant that might reduce 
his profits in depression when he could 
meet the boom demand by turning to out­
workers. These two factors delayed the gen­
eral adoption of the power-looms for 
three to four decades after it was effec­
tively available. . . . It was not until the 
early 1840's that the number of power­
loom weavers exceeded the number of 
handloom weavers and not until the 1850's 
that the latter were effectively extin­
guished. 

Throughout the period of mechaniza­
tion of the cotton industry, which could be 
said to have been virtually complete by 
1850, the capitalist manufacturer was in a 
very strong position. He could shift the 
main burden of adjustment to technical 
change to the domestic producers who 
owned the hand-looms which were being 
rendered obsolete. He could readily con­
tract or expand the working time of a large 
unorganized labour force composed mainly 
of women and children or young persons, 
for it was not until the 1850's that maxi­
mum-hours legislation became effective. In 
1835 not many more than a quarter of the 
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operators in cotton factories were men over 
the age of eighteen; 48 per cent were wom­
en and girls and 13 per cent were chil­
dren under fourteen. There was not much 
competition for this unskilled semi-depen­
dent labour force until the industrial revo­
lution gathered momentum in other indus­
tries and provided additional openings for 
women and children in light industry. At 
the same time the cotton manufacturer 
was producing a commodity with a mass 
market at a price which sheltered it from 
competition until technical change had 
had time to spread to other textile indus­
tries and other counties. 

There is no doubt that the sustained 
progress of the cotton industry in the 
period 1780-1850 and its leading role in 
the industrial revolution owed much to the 
favoured position in which its capitalist 
manufacturers found themselves. For the 
British industrial revolution was a sponta­
neous industrial revolution, not a forced 
industrialization as some of its successors 
have been. Its development depended on 
the unfettered response of private enter­
prise to economic opportunity. 

A great deal of stress has been put on 
the role of the textile inventions in stimulat­
ing the industrial revolution and hence, 
understandably, on the leading role of the 
cotton industry. It is important, however, 
not to overstate their importance. For it is 
arguable that the fact that the cotton in­
dustry led the way at this period was due 
more to the drive of its entrepreneurs than 
to the skill of its inventors. 

In examining the process of economic 
growth through technological change it is 
convenient to distinguish, as Schumpeter 
has done, between invention and innova­
tion, for it is the latter which is revolution­
ary in its economic effects, not the former. 
Invention is the basic original discovery, 
the crucial breakthrough in the realm of 
either theoretical or practical knowledge 
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which makes a change in productive 
methods possible. Innovation is the appli­
cation of this new knowledge or the use of 
the new machine in practical economic ac­
tivity. Thus invention can be and oft_en _is a 
purely external factor to the econ?mic situ­
ation: of itself it has no economically rel­
evant effects and it does not necessarily in­
duce innovation. A new machine or a new 
technique may be known to its original in­
ventor and accessible to producers for 
years or decades before it is put into prac-

tice. 
Innovation, on the other hand, is the 

heart and core of technological progress. It 
is this that enlarges the possibilities of pro­
duction, requires new combinations of fac­
tors and production, and creates new cost 
structures. Not all innovations are the prod­
uct of what we should classify as inven­
tion traceable to some identifiable con­
que~t in the realm of theoretical or practi­
cal knowledge made in the immediate or 
remote past. On the other hand an inven­
tion-the steam-engine, for example­
may give rise to a variety of innovations. 
Indeed the essence of Schumpeter's theory 
of innovation is that innovations tend to 
occur not in a steady stream, but in a 
series of bunches emanating from some 
specially fruitful invention, and hence that 
growth tends to take place not steadily but 
in waves. In any case, whether we sub­
scribe to the theory of "bunched innova­
tions" or not, it is evident that what we 
want to focus on in tracing the course of 
economic change is not the initial inven­
tions or new knowledge which made it pos­
sible, but on the response of businessmen 
which made it real, that is, on what is 
sometimes called the "technological dyna­
mism" of the economy's entrepreneurs. 

The reward for innovation in a private 
enterprise economy is profit. The first 
entrepreneur to carry an innovation into 
effect sells a commodity at the old price 
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but at a lower cost and takes the whole of 
the difference as profit. He becomes that 
much richer than his rivals. His example, 
or rather the size of his profit, encourages 
imitation and, as the number of his imita­
tors increases, two factors tend to narrow 
the gap between price and cost: (1) compe­
tition between producers to invade existing 
markets, which tends to diminish price, 
and (2) competition for existing factors of 
production which are in inelastic supply. If 
the gap narrows too quickly the rate of in­
novation falls off smartly both because 
entrepreneurs have less incentive to 
change their methods and because they 
have smaller profits with which to finance 
new kinds of capital equipment. 

The interesting thing about the cotton 
industry at this period is that although 
prices fell steeply-between 1815 and 1845 
for example, the prices of cotton cloth ex­
ports fell by about three-quarters-profits 
were well maintained. In part of course 
this was because producers continued to 
innovate, though perhaps not as fast as 
they could have done .... 

But possibly the most important reason 
:or the cotton industry's ability to maintain 
Its profits and hence its rate of investment 
was the fact that it enjoyed an almost inex­
haustible low-priced labour supply. While 
women and girls and pauper children 
could be put to work for 12 to 16 hours a 
day in cotton-mills at bare subsistence 
wages and while the sons of hand-loom 
weavers were prepared to adopt their fa­
thers' trade and to work longer and longer 
hours for a smaller and smaller return the 
cotton industry could nearly ·always ~om­
mand more labour than it needed and 
wages stayed pitifully low. Between about 
1820 and about 1845 the industry's total 
output quadrupled and total incomes gen­
erated in Britain increased by 50 per cent, 
but the workers' wages barely rose at all. 
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In this surely lies one of the most impor­
tant reasons for the powerfully sustained 
growth of the cotton industry over the 
period 1780-1850. An increasing propor­
tion of the incomes that it generated went 
to the entrepreneurs, and they in their 
turn were ready to plough back a substan­
tial proportion of earnings into more plant 
and machinery. This high rate of plough­
back meant two things: (I) that the in­
dustry went on expanding its capacity to 
produce and increasing its economies of 
scale. . . . (2) that the industry went on 
improving its equipment even though radi­
cal changes in technique were not as rapid 
as they could have been, given the acces­
sible range of inventions; the fact is that 
even where technical change is unspecta­
cular it tends to be continuous wherever 
there is a high rate of investment, for new 
machines tend to be better than their pre­
decessors, even if they are not substantially 
different from them, so that a high rate of 
investment, which involves a high rate of 
introduction of new machines, generates a 
continuous flow of these minor improve­
ments. 

When the supply of labour became 
somewhat less elastic in the late 1840's and 
after, the industry's rate of growth slack­
ened. The reasons for the tightening up of 
the labour supply were several. First of all 
there was the fact that certain pockets of 
technological unemployment-the hand­
loom weavers constitute the classic case­
were liquidated by depression and sheer 
starvation. Secondly, the social conscience 
was beginning to revolt against the callous 
exploitation of child and female labour 
and the shorter-hours legislation was gradu­
ally beginning to take effect. Thirdly, 
other industries were beginning to compete 
for labour, particularly when the railroad 
boom developed and stimulated trade and 
industry in general, and when the other 
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textile trades began seriously to 
mechanize. These factors slowed the rate 
of expansion of the industry but accel­
erated the growth of incomes from employ­
ment in the industry. Between 1845 and 
1870, for example, the cotton industry's 
output roughly doubled, that is to say it 
grew at about half the pace of the preced­
ing 25 years, but the workers' share in the 
incomes which it generated grew a little 
faster than the total. By this time cotton 
had no claim to be the leading sector in 
the industrial revolution or to be setting 
the pace for national economic growth. 

To sum up, then, it is not difficult to see 
why and how the cotton industry grew 
from insignificance to principal manufac­
ture within little more than a generation 
and became the first British industry to 
adopt labour-saving power-driven machin­
ery on a large scale and to produce for an 
international market. There is no doubt 
that its spectacular success captured the 
imagination of contemporaries and set an 
example which may well have been an im­
portant factor in encouraging technical 
change in other industries. But it is pos­
sible, nevertheless, to exaggerate the direct 
influence of this industry in the first indus­
trial revolution. The fact is that its connec­
ti~ns with other important British indus­
tnes were not large enough to set off power­
ful secondary repercussions. In so far as 
it directly and immediately induced tech­
nological change in other industries it was 
in the textile processing trades which, 
taken over-all, did not constitute a very 
significant industrial sector. The principal 
raw material was entirely imported, so 
that the links in this direction were with 
non-British rather than British industries. 
It was a long time before cotton manufac­
ture began to use much coal. The industry 
was highly localized so that it did not 
create a spreading demand for new trans-
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port and building facilities. To begin 
with, machinery was made of wood and 
was produced at the factories by factory 
labour. It was not until the second quarter 
of the nineteenth century that a textile­
machinery industry developed on any 
scale. In short, the industry's links with 
other major producing sectors were quite 
limited and its repercussions on the rest of 
the economy were indirect rather than di­
rect. In particular its remarkable expan­
sion was not sufficiently powerful or perva­
sive in itself to stimulate the English indus­
trial revolution, though it was certainly an 
important part of it. In order to complete 
the picture we need to examine the process 
of technological change in other industries 
which were independently transformed 
over the period I 780-1850. 

The Iron Industry 

The other British industry whose tech­
nology was revolutionized in the last quar­
ter of the eighteenth century was the iron 
industry. As with cotton, the effect of the 
technological transformation was to satisfy 
a long-established need with the produc­
tion of a commodity which was so dif­
ferent, both in quality and in price, from 
what had hitherto been produced in Bri­
tain that it was virtually a new com­
modity. 

In certain other respects the changes in 
the iron industry's system of production 
which were involved in the industrial revo­
lution were less radical than the changes in 
the cotton industry. The textile industries 
were transformed in organization as well 
as in technology. There the domestic-handi­
craft type of manufacture gradually 
changed into a capitalistic factory in­
dustry. But the iron industry was already 
capitalistically organized. Its development 
in the sixteenth century was one of the 
outstanding examples of technological and 
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organizational change which Professor Nef 
adduced to support his argument that the 
origins of the industrial revolution lie in 
the period 1540-1640. Professor Ashton 
makes the point forcibly in his study of the 
iron industry in the Industrial Revolution: 

From the earliest period of which we have ex­
act information, iron-making in this country 
has been conducted on capitalistic lines--<:api­
talistic not only in that the workers are depen­
dent upon an employer for their raw material 
and market, but also in that they are brought 
together in a "works," are paid wages and per­
form their duties under conditions not dissimi­
lar to those of any large industry of modern 
times.; The scale of operations has increased 
enorq'lously: the sapling has become an oak, 
deeB;rooted and wide-spread; technique has 
beett revolutionized. But in structure and or­
gan'ization there is no fundamental change. 

Another feature of the industrial revolu­
tion in iron and steel which distinguishes it 
from that of the cotton industry is that the 
former expanded on the strength of domes­
tic raw materials. The eighteenth-century 
innovations enabled British industries to 
turn from charcoal (a dwindling resource) 
to coal (which was abundantly available) 
and from imported to native ores. Whereas 
the cott~n industry achieved its spectacular 
~con~m1es largely by saving labour, the 
Iron mdustry did so by economizing in raw 
materials, that is by using materials that 
were abundant and cheap in place of ma­
terials that were scarce and dear. 

The third distinguishing characteristic of 
the industrial revolution in iron is that its 
final breakthrough seems to have de­
pended at least as much on an invention 
that was external to the industry as on the 
inventions of the iron industry proper. 
Abraham Darby had successfully smelted 
iron with coke as early as 1709. In a sense 
this was the beginning of the end of the 
charcoal-iron industry. But it was only the 
beginning. Even when the iron-masters 
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had learned first to select the types of iron 
ore and coal so as to produce an accept­
able quality of pig-iron, and then to get 
rid of impurities in the final cast-iron by 
resmelting the pig in foundry furnaces, the 
innovation was still not profitable enough 
to persuade existing producers to move 
from their woodlands to the coalfields. 
Coke was a slow-burning fuel compared 
with charcoal and needed power to secure 
an adequate blast. Water-power was used, 
~f course, but was subject to seasonal vari­
ations. It was not until Boulton and Watt 
had developed an efficient steam-engine, 
around 1775, that the furnaces were able 
to generate a blast strong enough and con­
tinuous enough to make coke-smelting a 
manifestly more efficient way of producing 
pig-iron in any circumstances. Till then 
the use of coke was confined to only a few 
furnaces while the majority still used char­
coal. Even in Darby's own iron-works at 
Coalbrookdale in Shropshire coke was not 
exclusively used. 

Finally there was a fourth reason why 
we might expect the iron industry to have 
played a very different role to that played 
by cotton in the British industrial revolu­
tion. This is the fact that iron was pri­
marily a producer's good, subject to a 
derived rather than a direct demand and , 
partly in consequence, was subject to an 
inelastic demand. The expansion of a pro­
ducers' good industry depends on econom­
ic conditions in general or on the growth 
of industries which consume its products. 
In some ways the iron industry was able to 
widen its market when its price dropped 
to create new demands by replacing othe; 
products-iron began ~o be used widely in 
construction work (bndges, and building 
for example), in the last quarter of the 
eighteenth century, and in 1784 the plant 
of a London flour-mill was built entirely of 
cast-iron. But until towards the middle of 
the nineteenth century when the demand 



The Take-off Challenged 

for iron to construct railroads, locomotives, 
ships, machinery, gas and sanitation sys­
tems greatly expanded the range of its out­
lets, the industry's expansion was severely 
limited by factors on the side of demand. 
So that although the changes in its produc­
tion function were radical enough and its 
price fell steeply, demand was too inelastic 
to permit a corresponding rise in the amount 
sold. There had to be some progress in in­
dustrialization before the iron industry 
could develop and sustain an accelerating 
momentum comparable to that of the cot­
ton industry. 

These four characteristics of the iron in­
dustry in the last quarter of the eighteenth 
century-its traditions of capitalistic large­
scale organization, its new demand for do­
mestically produced raw materials, its de­
pendence on the stf.'!am-engine, and its in­
elastic demand-rendered the role it 
played in the British industrial revolution 
very different from that of cotton. Whether 
it was less or more important in this respect 
is a matter of legitimate doubt. Pro­
fessor Rostow, who gave cotton the role of 
leading sector in his model of the British 
take-off, apparently considered iron less 
important, but this view seems to be large­
ly a consequence of the rather rigid 
frame of thought imposed by his "stages of 
growth" analysis. If it is necessary to think 
of the Industrial Revolution, as Rostow 
does, in terms of a specific period of two to 
three decades within which the crucial 
changes in methods of production had de­
cisive consequences, then the fact that he 
ascribes the British industrial revolution to 
the period following 1 783 and the fact that 
the cotton industry did (and the iron in­
dustry did not) reach a relatively massive 
proportion within the British economy in 
that period, lead inevitably to the conclu­
sion that cotton must have been the lead­
ing sector. If, on the other hand, we regard 
the Industrial Revolution as having effec-
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tively evolved over a longer and less rigidly 
defined span of years-roughly within the 
period 1770--1850-and judge an in­
dustry's importance in the process by the 
weight and range of its repercussions on 
the rest of the economy, then the iron in­
dustry's claim to have played the key role 
is quite impressive. Here surely in its for­
ward and backward linkages with the rest 
of the economy-in the demand for coal 
and iron and extensive transport and capi­
tal facilities on the one hand, and in the 
reduction of costs for a wide range of manu­
factured goods as well as in the building 
and transport industries on the other-we 
can see the iron industry playing a more 
powerful and pervasive role in the process 
of British industrialization than did cotton. 

But it is not really necessary, or even 
useful, to persist in the attempt to identify 
a single industry to which can be ascribed 
the leading part in precipitating the Brit­
ish industrial revolution. A more satisfying 
and convincing, if less dramatic, case can 
be made for the view that the first industri­
alization was the result of a cluster of inno­
vations in Schumpeter's sense of the term. 
Some of the relevant inverztions belong to an 
earlier period: but it is the innovations, the 
general adoption of the inventions, that 
counts. This cluster of innovations was de­
cisive for three main reasons: ( 1) because 
they occurred at roughly the same period 
of time, (2) because they came when Bri­
tain's naval supremacy and commercial 
contacts enabled her to take advantage of 
rising European and North American in­
comes, and {3) because they reinforced 
each other in certain important respects. 
The concentration of the cluster was all­
important. It made the process of industri­
alization a great deal more profitable than 
it would otherwise have been, and gave 
the British economy a lead over its rivals 
which ensured that the process would go 
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on being profitable so long as the lead was 
maintained .... 

In short, the iron industry played a role 
in British industrialization that was both 
peiVasive and stimulating. It provided 
cheaply and abundantly the commodity 
on which, more than on any other single 
material except coal, modern industry was 
to depend for its essential equipment. 
Nineteenth-century industrialization may 
indeed have been started by the textile in­
novations of the end of the eighteenth cen­
tury. But continuous industrialization de­
pended on the availability of coal and 
iron, and would have been inconceivable 
without the steam-engine and the techni­
cal progress in the iron industry which also 
took effect in the last three decades or so of 
the eighteenth century. Even today under­
developed countries seeking a means of es­
cape from economic stagnation are inclined 
to see the establishment of a steel in­
dustry as a first step. They may not always 
be right in this assessment of their current 
problem but it is not difficult to see why 
they drew this lesson from nineteenth-cen­
tury British experience. 

The Chronology of Innovation 

The process of industrialization which 
gathered momentum in Britain during the 
second half of the eighteenth century and 
initiated the sustained upward movement 
of real incomes that the western world now 
takes for granted, involved revolutionary 
changes in the structure and organization 
of the economy. The origins of some of 
these changes can be traced to earlier cen­
turies. ·Some of them are still working 
themselves out. It is generally agreed, 
however, that the crucial transformation 
occurred fairly rapidly-certainly within 
the century between 1750 and 1850, prob­
ably in a considerably shorter time. The 
temptation to time it narrowly, to identify 
a relatively short period of time within 
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which the crucial change can be said to 
have taken place, is very strong. The dis­
continuities of history are more dramatic 
than its continuities, and it is natural to 
want to give them a precise time reference. 

So the chronology of the industrial revo­
lution has become a fruitful source of con­
troversy. There are those who would like 
to trace its beginnings back to the begin­
nings of organized manufacturing industry 
itself and others who insist that it is not 
over yet, even for a fully industrialized 
country like Britain. There arc those who 
find overwhelming evidence for significant 
discontinuity in the last quarter of the 
eighteenth century: and others like 
Clapham and Schumpeter who are 
equally convinced that "if one wishes to 
refer the industrial revolution to a defi­
nite historical epoch it can be located 
more justifiably in the second quarter of 
the nineteenth than in the end of the 
eighteenth century." 

What answer one gives to this kind of 
problem of interpretation depends of 
course on what precise question one is 
asking of the data: in particular, in this 
context, what one means by the "crucial" 
changes. Crucial in what sense? Was it the 
very beginnings of organized industry that 
constituted the significant change? If so 
one must go back like Nef to Tudor time~ 
and earlier and give up all hope of ascrib­
ing the industrial revolution to a definit 

. h e 
epoch. Was It w en technical change as-
sumed a distinctively modern charact . . er, 
involving the substitUtiOn of machinery £4 

f . 1 or 
man-power, o mmera for biological 
sources of energy, of factory organization 
for domestic ind~stry? I_f so, pn~sumably it 
is the cluster of mnovat10ns which took ef­
fect in the last three decades of the 
eighteenth century which must engage our 
attention. Was it when modern industry 
grew massive enough to shape the struc­
ture of the national economy, to set the 
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pace of economic growth, to determine 
standards of life and ways of living for 
people in general? If so, we should prob­
ably focus on the beginnings of the rail­
way age in the second quarter of the nine­
teenth century. 

More recently Professor Rostow has giv­
en added interest to the problem of iden­
tifying and of timing the British industrial 
revolution by making it the basis of his 
theory of the stages of economic growth; 
that is, viewing it as the prototype of the 
take-off, "that decisive interval in the his­
tory of a society when growth becomes its 
normal condition." This of course is going 
much further than his predecessors have 
done in the ancient controversy over the 
chronology of the industrial revolution. 
What they were trying to do was to suggest 
a chronology of British industrialization 
which could be useful in the attempt to 
analyse the causes, character and conse­
quence of the central process. What Profes­
sor Rostow has tried to do is to interpret 
British economic history in a way that has 
immediate policy implications for those 
concerned with the problems of today's 
pre-industrial economies, and this leads 
him to view the industrial revolution as 
something nearer to an event than to a pro­
cess. So that although he claims that his is a 
return to a~ "old fashioned way of looking 
at econom1c development" it is indeed a 
highly novel way of looking at economic 
history. If he is right and it is possible to 
identify, in the history of those countries 
which have successfully industrialized, a 
period of two or three decades within 
which the transformation was sufficiently 
decisive to ensure a continuance not only 
of the process of industrialization but also 
of the growth in average productivity and 
standards of living, then it is certainly im­
portant for today's policy makers to under­
stand the mechanics of the change. For 
presumably in principle the changes which 
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took place spontaneously in past "take 
offs" can be induced by appropriate gov­
ernment action in today's underdevel­
oped countries. 

Examination of the historical record for 
particular countries in the light of the 
"take-ofr' as formalized by Professor Ros­
tow has proved immensely fruitful in focus­
ing the attention of economists and econom­
ic historians on the significant disconti­
nuities implied in the fact of an industrial 
revolution. However, it is clear that the 
concept of the "take-ofr' is a dramatic 
simplification which does not stand up to a 
systematic attempt to relate it to the 
known facts in any detail or to give it a 
definite chronology. In the British case, for 
example, the choice of the period 
1783-1802 as the one in which the process 
of industrialization became in some sense 
irreversible is, while understandable, not 
justified by detailed analysis. The period 
contained some significant developments 
in the cotton and iron industries, it in­
cluded the canal mania, it saw an accel­
eration in the pace of enclosures and of 
population growth and above all it was 
characterized by a sharp upsurge in the 
amount of overseas trade entering and 
leaving British ports. Each of these devel­
opments, however, formed part of a histori­
cal continuum in which the period 
1783-1802 was not unique. Population, for 
example, and enclosures had begun their 
acceleration earlier and reached their peak 
later. The canal mania was preceded by 
an earlier burst of activity in canal con­
struction which, if it was Jess powerful was 
certainly unprecedented; and it was fol­
lowed a generation later by the more spec­
tacular and important railway mania. The 
cotton and iron industries had begun to 
transform their techniques in earlier de­
cades and by 1802 were still too small in 
part of total economic activity to carry the 
national economy along by their own 
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weight. The most significant change of 
trend which fits this period is that for over­
seas trade and any estimate of national 
output which is heavily dependent on the 
foreign-trade series suggests an accelera­
tion in the national rate of growth during 
this period. On the other hand, overseas 
trade was highly vulnerable to the fortunes 
of war, and the upsurge of the 1780's and 
I 790's can easily be explained by war con­
ditions; the growth of trade in the 1780's, 
for example, can be seen as a rebound 
from the abnormally low levels to which it 
had been pushed by the American War, 
and the prolonged growth of the 1790's 
must have owed a good deal to the fact 
that Britain's main continental competitors 
were so largely kept off the seas by the 
French wars. If we allow for these special 
cir~umstances, the upsurge in foreign trade 
which characterized the period I 783-1802 
is not as spectacular as it might appear at 
first. 

What all this amounts to, in effect, is 
that we cannot justify the choice of such a 
tightly specified and narrow period as 
1 ~83_-180~ to represent the span of years 
withm which the industrial revolution took 
the ki_nd of shape that made continuing fu­
ture Industrialization inevitable. Yet the 
questions raised by Professor Rostow's at­
tempt to give a time reference to the cru­
cial changes in the industrial revolution re-
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main interesting and important. We know, 
for example, that some of today's under­
developed countries have begun to industri­
alize and have failed either to maintain 
their original impetus or to generate sus­
tained economic growth. If we knew more 
about the mechanics of past industrial revo­
lutions, in particular if we could say 
whether there was an identifiable stage in 
the process beyond which growth seemed 
to be inevitable, it might help us to under­
stand the conditions of successful industri­
alization. In this connection the first indus­
trial revolution, because it was spontane­
ous, has a special interest. 

One thing that is clear about modern 
economic growth is that it depends on, 
more that anything else, a continuing pro­
cess of technical change. What the indus­
trial revolution did was to increase sub­
stantially the flow of innovations embodied 
in the nation's economic activity and to 
turn it into a continuous, if fluctuating, 
flow. In a pre-industrial economy technical 
progress tends to be exceptional and inter­
mittent. In an industrialized economy it is 
accepted as part of the normal order of 
things. Each generation expects to be able 
to improve on the productive techniques of 
its fathers. Each new machine is expected 
to be in some way more efficient than the 
machine it replaces in the production pro­
cess. 



Friedrich Engels, G. R. Porter 

The analysis of the effect of the Industrial Revolution has 
divided historians into "pessimists," and "optimists." This 
book's first pair of pessimists and optimists is a German, 
FRIEDRICH ENGELS (1820-1895) and an Englishman, 
G. R. PORTER ( 1792-1852). Engels was twenty-four 
years old when he wrote The Conditions of the Working Class 

in England in 1844, from which a selection is taken. It 
resulted from his two-year visit to England to learn the 
textile business in some firms in which his father was a 
partner. He met Karl Marx for the first time just before he 
left for England in 1842, but the meeting was far from 
friendly. This book, as much as anything, initiated their 
life-long collaboration, which included, among other 
works, The Communist A1anifesto. The book was to have a 
great influence on socialist and nonsocialist alike. 

For his part, Porter spent most of his adult life heading 
the statistical department of the Board ofTrade. The most 
important of his numerous books on economic matters was 
The Progress of the Nation (1838), which enjoyed two revised 
editions and from which a selection is given here. The 
views of both Engels and Porter have been superceded by 
more accurate accounts. In the light of the later selections 
in this book, which of these two contemporary accounts is 
the more penetrating? 

A Contemporary Pessimist 

and Optimist 

Friedrich Engels, Deterioration of Living and 
Working Conditions Under Industrialization• 

Let us see what pay for his work society 
does give the working-man in the form of 
dwelling, clothing, food, what sort of sub­
sistence it grants those who contribute most 
to the maintenance of society; and, first, 
let us consider the dwellings. 

Every great city has one or more slums, 
where the working-class is crowded togeth-

er. True, poverty often dwells in hidden 
alleys clo~e to the palaces of the rich; but, 
in general, a separate territory has been 
assigned to it, where, removed from the 
sight of the happier classes, it may struggle 
along as it can. These slums are pretty 
equally arranged in all the great towns of 
England, the worst houses in the worst 
quarters of the towns; usually one or two­
storied cottages in long rows, perhaps with 
cellars used as dwellings, almost always 

*Friedrich Engels, The Conditions of the Working Class in England in 1844 (London, 1892), pp. 26-27, 
66-69, 72-74, 98-99, 101-102, 105-108, 150-151, 160-161, 166-167, 178-180. Footnotes omitted. 
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irregularly built. These houses of three or 
four rooms and a kitchen form, throughout 
England, some parts of London excepted, 
the general dwellings of the working-class. 
The streets are generally unpaved, rough, 
dirty, filled with vegetable and animal ref­
use, without sewers or gutters, but sup­
plied with foul, stagnant pools instead. 
Moreover, ventilation is impeded by the 
bad, confused method of building of the 
whole quarter, and since many human 
beings here live crowded into a small 
space, the atmosphere that prevails in 
these working-men's quarters may readily 
be imagined. Further, the streets serve as 
drying grounds in fine weather; lines are 
stretched across from house to house, and 
hung with wet clothing. 

Let us investigate some of the slums in 
their order. London comes first and in 
London the famous rookery of St. Giles 
which is now, at last, about to be pene­
trated by a couple of broad streets. St. 
Giles is in the midst of the most populous 
part of the town, surrounded by broad, 
splendid avenues in which the gay world of 
London idles about, in the immediate 
neighbourhood of Oxford Street, Regent 
Street, of Trafalgar Square and the 
Strand. It is a disorderly collection of tall, 
three or four-storied houses, with narrow, 
crooked, filthy streets in which there is 
quite as much life a; in the great thor­
oughfares of the town, except that, here, 
people of the working-class only are to be 
seen. A vegetable market is held in the 
street, baskets with vegetables and fruits, 
naturally all bad and hardly fit to use, 
obstruct the sidewalk still further, and 
from these, as well as from the fish-dealers' 
stalls, arises a horrible smell. The houses 
are occupied from cellar to garret, filthy 
within and without, and their appearance 
is such that no human being could possibly 
wish to live in them. But all this is nothing 
in comparison with the dwellings in the 

narrow courts and alleys between the 
streets, entered by covered passages be­
tween the houses, in which the filth and 
tottering ruin surpass all description_ 
Scarcely a whole window-pane can be 
found, the walls are crumbling, doorposts 
and window-frames loose and broken 
doors of old boards nailed together, or al~ 
together wanting in this thieves' quarter 
where no doors are needed, there bein~ 
nothing to steal. Heaps of garbage and 
ashes l~e in all directions, and the foul liq _ 
uids emptied before the doors gather i 
stinking pools. Here live the poorest of th n 
poor, the worst paid workers with thiev e 
and the victims of prostitution indiscrim ~ 
nately huddled together, the majority l;i ~­
or of Irish extraction, and those w~ ~ 
have not yet sunk in the whirlpool of mo 0 

1 · h" h r-a rum w IC surrounds them, sinki 
daily deeper, losing daily more and mong 
f h . . r-e 

o t e1r power to resist the demoralisi 
influence of want, filth, and e~~ 
surroundings. l 

Nor is St. Giles the only ... slum .... 
So much for the dwellings of the worke 

in the largest cities and towns. The ma ~ 
. h" h h ~' ncr m w IC t e need of a shelter is sat· 

fied furnishes a standard for the manner ~s, 
which. all other necessities are supplie~t\ 
That m. these filthy holes a ragged, ill-fe • 
populatiOn alone can dwell is a sa'"'e c:l 
1 . d " co~ 

c us10n, an such is the fact. The clothill ' 
of the working-people, in the ma· ·t ~ . . ~on y 0 .-
cases, ISm a very bad condition Th ... 
. 1 d '"' . . · e mat~ na use .or 1 t IS not of the best d ' 

W l d l. h 1 a apteq 
oo an men ave a most vanished fro • 

the wardrobe of both sexes, and cott h ~ 
taken their place. Shirts are ma~: ~ 
bleached or coloured cotton goods· t 0 f 
dresses of the women are chiefly of ' h~ 

. COtt() 
pnnt goods, and woolen petticoats ar-'tl. 
rarely to be seen on the washline. The me~ 
wear chiefly trousers of fustian or oth t:\ 

heavy cotton goods, and jackets or coats er­

the same. Fustian has become the prove~~ 
bial costume of the working-men, who al"e 
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called "fustian jackets," and call them­
selves so in contrast to the gentlemen who 
wear broadcloth, which latter words are 
used as characteristic for the middle­
class .... 

The whole clothing of the working-class, 
even assuming it to be in good condition, is 
little adapted to the climate. The damp 
air of England, with its sudden changes of 
temperature, more calculated than any 
other to give rise to colds, obliges almost 
the whole middle-class to wear flannel 
next the skin, about the body, and flannel 
scarfs and shirts are in almost universal 
use. Not only is the working-class deprived 
of this precaution, it is scarcely ever in a 
position to use a thread of woollen cloth­
ing; and the heavy cotton goods, though 
thicker, stiffer, and heavier than woollen 
clothes, afford much less protection against 
cold and wet, remain damp much longer 
because of their thickness and the nature 
of the stuff, and have nothing of the com­
pact density of fulled woollen cloths .... 
Moreover, the working-man's clothing is, 
in most cases, in bad condition, and there 
is the oft-recurring necessity for placing the 
best pieces in the pawnbroker's shop ... . 

As with clothing, so with food .... The 
potatoes which the workers buy are usually 
poor, the vegetables wilted, the cheese old 
and of poor quality, the bacon rancid, the 
meat lean, tough, taken from old, often dis­
eased, cattle, or such as have died a natu­
ral death, and not fresh even then, often 
half decayed .... But they are victimised 
in yet another way by the money-greed of 
the middle-class. Dealers and manufactur­
ers adulterate all kinds of provisions in an 
atrocious manner, and without the 
slightest regard to the health of the con­
sumers .... 

The habitual food of the individual 
working-man naturally varies according to 
his wages. The better paid workers, espe­
cially those in whose families every mem-
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ber is able to earn something, have good 
food as long as this state of things lasts; 
meat daily and bacon and cheese for sup­
per. Where wages are less, meat is used 
only two or three times a week, and the 
proportion of bread and potatoes increases. 
Descending gradually, we find the animal 
food reduced to a small piece of bacon cut 
up with the potatoes; lower still, even this 
disappears, and there remain only bread, 
cheese, porridge, and potatoes, until on the 
lowest round of the ladder, among the Irish, 
potatoes form the sole food. As an ac­
companiment, weak tea, with perhaps a 
little sugar, milk, or spirits, is universally 
drunk. Tea is regarded in England, and 
even in Ireland, as quite as indispensable 
as coffee in Germany, and where no tea is 
used, the bitterest poverty reigns. But all 
this pre-supposes that the workman has 
work. When he has none, he is wholly at 
the mercy of accident, and eats what is giv­
en him, what he can beg or steal. And, if 
he gets nothing, he simply starves, as we 
have seen .... 

To sum up briefly the facts thus far 
cited. The great towns are chiefly 
inhabited by working-people, since in the 
best case there is one bourgeois for two 
workers, often for three, here and there for 
four; these workers have no property what­
soever of their own, and live wholly upon 
wages, which usually go from hand to 
mouth. Society, composed wholly of atoms, 
does not trouble itself about them; leaves 
them to care for themselves and their fam­
ilies, yet supplies them no means of 
doing this in an efficient and permanent 
manner. Every working-man, even the 
best, is therefore constantly exposed to loss 
of work and food, that is to death by star­
vation, and many perish in this way. The 
dwellings of the workers are everywhere 
badly planned, badly built, and kept in 
the worst condition, badly ventilated, 
damp, and unwholesome. The inhabitants 
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are confined to the smallest possible space, 
and at least one family usually sleeps in 
each room. The interior arrangement of 
the dwellings is poverty-stricken in various 
degrees, down to the utter absence of even 
the most necessary furniture. The clothing 
of the workers, too, is generally scanty, and 
that of great multitudes is in rags. The 
food is, in general, bad; often almost unfit 
for use, and in many cases, at least at 
times, insufficient in quantity, so that, in 
extreme cases, death by starvation results. 
Thus the working-class of the great cities 
offers a graduated scale of conditions in 
life, in the best cases a temporarily endur­
able existence for hard work and good 
wages, good and endurable that is from , , 
the worker's standpoint; in the worst cases, 
bitter want, reaching even homelessness 
and death by starvation. The average is 
much nearer the worst case than the best. 
And this series does not fall into fixed 
classes, so that one can say, this fraction of 
the working-class is well off, has always 
been so, and remains so. If that is the case 
here and there, if single branches of work 
have in gene~al an advantage over others, 
yet the condition of the workers in each 
branch is subject to such great fluctuations 
that a single working-man may be so 
placed as to pass through the whole range 
from comparative comfort to the extremest 
need, even to death by starvation, while 
almost every English working-man can tell 
a tale of marked changes of fortune .... 

How is it possible, under such condi­
tions, for the lower class to be healthy and 
long lived? What else can be expected 
than an excessive mortality, an unbroken 
series of epidemics, a progressive deteriora­
tion in the physique of the working popu­
lation? Let us see how the facts stand. 

That the dwellings of the workers in the 
worst portions of the cities, together with 
the other conditions of life of this class en­
gender numerous diseases, is attested 0~ all 

sides .... Typhus, that universally diffused 
affiiction, is attributed by the official re­
port on the sanitary condition of the work­
ing-class, directly to the bad state of th( 
dwellings in the matters of ventilation 
drainage, and cleanliness. This report 
compiled, it must not be forgotten, by the 
leading physicians of England from the tes 
timony of other physicians asserts that ; 
single ill-ventilated court, a single blind al 
ley without drainage, is enough to engen 
der fever, and usually does engender it, es 
pecially if the inhabitants are great!· 
crowded .... 

Another category of diseases arises direct 
ly from the food rather than the dwel!ine 
of the workers. The food of the laboure~ 
indigestible enough in itself, is utterly unfi 
for young children, and he has neithe 
means nor time to get his children mor 
suitable food .... Scrofula is almost univei 
sal among the working-class, and scrofu 
lous parents have scrofulous children, esp( 
cially when the original influences cor 
tinue in full force to operate upon the ir 
herited tendency of the children. A secon 
consequence of this insufficient bodil 
nourishment, during the years of growt 
and development, is rachitis, which is C:lo 

tremely common among the children ( 
the working-class .... The neglect to whic 
the great mass of wor~ng-men's childre 
are condemned leaves meradicable traq 
and brings the enfeeblement of the wh I 
race of workers with it. Add to this ~ 
unsuitable clothing of this class, the i~ t , 

. . po. 
sibility of precautiOns agamst colds th 

. . ' e nc 
cessity of tmlmg so long as health Per . 

d. h . l:lllt 
want made more Ire w en Sickness 

a I 
pears, and the only too common lack of a 
medical assistance; and we have a rou 

. d". f g idea of the sam tary con I twn o the Eng lis 
working-class .. · · 

The result of all these influences is a ger 
eral enfeeblement of the frame in tb 
working-class. . . . Their enfeebled const 
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tutions are unable to resist disease, and are 
therefore seized by it on every occasion. 
Hence they age prematurely, and die 
early. On this point the mortality statistics 
supply unquestionable testimony. 

According to the Report of Registrar­
General Graham, the annual death-rate of 
all England and Wales is something less 
than 2!;. per cent. That is to say, out of 
forty-five persons, one dies every year. This 
was the average for the year 1839-40. 
In 1840-41 the mortality diminished 
somewhat, and the death-rate was but one 
in forty-six. But in the great cities the pro­
portion is wholly different. I have before 
me official tables of mortality (Manchester 
Guardian, July 31st, 1844 ), according to 
:'hich the death-rate of several large towns 
Is as follows: In Manchester, including 
Chorlton and Salford, one in 32. 72; and 
excluding Chorlton and Salford, one in 
30. 75. In Liverpool, including West Derby 
(suburb), 31.90, and excluding West 
Derby, 29.90; while the average of all the 
districts of Cheshire Lancashire and 
Yorkshire cited, incl~ding a number of 
wholly or partially rural districts and 
many small towns, with a total population 
of 2,172,506 for the whole, is one death in 
39-80 persons .... 

That this enormous shortening of life 
falls chiefly upon the working-class, that 
the general average is improved by the 
smaller mortality of the upper and middle­
classes, is attested upon all sides. One of 
the most recent depositions is that of a 
physician, Dr. P. H. Holland, in Manches­
ter, who investigated Chorlton-on-Med­
lock, a suburb of Manchester, under offi­
cial commission. He divided the houses 
and streets into three classes each, and as­
certained . . . that the mortality in the 
streets of the second class is 18 per cent 
greater, and in the streets of the third class 
68 per cent greater than in those of the 
first class; that the mortality in the houses of 
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the second class is 31 per cent greater, and 
in the third class 78 per cent greater than 
in those of the first class; that the mortality 
in those bad streets which were improved, 
decreased 25 per cent. He closes with the 
remark, very frank for an English bour­
geois: 

When we find the rate of mortality four times 
as high in some streets as in others, and twice as 
high in whole classes of streets as in other 
classes, and further find that it is all but invari­
ably high in those streets which are in bad con­
dition, and almost invariably low in those 
whose condition is good, we cannot resist the 
conclusion that multitudes of our fellow-crea­
tures, hundreds rif our immediate neighbours, are an­
nually destroyed for want of the most evident 
precautions. 

The Report on the Sanitary Condition 
of the Working-Class [1842] contains infor­
mation which attests the same fact ... and 
no one need wonder that in Manches­
ter . . . more than fifty-seven per cent of 
the children of the working-class perish be­
fore the fifth year, while but twenty per 
cent of the children of the higher classes, 
and not quite thirty-two per cent of the 
children of all classes in the country die 
under five years of age .... 

The great mortality among children of 
the working-class, and especially among 
those of the factory operatives, is proof 
enough of the unwholesome conditions un­
der which they pass their first year. These 
influences are at work, of course, among 
the children who survive, but not quite so 
powerfully as upon those who succumb. 
The result in the most favourable case is a 
tendency to disease, or some check in devel­
opment, and consequent less than normal 
vigour of the constitution. A nine years old 
child of a factory operative that has grown 
up in want, privation, and changing condi­
tions, in cold and damp, with insufficient 
clothing and unwholesome dwellings, is far 
from having the working force of a child 
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brought up under healthier conditions. At 
nine years of age it is sent into the mill to 
work 6Y. hours (formerly 8, earlier still, 12 
to 14, even 16 hours) daily, until the thir­
teenth year; then twelve hours until the 
eighteenth year. The old enfeebling influ­
ences continue, while the work is added to 
them. It is not to be denied that a child of 
nine years, even an operative's child, can 
hold out through 6Y. hours' daily work, 
without any one being able to trace visible 
bad results in its development directly to 
this cause; but in no case can its presence 
in the damp, heavy air of the factory, often 
at once warm and wet, contribute to good 
health; and, in any case, it is unpardon­
able to sacrifice to the greed of an un­
feeling bourgeoisie the time of children 
which should be devoted solely to their 
physical and mental development, with­
draw them from school and the fresh air, 
in order to wear them out for the benefit of 
the manufacturers .... 

The influ~nce of factory-work upon the 
female physique also is marked and pecu­
liar .... 

That factory operatives undergo more 
difficult confinement than other women is 
testified to by several midwives and ac­
~oucheurs, and also that they are more 
hable to miscarriage. Moreover, they suffer 
from the general enfeeblement common to 
~ll operatives, and, when pregnant, con­
tmue t.o work in the factory up to the hour 
of dehvery, because otherwise they lose 
their wages and are made to fear that they 
may be replaced if they stop away too 
soon. It frequently happens that women 
are at work one evening and delivered the 
next morning, and the case is none too 
rare of their being delivered in the factory 
among the machi~e.ry. And if the gentle­
men of the bourgeOisie find nothing particu­
larly shocking in this, their wives will 
perhaps admit that it is a piece of cruelty, 
an infamous act of barbarism, indirectly to 

force a pregnant woman to work twelve or 
thirteen hours daily (formerly still longer), 
up to the day of her delivery, in a standing 
position, with frequent stoopings. But this 
is not all. If these women are not obliged to 
resume work within two weeks, they are 
thankful, and count themselves fortunate. 
Many come back to the factory after eight, 
and even after three to four days, to re­
sume full work .... 

A pretty list of diseases engendered pure­
ly by the hateful money greed of the manu­
facturers! Women made unfit for child­
bearing, children deformed, men en­
feebled, limbs crushed, whole generations 
wrecked, afflicted with disease and infir­
mity, purely to fill the purses of the bour­
geoisie. And when one reads of the barbar­
ism of single cases, how children are seized 
naked in bed by the overlookers, and 
driven with blows and kicks to the factory, 
their clothing over their arms, how their 
sleepiness is driven off with blows, how 
they fall asleep over their work neverthe­
less, how one poor child sprang up, still 
asleep, at the call of the overlooker, and 
mechanically went through the operations 
of its work after its ma~hine was stopped; 
when one reads how children, too tired to 
go home, hide away in the wool in the 
drying-room to sleep there, and could onl 
be driven out of the factory with strap; 
how many hundreds came home so t" d, 

. h h Ire every mg t, t at they could eat no 
. supper 

for sleepmess and want of appetite, that 
their parents found them kneeling b h 

. y t e 
bedside, where they had fallen asleep d 

ur­
ing their prayers .... 

Further, the slavery in which the bo 
. Ur-

geoisie holds the proletanat chained . 
. h ' IS nowhere more conspicuous t an in the fac-

tory system. Here ends all freedom in law 
and in fact. The operative must be in the 
mill at half-past five in the morning; if he 
comes a couple of minutes too late, he is 
fined; if he comes ten minutes too late he , 



A Contemporary Pessimist and Optimist 

is not let in until breakfast is over, and a 
quarter of the day's wages is withheld, 
though he loses only two and one-half 
hours' work out of twelve. He must eat, 
drink, and sleep at command. For satis­
fying the most imperative needs, he is 
vouchsafed the least possible time abso­
lutely required by them. Whether his 
dwelling is a half-hour or a whole one re­
moved from the factory does not concern 
his employer. The despotic bell calls him 
from his bed, his breakfast, his dinner. 

What a time he has of it, too, inside the 
factory! Here the employer is absolute law­
giver .... And such rules as these usually 
are! For instance: 1. The doors are closed 
ten minutes after work begins, and there­
after no one is admitted until the breakfast 
hour; whoever is absent during this time 
forfeits 3d. per loom. 2. Every power-loom 
weaver detected absenting himself at an­
other time, while the machinery is in mo­
tion, forfeits for each hour and each loom, 
3d. Every person who leaves the room dur­
ing working-hours, without obtaining per­
mission from the overlooker, forfeits 3d. 3. 
Weavers who fail to supply themselves 
with scissors forfeit, per day, 1d. 4. All 
broken shuttles, brushes, oil-cans, wheels, 
window panes, etc., must be paid for by 
the weaver. 5. No weaver to stop work 
without giving a week's notice. The manu­
facturer may dismiss any employee 
without notice for bad work or improper 
behaviour. 6. Every operative detected 
speaking to another, singing or whistling, 
will be fined 6d.; for leaving his place dur­
ing working-hours, 6d.: ... It may be said 
that such rules are necessary in a great, 
complicated factory, in order to insure the 
harmonious working of the different parts; 
it may be asserted that such a severe dis­
cipline is as necessary here as in an 
army. . . . But these operatives are con­
demned from their ninth year to their 
death to live under the sword, physically 
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and mentally. They are worse slaves than 
the negroes in America, for they are more 
sharply watched, and yet it is demanded of 
them that they shall live like human 
beings, shall think and feel like men! 
Verily, this they can do only under glow­
ing hatred towards their oppressors, and 
towards that order of things which place 
them in such a position, which degrades 
them to machines. 

G. R. Porter, Progress Shown by Population, 
Wage, and Consumption Statistics• 

It must, of course, be of the first impor­
tance, as respects the progress of any peo­
ple, that the productive part of its popu­
lation should be large in proportion to the 
number of children on the one hand, and 
of aged persons on the other, who must, in 
some degree, be considered as dependent 
upon those in the active period of life. If 
we assume that this active period is to be 
found between the ages of fifteen and fifty, 
the comparative condition in this respect of 
the United Kingdom, in 1821 and 1841, 
[will show] ... that, in each division of the 
kingdom, there was a larger proportion of 
the population between the ages of fifteen 
and fifty in 1841 than in 1821. ... 

The following table, taken from the re­
ports of the Registrar-General, gives the 
number of deaths and the proportions oc­
curring at different ages during each of the 
three years ending 30 June, 1839, and 
1840, and during the entire years of 1841 
and 1842 .... 

The numbers dying in proportion to the 
population during those years, as ascer­
tained from actual registration, were [one 
in 46.63 in 1838-1839, one in 44.76 in 
1839-1840, one in 44.73 in 1840-1841; for 

*From G. R. Porter, Tlze Progress oftlu Nation (Lon­
don, 1847), pp. 16, 19-20, 23-24, 26-27, 455, 
459-460, 532-534, 547-548, 552-555, 562-563, 572, 
574, 580-582, 588, 590-591, 637-638. Footnotes 
omitted. 
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children under five, one m 38.92 in 1841 
and one in 39.82 in I842.] ... 

The estimated proportions of deaths in 
the course of the preceding century ... 
[show] a continually diminishing mortality 
[from one in 39% in 1 700 to one in 4 7% in 
I800.] 

The Census Commissioners for 1841 
have given a statement ... of the ages of 
348,0I8 persons, viz., I75,843 males and 
I72,175 females who were buried in the 
metropolis during the ten years, 183I to 
I840 .... 

[According to it] the proportion of per­
sons dying under twenty years of age is 
thus seen to be still diminishing, this pro­
portion during the ten years ending with 
I840 having been 44'1; 0 per cent. 

It is not possible to state the numbers of 
persons who, at several periods, have 
inhabited that part of the metropolis 
which is included within the Bills of Mor­
tality; no precise calculation can therefore 
be given as to the proportion of deaths to 
population occurring at different intervals. 

It will appear ... that the improvement 
in this respect which has been progressive 
since the middle of the last century, has 
become much more rapid since the begin­
ning of the present. The difference observ­
able between the proportionate number 
of deaths under twenty, in the decade 
commencing with I751, and in that ending 
with 1800, two periods the extremes of 
which are separated from each other by a 
space of fifty years, shows an improvement 
of only I% per cent· while the difference 
experienced in the t~n years that occurred 
between I83I and 1840 shows an improve­
ment of 7'1. per cent as compared with 
I 7 51-60, and of 5 Y. per cent as com pared 
with 179I-1800. It must be borne in mind, 
that the improvement here spoken of is 
calculated upon the actual number of 
deaths among the population; and that to 
form a just estimate of the probability of 

life among the young at the present time 
as compared with former periods, the 
number of deaths occurring under twent' 
should be calculated not upon the num~ 
who have died, but upon the number d. 
the entire population. The estimate giver, 
above merely compares one improvemen: 
with another, or rather shows which of tht 
classes, the young or the old, has partici· 
pated most largely in the improvement 
which has taken place. In I780, the an­
nual mortality of England and Wales, ac­
cording to the data then available . . . , was 1 
~n 40; m 1801, It was I in 48; and in I830_ 
1t had decreased to I in 58 Su · · pposlnc-
these proportions, which have been b-:::-. ~a 
hshed for the whole of England and W 1 
to be applicable to London we fi da es.h . . ' 1n t e 
progress1ve decrease m the mort 1· a 1ty o: 
persons under twenty was not · · · much 
more than one-half of the proport" · . mnw~ 
d1ed under twenty half a century ago ... 

It has been supposed that the ge · . . neraJ 
healthmess and duratwn of life amon 
people must be diminished by their ~~he 
brought together in masses and in . 1"1! 

. ' partlc•· 
Jar 1t has been objected to the c: .... •actory sy 
tern of this country, that by th" s 1s means . 
has added to the sum of human . 1 

b h . . . . m1sery ~ 
com at t 1s opmwn, 1t will be s oo . · .a. • 

U 111Cient 
present to bring forward the case of M a 
chester, where the increase of ~ 

populat· 
has been great beyond all prec d 1()1 e ent ow· 
to the growth of its manu[; : 1lll 
d actunng i ..._' 

ustry. . . . •• 

The mortality of [the to h" wns 1ps 
Manchester and Salford] in the middle o 
the last century, as stated from th . 0 

· · e Pal"lsl· 
reg~sters, was I m 25; in I 770, I in 28_ l 
1811, when the population had alre r 
very greatly increased, the rate of mo .. acl~ 
. h d k . • t<~,l. 
lty a sun considerably, and in the . 

d. . te1 
years en mg w1th 1830 was not more th 
1 . 4 . <\(' 

m 9; a low rate, 1f we take into tl 
account the fact that, in manufactur1• l( 

. l)~ 
towns, chlidren are brought together in ; 
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much greater proportion than the average 
of the kingdom. 

The decrease in the proportion of deaths 
among children in London has already 
been mentioned. It is not easy to deter­
mine satisfactorily the number of deaths of 
aged persons, in consequence of the pre­
vailing custom of persons whose worldly 
circumstances allow of their doing so, to 
retire in the evening of their days from the 
crowded city to the country. We may men­
tion, however, that for several years the 
bills of mortality have exhibited a continu­
ally and steadily increasing number of per­
sons whose deaths can be ascribed to no 
particular disease, and who are stated to 
have vanished from the scene of life in con­
sequence of"old age and debility." 

The annual mortality of the county of 
Middlesex, the largest proportion of whose 
population belongs to the metropolis, was, 
according to the parish registers, in 1801, 1 
in 35, having been computed at the begin­
ning of the preceding century at 1 in 25; 
whereas in 1830 the rate of mortality had 
diminished to 1 in 45, and in 1840 was 
only 1 in 53, a rate much more favourable 
than that for the whole of France, and in­
deed of almost any other country in Eu­
rope, and materially less than the known 
rate of mortality of every populous city out 
of the United Kingdom. The greater mor­
tality of cities, as compared with rural dis­
tricts, has been attributed to "the constant 
importations from the country of individ­
uals who have attained to maturity, but 
having been previously habituated to fre­
quent exercise in a pure atmosphere, and 
to a simple regular diet, are gradually sac­
rificed to confined air, sedentary habits, or 
a capricious and over-stimulating 
food." ... 

After many and long-continued efforts 
to that end, it is not possible here to bring 
forward many authentic or continuous 
statements of the rates of wages in this 
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country. The following Table' comprises, 
indeed, nearly all that can be offered on 
the subject with confidence to the reader. 
Some details of the rate of wages paid to 
agricultural labourers might have been 
added, but owing to the vicious system 
which prevailed until lately through al­
most eve!)' part of the kingdom of paying a 
part of the wages of such labourers out of 
parochial rates, the addition would not 
have given any greater value to the state­
ment. The last column contains the annual 
average price of wheat in each of the years. 
If the variations in the weekly earnings of 
artisans are examined in connexion with 
the variations in the price of this first nec­
essary of life, it will at once be seen what 
violent alternations of misery and com­
parative plenty must have been ex­
perienced by the working classes in this 
country, and an additional argument will 
be thence afforded in justification of the 
repeal of the law which, by virtually exclud­
ing grain of foreign growth, aggravates 
such alternations. 

The influence which these alternations 
have upon the moral character of the 
working classes is greater than would be 
conceived by any persons who have not 
had opportunities for observation or in­
quiry upon the subject. ... 

'The three pages of tables merely tabulate by trade, 
town, and year the average wage of 14 trades in 
several towns for 1800-1836. The data. sketchy 
and incomplete for workers in some towns and years 
and almost non-existent at the beginning and end of 
the period, show that wages generally tended upward 
through the end of the Napoleonic Wars and down­
ward thereafter for the building trades, tailors, shoe­
makers, spinners, woolcombers, and laborers. Wages 
of hand-loom weavers experienced a sharper decline, 
while those of the printing trades remained stable 
and those of sailors rose through the entire period. 
Compared with wages, wheat prices fluctuated wildly 
in a generally downward trend, sharply rising to 
highs in 180 I and 181 0-1813 and less spectacular 
ones in 1817 and 1824--1825. Wheat prices were con­
siderably lower in the 1830s than they had been in 
the first two decades of the century.-Ed. 
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It will be apparent, from the examina­
tion of the foregoing tables, that although 
at certain seasons all those who live by 
daily wages must have suffered privation, 
yet with some exceptions their condition 
has, in the course of years, been much 
ameliorated. The exceptions here alluded 
to are hand-loom weavers, and others fol­
lowing analogous employments, conducted 
in the dwellings of the workmen. The dim­
inution in the weekly earnings of other 
parties has been but small in any case, and 
certainly not commensurate with the 
diminished cost of most of the necessaries 
of life, comprehending in this list most ar­
ticles of food, and every article of clothing. 
By this means they have acquired, with 
their somewhat diminished wages, a much 
greater command than formerly over some 
of the comforts of life. 

It is true that the necessity under which 
most labouring men are placed, of purchas­
ing in very small quantities from retail 
dealers who are themselves, perhaps, 
unable to purchase in the best markets, 
prevents their deriving in every case the 
full advantage of diminished prices; but it 
must be plain to everybody that at least in 
one respect the condition of the labouring 
poor is greatly mended. The reduction in 
the prices of all kinds of manufactured 
goods, accompanied as it is by improve­
ment in their quality, has been such that 
few indeed are now so low in the scale of 
society as to be unable to provide them­
~elves with decent and appropriate cloth­
mg. It cannot be necessary to adduce any 
evidence in support of this fact, which is 
obvious to every one who passes through 
the streets; so great indeed is the change in 
this respect, that it is but rarely we meet 
with any one that is not in at least decent 
apparel, except it be a mendicant, whose 
garb is assumed as an auxiliary to his pro­
fession .... 

The improvement here noticed has not 
hitherto been extended in an equal degree 
to the dwellings of the working classes 
These, especially in large towns, arc stil 
for the most part comfortless, and ever 
unwholesome, ill furnished and ill kept 
betraying a lamentable want of sclf-respec 
in their inmates, with a degree of reckle~ 
ness that speaks unfavourably for their mar 
al progress. The inquiries that have of !at 
years been made on the subject by th 
London and the Manchester Statistical Sc 
cieties, and by the Central Society of Edu 
cation, have brought to light an amount ( 
debasement which is truly appalling, whil 
they have served to indicate the mear 
through which the evil may be rernedie( 
without even calling for any great pecun 
ary sacrifice on the part of those who rna 
apply themselves to the good work. 1 t 
worthy of remark, that this comfortle 
condition of the dwellings of the poor is n 4 

seen in all localities. In some places whe1 

no other appearances in the state of socie1 

would seem to indicate it, there is to l 
found an extraordinary degree of respe 
ability in this particular. The town of Sh c 
field, for instance, contains a large rna; 
facturing population, by no rne ans r 
markable for orderly conduct. Th 
itself is ill built and dirty, beyond the to~ 
condition of English towns, but it e i~su 
custom for each family among the I b tl 

I · a ou ing popu atJOn to occupy a separat d 
. h. h e we 

ing, the rooms m w rc are furnished . 
very comfortable manner, the A rn 

oars a 
carpeted, and the tables are usual! 
mahogany; chests of drawers of th y 

e san 
material are commonly seen, and so 
most cases is a clock also, the posse . . . ssron 
which artrcle of furmture has often be( 
pointed out as the certain indication 
prosperity and of personal respectabm 
on the part of the working man. It wou] 
be difficult to account for this favourab 
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peculiarity in the town of Sheffield, which, 
in this respect, offers a strong contrast to 
other manufacturing towns in the same 
county; but it is greatly to be desired that 
this peculiarity should be made to cease 
through the growing desire of other com­
munities to surround themselves with the 
like comfortable emblems of respectabil­
ity .... 

The fact, the existence of which is shown 
in various ways in these pages, that the 
people at large have of late years, not­
withstanding some occasional checks, ob­
tained in England a continually increasing 
command of the necessaries of life, is proof 
sufficient that the amount of their individ­
ual industry must be greater, or, what is 
the same thing in effect, must be more skil­
fully applied than it formerly was when 
their numbers were not so great, and 
when, according to the popular (but ill­
founded) belief, it must have been easier 
than it now is for each individual to pro­
vide for his comfortable subsistence .... 

There are no means provided by which 
the consumption of the prime necessaries 
of life in this country can be traced at dif­
ferent periods. It is only with respect to 
those few articles of native production 
which have been subjected to the payment 
of duties that any provision has ever been 
made for ascertaining their quantity; and 
as the chief articles of food and clothing, 
when of native production, have never 
been directly taxed in England, we have 
always been ignorant in this respect re­
garding the quantities produced .... 

In estimating the growth of wheat in 
England, it has not been possible to assume 
as data the breadth of land appropriated 
to its cultivation, and the average produce 
of the land per acre, both those elements of 
the computation being unknown; but the 
number of the consumers being known, the 
average consumption of each individual 
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has been assumed, and the total quantity 
consumed has been thence deduced. This 
average consumption has been variously 
estimated by different writers at from six to 
eight bushels during the year .... In for­
mer times a still further degree of uncer­
tainty attended the estimate, from the fact 
of a considerable, but unascertained, pro­
portion of the people not being habitual 
consumers of wheaten bread. Unless in 
years of scarcity, no part of the inhabitants 
of England, except perhaps in the extreme 
north, and there only partially, have now 
recourse to rye or barley bread, but a larger 
and increasing number are in a great 
measure fed upon potatoes, and it must be 
evident that any computation which as­
sumes an average quantity in a case liable 
to so many disturbing influences, must be 
at best vague and unsatisfactory .... 

The following Table,2 which includes the 
whole kingdom, shows the quantity of su­
gar, and of molasses equivalent to crystal­
line sugar, retained for consumption in the 
United Kingdom in each year, from 1830 
to 1845, together with the average price 
during the year, computed from the Gazette 
advertisements, and the average consump­
tion of each individual stated in pounds 
and decimal parts of a pound. 

If, by means of this statement, we trace 
from year to year the fluctuations in price, 
we shall find that they are attended by 
corresponding fluctuations in the consump­
tion, and that with a degree of regularity 
more like the operations of a piece of 
machinery than as resulting from circum­
stances affecting in such various ways and 
in such different degrees our numerous 
population. With one exception only, that 
of the year 1835, every rise in price has 
been accompanied by diminished consump-

"The table shows per capita consumption to have 
been 19.94 lb. in 1830; 20.11 lb. in 1831; 19.21 lb. in 
1835; and 20.331b. in 1845.-Ed. 
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tion, while every fall in the market has 
produced an increased demand. . . . But 
even under these circumstances of com­
parative ease the average consumption of 
1835 did not attain the rate which it 
reached in 1830 or in 1831, when the mar­
ket-price was from 8s. to lOs. per cwt. 
lower, but when the condition of the la­
bouring population was not in other re­
spects so prosperous as in 1835. 

It will be observed that the last year of 
the series, 1845, is marked by a larger con­
sumption than occurred in the year 1831, 
although the market-price was higher by 
9s. 1d. per cwt., or nearly one penny per 
pound .... 

The quantities stated in the foregoing 
Table, as the yearly consumption of each 
individual, are average quantities, calcu­
lated on the assumption that the rich and 
the poor, the nobleman and the beggar, 
fare alike in their use of this condiment. It 
would be difficult to discover with accura­
cy the consumption of the various ranks 
into which the community is divided .... 

From inquiries carefully made, it ap­
pears probable that in the families of the 
rich and middle ranks the individual 
yearly consumption of sugar for all pur­
poses is 40 !bs.; if then we assume that one­
fifth of the families in the kingdom are so 
circumstanced as not to vary their mode of 
living with every fluctuation in the mar­
ket-prices of provisions, we shall find that 
in 1831 the average consumption per head 
of the remaining four-fifths was 15 lbs. 2 
ozs. In 1840 the average consumption was 
15Y. lbs., or 76Y. lbs. for five persons, one of 
which taking the constant quantity of 40 
lbs. left for each of the remaining four only 
9 lbs. 1 oz. Every person serving on board 
one of Her Majesty's ships is allowed I X. 
oz. of sugar per diem, or 34 Ibs. 3 ozs. 
yearly; and the allowance given to aged 
paupers in the Union-houses is I oz. per 
diem, or 22% lbs. per annum .... 

The following comparative statement of 
the consumption [of tea] at the periods se­
lected must therefore be considered to ap­
ply to Ireland as well as to Great Bri-

• 3 ta1n .... 
The difference in the proportionate con­

sumption at the above periods is small, 
when compared with the fluctuations ex­
perienced with other articles .... 

The consumption of tea has greatly in­
creased since 1841. . . . 

The average consumption [of beer] per 
head in England and Wales [was 24.76 
gal. in 1801, 25.19 gal. in 1811, 20.53 gal. 
in 1821, and21.10 gal. in 1829] .... 

These figures do not afford a true state­
ment of the consumption of beer by the 
people, because the duty was paid, and 
consequently the account was taken, only 
with reference to that which was brewed 
for sale, no duty having ever been charged 
on beer brewed in private families .... 

In great towns, and among the easy 
classes, and especially among our young 
men whose expenditure is least likely to be 
carefully regulated as regards minor luxu­
ries, the smoking of tobacco is probably 
much greater now than. it has ~en at any 
earlier period. The falhng off m the con­
sumption is principally experienced in Ire­
land, where the smoking of tobacco has 
long been a chief luxury among the Work­
ing classes, and where, considering the few 
comforts that usually fall to their lot . 

' lts diminution betokens a great degree of p . 
vation. Contrasting 1839 with 1801, it w~~~ 
be seen that the average use of tobacco i 
Ireland is only one-half what it was at th~ 
beginning of the century .... In Great B . 

d.· f h n-tain where the con 1t10n o t e people g • en-
erally has been more satisfactory than in 
Ireland, the -consumption per head is now 

---
]Porter inserts a table which shows per capita con­

sumption to have been I lb., 3. 75 oz. in 1801; 1 lb., 
1.10 oz. in 1811; I lb., 0.52 oz. in 1821; I lb., 3.93 oz. 
in 1831; and I lb., 5.96 oz. in 1841.-Ed. 
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about equal to what it was at the beginning 
of the century .... 

It is impossible to estimate, with any­
thing approaching to exactness, the con­
sumption of the metropolis. Accounts are 
given of the number of cattle and sheep 
sold in the markets, but we should greatly 
mislead ourselves by taking these accounts 
alone as our guide in the matter. A large 
quantity of slaughtered meat is brought for 
sale to the London markets from various 
and distant parts of the kingdom, and es­
pecially in the winter months, when meat 
killed at Newcastle and Edinburgh is so 
brought in great abundance .... 

The steam-vessels from Berwick, Aber­
deen, Dundee, and Inverness, bring also 
large numbers of live stock--oxen, sheep, 
and swine; and further numbers of these 
animals are brought by sailing-vessels .... 

Even the live animals which are in­
cluded in the returns do not comprise all 
which are brought to be slaughtered, many 
both of oxen and sheep being sold in Lon­
don and the immediate suburbs before 
they reach the markets; and, on the other 
hand, butchers who carry on their business 
in some of the neighbouring towns are ac­
customed to attend at Smithfield market 
to make their purchases. With all this un­
certainty, it would be idle to expect that 
any accurate statement can be offered on 
this subject .... 

It may be thought an easy thing to as­
certain the consumption of food by fam­
ilies, and thence to determine the aver­
age quantities used by individuals, and 
the aggregate for the whole kingdom. Any 
one who may attempt to procure this infor­
mation will, however, soon find greater dif-
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ficulties in his way than he has antici­
pated. Very few persons keep any adequate 
records of their expenditure; and with 
those who do preserve them, such a variety 
of circumstances must be taken into con­
sideration before the experience of individ­
ual families, placed in some circum­
stances or other of peculiarity, can be as­
sumed as affording a test of the average 
expenditure, that a very rough approxima­
tion to the fact is all that we can reason­
ably expect to attain .... 

It has been shown, in the preceding sec­
tions of this volume, that since the begin­
ning of the present century this kingdom 
has made the most important advances in 
population, in wealth, and in va-rious arts 
of life which are capable of ministering to 
man's material enjoyments. It is now 
proposed to consider whether equal ad­
vances have been made in regard to his 
moral condition and to the general tone of 
society .... 

An inquiry of this nature, honestly and 
fearlessly conducted, would, in all likeli­
hood, lead us to conclusions of a mixed 
and partial character .... 

It must be owned that our multiplied 
abodes of want, of wretchedness, and of 
crime--our town populations huddled 
together in ill-ventilated and undrained 
courts and cellars--our numerous 
workhouses filled to overflowing with the 
children of want-and our prisons (scarce­
ly less numerous) overloaded with the 
votaries of crime, do indeed but too sadly 
and too strongly attest that all is not as it 
should be with us as regards this most im­
portant branch of human progress. 



The next pair of pessimists and optimists wrote their works 
almost a century after those of Engels and Porter. The 
British JOHN L. (1872-1949) and BARBARA 
HAMMOND (1873-1961), pessimists and husband and 
wife, collaborated on a number of working-class studies of 
the Industrial Revolution. This selection comes from one of 
their more general accounts. Their books had their 
greatest influence in the 1920s and 1930s. They have been 
criticized for overemphasizing the drearier features of life 
during the Industrial Revolution, but their view is upheld 
by E. P. Thompson in another selection in this book. 
Perhaps their most influential critic wasT. S. ASHTON 
( 1889-1968), long-time professor of economic history at the 
University of London. His specialized studies of the iron 
steel, and coal industries as well as his Economic History o/ 
England, the Eighteenth Century ( 1955) and The Industrial 
Revolution ( 1948) established him as the dean of historians 
of the Industrial Revolution. He argues that the plight of 
the worker needs to be seen as an unfortunate by-product 
of economic forces rather than as a result of capitalism. 

J. L. and Barbara Hammond, T. S. Ashton 

Pessimism and Optimism Reworked 

J. Land Barbara Hammond, Nineteenth­
century Capitalist Attitudes at Fault* 

Rome imported slaves to work in Italy: 
Englishmen counted it one of the advan­
tages of the slave trade that it discouraged 
the competition of British colonists with 
British manufacturers, and that it supplied 
British manufactures with a market. For 
the slaves wore cotton clothes and they 
were most suitable for industries like sugar 
planting, in which Englishmen at home 
were not engaged. Thus it might be ar-

gued that England had escaped the fate of 
Rome and that she so used the slave tr d 

k . . h a e as to rna e 1t a stimulus rat er than ad" 
• lS-

couragement to native energy and skill. 
Yet England did not escape the penal 

For it was under this shadow that th ty. 
. e new 

industnal system took form and grew d 
· · h h" h 'an the tmmense power w1t w 1c invenf 

k. d ton 
had armed man m was exercised at fi 

d . . h rst 
under con 1t1ons t at reproduced th 
degradation of the slave trade .... The fac~ 
tory system was not like war or revolution 
a deliberate attack on society: it was the 

*From J. L. and Barbara Hammond, The Rise of Modern Industry (London: Methuen & Co., Ltd., !926), 
pp. 194-204, 206-208, 217-224, 226-232. Footnotes omitted. 
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effort of men to use will, energy, organiza­
tion and intelligence for the service of 
man's needs. But in adapting this new pow­
er to the satisfaction of its wants England 
could not escape from the moral atmo­
sphere of the slave trade: the atmosphere in 
which it was the fashion to think of men as 
things .... 

In the days of the guilds the workman 
was regarded as a person with some kind 
of property or status; the stages by which 
this character is restricted to a smaller and 
smaller part of the working classes, and 
more and more of the journeyman and 
apprentices fall into a permanently inferior 
class have been described by historians. In 
the early nineteenth century the workers, 
as a class, were looked upon as so much 
labor power to be used at the discretion 
and under conditions imposed by their 
masters; not as men and women who are 
entitled to some voice in the arrangements 
of their life and work. The use of child la­
bor on a vast scale had an important bear­
ing on the growth of this temper .... 

Infant man soon became in the new in­
dustrial system what he never was under 
the old, the basis of a complicated econ­
omy. 

Most children under the old domestic 
system worked at home under their 
parents' eyes, but in addition to such chil­
dren there were workhouse children, who 
were hired out by the overseers to every 
kind of master or mistress. Little care was 
taken to see that they were taught a trade 
or treated with humanity by their employ­
ers, and though London magistrates like 
the Fieldings did what they could to pro­
tect this unhappy class, their state was of­
ten a kind of slavery. The number of chil­
dren on the hands of the London parishes 
was largely increased in the latter part of 
the eighteenth century, because an Act of 
Parliament, passed in 1767 in consequence 
of the exertions of Jonas Hanway, com-

67 

pelled the London parishes to board aut 
their young children, and to give a bonus 
to every nurse whose charge survived. Un­
til this time few parish pauper children 
grew up to trouble their betters. 

The needs of the London workhouses on 
the one hand, and those of the factory on 
the other, created a situation painfully like 
the situation in the West Indies. The Span­
ish employers in America wanted outside 
labor, because the supply of native labor 
was deficient in quantity and quality. The 
new cotton mills placed on streams in soli­
tary districts were in the same case. The 
inventions had found immense scope for 
child labor, and in these districts there 
were only scattered populations. In the 
workhouses of large towns there was a 
quantity of child labor available for em­
ployment, that was even more powerless 
and passive in the hands of a master than 
the stolen negro, brought from his burning 
home to the hold of a British slave ship. Of 
these children it could be said, as it was 
said of the negroes, that their life at best 
was a hard one, and that their choice was 
often the choice between one kind of 
slavery and another. So the new industry 
which was to give the English people such 
immense power in the world borrowed at 
its origin from the methods of the Ameri­
can settlements .... 

How closely the apologies for this child 
serf system followed the apologies for the 
slave trade can be seen from Romilly's 
description of a speech made in the House 
ofCommons in 1811. 

Mr. Wortley, who spoke on the same side, in­
sisted that, although in the higher ranks of so­
ciety it was true that to cultivate the affections 
of children for their family was the source of 
every virtue, yet that it was not so among the 
lower orders, and that it was a benefit to the 
children to take them away from their mis­
erable and depraved parents. He said too that 
it would be highly injurious to the public to put 
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a stop to the binding so many apprentices to 
the cotton manufacturers, as it must necessarily 
raise the price of labor and enhance the price of 
cotton manufactured goods. 

It was not until 1816 that Parliament 
would consent to reform this system of 
transportation. In that year a Bill that had 
been repeatedly introduced by Mr. Wil­
braham Bootie passed both Houses, and it 
was made illegal for London children to be 
apprenticed more than forty miles away 
from their parish. But by this time the 
problem had changed, for steam-power 
had superseded water-power and mills 
could be built in towns; in these towns 
there were parents who were driven by pov­
erty to send their children to the mills. In 
the early days of the factory system there 
had been a prejudice against sending 
children to the mill, but the hand-loom 
weaver had been steadily sinking from the 
beginning of the century into deeper and 
deeper poverty, and he was no longer able 
to maintain himself and his family. 
Sometimes too an adult worker was only 
given work on condition that he sent his 
child to the mill. Thus the apprentice sys­
tem was no longer needed. It had carried 
the factories over the first stag!'! and at the 
second they could draw on the population 
of the neighborhood. 

These children, who were commonly 
called "free-labor children," were em­
ployed from a very early age. Most of 
them were piecers: that is, they had to join 
together or piece the threads broken in the 
several roving and spinning machines. But 
there were tasks less skilled than these, and 
Robert Owen said that many children who 
were four or five years old were set to pick 
up waste cotton on the floor. Their hours 
were those of the apprentice children. 
They entered the mill gates at five or six in 
the morning and left them again at seven 
or eight at night. They had half an hour 
for breakfast and an hour for dinner, but 

even during meal hours they were often at 
work cleaning a standing machine; Fiel­
den calculated that a child following the 
spinning machine would walk twenty 
miles in the twelve hours. Oastler was once 
in the company of a West Indian slave­
master and three Bradford spinners. When 
the slave-master heard what were the 
children's hours he declared: 

I have always thought myself disgraced by 
being the owner of slaves, but we never in the 
West Indies thought it possible for any human 
being to be so cruel as to require a child of nine 
years old to work twelve and a half hours a day. 

This terrible evil fa<;tened itself on Eng­
lish life as the other fastened itself on the 
life of the Colonies. Reformers had an 
uphill struggle to get rid of its worst abuses. 
The first effort was made in 1802 when. 
after strong representations from a greal 
Manchester doctor, Percival, Sir Roberl 
Peel, father of the statesman, prompted h) 
Owen and a Manchester merchant name 
Gould, carried a Bill limiting the hours c 

. 1 0 apprentices to twe ve a day, forbidd" 
d "d" lnl night work an prov1 mg for visits to th' 

d . c 
mills by parsons an magtstrates. The A.c 
was a dead letter from the first A 

. . · secane 
Act, passed m 18~~· a~p~mg to all chil 
dren in cotton. m1 s, dor1. ldding ernploy 
ment under mne an 1miting w ki 
hours of children between nine and 0t r n1 

d \velv, 
to twelve a day. 1w8as31 equally ineffective 
An Act passe m brought all 

. h' Person 
under eighteen .wit m the provision for . 
12 hours' working. day, but the first A.~ 
that had any considerable effect w h 
Act passed in 1833 which provid: t£ ' 
State inspection. This Act, applying ~ 
woolen as well as to cotton mills, forbad< 
the employment of children under ni . ne 
limited the working hours of children be 
tween nine and twelve to 9 a day and 48: 
week, and those of persons under eightee1 

to 12 a day or 69 a week. But though thi 
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Act was a notable advance, because it in­
troduced the principle of inspection, it was 
easily evaded. The work of the children 
and that of adults was so closely connected 
that it was in practice impossible to protect 
the children except by a measure that 
would in fact limit the working hours of 
the whole mill. This was the plan that had 
been urged by the advocates of the ten 
hours' day. The struggle from 1829, when 
Sadler first adopted this scheme, was be­
tween those who thought it so important to 
rescue the children that they were ready to 
limit the working hours of the mill, and 
those who held that it was so important to 
let the mill work to the utmost of its capac­
ity that it was necessary to overlook the 
consequences to child life. The struggle 
ended at last in 1847 with the passing of 
the Ten Hours Bill, which limited the ac­
tual work of all between nine and eighteen 
to 10 hours a day, exclusive of meal times. 
The chief names associated with this re­
form are Sadler, Fielden, Oastler, and 
Shaftesbury. 

Throughout this long struggle the apolo­
gies for child labor were precisely the same 
as the apologies for the slave trade. Cob­
bett put it in 1833 that the opponents of 
the Ten Hours Bill had discovered that 
England's manufacturing supremacy de­
pended on 30,000 little girls. This was no 
travesty of their argument. The champions 
of the slave trade pointed to the 
£70,000,000 invested in the sugar planta­
tions, to the dependence of our navy on 
our commerce, and to the dependence of 
our commerce on the slave trade. This was 
the argument of Chatham in one genera­
tion and Rodney in another. When Fox 
destroyed the trade in 1806 even Sir Rob­
ert Peel complained that we were philoso­
phizing when our looms were idle, and 
George Rose, that the Americans would 
take up the trade, and that Manchester, 
Stockport and Paisley would starve. They 
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could point to Liverpool, which had been 
turned from a small hamlet into a 
flourishing port by the trade. For Liver­
pool was the center of the commerce that 
throve on this trade. She shipped cheap 
Manchester goods to Africa, took thence 
slave cargoes to the West Indies and 
brought back sugar and raw cotton .... 

The argument for child labor followed 
the same line. In the one case the interests 
of Liverpool, in the other those of Lan­
cashire, demanded of the nation that it 
should accept one evil in order to escape 
from another. Cardwell, afterwards the 
famous army reformer, talked of the great 
capital sunk in the cotton industry and the 
danger of the blind impulse of humanity. 
Sir James Graham thought that the Ten 
Hours Bill would ruin the cotton industry 
and with it the trade of the country. The 
cotton industry had taken the place in this 
argument that had been held by the navy 
in the earlier controversy. Our population, 
which had grown so rapidly in the Indus­
trial Revolution, was no longer able to feed 
itself: the food it bought was paid for by its 
manufactures: those manufactures de­
pended on capital: capital depended on 
profits: profits depended on the labor of 
the boys and girls who enabled the manu­
facturer to work his mills long enough at a 
time to repay the cost of the plant and to 
compete with his foreign rivals. This was 
the circle in which the nation found its 
conscience entangled .... 

The Industrial Revolution did not 
create the quarrels of class, nor did it 
create the wrongs and discontents that are 
inevitable in any relationship, where inter­
ests are sharply opposed and power is mis­
matched. But it made the disproportion of 
power much greater, and the immense ex­
tension of industrial life which followed 
came at a time when there was a general 
disposition to regard the working-class 
world as idle and profligate, and to regard 
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industry as a system that served men by 
ruling them. Consequently the Industrial 
Revolution, if it did not introduce all the 
evils that were so acute in the earlier facto­
ries, gave them a far greater range and im­
portance. 

What happened at the Industrial Revo­
lution was that all the restraints that the 
law imposed on workmen in particular in­
dustries, were standardized into a general 
law for the whole of the expanding world 
of industry, and all the regulations and 
laws that recognized him as a person with 
rights were withdrawn or became inoper­
ative. The workman, as we have seen, lost 
one by one the several Acts of Parliament 
that give him protection from his master in 
this or that industry. His personal liberty 
was circumscribed by a series of Acts, 
beginning with the Act of 1 719, which 
made it a crime for him to take his wits 
and his skill into another country: a law 
that applied to the artisan but not to the 
inventor. At the end of the century the 
m~ters were given complete control of 
their workmen, by a Combination Act 
which went far beyond the Acts against 
combinations already on the Statute book. 
By the Combination Act of 1 799 any 
workman who combined with any other 
wor~an to seek an improvement in his 
working conditions was liable to be 
brought befi · 1 · · . ore a smg e magistrate-It 
m~ght be his own employer-and sent to 
pnson for three months. This Act, of which 
the chief authors were Pitt and Wilber­
force, was modified next year when Par­
liament decided that two ma~strates were 
~ecessary to form a court, and that a mag­
Istrate who was a master in the trade af­
fected should not try offenses but these 
modifications did not affect in ~ractice the 
power that the law gave to employers. Un­
der cover of this Act it often happened that 
a master would threaten his workman with 
imprisonment or service in the fleet in or-

der to compel him to accept the wages h< 
chose to offer. In 1824 Place and Hume 
taking advantage of the reaction from tht 
worst of the panics produced by th1 
French Revolution, managed to carry th1 
repeal of the Combination Laws. Nex 
year, after their repeal had been cele 
brated by an outburst of strikes, a les 
stringent law was put in their place. Bu 
the view of the new system as a beneficen 
mechanism which the mass of men mus 
serve with a blind and unquestioning obe 
dience was firmly rooted in the temper 0 

the time, and thus anybody who tried t1 
think of Englishmen in the spirit of Burke' 
description of a man, found himself strange 
ly out of tune in a world where th 
workman was refused education, politie<~ 
rights and any voice in the conditions c 
his employment. 

At Tyldesley [it was said in a pamphlet PUl 
lished during a strike] they work fourteen ho 

d . I d" h . Ul per ay, me u mgt e nommal hour for dinn 
the door is locked_ in working hours, except h~ 
an hour at tea time; the workpeople are nc 
allowed to send for wate_r to drink, in the he 
factory: and even the ram water is locked 
by the master's order, otherwise they would UJ 
happy to drink even that. b 

In this mill a shilling fine was inA· 
. d . Icte 

on a spmner foun dirty, or fi 
h . h d h. 1· oun was mg, ear w 1st mg or found •.. · h 

. . ••It h 
wmdow open m a temperature of 8 
degrees. The men who were thrust . 

. d. . I. h Int this 1sc1p me, owever hard and b 
their lives, had been accustomed t ar 
. . . o Wor 
m their own homes at their own tim ...-. . e. J.h 
sense of servitude that was impressed 
the age by this discipline, by the methC: 
of government, the look of the towns . an, 
the absence of chmce or initiative in th 
lives of the mass of the workpeople, wa 
strengthened by the spectacle of the ne\ 
power. 

While the engine runs [wrote an observer] th 
people must work-men, women, and childre1 
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arc yoked together with iron and steam. The 
animal machine-breakable in the best case, 
subject to a thousand sources of suffering-is 
chained fast to the iron machine which knows 
no suffering and no weariness. 

... For a people passing through such 
changes as those that accompanied the In­
dustrial Revolution, this question, whether 
and at what point the claim of the capital­
ist to uncontrolled exercise of his power 
should be withstood, became the most im­
portant question in public life. England 
was on the eve of a great expansion of re­
sources, numbers, wealth and power. What 
were the new towns to be like? What their 
schools, their pleasures, their houses, their 
standards of a good life, their plans for 
cooperation and fellowship? What the fate 
of the mass of people who did not feel or 
force their way through the doors thrown 
open to enterprise? To all these questions 
the Industrial Revolution gave the same 
answer: "Ask Capital." And neither Con­
servative nor Radical, the man defending 
or the man attacking bad laws and bad 
customs, thought that answer wrong. But 
that answer meant that the age had 
turned aside from making a society in or­
der to make a system of production .... 

The effect of this concentration is seen in 
the towns of the age. They were left, like 
everything else, to the mercy and direction 
of the spirit of profit .... 

Mankind did not admire wealth for the 
first time; but the rich merchant of Bruges, 
Genoa or Norwich, like the rich Pope or 
the rich noble of the Middle Ages, or the 
rich Senator of the Roman Empire, had 
regarded the beauty and culture of his 
town as a sign of his own importance and 
success .... The private citizen who gave 
Bordeaux an aqueduct costing £I60,000, 
or the benefactor who spent £80,000 on the 
walls of Marseilles, the soldier who pro­
vided free baths for slave girls at Suessa 
Senonum, the civic dignitaries who gave 
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temples and theaters, these typical figures 
of the early Roman Empire would have 
been astonished to learn that in the dis­
tricts of South Wales, where men had risen 
in a few years to such wealth as would 
have rivaled the wealth of Atticus or Hero­
des, the poorer classes had to go a mile 
for water, waiting in a queue a great part 
of the night; that the chieftown ofthis rich 
district had neither public lighting nor 
drainage. 

Yet the Industrial Revolution which 
had given these men their fortunes had 
made it much easier to supply the needs of 
the towns that sprang up beside their great 
establishments. One of the products of that 
revolution was gas lighting; the Soho 
Works were lighted with gas in 1802 to cele­
brate the Peace of Amiens. Great facto­
ries at Manchester and Leeds soon fol­
lowed the example of Boulton and Watt. 
Another product was the cheap water­
pipe. At the end of the American War 
English ironmasters were exporting water­
pipes to Paris and New York. The Romans 
had no cheap water-pipes made by the 
help of mechanical power, but they could 
supply their towns with clean water, where­
as the people of Merthyr Tydfil, their 
streets echoing by day and night with the 
clamor of forge and furnace, had to drink 
whatever the river brought them .... 

This concentration led to the complete 
neglect of the most urgent of the tasks of 
the age. In the first twenty years of the 
nineteenth century the population of 
Manchester increased from 94,000 to 
160,000; of Bolton from 29,000 to 50,000; 
Leeds more than doubled its population 
between I80 I and I83I ; Bradford, which 
had 23,000 inhabitants in I83I, grew grass 
in its streets at the end of the eighteenth 
century. Oldham, which had 38,000 
inhabitants in I82I, had three or four 
hundred in I 760. In the twenty years from 
I80I to I82I the population of Lancashire 
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grew from 672,000 to 1 ,052,000; in the 
next twenty years it grew to 1,701,000. 
The population of Merthyr increased from 
7,700 to 35,000 between 1801 and 1841, 
and that of the two counties of Glamorgan 
and Monmouth from 126,000 to 305,000. 
Industry was accumulating dense masses of 
people into particular districts, where the 
workman was shut up in melancholy 
streets, without gardens or orchards. Eng­
land was passing from a country to a town 
life, as she passed from a peasant to an 
industrial civilization. What this meant is 
clear if we compare the state of the towns, 
as revealed in the health statistics, with 
that of the country districts. In 1757 Dr. 
Percival put the death-rate for Manchester 
at 1 in 25, for Liverpool at 1 in 27. In 
Manton, a few miles from Manchester, the 
ratio was at that time 1 in 68, at Horwich 
between Bolton and Chorley, 1 in 66, at 
Darwen, three miles from Blackburn 1 in 
56. The Industrial Revolution w~ to 
spread the conditions of town life over 
places like Manton, Horwich and Darwen. 
. The problem of arranging and control­

ling the expansion of the towns was thus 
the most urgent of the problems created by 
the I_ndustrial Revolution. Its importance 
was illustrated by a picture of some cot­
tages near Preston published by the 
Health of Towns Commission in 1844. 
These cottages stood in two rows, sepa­
rated by little back yards, with an open 
sewer running the whole length. The pic­
ture "':as gi~en as an example of dangerous 
and d1sgustmg drainage. But this is not its 
chief significance. One would suppose that 
these ~uddled cottages, without gardens of 
any kind, were built in a crowded town, 
where not an inch of space was available 
for amenities. They were in fact in the 
open country. Clearly then there was more 
here than a problem of drainage, for if it 
were left to private enterprise to develop 
this district, under the guidance of an un­
controlled sense for profit, these rows 

would spring up all round, and Preston 
would have another slum on her hands. 
This is what happened in the new indus­
trial districts. When the Health of Towns 
Commission investigated towns like Man­
chester, they were told that the worst evils 
were not the evils of the past, for new 
Manchester was reproducing the slums 
and alleys of the old, and spreading them, 
of course, over a far wider surface. Of no 
other problem was it so true that neglect 
by one generation tied the hands and the 
mind of the next. ... 

In 1840 a Committee of the House of 
Commons recommended a series of re­
forms of a drastic and far-reaching charac­
ter, and the Government of the day, repre­
sent~d. at the Home .Office by Normanby, 
a Mm1ster who was m earnest, introduced 
Bills to give effect to its proposals. This 
Committee regretted that there was no gen­
eral building law in force at the beginning 
of the century, "the fulfillment of one 
of the first duties of a humane govern­
ment," and called for a general building 
law, a general sewage law, the setting up 
of a Board of Health in every town, with 
instructions to look after water supply, bur­
ial grounds, open spaces and slums. Cellar 
dwellings and back-to-back houses were t 
be forbidden. The importance of pre 0 

serv-
ing amenities, footpaths, and something of 
the look of the country was impressed 

I. Th · ·fi on Par 1ament. e most s1gm cant com ment 
on the neglect of these proposals is to be 
found in the recurring complaint that runs 
through all the Reports on Health and 
Housing that were issued in the nineteenth 
century. The most urgent of the tasks of a 
humane government remained undis­
charged throughout that time. Town plan­
ning never found its way into an Act of 
Parliament until the twentieth century, 
and back-to-back houses (made illegal in 
1909) were built in great numbers two gen­
erations after Normanby's Bill had 
proposed to make them illegal. The Com-
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mission which sat in 1867 found in exis­
tence the main evils that were revealed by 
the Committee of 1840; the Commission of 
1884 found in existence the main evils that 
had been revealed by the Commission of 
1867. In many towns the death-rate was 
higher in 1867 than in 1842, and Cross, 
speaking as Home Secretary in 1871, could 
match the terrible revelations by which 
Chadwick had tried to rouse the indigna­
tion and fear of the Parliaments of Mel­
bourne and Peel. 

Before each Commission the large towns 
disclosed the same difficulties. The law did 
not enable them to control expansion, or to 
prevent the creation on their circumfer­
ence of the evils they were trying to sup­
press at the center. The Committee of 
1840 had pointed out that back-to-back 
houses were being introduced into towns 
that had been free from them. Town 
Clerks told the Commission of 1867 that 
whole streets were still being built on "a 
foundation composed of old sweepings, ref­
use from factories, old buildings and other 
objectionable matter." Parliament passed 
Public Health Acts and set up authorities 
with sharply limited powers, but the fatal 
blindness to the character of the problem, 
as a problem in the organization and plan­
ning of town life, which marked the early 
phases of the Industrial Revolution, per­
sisted. England learnt sooner than other 
countries how to cleanse her towns, but 
towns still continued to grow at the plea­
sure of the profit seeker. Each generation 
looked wistfully back to its predecessor as 
living in a time when evil was still manage­
able, and over the reforms of the century 
could be inscribed the motto "the Clock 
that always loses." For the creed of the first 
age of the Industrial Revolution, that the 
needs of production must regulate the con­
ditions of life, and that the incidence of 
profits must decide in what kind of town, 
in what kind of streets, and in what kind of 
houses a nation shall find its home, had 
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cast its melancholy fatalism over the mind 
of the generations that followed .... 

The other task that became immensely 
more important with the Industrial Revo­
lution was the task of education. Adam 
Smith had pointed out that the division of 
labor, though good for production, was bad 
for the mind of the laborer. Men, women 
and children lost range, diversity and in­
centive in their work, when that work was 
simplified to a single process, or a monoto­
nous routine. Life was more versatile and 
interesting when craftsmanship was com­
bined with agriculture. Under the new sys­
tem a boy or youth learnt one process and 
one process only; a great part of his mind 
was never exercised; many of his faculties 
remained idle and undeveloped. More­
over, apprenticeship was declining, and 
thus an important method of education 
was passing out of fashion. 

Nor were these the only reasons why 
popular education was needed more ur­
gently in this than in previous ages. Men 
learn from their leisure as well as from 
their work. Now the common life of the 
time was singularly wanting in inspiration, 
comparing in this respect unfavorably with 
the life of the ancient or that of the medi­
eval world. The Greeks and the Romans 
put a great deal of beauty into their public 
buildings; they made provision, in some 
cases barbarous provision, for public 
amusement; they did not isolate art and 
pleasure for the delight of a small class .... 

Life in Manchester or Merthyr was very 
different. One observer, himself an enthu­
siast for the new industrial system, said af­
ter a visit to Manchester that he would 
rather "trust himself to the savages of New 
Zealand than to a race bred in such sur­
roundings"; another that it was impossible 
not to notice the complete absence of pub­
lic parks and gardens. The workmen put it 
that their sports had been converted into 
crimes, and their holidays into fast days. 
Rich men in the Roman Empire spent 
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their money on things that were for com­
mon enjoyment as rich men in the Middle 
Ages spent their money on things that 
were for common salvation .... 

But in the England of the early Indus­
trial Revolution all diversions were re­
garded as wrong, because it was believed 
that successful production demanded long 
hours, a bare life, a mind without tempta­
tion to think or to remember, to look be­
fore or behind. Some Lancashire magis­
trates used to refuse on this ground to li­
cense public-houses where concerts were 
held. Long hours did not begin with the 
Industrial Revolution, but in the Middle 
Ages the monotony of industrial work was 
broken for the journeyman by frequent 
holidays, saints' days and festivals; for me­
dieval Europe, like Rome, gave some place 
in common life to the satisfaction of the 
imagination and the senses .... 

The need for popular education became 
in these circumstances specially urgent. 
The reading of print is one way of using 
and exercising the mind, and its value at 
any moment depends on circumstances. In 
the days of pageants and spectacles, when 
story-tellers went from village to village, 
when peddlers and pilgrims brought tales 
of adventure or war or the habits offoreign 
countries, a man might be unable to read 
or write, and yet take a share in the cul­
ture of the time. Buildings, plays, music, 
these may be greater influences on the 
mind than book or pamphlet or newspaper. 
But the youth of the early nineteenth 
century .who found no scope for initiative 
or ex.penment or design in his work, found 
no stimulus or education for his fancy from 
the s?ectacles and amusements provided 
for his recreation. Science was improving 
the mechanical contrivances of life, but the 
arts of life were in decline. To take advan­
tage of these improvements, the power to 
read and write was essential. In a world 
depending on newspapers the man who 
cannot read lives in the darkest exile; 

when the factory was taking the place of 
the craft, the newspaper the place of the 
pageant, illiteracy was the worst disfran­
chisement a man could suffer. 

Horner, reporting in 1829 that a popu­
lation of over a hundred thousand persons 
in a district of Lancashire comprising 
Oldham and Ashton was without a single 
public day-school for poor scholars, the 
Commissioner who said of South Wales in 
1842 that not one grown male in fifty 
could read, both spoke of an age in which 
the story-teller had left the village, and the 
apprenticeship system was leaving the 
town. Adam Smith had argued that as the 
division of labor deprived the worker of op­
portunities of training his mind, the State 
ought to provide opportunities by public 
education. The ruling class argued, on the 
contrary, that with the new methods of 
specialization, industry could not spare a 
single hour for the needs of the men who 
served it. In such a system education had 
no place. A few far-seeing men, like Price 
Paine, Whitbread and Brougham, had 
pressed for the public provision of educa­
tion. Whitbread carried a Bill through the 
Commons in 1807 under which each par­
ish would have had its elementary school 
Brougham incessan~l~ .urged the claims of 
education. But ~ohticians were prepared 
to leave the nation to a hopelessly inad­
equate provision made by voluntary 

. so-
cieties, and it was not until 1839 that edu-
cation received any help from the pubr 

. . lC 
funds. The great maJonty of the ruling 
class believed, as one of them put it, that 
the question to ask was not whether educa­
tion would develop a child's faculties for 
happiness and citizenship, but whether it 
"would make him a good servant in agri­
culture and other laborious employments 
to which his rank in society had destined 
him." 

Thus England asked for profits and re­
ceived profits. Everything turned to profit. 
The towns had their profitable dirt, their 
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profitable smoke, their profitable slums, 
their profitable disorder, their profitable 
ignorance, their profitable despair. The 
curse of Midas was on this society: on its 
corporate life, on its common mind, on the 
decisive and impatient step it had taken 
from the peasant to the industrial age. For 
the new town was not a home where man 
could find beauty, happiness, leisure, learn­
ing, religion, the influences that civilize 
outlook and habit, but a bare and desolate 
place, without color, air or laughter, where 
man, woman and child worked, ate and 
slept. This was to be the lot of the mass of 
mankind: this the sullen rhythm of their 
lives. The new factories and the new fur­
naces were like the Pyramids, telling of 
man's enslavement, rather than of his pow­
er, casting their long shadows over the 
society that took such pride in them. 

T. S. Ashton, Economics Responsible for 
Living Conditions• 

What happened to the standard of life 
of the British working classes in the late 
decades of the eighteenth and the early de­
cades of the nineteenth centuries? Was the 
introduction of the factory system benefi­
cial or harmful in its effect on the workers? 
These, though related, are distinct ques­
tions. For it is possible that employment in 
factories conduced to an increase of real 
wages but that the tendency was more 
than offset by other influences, such as the 
rapid increase of population, the immigra­
tion of Irishmen, the destruction of wealth 
by long years of warfare, ill-devised tariffs, 
and misconceived measures for the relief of 
distress. Both questions have a bearing on 
some political and economic disputes of 
our own day, and this makes it difficult to 
consider them with complete objectivity. 

•Reprinted from T. S. Ashton in F. A. Hayek (ed.), 
CapiJa/ism and the HistoriJJns by permission of The Uni­
versity of Chicago Press. Copyright © 1954 by The 
University of Chicago. Pp. 33-51, 123-124, 127, 
129-132, 139-140, 147-148, 152-155. Footnotes 
omitted. 
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An American scholar (so it is said) once 
produced a book entitled An Impartial His­
tory of the Civil War: From the Southern Point of 
View. If I seek to emulate his impartiality, 
I ought also to strive to equal his candor. 
Let me confess, therefore, at the start that 
I am of those who believe that, all in all, 
conditions of labor were becoming better, 
at least after 1820, and that the spread of 
the factory played a not inconsiderable 
part in the improvement .... 

It may be well to begin by making a 
rapid survey of the economic and demogra­
phic landscape. In these early decades of 
the nineteenth century population was in­
creasing rapidly. Whether it is good or ill 
that more human beings should experience 
the happiness and misery, the hopes and 
anxieties, the ambitions and frustrations of 
life, may be left for the philosopher or the 
theologian to determine. But the increase 
in numbers was the result not of a rise of 
the birth rate but of a fall of the death 
rate, and it might be thought that this was 
indicative of an improved quality of 
life .... 

The growth of population, and, in par­
ticular, the increase in the number of people 
of working age, might well have resulted in 
a fall of wages. But there took place simul­
taneously an increase in the supply of 
other factors of production. Estimates of 
the national income for this period are few 
and unreliable. But the statistics of output, 
expenditure, and consumption all suggest 
that over the period as a whole it was 
growing somewhat more rapidly than popu­
lation. Is there any reason to believe that 
the proportion of this increased income 
that went to the workers diminished and 
that other classes obtained a larger share? 
This is a question to which no sure answer 
can be given; all that is possible is to esti­
mate probabilities. In attempting this, it is 
important to distinguish between the 
period of the war, the period of deflation 
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and readjustment, and the succeeding 
period of economic expansion. 

During the war' heavy government ex­
penditure of an unproductive nature pro­
duced a high level of employment but a 
low standard of comfort. Difficulties of ob­
taining foodstuffs from abroad led to an ex­
tension of the margin of cultivation, and 
the profit of the farmer and the rent of the 
landowner increased. Wartime shortages of 
timber, bricks, glass, and other materials 
limited the construction of houses; high 
rates of interest and a burdensome prop­
erty tax reduced the incentives to build. 
With a growing population and an in­
creased proportion of people of marriage­
able age the demand for homes increased; 
urban rents, like agricultural rents, rose. 
The growth of the national debt led to an 
expansion of the number of bondholders. 
The high rates at which loans were floated 
swelled the income of the passive investor, 
and, since the tax system was highly 
regressive, the gain to the rentier was large­
ly at the expense of the poor. Prices in 
general rose, and, though rates of wages 
also moved up, they did so more slowly. 
This, as Earl Hamilton has argued, put 
additional resources at the disposal of the 
entrepreneur, and the tendency was rein­
forced by other, institutional factors. The 
trader's or manufacturer's token, the "long 
pay," and the truck system2 had existed at 
earlier times. But it is probable that the 
shortage of coin, which became acute dur­
ing the period of inflation, led to an exten­
sion of these and other devices, the effect of 
which was to shift purchasing power from 
the workers to their employers. During the 
war, then, there took place a whole series 
of transfers of income-to landlords, farm­
ers, houseowners, bondholders, and 

'The wars of the French Revolution and Napoleon, 
1793-1815.-Ed. 

2nte payment of wages in goods instead of mon­
ey.-Ed. 

entrepreneurs--and these almost certainly 
worsened the economic status of labor. 

The five or six years that followed the 
peace brought little alleviation. The land­
lords obtained legislation that enabled 
them to perpetuate their windfall gains. 
House rents remained high. Rates of inter­
est fell but slightly. And, though wage 
rates were less affected than profits, the re­
duction of government expenditure, the 
contraction of the currency, banking fail­
ures, and a general reluctance to embark 
on long-term investment reduced the level 
of activity. Any gains that may have come 
from the lag of wage rates behind falling 
prices were probably offset by high unem­
ployment. It is difficult to believe that 
these years of deflation and civil tumult 
saw any marked improvement in the con­
dition of the wage-earners. 

After 1821, however, economic forces 
bore less harshly on labor. The gold stan­
dard had been restored. A larger quantity 
of silver and copper was available for the 
payment of wages. Reforms of the fiscal 
system were in train. A series of conver­
sions reduced the burden of the national 
debt, and by 1824 the gilt-edge rate was 
down to its. prewar level of 3.3. Wartime 
scarcities had disappeared. A more ample 
supply of bricks and timber combined with 
cheap money to sti.mulate the building of 
factories and dwelhngs. By the early thir, 
ties rents (in the north at least) had fallen 
about 10 per cent, and, in spite of a nurn_ 
ber of disturbing reports on conditions in 
the towns, it is fairly clear that the stan, 
dard of housing was improving. The fall of 
prices-less marked than in the years irn, 
mediately after the war-now representect 
not depression but a reduction of real costs. 
All in all, the economic climate had be­
come more genial; it was possible for the 
workers to look forward to better condi­
tions of life and work. . . . 

It is time ... to say something about 
such figures as we have relating to wages 
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and the cost of living. The outstanding 
contribution to our knowledge of the first 
of these was made forty years ago or more 
by A L. Bowley and G. H. Wood.j It is 
based mainly on printed sources, but it is 
unlikely that further research will invali­
date it in any serious way. Nevertheless, it 
is greatly to be hoped that it may be sup­
plemented by data derived from the wages 
books which ... still exist in many scat­
tered factories up and down England. In 
the hands of careful students these records 
may be made to yield much information 
not only about rates of payment but also 
about actual earnings and sometimes 
about hours of work and the rents ofwork­
ing-class houses. Until the task is per­
formed, it will continue to be impossible to 
speak with assurance on the topic .... 

For information about the cost of living 
we are dependent almost entirely on the 
work of American scholars.1 ••• 

3 Their widely accepted studies of wages in agricul­
ture, 24 towns and coal fields, and over 30 industries 
indicate that wages rose 75 per cent during the 
French Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars. From 
this high they fell 10 per cent by the mid-1820s and 
15 per cent by the 1840s. Their results, in the form of 
tables, may be found in J. H. Clapham, An &nomic 
History of Modem BriJain (London, 1930 and 1939), vol. 
I, pp. 128, 561.-Ed. 

1ln the deleted portion of the original article Ashton 
questions the cost of living indices of N. J. Silberling 
(1923), E. W. Gilboy (1936), and R. T. Tucker 
(1936). According to Ashton, Silberling's index falls 
short because he relied on the wholesale, rather than 
retail, prices of only fifteen commodities (several of 
which were raw materials and not finished consumer 
products), did not include the effect of tarif!S on 
raising prices, neglected consumer spending on rent, 
potatoes, and beer, underestimated spending on 
bread, and overestimated spending on meat, butter, 
and sugar. While Gilboy gave a more accurate esti­
mate for bread,her reliance on London contract prices 
of hospitals, schools, etc., prevented her index 
from reflecting regional or retail prices. While Tucker 
relied on retail prices and added new commodities to 
his index as the worker's living standard improved, he 
perhaps overestimated spending on rent and services 
and, like Gilboy, limited himself to London. For a 
further discussion on the usefulness of these indices in 
determining the standard of living, see the selections 
by Hobsbawm (pp. 84-95), Hartwell (pp. 96-106) 
and Taylor (pp. 107-118).-Ed. 
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[Their studies] point to the difficulties of 
measuring arithmetically changes in the 
standard of living. The pioneers, as so of­
ten happens, have attempted too much. 
We must restrict our ambitions, realize the 
limitations of our bag of tricks, and refrain 
from generalizations. We cannot measure 
changes in real wages by means of an in­
dex of wholesale or institutional prices. We 
cannot apply the price data of one area to 
the wage data of another. We cannot safe­
ly draw up a table to cover a lot:tg series of 
years during the course of which changes 
may have occurred not only in the nature 
and variety of the goods consumed but also 
in human needs and human wants. We re­
quire not a single index but many, each 
derived from retail prices, each confined to 
a short run of years, each relating to a 
single area, perhaps even to a single social 
or occupational group within an area. 

I cannot hope at this stage to meet these 
requirements. All I have to offer are three 
short tables exhibiting the changes in the 
cost of staple articles of diet in the area 
that is often spoken of as the cradle of the 
factory system. Such virtue as they possess 
derives from the fact that they are based 
on retail prices recorded by contempo­
raries .... 

I have resisted the temptation to throw 
these three figures together so as to offer a 
single index of the cost of provisions from 
1791 to 1831, partly because ofslight dif­
ferences of area and of the range of com­
modities but mainly because the data are 
not derived from a common source. The 
outlines are, however, clear. Following a 
fall after the famine of 1800-180 I, the up­
ward movement of prices continued, to a 
peak in 1812. Thereafter food prices fell to 
about 1820 but rose again during the follow­
ing decade. In 1831 the standard diet of 
the poor can hardly have cost much less 
than in 1791. If this was so, it would seem 
that any improvement in the standard of 
living must have come either from a rise in 
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money wages or from a fall in the prices of 
things not included in this index. One of 
the striking features of domestic production 
was the wide variations in the prices of­
fered for labor .... Generally, for reasons 
set forth by Adam Smith, the price oflabor 
rose when the cost of provisions fell and 
years of dearth were usually years of low 
wages. In these circumstances the standard 
of life of the worker was subject to violent 
fluctuation. One of the merits of the fac­
tory system was that it offered, and re­
quired regularity of employment and 
hence greater stability of consumption. 
During the period I 790-1830 factory pro­
duction increased rapidly. A greater pro­
portion of the people came to benefit from 
it both as producers and as consumers. The 
fall in the price of textiles reduced the 
price of clothing. Government contracts for 
uniforms and army boots called into being 
new industries, and after the war the prod­
ucts of these found a market among the 
better-paid artisans. Boots began to take 
the place of clogs, and hats replaced 
shawls, at least for wear on Sundays. Mis­
cellaneous commodities, ranging from 
clocks. to pocket handkerchiefs, began to 
enter mto the scheme of expenditure, and 
after 1820 such things as tea and coffee 
and sugar fell in price substantially. The 
growth of trade-unions, friendly societies ~ 
savings banks, popular newspapers and 
pamphlets, schools, and nonconformist 
chapels-all give evidence of the · t ex1s ence 
of a large class raised well above the level 
of mere subsistence. 

There were, however, masses of un­
skilled or poorly skilled workers-season­
ally employed agricultural workers and 
hand-loom weavers in particular-whose 
incomes were almost wholly absorbed in 
paying for the bare necessaries of life the 

' 
'The not always successful mutual aid societies 

which paid sickness, accident, and death benefits 
from the fees of the members.-Ed. 

prices of which, as we have seen, remained 
high. My guess would be that the number 
of those who were able to share in the bene­
fits of economic progress was larger than 
the number of those who were shut out 
from these benefits and that it was steadily 
growing. But the existence of two groups 
within the working class needs to be recog­
nized .... 

The student of English economic history 
is fortunate in having at his disposal the 
reports of a long series of Royal Commis­
sions and Committees of Inquiry beginning 
in the eighteenth century but reaching full 
stream in the 1830's, 1840's, and 1850's. 
These reports are one of the glories of the 
early Victorian age. They signalized a 
quickening of social conscience, a sensitive­
ness to distress, that had not been evident 
in any other period or in any other coun­
try. Scores of massive folios provided statis­
tical and verbal evidence that all was not 
well with large numbers of the people of 
England and called the attention of 1 · eg.s-
lators and the reading public to the need 
for reform. The economic historians f h 

d . . o t e 
succee mg generatmns could do no h . . ot er 
than draw on the1r findmgs· and s h 1 ' c oar-
ship, no less than society, benefited Th 

· ere 
was, however, loss as well as gain. A . 

f h . pic-
ture o t e econom1c system const 

Bl B ks6 d 1. . h ructed from ue oo ea mg w1t social . 
d . h h griev-

ances an not w1t t e normal proce , . ~~~ 
economic de~elopment,. was bound to be 
one-sided. It IS SUCh a picture of earl y· 

. h h y IC-
torian society t at as become fixed · h . m t e 
minds of ~opular wnters and is reproduced 
in my scnpts. A careful reading of the re­
ports would, indeed, lead to the conclusion 
that much that was wrong was the result of 
laws, customs, habits, and forms of organi­
zation that belonged to earlier periods and 
were rapidly becoming obsolete. It would 

6 The reports of these Royal Commissions and Com­
mittees oflnquiry.-Ed. 
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have brought home to the mind that it was 
not among the factory employees but 
among the domestic workers, whose tradi­
tions and methods were those of the 
eighteenth century, that earnings were at 
their lowest. It would have provided evi­
dence that it was not in the large establish­
ments making use of steam power but in 
the garret or cellar workshops that condi­
tions of employment were at their worst. It 
would have led to the conclusion that it 
was not in the growing manufacturing 
towns or the developing coal fields but in 
remote villages and the countryside that 
restrictions on personal freedom and the 
evils of truck were most marked. But few 
had the patience to go carefully through 
these massive volumes. It was so much 
easier to pick out the more sensational evi­
dences of distress and work them into a dra­
matic story of exploitation. The result has 
been that a generation that had the enter­
prise and industry to assemble the facts, 
the honesty to reveal them, and the energy 
to set about the task of reform has been 
held up to obloquy as the author, not of 
the Blue Books, but of the evils themselves. 
Conditions in the mills and the factory 
town were so bad, it seemed, that there 
must have been deterioration; and, since 
the supposed deterioration had taken place 
at a time when machinery had increased, 
the machines, and those who owned them, 
must have been responsible. 

At the same time the romantic revival in 
literature led to an idyllic view of the life 
of the present. The idea that agriculture is 
the only natural and healthy activity for 
human beings has persisted, and indeed 
spread, as more of us have escaped from 
the curse of Adam--or, as the tedious 
phrase goes, "become divorced from the 
soil." ... Bear with me while I read some 
passages with which Friedrich Engels (who 
is usually acclaimed a realist) opens his ac­
count of The Condition of the Working Classes 

79 

in England in 1844 .... Engels' book opens 
with the declaration that "the history of 
the proletariat in England begins with the 
invention of the steam-engine and of 
machinery for working cotton." Before 
their time, he continues, 

the workers vegetated throughout a passably 
comfortable existence, leading a righteous and 
peaceful life in all piety and probity; and their 
material condition was far better than that of 
their successors. They did not need to over­
work; they did no more than they chose to do, 
and yet earned what they needed. They had 
leisure for healthful work in garden or field, 
work which, in itself, was recreation for them, 
and they could take part beside in the recreation 
and games of their neighbours, and all 
these games--bowling, cricket, football, etc. 
contributed to their physical health and vigour. 
They were, for the most part, strong, well-built 
people, in whose physique little or no difference 
from that of their peasant neighbours was dis­
coverable. Their children grew up in fresh 
country air, and, if they could help their 
parents at work, it was only occasionally; while 
of eight or twelve hours work for them there 
was no question. 

It is difficult to say whether this or the 
lurid picture of the lives of the grand­
children of these people presented in later 
pages of the book is more completely at 
variance with the facts. Engels had no 
doubt whatsoever as to the cause of the de­
terioration in the condition of labor. "The 
proletariat," he repeats, "was called into 
existence by the introduction of machin­
ery." "The consequences of improvement 
in machinery under our present social con­
ditions," he asserts, "are, for the working­
man, solely injurious, and often in the 
highest degree oppressive. Every new ad­
vance brings with it loss of employment, 
want and suffering." 

Engels has had many disciples, even 
among those who do not accept the histori­
cal materialism of Marx, with which such 
views are generally connected. Hostility to 
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the machine is associated with hostility to 
its products and, indeed, to all innovation 
in consumption. One of the outstanding 
accomplishments of the new industrial age 
is to be seen in the greatly increased sup­
ply and variety of fabrics offered on the 
market. Yet the changes in dress are taken 
as evidence of growing poverty: "The 
clothing of the working-people in a ma­
jority of cases," Engels declares, "is in a 
very bad condition. The material used for 
it is not of the best adapted. Wool and lin­
en have almost vanished from the ward­
robes of both sexes, and cotton has taken 
their place. Skirts are made of bleached or 
coloured cotton goods, and woollen petti­
coats are rarely to be seen on the wash­
line." The truth is that they never had 
been greatly displayed on the wash line, 
for woolen goods are liable to shrink. The 
workers of earlier periods had to make 
their garments last (second or third hand 
as many of these were), and soap and wa­
ter were inimical to the life of clothing. 
The new, cheap textiles may not have 
been as hard-wearing as broadcloth, but 
they were more abundant; and the fact 
that they could be washed without suffer­
ing h~rm had a bearing, if not on their 
own hfe, at least on the lives of those who 
wore them. 

The same hostility is shown to innova­
tion in food and drink. Generations of writ­
ers have followed William Cobbett in his 
hatred of tea. One would have thought 
that the enormous increas"e in consumption 
between t~e beginning of the eighteenth 
and the m1ddle of the nineteenth century 
was one element in a rising standard of 
comfort; but only a few years ago Professor 
Parkinson asserted that it was "growing 
poverty" that made tea increasingly essen­
tial to the lower classes as ale was put 
beyond their means. (This, I may add, 
unfortunately meant that they were forced 

to consume sugar, and one must suppose 
that this practice also led to a fall in the 
standard of living.) Similarly, Dr. Salaman 
has recently assured us that the introduc­
tion of the potato into the diet of the work­
ers at this time was a factor detrimental to 
health and that it enabled the employers 
to force down the level of wages-which, it 
is well known, is always determined by the 
minimum of food required for subsistence. 

Very gradually those who held to these 
pessimistic views of the effects of industrial 
change have been forced to yield ground. 
The painstaking researches of Bowley and 
Wood have shown that over most of this 
period, and later, the course of real wages 
was upward. The proof is not at all easy, 
for it is clear that there were sections of the 
working classes of whom it was emphati­
cally not true. In the first half of the nine­
teenth century the population of England 
was growing, partly because of natural in­
crease, partly as the result of the influx of 
Irish. For those endowed with little or no 
skill, marginal productivity, and hence 
earnings, remained low. A large part of 
their incomes was spent on commodities 
(mainly food, drink, and housing), the cost 
of which had hardly been affected by tech­
nical development. That is why so many of 
the economists, like McCulloch and Mill 
were themselves dubious about the benefi: 
cia! nature of the industrial system. There 
were, however, large and growing sections 
of skilled and better-paid workers whose 
money incomes were rising and who had a 
substantial margin to spend on the prod­
ucts of the machine, the costs of which 
were falling progressively. The controversy 
really rests on which of the groups was in­
creasing most. Generally it is now agreed 
that for the majority the gain in real wages 
was substantial. 

But this does not dispose of the contro­
versy. Real earning might have risen, it 
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was said, but it was the quality of life and 
not the quantity of goods consumed that 
mattered. In particular, it was the evil 
conditions of housing and the insanitary 
conditions of the towns that were called as 
evidence that the circumstances of labor 
had worsened. "Everything which here 
arouses horror and indignation," wrote 
Engels of Manchester in 1844, "is of recent 
origin, belongs to the industrial epoch"­
and the reader is left to ·infer that the 
equally repulsive features of cities like 
Dublin and Edinburgh, which were scarce­
ly touched by the new industry, were, 
somehow or other, also the product of the 
machine .... 
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tation, and ventilation. In the early nine­
teenth century, according to one of these 
scripts, "the workers were pressed into 
back-to-back houses, like sardines in a rab­
bit warren." Many of the houses were cer-
tainly unsubstantial and insanitary, and 
for this it is usual to blame the industrialist 
who put them up, a man commonly spok­
en of as the jerry-builder. I had often 
wondered who this man was. When I was 
young, the parson of the church I attended 
once preached a sermon on Jerry, who, he 
asserted with complete conviction, was at 
that very moment burning in hell for his 
crimes. I have searched for records of him, 
but in vain. It appears from Weekley's Ety­
mological Dictionary rif Modem English that 
''jerry" is a corruption of ''jury"-a word 
of nautical origin applied to any part of a 
ship contrived for temporary use, as in 
''jury mast" and ''jury rig," and extended 
to other things, such as ''jury leg" for 
"wooden leg." "Jerry," then, means tem­
porary, or inferior, or makeshift; and no 
doubt other uses of the word as a makeshift 
in an emergency will come to the mind. 
According to Partridge's Dictionary rif Slang 
and Unconventional English, it was first used 
in Liverpool about 1830. The place and 
time are significant. Liverpool was the port 
for the rapidly developing industrial area 
of southeastern Lancashire; it was the chief 
gate of entry for the swarms of Irish im­
migrants. It was probably here that the 
pressure of population on the supplies of 
accommodation was most acute. Houses 
were run up rapidly, and many of them 
were flimsy structures .... 

Now, no one who has read the reports of 
the Committee on the Sanitary Condition 
of the Working Classes of 1842 or that of 
the Commission on the Health of Towns of 
1844 can doubt that the state of affairs 
was, from the point of view of modern 
Western civilization, deplorable. But 
equally, no one who has read Dorothy 
George's account of living conditions in 
London in the eighteenth century can be 
sure that they had deteriorated. Dr. George 
herself believes that they had im­
proved, and Clapham declared that the 
English towns of the mid-century were 
"less crowded than the great towns of other 
countries and not, universally, more insani­
tary." The question I wish to raise, how­
ever, is that of responsibility. Engels, as we 
have seen, attributed the evils to the 
machine; others are no less emphatic in 
attributing them to the Industrial Revolu­
tion, which comes to much the same thing. 
No historian, as far as I know, has looked 
at the problem through the eyes of those 
who had the task of building and main­
taining the towns. 

There were two main aspects: the sup­
ply of houses in relation to the demand 
and the technical matters of drainage, sani-

It is necessary to take account of the or­
ganization of the industry. The typical 
builder was a man of small means, a brick­
layer or a carpenter, who bought a small 
plot of land, carried out himself only a 
single operation, such as that of laying the 
bricks, and employed craftsmen on con-
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tract for the other processes .of construc­
tion. . . . The jerry-builders were not, in 
the usual sense of the word, capitalists but 
workingmen .... 

In Liverpool the builders of so-called 
"slop houses," or scamped houses, were 
usually Welshmen, drawn largely from the 
quarrymen of Caernarvonshire. They were 
backed by attorneys who had land to dis­
pose of on lease but were not themselves 
willing to become builders. They bought 
their materials, which were of a cheap and 
shoddy type, on three months' credit. 
They tended to employ a high proportion 
of apprentices, and so, it was said, work­
manship was of low quality. They needed 
credit at every stage: to obtain the build­
ing lease, to purchase the materials, and to 
meet the claims of the joiners, plasterers, 
slaters, plumbers, painters, etc., who per­
formed their special tasks as contractors or 
~ubcontractors. The price of money was an 
Important element in building costs. Un­
der the operation of the usury laws it was 
illegal to offer, or demand, more than 5 
per cent, and this meant that at times 
when the state itself was offering 4Y:z or 
m~re per cent, it was impossible for the 
builders to obtain loans at all. By allowing 
the rate of interest to rise to 4Y:z or 5 per 
cent on the public debt, and prohibiting 
the industrialist from offering more, the 
state had been successful in damping down 
the activities of the builders for more than 
twenty years and so had deflected to itself 
the resources of men a~d materials re­
quired for the prosecution of the war 
against Napoleon. After 1815 the rate of 
interest fell tardily; it was not until the 
early twenties that the builders could re­
sume operations. They were faced with a 
demand that had swollen enormously as 
the result of a vast increase of population, 
which now included an abnormally large 
number of young adults seeking homes of 
their own. 

They were faced also by an enormous 
increase in costs. In 1821, according to Sil­
berling's index number, wholesale prices in 
general stood about 20 per cent above the 
level of the year 1788. In the same period 
the price of building materials had risen 
far more: bricks and wainscot had 
doubled; deals had risen by 60 per cent 
and lead by 58 per cent. The wages of 
craftsmen and laborers had gone up by 
anything from 80 to l 00 per cent. The 
costs of a large number of specific opera­
tions are given annually in the Builders' 
Price Books published in London. They 
show an increase in the cost of plain brick­
work of 120 per cent. Oak for building 
purposes had gone up by 150 per cent, and 
fir by no less than 237 per cent. The cost of 
com~on painting had doubled, and that of 
glazing with crown glass had increased by 
140 per cent. 

It was not, in the main, the producer of 
materials who was responsible. During the 
war the duties levied by the state on bricks 
and tiles, stone, slate, and wallpaper had 
increased enormously. At this time the cost 
of timber was the chief element in the total 
cost of building materials, amounting, ac­
cording to one estimate, to fully a half of 
the whole. Almost prohibitive duties had 
been laid on the supplies of timber and 
deals from the Baltic, and the builders of 
working-class houses had to make use of 
what were generally said to be 1·nr · •enor 
woods, brought at great cost across the At-
lantic from Canada. joseph Hume de­
clared, in 1850, that, if the duties on bricks 
and timber were removed, a cottage which 
cost £60 to build, as things were, could be 
put up for £40. 

All these charges had to come out of 
rents. But the occupier of a house had to 
bear further burdens imposed by the state. 
Windows had been subject to taxation 
from the time of William III (1696). Be­
fore the outbreak of the French wars, all 
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houses paid a fixed rate of 6s. a year and 
those with seven or more windows addition­
al. duties, increasing with the number of 
":Indows. There was much stopping-up of 
hghts to avoid the duties. The number of 
houses chargeable was less in I 798 than in 
1750. It is true that the houses of the very 
poor Were excused and that those with few­
er than eight windows were exempted in 
!825. But these concessions brought no re­
lief to the poor of such cities as London, 
Newcastle, Edinburgh, and Glasgow, 
where rnany of the workers lived in large 
~enernents, which remained liable to the 
•rnpost. In addition, there was the heavy 
weight of local taxation. In the case of 
working-class houses the rates were paid 
by the landlord but were recovered from 
the tenants by addition to the rent. Local 
rates were rising at an alarming rate. Here 
again, it is true, there were exemptions. It 
was left to the discretion of the justices of 
the peace to remit the rates on occupiers 
who were considered to be too poor to pay 
thcrn. By the middle of the century about 
one-third of the houses in the rural coun­
ties of Suffolk and Hampshire and one­
seventh of those in industrial Lancashire 
(where poverty was less acute) had been 
excused the payment of rates. But, it was 
argued with some force, the exemption was 
of little benefit to the poor, since it enabled 
the landlords to charge more for the houses 
than they would otherwise have done. In 
any case it led to an increase in the pound­
age on houses not exempt, and for this 
reason it was said that "the ratepayers dis­
liked the builders of cottages and thought 
them public enemies." The odium rested 
on "Jerry." 

In the years that followed the long war, 
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then, the builders had the task of making 
up arrears of housing and of meeting the 
needs of a rapidly growing population. 
They were handicapped by costs, a large 
part of which arose from fiscal exactions. 
The expenses of occupying a house were 
loaded with heavy local burdens, and so 
the net rent that most workingmen could 
afford to pay was reduced. In these cir­
cumstances, if the relatively poor were to 
be housed at all, the buildings were bound 
to be smaller, less substantial, and less well 
provided with amenities than could be de­
sired. It was emphatically not the 
machine, not the Industrial Revolution, 
not even the speculative bricklayer or car­
penter that was at fault. Few builders seem 
to have made fortunes, and the incidence 
of bankruptcy was high. The fundamental 
problem was the shortage of houses. Those 
who blame the jerry-builder remind one of 
the parson, referred to by Edwin Cannan, 
who used to upbraid the assembled wor­
shipers for the poor attendance at 
church .... 

If the towns were ridden with disease, 
some at least of the responsibility lay with 
legislators who, by taxing windows, put a 
price on light and air and, by taxing bricks 
and tiles, discouraged the construction of 
drains and sewers. Those who dwell on the 
horrors that arose from the fact that the 
products of the sewers often got mixed up 
with the drinking water, and attribute this, 
as all other horrors, to the Industrial Revo­
lution, should be reminded of the obvious 
fact that without the iron pipe, which was 
one of the products of that revolution, the 
problem of enabling people to live a 
healthy life together in towns could never 
have been solved. 



For a while quantitative critique of the Hammonds by 
Ashton and others virtually demolished the credibility of 
the pessimists' case. But a change came largely as a result 
of the work of E. J. HOBSBA WM, who wrote a section 
appearing earlier in this book. By casting much doubt on 
the optimists' position with its own weapon, the 
quantitative method, he revived the pessimists' cause. 
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an optimistic reply from R. M. HARTWELL, fellow of 
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The Economic History Revinv, XVI ( 1963), 120-146. The two 
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E. J. Hobsbawm, R. M. Hartwell 

A Debate on 

the Quantitative Approach 

E. J. Hobsbawm, Inadequacy of Quantitative 
Evidence in Support of the Optimists' Case• 

The debate about the standard of living 
under early industrialism has now contin­
ued for some thirty years .... 

It is today heterodox to believe that 
early industrialization was a catastrophe 
for the labouring poor of this or other 
countries, let alone that their standard of 

living declined. This article proposes to 
show that the currently accepted view is 
based on insufficient evidence, and that 
there is some weighty evidence in favour of 

the old view. So far as possible, I proposed 
to refrain from using the type of eviden 
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Ltd., London. Footnotes omitted. 
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evil. But the classical pessimistic case can 
be based, to some extent, on quantitative 
evidence, and, in order to avoid irrelevant 
argument, I shall reJy mainly on it. ... 

I 

An initial observation is perhaps worth 
making. There is no a priori reason why the 
standard of living should rise markedly un­
der early industrialism. An initial rise must 
almost certainly take place, on demogra­
phic grounds, but it may be very slight 
indeed and need not be lasting once the 
new rhythm of population increase has 
been set up. It should be remembered that 
the decrease in mortality which is prob­
ably primarily responsible for the sharp 
rise in population need be due not to an 
increase in per capita consumption per year, 
but to a greater regularity of supply; i.e., to the 
abolition of the periodic shortages and 
famines which plagued pre-industrial eco­
nomies and decimated their populations. 
It is quite possible for the industrial citizen 
to be worse fed in a normal year than his 
predecessor, so long as he is more regularly 
fed. 

This is not to deny that the increase in 
production, which greatly exceeded that of 
population, in the long run brought about 
an absolute improvement in material liv­
ing standards. Whatever we may think of 
the relative position of labourers compared 
to other classes, and whatever our theory, 
no serious student denies that the bulk of 
people in North-western Europe were ma­
terially better off in 1900 than in 1800. But 
there is no reason why living standards 
should improve at all times. Whether they 
do, depends on the distribution of the ad­
ditional resources produced among the 
population. But we know that under early 
industrialism (a) there was no effective 
mechanism for making the distribution of 
the national income more equal and sev-
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eral for making it less so, and (b) that in­
dustrialization under then prevailing con­
ditions almost certainly required a more 
burdensome diversion of resources from 
consumption than is theoretically neces­
sary, because the investment mechanism 
was inefficient. A large proportion of accu­
mulated savings were not directly invested 
in industrialization at all, thus throwing a 
much greater burden of savings on the rest 
of the community. In countries with an 
acute shortage of capital a depression of 
popular living standards was almost inevi­
table. In countries such as Britain, where 
plenty of capital was theoretically avail­
able, it was likely, simply because much of 
what was available was not in fact pressed 
into the most useful investment. At best, 
therefore, we should expect improvements 
in the standard of living to be much slower 
than they might have been, at worst we 
should not be surprised to find deteriora­
tion. 

There is no reason to assume that in 
countries with a rapidly rising population 
and a large reserve of rural or immigrant 
labour, shortage as such is likely to push 
up real wages for more than limited groups 
of workers. It may be argued that industri­
alization and urbanization automatically 
improve living-standards in any case, be­
cause industrial wages normally tend to be 
higher than non-industrial or rural ones, 
and urban consumption standards than 
village:: ones. But (a) we are not merely 
concerned with the incomes of one section 
of the labouring poor, but of all. We must 
not isolate any group of the labouring 
poor, whether better or worse off, unless it 
forms a majority of the population. More­
over (b) the argument is not always correct. 
Thus while in many continental countries 
social indices, like mortality and literacy, 
improve faster in town than country, in 
Britain this was not always so. Lastly (c) 
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we. must beware of interpreting the quali­
tative differ be I ences tween urban and rura • 
industrial and pre-industrial life automati­
cal!J as differences between "better" and 
"wars " U . e. nless we bring imponderables 
mto the ar 

. gument, townsmen are not nec-
essanly better off than countrymen; and 
as the Hammonds showed imponderables 
can also be th ' · · · "d 
of the scale. 

rown on the pessimistic s1 e 

One fin I · 0 · . a pomt must be made. pu-
mists often te d . 1. n to exonerate cap1ta 1sm 
from_ blame for such bad conditions as they 
adm1t to ha · h ve ex1sted. They argue t at 
these were due t . . . 

. o msuffic1ent pnvate en-terpnse to h . 
. ' angovers from the pre-mdus-

tnal past or t . . d 
o Slmllar factors. I o not 

propose to en~er into such metaphysical ar­
gum_ents. This chapter is concerned pri-
manl · h 

Y Wit fact, and not with accusation, 
exculpation or justification. What would 
have happened if all citizens in Europe in 
1800 had beh 
. aved as textbooks of econom-
ICS told them to, and if there had been 
no obstacles or fi · . . . 
" . . nct1ons, 1s not a quesuon 
10r h1stonan Th . 

s. ey are in the first m-stance con . ' 
Wh h, . cerned With what did happen. 

et er 1t m· h h 
1 · 1g t ave happened different-
y, IS a questio h" 

n w 1ch belongs to another argument. 

II 
We may 

"opt· . . now consider the views of the 1m1stic" h 
relied rim s~ ool. Its founder, Clapham, 
wages Ph. anly on calculations of real 

w lch sh d . . 
period 1 79 owe them to nse m the 
tempor . 0 to 1850 at times when con-

anes and h . . 
lowed them' t e h1stonans who fol-

tt . ' assumed that the poor were ge mg poorer 0 
1 I t . · n the money side these ca cu a Ions d 

kn II epended mainly on the well-
own co ecti 
d W od ons of wage-data by Bowley 

an ° · On the cost-of-living side they 
depended almost wholly on Silberling's in­
dex. It is not too much to say that 

Clapham's version of the optimistic view 
stood or fell by Silberling.' 

It is now generally realized that the sta­
tistical basis of Clapham's conclusions is 
too weak to bear its weight; especially as 
the argument for the period 1815-40 odd 
turns largely on the question whether the 
curve of the cost-of-living sloped down­
wards more steeply than that of money­
wages, it being admitted that both tended 
to fall. Clearly in extreme cases, e.g., when 
prices fall and wages rise or the other way 
round, even a thin index may be reliable. 
In this q1.5e, however, the possibilities of er­
ror are much greater. 

Now our figures for money-wages are 
chiefly time-rates for skilled artisans 
(Tucker, Bowley). About piece-workers we 
know very little. Since we also know little 
about the incidence of unemployment, 
short-time, etc., our figures cannot be re­
garded as a reliable reflection of actual 
earnings .... For large sections of the "la­
bouring poor"-the unskilled, those whose 
income cannot be clearly expressed in 
terms of regular money-wages, we arc al­
most completely in the dark. We therefore 
possess nothing which would be regarded 
as an adequate index of money-wages to­
day. The weakness of the cost-of-living fig­
ures is equally great. Silberling has been 
criticized by Cole, by Judges, and most re­
cently by Ashton, the most eminent of the 
"optimists." For practical purposes it is no 

'To a slight extent it also depended on the choice of 
period. Today, when most economic historians would 
place the turning-point between the post-Napoleonic 
period of difficulties and the "golden age" of the Vic­
torians rather earlier than was once fashionable-in 
1842-3 rather than in 1848 or thereabouts--few 
would deny that things improved rapidly in Britain 
(though not in Ireland) from the earlier forties on, the 
crisis of 1847 interrupting a period of progress rather 
than initiating it. But the admission that the middle 
and later forties were a time of improvement does not 
imply that the whole of the period 1790-1842 or 
1815-42 was .... 
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longer safe to generalize about the work­
ing-class cost-of-living on this basis. In­
deed, practical, as distinct from method­
ological, doubt has been thrown on such at­
tempts to construct real wage indices for 
the first half of the nineteenth century. 
Thus Ashton's figures for retail prices in 
some Lancashire towns, 1790-1830, show 
nothing like the post-war fall which Silber­
ling would lead one to expect. Tucker's in­
dex of London artisan real wages shows 
the major improvement in their position in 
the period 1810-43 to have occurred in 
1813-22. But, as we shall see, these were 
years of stagnant or falling per capita con­
sumption of meat in London, and of sugar 
and tobacco nationally; facts which hardly 
support the assumption of rising real 
wages. 

In defence of Clapham it ought to be 
said that he was more cautious in his con­
clusion than some of the optimistic vulgariz­
ers have been. Thus Silberling's index it­
self shows living-cost'> to have remained 
fairly steady for about twenty years after 
1822, rising and falling about a level trend. 
Not until after 1843 did they drop below 
the 1822 level. Tucker's, a later index, 
shows that between 1822 and 1842 the real 
wages of London artisans rose above the 
1822 level in only four years, the average 
improvement for the whole period, even 
for them, being only about 5 or 6 per cent. 
The two decades of, at best, relative stag­
nation of real wages-which R. C. 0. 
Matthews confirms for the 1830s-are sig­
nificant, though often omitted from the ar­
gument. In fact, one is bound to conclude 
that Clapham has had a surprisingly easy 
passage, thanks largely to the extreme 
feebleness of the reply of his chief oppo­
nent, J. L. Hammond, who virtually ac­
cepted Clapham's statistics and shifted the 
argument entirely on to moral and other 
non-material territories. 
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However, today, the deficiencies of 
Clapham's argument have been admitted 
and the most serious of the optimists, Prof­
essor Ashton, has in fact abandoned it, 
though this fact has not always been re­
alized. Instead, he relies on arguments or 
assumption of three types. First, on various 
theoretical arguments designed to prove 
that a rise in real wages must have taken 
place. Second, on factual evidence of rising 
material prosperity-such as improve­
ments in housing, food, clothing, etc. 
Third, on the-so far as one can judge­
unsupported assumption that the part of 
the labouring population whose real wages 
improved must have been larger than the 
part whose real wages did not. It is ad­
mitted that conditions for part of the work­
ing population did not improve. I do not 
propose to discuss the first lot of argu­
ments, since, if there is evidence that the 
standard of living did not improve signifi­
cantly or at all at the relevant periods, they 
automatically fall to the ground ... · 

The evidence is certainly too sketchy to 
sustain the assumption, which today ap­
pears to be fundamental to the optimistic 
view, that the proportion of the labouring 
population whose conditions improved 
must have been larger than the rest. There 
is, as we have seen, no theoretical reason 
for making this assumption about the 
period 1790-1840 odd. It is, of course, im­
possible to verifY owing to the absence of 
adequate data on the British income struc­
ture at the time but what we know about 
this structure in' later periods (and in ad­
mittedly better-off periods at that) does not 
support it. As I have attempted to show at 
greater length elsewhere, about 40 per cent 
of the industrial working class in later peri­
ods lived at or below the poverty-line, i.e., 
at or below subsistence level on the pre­
vailing definitions of this concept. Perhaps 
15 per cent belonged to a favoured stratum 
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which was in a 1 . . . . c ear pos1t10n to 1mprove 1ts 
~eal wages at almost all times. That is, the 

rst group lived in what amounted to a 
perman.ently glutted labour market, the 
secon.d Jn one of permanent relative labour 
scarcity, except during bad slumps. The 
rest of the lab · . . .b ourmg populatiOn was d1stn -
uted between th .f . e two groups. Only 1 we 
assume ezther that in 1 790-1850 the fa-
voured stratu h m was markedly larger, t e 
poor stratum markedly smaller than later 
or t~at at least five-sevenths of the inter-
mediate strat . 
h urn were more like than unhke 

t e labour arist . . . . . ocracy, does the optJmJstJc 
v1ew, Insofar as · . b . 

bo . Jt 1s ac;ed on assumptiOns 
a ut mcome st .. ructure, hold good. Th1s IS 
no~ very plausible, and until there is more 
evidence for th . . . . 
h . e optJmJstJc assumpuon, 

t ere Js no r fi 
k eason or making it. For the 

sa e of brevit I d 
fu h . y, o not propose to enter 
. rt er m.to the complex discussion of so­

cial stratification 
, h among the "labouring 

poor ere. 
It thus seems I h . . . . . c ear t at the opUmJstic 

~Je7, Is nhot based on as strong evidence as 
~s 0 ten t ought. Nor are there overwhelm­
mg theforetical reasons in its favour. It 
may, o course t 
until it has • urn out to be correct, but 

been much more adequately 
sup.ported or argued, there seems to be no 
maJor reason fo b 
1 . r a andoning the tradition-

al VIew .. In view of the fact that there is 
a so statistical ·d 
h . ev1 ence tending to support 

t at vJew, the case for its retention be­
comes stronger. 

III 
. We may consider three types of evidence 
m favour of th . . . . e pessJmJstJc v1ew: 
those bearing on (a) mortality and health, 
(b) ~nemployment and (c) consumption. 
In. VIew of ~he weaknesses of wage and 
pnc~ data, discussed above, it is best not to 
consider them here; in any case actual 
consumption figures shed a more reliable 
light on real wages. However, we know too 

little about the actual structure of the popu­
lation to isolate the movements of work­
ing-class indices from the rest of the "la­
bouring poor" and of other classes. But this 
would be troublesome only if the indices 
showed a fairly marked rise, which they do 
not. Since the "labouring poor" clearly 
formed the majority of the population, a 
general index showing stability or deterio­
ration is hardly compatible with a signifi­
cant improvement of their situation, though 
it docs not exclude improvement among a 
minority of them .... 

[A. Social indices] 
The general movement of mortality 

rates is fairly well known. On theoretical 
grounds, such as those discussed by 
McKeown and Brown,' it is almost incon­
ceivable that there was not a real fall in 
mortality rates due to improvements in liv­
ing standards at the beginning of industri­
alization, at least for a while. General mor­
tality rates fell markedly from the 1 780s to 
the 181 Os and thereafter rose until the 
1840s. This "coincided with a change in 
the age-distribution favourable to a low 
death-rate, namely an increase in the pro­
portion of those in healthy middle life."' 
The figures therefore understate the real 
rise in mortality rates, assuming the same 
age-composition throughout the period. 
The rise is said to have been due chiefly to 
higher infantile and youth mortality, espe­
cially in the towns, but figures for Glasgow 
1821-35 suggest that there it was due pri­
marily to a marked increase in the mortal­
ity of men of working age, greatest in the 
age-groups from 30 to 60. Social conditions 
are the accepted explanation for this. Ed-

"T. McKeown and R. G. Brown, "Medical Evidence 
relating to English population changes," Popula­
tion Studies. IX ( 1955) [Extended footnote-Ed.] 

'T. H. Marshall, "The Population Problem during 
the Industrial Revolution," Economic History (1929), p. 
453. 
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monds, who discusses the Glasgow figures, 
observed (1835) that "this is just what 
might be expected to occur, on the suppo­
sition of the rising adult population posses.c;­
ing a lower degree of vitality than their 
immediate predeces.c;ors." On the other 
hand we must not forget that mortality 
rates did not improve drac;tically until very 
much later-say, until the 1870s or 
1880s-and may therefore be less relevant 
to the movement of living standards than 
is sometimes supposed. (Alternatively, that 
living standards improved much more 
slowly after the 1840s than is often sup­
posed.) Nevertheless, the rise in mortality 
rates in the period 1811-41 is clearly of 
some weight for the pessimistic case, all the 
more as modern work, especially the 
studies of Holland during and after World 
War II, tend to link such rates much more 
directly to the amount of income and food 
consumption than to other social condi­
tions.4 

B. Unemplo;•ment 
There is room for much further work on 

this subject, whose neglect is rather inexpli­
cable. Here I merely wish to draw at­
tention to some scattered pieces of infor­
mation which support a pessimistic rather 
than a rosy view. 

Little as we know about the period be­
fore the middle 1840s, most students would 
agree that the real sense of improvement 
among the labouring classes thereafter was 
due less to a rise in wage-rates, which often 
remained surprisingly stable for years, or 
to an improvement in social conditions, 
but to the up-grading of labourers from 

•Prof. McKeown of Birmingham has drawn my at­
tention to these. The rise of Dutch death and sickness 
rates during and their fall after the war must have 
been due exclusively to variations in food consump­
tion, since other social conditions--e.g., housing-did 
not improve seriously during the period when the 
rates declined. 
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very poorly to less poorly paid jobs, and 
above all to a decline in unemployment or 
a greater regularity of employment. In 
fact, unemployment in the earlier period 
had been heavy. Let us consider certain 
components and aspects of it. 

\Ve may first consider paupensm, the 
permanent core of poverty, fluctuating rela­
tively little with cyclical changes--even in 
1840-2. The trends of pauperism are diffi­
cult to determine, owing to the fundamen­
tal changes brought about by the New 
Poor Law [1834), but its extent is suffi­
ciently indicated by the fact that in the 
early forties something like 10 per cent of 
the total population were probably pau­
pers. For the sake of comparison, between 
1850 and 1880 the ratio of paupers to total 
population was never higher than 5. 7 per 
cent (1850). It averaged 4.9 in the 1850s 
and 4.6 in the 1860s. The paupers of the 
period with which we are concerned were 
not necessarily worse off than the rest, for 
Tufnell, in the Second Annual Report of 
the Poor Law Commissioners, estimated 
that farm-labourers ate perhaps 30 per 
cent less in crude weight of foodstuffs than 
paupers. This was also the case in depressed 
towns like Bradford-on-Avon, where 
in 1842 the average working-class consump­
tion of meat was not two-thirds of the 
workl}ouse minimum. 

The impact of structural unemployment 
cannot be measured. Those who were most 
affected by it were often precisely those in­
dependent small craftsmen, out-workers or 
part-time workers whose sufferings, short of 
absolute catastrophe, were reflected in fall­
ing piece-prices, in under-employment, 
rather than in cessation of work. The suf­
ferings of the largest group among them, 
those working the half-million or so hand­
looms (which may have represented 
perhaps one and a quarter million or more 
citizens) have been amply documented. If, 
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taking the more modest figures of Gayer, 
Rostow and Schwartz, we bear in mind 
that in the course of the 1830s well over 
half these weavers abandoned their looms, 
we have some measure of the possible im­
pact of structural unemployment in this 
occupation, though this is, of course, no 
guide to any other. 

As to the impact of cyclical slumps or 
other periods of acute depression, we have 
a good deal of evidence for two of these 
(1826 and 1841-2) and scattered evidence 
for other dates. The figures we possess natu­
rally tend to some extent to overstate the 
distress, for particularly bad areas were 
more likely to attract attention than less 
hard-hit ones; especially in 1826, when our 
source is a relief committee. Nevertheless, 
the figures are so startling that they can 
bear a good deal of deflation. They suggest 
that in the hard-hit areas of Lancashire 
between 30 and 75 per cent of the total 
population might have been destitute in 
the course of this slump; in the woollen 
areas of Yorkshire, between 25 per cent 
and 100 per cent; in the textile areas of 
Scotland, between 25 per cent and 75 per 
ce~t. In Salford, for instance, half the popu­
~atmn was wholly or partly out of work, 
m Bolton about one third, in Burnley at 
least 40 per cent. 

For the slump of 1841-2, which was al­
most certainly the worst of the century, our 
figures are more representative, for a great 
deal of information was collected at this 
time, not only for purposes of relief, but for 
purposes of political argument (notably by 
the Anti-Corn Law League). Moreover, 
several of these enquiries command confi­
dence, being evidently based on serious and 
detailed surveys by hard-headed, statisti­
cally-minded local businessmen. 

Ashworth's survey of Bolton ... [in 1842 
showed] that unemployment of ironwork­
ers in this industrial centre was [36 per 

cent] higher than the national average for 
the Ironfounders' Union, which was then 
about 15 per cent. 

Again, in the Vauxhall Ward of Liver­
pool a little over 25 per cent of smiths and 
engineers were unemployed, in Dundee 
somewhat over 50 per cent of the mechan­
ics and the shipbuilders. Slightly under 50 
per cent of the Liverpool shoemakers, over 
half the Liverpool tailers, two-thirds of the 
London tailors were unemployed, only 5 
out of 160 Dundee tailors were in full 
work. Three-quarters of the plasterers, well 
over half the bricklayers in Liverpool, al­
most five-sixths of the masons, three-quar­
ters of "the carpenters, slaters, plumbers, 
etc., in Dundee had no work. Neither had 
half the "labourers" and almost three­
quarters of the women workers in the Liver­
pool ward .... The list could be pro­
longed .... 

Such figures mean little, unless we 
remember what they implied for the stan­
dard of living. Clitheroe (normal popula­
tion, 6, 700, normal employment in the five 
main factories, 2,500) had 2,300 paupers 
in 1842; the Brontes' Haworth (population 
2,400), 308. 20 per cent of the population 
of Nottingham was on the Poor Law, 33 
per cent of that of Paisley on charity. 
15-20 per cent of the population of Leeds 
had an income of less than one shilling per 
head per week; over one-third of the fam­
ilies in the Vauxhall Ward of Liverpool 
had a~ income of less than five shillings a 
week, mdeed most of them had no visible 
income at all. 3,196 of the 25,000 inhabi­
tants of Huddersfield had an average in­
come of 8d per person per week. In Brad­
ford, even in January 1843, "many of the 
most respectable have long since pawned 
their watches and other valuables, and 
they have been unable to redeem them; 
and the clothes pawned are now seldom 
redeemed." In Stockport (where ... unem-
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1839 1841 (in £s) 

13 provision dealers 70,700 47,300 
14 butchers 27,800 17,200 
10 grocers 63,800 43,300 
13 drapers, etc. 35,400 22,300 

ployment ran at 50 per cent) the average 
weekly income of those full;• employed was 
7s. 6Y.d., the average of those partly em­
ployed 4s. 7 '/.d. 

The effect of such depressions on con­
sumption can fortunately be measured. It 
was profound. In the Vauxhall ward of 
Liverpool total earnings had halved since 
1835, meat consumption had halved, 
bread consumption had remained stable, 
oatmeal consumption had doubled, potato 
consumption had risen by more than a 
third. In Manchester the decline can be 
measured even more precisely. Between 
1839 (not an outstanding year by any 
means) and 1841 the receipts of 50 Salford 
shopkeepers went down [as shown in the 
above table] .... However, one particu­
larly gruesome, though admittedly excep­
tional case may be quoted, combining the 
effects of secular decline and cyclical de­
pression: Bradford on Avon, in the dying 
West of England woollen area (whose sup­
port of the extremes of physical-force 
Chartism is thus explained only too con­
vincingly). In this tragic town, in the 13 
weeks from October lst to December lst 
1841, the 8,309 inhabitants consumed 
9,497 lb of meat and 9,437 quartern 
loaves. But of this amount, 6,000 lb was 
eaten by 2,400 of the more prosperous citi­
zens and the 409 inmates of the 
workhouse, leaving 3,088 lb of meat (or 8% 
ozs per week) for the other 5,909. The con­
sumption of bread and meat since 1820 
had fallen by 75 per cent. 

Since all but a minority of workers pos­
sessed no reserves whatever to meet such 
contingencies, unemployment was likely to 

plunge them into destitution. They could 
and did pawn their property. But this 
might be negligible. Thus in Ancoats and 
Newtown (Manchester), 2,000 families 
(8,866 persons) in 1842 held between them 
22,417 pawn-tickets; but the average value 
of these per family amounted to a mere £1 
8s. A larger sample of 10,000 families, 
which is less biased towards the very poor­
est, held an estimated -average of £2 16s. 
in pawn-tickets each. ( 12,000 destitute fam­
ilies then represented a- third of the popu­
lation.) What this represented in domes­
tic equipment can be guessed: at the pre­
vailing rates, a mattress, bed-quilt, blan­
kets and two sheets could be pawned for a 
total of 11s. 11 Y,d. However, if we assume 
a family income of lOs., even £3 in pawn­
able property would hardly maintain an 
unemployed family for more than six 
weeks. 

But how long did unemployment last? 
In 1841-2 it could last for more than a 
year, as is shown by various counts made 
in 1843. But even if we suppose a man to 
have been unemployed for 6 months, an~ 
to be capable of surviving on his domestiC 
possessions for 6 weeks, he would either 
have to go on relief, or into debt, or both. 
And supposing his credit with local shop­
keepers to be good for two months, he 
would still have to repay, say, £8 in debts 
when back in full work, which (at a weekly 
rate of repayment or redemption of 2s.) 
would prolong the effects of unemploy­
ment on his standard of living for another 
18 months. Such calculations are, of 
course, speculative, but they may serve to 
suggest the effect of the periodic cataclysms 
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which were likely to hit the early nine­
teenth-century worker. 

Except in years like 1839-42 it is of 
course, likely that the effects of unempioy­
ment or short f d . - Ime were unevenly sprea , 
bemg always worst among the unskilled 
and the workers in declining trades, least 
~mong the skilled in non-cyclical occupa­
tiO~. Thus in Burnley 83 per cent of the 
destitute on charity in 1842-3 were com­
posed of weavers' and labourers' families. 
While. in London (October 1841) almost 
two-th1r~s of the capital's 26,000 tailors 
were said to be out of work, normally 
rarely more than one-third were unem­
ployed _eve~ in the bad season, though this 
figure IS h1gh enough for a trade which 
had been 100 per cent unionized in 1830 
and had been capable of resisting all wage 
reductions since 1815. Among the unem­
ployed working on the Manchester roads 
in 1826, 356 were labourers, mostly Irish, 
and only 89 in the textile trade though 
this doubtless indicates the great~r reluc­
tance of "respectable" men to declass 
themselves. On the other hand, in a 
sample of the "poorest class of operatives" 
~nalysed by relief workers in Glasgow dur­
mg the 1837 slump there was rather more 
than one "trade unionist" for every two 
''weavers.'' 

Unfortunately the scattered statistics of 
trade unions ... do not help us, partly be­
cause the unions with the best statistics 
were too small to be representative, partly 
because such unions would normally con­
tain an abnormally prosperous sector of 
their trades. Thus, the average of unem­
ployment for the lronfounders for 1837 to 
1842 inclusive was just over 13 per cent 
(1841: 18.5 per cent). Bad as this is for a 
skilled trade in a normally extremely pros­
perous occupation, and over a period of no 
less than six years, it pretty certainly under­
states the severity of unemployment in 
1841-2; and perhaps also the minimum of 

permanent unemployment in such a trade 
at the peak of a boom (as in 1836), which 
stood at 5 per cent. Moreover, even such as 
they arc, these figures arc misleading, for 
they take no account of the average length 
of unemployment per member. Fortunate­
ly the union's expenditure on tramp relief 
(which reflects this length, because pay­
ments represent unemployed days and not 
merely unemployed men) indicates the 
degree of such error. Thus, while the rela­
tionship between unemployment in 1835 
and 1842 is roughly as between I and 2, 
the relationship between tramp relief in 
1835 and 1842 is as between 1 and 14. No 
discussion which overlooks the massive 
waves of destitution which swamped large 
sections of the labouring poor in every de­
pression, can claim to be realistic .... 

Whether further study can give us more 
adequate figures about unemployment in 
the first half of the century is a matter for 
debate. It will certainly be unable to mea­
sure adequately the occasional, seasonal or 
intermittent unemployment and the 
permanent bulk of under-employment, 
though no estimate of real wages is worth 
much which neglects this .... However, it 
is perhaps worth quoting the general esti­
mate of a contemporary observer of proved 
acuteness and a good sense of statistical in­
formation. 

Henry Mayhew is not a negligible infor­
mant. And if, as E. P. Thompson has late­
ly reminded us again, in his valuable dis­
cussion of the standard-of-living problem, 
the "controversy really depends on a 
'guess' as to which group was increasing 
most-those 'who were able to share in the 
benefits of economic progress' and 'those 
who were shut out'-then Mayhew's guess 
is worth our attention." 

Estimating the working classes as being be­
tween four and five million in number, I think 
we may safely assert ... that ... there is barely 
sufficient work for the regular employment of 
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half our labourers. so that only 1,500,000 are 
fully and constantly employed, while 1,500,000 
more arc employed only half their time, and 
the remaining 1 ,500,000 wholly unemployed, 
obtaining a day's work occasiollall;• by the dis­
placement of some of the others. 

curred were disappointingly small. Indeed, 
the contrast between the curve before and 
after the middle 1840s when it begins to 
rise sharply, is one of the strongest argu­
ments on the pessimistic side. All three 
series show a slowly rising trend and after 
the 1840s a much sharper rise, though to­
bacco consumption fell (probably owing to 
increased duties) in the 1810s. The tobacco 
series includes Irish consumption after the 
middle 1820s and is thus difficult to use. 
The tea series is also hard to interpret, 

I would not place too much weight on 
this or any other guess, until it can be veri­
fied by reliable figures. Unfortunately this 
is not yet-and may never be-possible, 
for our data are too scattered to allow us to 
deflate any real wage index which we 
choose to construct. All we can say is that 
cyclical unemployment was plainly much 
higher before the mid-forties than after, for 
the trade union figures which become 
available after I850 (and which are reason­
ably representative for at least part of the 
skilled engineering, metal and shipbuild­
ing workers) can show nothing like theca­
tastrophes recorded above .... 

IV 

C. Consumptiorzjigures 
The discussion of these neglected sour­

ces ... shows that, from the later I 790s 
until the early I 840s, there is no evidence 
of any major rise in the per capita consump­
tion of several foodstuffs, and in some in­
stances evidence of a temporary fall which 
had not yet been completely made good by 
the middle 1840s. If the case for deteriora­
tion in this period can be established firm­
ly, I suggest that it will be done on the 
basis of consumption data. 

since it reflects not merely the capacity to 
buy, but also the secular trend to abandon 
older beverages for a new one. The signifi­
cance of tea-drinking was much debated 
by contemporaries, who were far from con­
sidering it an automatic sign of improving 
living standards. At all events it only shows 
four periods ofdecline-1815-16, 1818-19, 
a dramatically sharp fall in 1836-7 after a 
sharp rise, and a slighter fall in 1839-40. 
Tea seems to have been immune to the 
slumps of 1826 and, more surprisingly, 
1841-2, which makes it suspect as an in­
dex of living-standards. Tobacco does not 
reflect the slump of 1836-7, but does re­
flect the others, though not much. Any­
way, this article shows virtually stable con­
sumption. Sugar is the most sensitive indi­
cator though--owing to various outside 
factors-it does not always reflect trade­
cycle movements. It shows the slumps of 
1839-40 and I 841-2 well. Broadly speak­
ing, there is no tendency for sugar consump­
tion to rise above the Napoleonic peak 
until well into the I 840s. There is a sharp 
post-war decline, a sharp rise to rather 
lower levels after 1818, a slow rise-almost 

Tea, sugar and tobacco, being wholly im­
ported, furnish national consumption fig­
ures which may be divided by the esti­
mated population to give a crude index of 
per capita consumption. However, we note 
that Clapham, though an optimist and 
aware of the figures, wisely refused to use 
them as an argument in his favour since 
absolute per capita consumption in this 
period was low, and such increases as oc-

a plateau-until 1831, and then an 
equally slow decline or stagnation until 
1843 or I844. Tea, sugar and tobacco indi­
cate no marked rise in the standards of liv­
ing, but beyond this little can be deduced 
from the crude series. 

The case of meat is different. Here we 
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possess at least two indices, the Smithfield 
figures for London for the entire period, 
a~d the yield of the excise on hides and 
skins for the period up to 1825. The 
Smithfield figures show that while Lon-
don's p 1 · · ' · opu at10n mdex rose from 100 m 
1801 to 202 in 1841, the number of beef 
cattle slaughtered rose only to 146, of 
sheep t~ 176 in the same period .... 
. The mcrease in beef lagged behind that 
m population in all decades until the 
1840s. ~utton also lagged-though less­
except m the first decade. On the whole a 
per capita decline in London meat con­
sumption up to the 1840s is thus almost 
certain. 

The excise on hides and leather yields 
somewhat cruder figures .... The ... table 
[on page 95] summarizes what little we 
~an get from them. Without going further 
mto the somewhat complex discussion of 
the sources, it seems clear that the figures 
do not indicate a major rise in per capita 
meat consumption.' 

About cereals and potatoes, the staple of 
, -
. In a long appendix Hobsbawm discusses the limita-

tmns of the s · hfi h th S . mn eld and Excise figures: I. Althoug 

he. h mnhfield figures do not include pork, for 
w tc there a fi . . . . d . re no gures to mdtcate an mcreasmg or 
. ecre~mg use, and underestimate sheep, which were 
mcreasmgly k k S . hfi mar eted at the Newgate mar et, 
:~ eld did not lose any ground to other London 

ffie r:narkets until 1850. 2. Because of the lateness of 
e ecttv~ steamer or rail shipping Scottish-slaughtered 
m~t dtd not significantly affect the Smithfield figures 
untd the 1840 h 1· · s when everyone agrees t at the tvmg 
standard was · · 3 wh·l t tmprovmg anyway. . 1 e mos 
country-~lled meat was sold at Newgate, there are 
no quantttative data for it and a good bit of it may 
have been sold at Smithfield (if so, the Smithfield 
figures are optimistically high). 4. The figures for 
1821 °~ the excise table are too low thanks probably 
to evasmn. 5. And the laboring poor's share of these 
figures probably was much lower than a per capita 
share. Even with these limitations however Hobs­
bawm t>:Iie_ves that the Smithfield ~nd Excise' figures 
are, wht!e Incomplete, the most representative ones 
presently available to us. He also points out that "op­
timistic" historians such as B. R. Mitchell and Phyllis 
Deane have subscribed to the Smithfield index and 
Deane and W. A. Cole to the Excise one.-Ed. 

the poor man's diet, we can also find out 
some things. The fundamental fact is that, 
as contemporaries already knew, wheat 
production and imports did not keep pace 
with the growing population, so that the 
amount of wheat available per capita ap­
pears to have fallen steadily from the late 
eighteenth century until the 1840s or 
1850s, the amount of potatoes available ris­
ing about the same rate. The best figures 
for the rise in wheat productivity show 
fairly stable yields up to 1830, a modest 
rise of about 10 per cent in the 1830s and a 
startlingly large one of 40 per cent after 
1840, which fits in with the picture of very 
rapid improvement in living standards af­
ter the effects of the 1842 depression had 
worn off. It follows that, whatever the liter­
ary evidence, some people must have 
shifted away from wheat, presumably to 
potatoes. The simplest view would be that 
the major change from brown to white 
bread had already taken place by, say, the 
1790s, and that the drift from wheat took 
place thereafter; but this would not ex­
plain the almost certain later drift from 
brown to white bread in the North and 
West. But this may have been "paid for" 
by a decline of per capita consumption else­
where. This is technically possible .... 
However it is not my purpose to suggest 
explanations. All we can say is, that a rise 
in the per capita consumption of white 
bread in this period at nobody's expense is out 
of the question. Wheat consumption may 
have fallen with or without additional po­
tato consumption, or some areas may have 
seen it rise at the expense of others (with or 
without a rise in potatoes) .... 

A notable increase in consumption is, 
however, recorded for fish. In Birmingham 
per capita consumption-negligible in 
1829-had more than doubled by 1835 
and continued to grow at a rapid rate until 
1840. Undoubtedly this improved the nu-
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Yield of Excise on Hides and Skins in London and 
Rest of Country• 1801 (1800 -1 for ExciSe) = 100 

Date 

1801 
1811 
1821 
1825 

Population 

100 
114.5 
136 
150 

~ritive value of the poor man's diet, though 
It may not indicate that they fill them­
selves to be eating better; for the poor had 
always had a marked prejudice against 
this cheap and abundant food, and "the 
lower class of people entertain a notion 
that fish is not substantial enough food for 
them, and they prefer meat." They may 
well have moved to fish because they could 
not afford enough meat .... 

The discussion of food consumption thus 
throws considerable doubt on the optimis­
tic view. However, it should be pointed out 
that this docs not mean that early nine­
teenth-century Britons had an "Asiatic" 
standard of living. This is nonsense, and 
such loose statements have caused much 
confusion. Britain was almost certainly 
better fed than all but the most prosperous 
peasant areas, or the more comfortable 
classes, in continental countries; but then it 
had been so as Drummond and Wilbra­
ham pointed out long before the Industrial 
Revolution. The point at issue is not 
whether we fell as low as other countries, 
but whether, by our own standards, we 
improved or deteriorated, and in either 
case, how much. 

v 
There is thus no strong basis for the opti­

mistic view, at any rate for the period from 
c. 1 790 or 1800 on until the middle 1840s. 
The plausibility of, and the evidence for 

Country yield London yield 

100 100 

122 107 

106 113 

135 150 

deterioration are not to be lightly dis­
missed. It is not the purpose of this chapter 
to discuss the evolution of living standards 
in the eighteenth century, since the major 
discussion on living standards has been 
about the period between the end of the 
Napoleonic Wars and "some unspecified 
date between the end of Chartism and the 
Great Exhibition." It is altogether likely 
that living standards improved over much 
of the eighteenth century. It is not improb­
able that, sometime soon after the onset 
of the Industrial Revolution-which is 
perhaps better placed in the 1 780s than in 
the 1760s-they ceased to improve and 
declined. Perhaps the middle 1790s, the 
period of Speenhamland and shortage, 
mark the turning-point. At the other end, 
the middle 1840s certainly mark a turn­
ing-point. 

We rhay therefore sum up as follows. 
The classical view has been put in Sidney 
Webb's words: "If the Chartists in 1837 
had called for a comparison of their time 
with 1787, and had obtained a fair ac­
count of the actual social life of the work­
ing-man at the two periods, it is almost 
certain that they would have recorded a 
positive decline in the standard of life of 
large classes of the population." This view 
has not been so far made untenable. It 
may be that further evidence will discredit 
it; but it will have to be vastly stronger 
evidence than has so far been adduced. 
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. hare of the increasing product, an 
relauve s d f . . 
. . the average standar o hvmg. mcrease m . 

11 as the histoncal analyses of ceo-Genera y, . 
. development have shown, an In-I nomiC . . 
c in per cap1ta mcomc has been ac-···The exact measurement of the stan­

dard of living in the years 1800 to 18~0 
may be impossible, but, eschewing preju­
dice and pre-conceived theories, a firm 
statement about the trend of living stan­
dards can be derived from the mass of 
evidence that has survived, and from an 
analysis of the likely changes in income 
distribution during a long period of eco­
nomic growth. This article argues for an up-

crcas 1 . d' . 
companied by a more equa mcome. lstn-

. • In Britain contemporary estimates buuon. ' 
of the national income between 18?0 and 

850 indicate that average real mcome 

dl bled in this period, and, although the 
ou 'h rd trend was uneven, w1t stagnation upwa 

during the war and a possible small decline 

d t d · . . d · g the war ren 1n hv1ng standards unn 
industrial revolution; in section II, from an. 
examination of national income and other 
aggregate statistics that have survived (or 
can be calculated or guessed with some 
certainty), from wage-price data, and f~om 
analogy; in section III from an analysiS of 

. , . J\1 
consumptwn figures; and in sectiOn ' 
from the evidence of vital statistics, from a 
comparison with eighteenth century living 
standards, and from details of the expan­
sion after 1800 of social and economic op-

t · · · that por umt1es. Briefly the argument IS ' 
s~nce average per capita income inc.rcas~d, 
smce there was no trend in distnbut!On 
aga· h . f 1815) . lOSt t e workers, smce (a ter . cd 
pnces fell while money wages remam 
constant, since per capita consumption ~f 
food and other consumer goods increase ' 

d · . 1 inter-an smce government incrcasmg Y . 
en d · t or ra1se v e m economic life to protec 

1. · of the 

. the thirties, average per capita in-
10me had already increased fifty per cent 
co . . 
b 1830. No Jugghng of the figures could 

yggcst deterioration, but the estimates are 
su h. h . adequate both in t e1r met ads of com-
~lation and in their statistical. bases, so 
that they can be used only as an mdication 
of trend, and not as a measure of change. 
This probable increase, of uncertain size, 
in per capita income becomes more plau­
sible, however, when three other phenom­
ena arc taken into account: the increase 
. the output of manufacturing industry m . . 
relative to the mcrease m population; the 

lvmg standards then the real wages . 
majority of En~lish workers were rising m 
the years 1800 to 1850. 

increasing and substantial proportion of 
manufacturing i~come .in the national in­
come; and the mcreasmg and substantial 
proportion of the total w~rking population 
employed in manufacturmg industry. Ac­
cording to W · Hoffmann, the rate of 
growth of industrial output between 1782 
and 1855 was 3 to 4 per cent per annum 
(except during the war years when the 
rate was about 2 per cent); over the same 
period the annual rate of growth of popu­
lation varied from 1.2 to 1.5 per cent, with 
the highest rate between 181 1 and 183l 
and a declining rate thereafter. This: 

II 
Ec . . . crease in 

onom1c growth imphcs an 10 . . 
. d ·r distn-

per capita national income, an ' 1 
bution leaves labour with at least the same 

~S. Kuznets, "Economic Growth and Income 
Inequality," American Economic Review, March 1955. 
Theoretically there may be an increase in inequality 
in the early stages of growth to allow for larger sav­
ings and more investment. This possibility is discussed 
below. 

. . Standard of 
'From R. M. Hartwell "The Rising . R• 

' ·c Htslory •· Living in England, 1800-1850," Economt '$ion 
vrew, XIII (1961), 397-416. Reprinted by pe~~d 
of the Economic History Society. Footnotes om• · 
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however, would have been of little signifi­
cance if industrial output was so small a 
part of national income that changes in it 
could not have affected the average stan­
dard of life. But the contribution of manu­
facturing industry to the national income 
increased from about one fifth in 1770 to 

' one quarter in 1812, to one third in 1831. 
Census figures for 1841 and 1851 show 
that about one third of the occupied popu­
lation of England and Wales was engaged 
in manufacturing industry and that the 
1851 proportion "was not exceeded until 
1951." In 1850, M. Mulhall estimated, 
manufacturing industry provided £269 
millions (about 40 per cent) of a British 
national income of £690 millions. It is prob­
able, therefore, that by 1830 manufactur­
ing had a similar role as income producer 
as it has had since 1850, and that the 
growth of manufacturing output substan­
tially affected living standards. 

Of the factors that raised per capita out­
put the most important were capital for­
mation, technical progress, and improved 
labour and managerial skills. It is neces­
sary, from a combination of those, to ex­
plain the shift between 1760 and 1840 
from a situation where population and in­
comes were rising very slowly to one where 
population was increasing at the annual 
rate of c. 1.5 per cent, and incomes at c. 3 
per cent .... 

The rate of capital formation certainly 
increased over the period, but to deter­
mine accurately its effect on real income it 
would be necessary to know both the sav­
ings ratio and the capital output ratio, 
neither of which can be determined .... 

Modern analyses of underdeveloped 
economies in process of growth often as­
sume low savings and low capital income 
ratios. In the England of the industrial revo­
lution, likewise, the rate of saving was 
necessarily relatively low in a society 
where average incomes were still not much 
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above subsistence, and where the capital 
market was imperfect; and the replace­
ment of men by machines, of wind and 
water by steam power, and of the home by 
the factory, marked an increase in produc­
tivity that was often spectacular. But where­
as the productivity of much new indus­
trial equipment was high, its cost was often 
low. Thus the comparatively low capital 
output ratio was not incompatible with ris­
ing real incomes. By 1800 improvements 
in techniques and management were al­
ready making capital more fruitful, and it is 
certain that over the whole period the rate 
of growth of output depended as much on 
the rate of technical progress as on the rate 
of capital accum~lation, on the quality as 
much as on the _quantity of investment. 
The productivity effect of better machin­
ery during the industrial revolution was 
both large and rapid in impact, and the 
growth of output, because the output-in­
crement per unit of investment was large, 
was rapid. As Robert Owen declared in 
1816: "in my establishment at New Lan­
ark ... , mechanical powers and opera­
tions superintended by about two thousand 
young persons and adults .... now com­
pleted as much work as sixty years before 
would have required the entire working 
population of Scotland." 

The employment effect, however, was 
also potentially large. Many of the new 
machines required less labour per unit of 
output, so that, theoretically, the conse­
quent labour displacement could have 
been large enough to have prevented real 
wages from rising. On the other hand, be­
cause the new machines generally reduced 
costs, including the cost of goods consumed 
by the workers, there was at the same time 
a tendency for real wages to rise. It is be­
cause of this tendency, J. R. Hicks has sug­
gested, that capital accumulation in the 
nineteenth century was so favourable to 
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the standard of living.2 Moreover, money 
wages were stable between 1820 and 1850, 
a period ~f falling prices, indicating that 
there was msufficient competition from un­
deremployed and unemployed labour to 
pull down wages. In spite of pockets of 
technological underemployment, the dis­
placement of labour by machinery did not 
result in a decline in average real wages. 
And the existence of groups of wage-earn­
ers whose real wages were stable or declin­
ing-industrial groups like the handloom 
weavers, or national groups like the Irish­
bias the averages downwards and disguise 
the gains in the growing sectors of the econ­
omy. Indeed, to some extent the dis­
placement of labour was theor~tical: the 
new h' · mac mes requued less labour per unit 
of output than did old plant making the 
same products; but much new plant was 
an addition to total plant, not a displace­
ment of existing plant, and when this was 
so, the net effect on the total demand for 
labour was an absolute increase. Thus, for 
example, railways did gradually displace 
canals, but the displacement effect on ca­
nal labour was insignificant compared with 
the massive labour requirements for rail­
way construction and maintenance. There 
was in this period a continually increasing 
demand for industrial labour a demand 
that caused a differential bet~een agricul­
tural and industrial wages, and a conse­
quent continuous migration towards the 
industrial areas. As a spokesman of the ag­
ricultural labours declared bitterly, "it is 
well known that in the great trading 
towns, such as Manchester, Sheffield Bir­
mingham, etc., four days work in a 'week 

]. R. Hicks, Value and Ca"ll.al (0 ~ d U . . p " x.or mverstty 
ress, 1 ~39), P· 292· "The fact that the things whose 

producuon has been facilitated h be . 
I . ave en partlcu-
arly art1cles of mass consumption h k d . h d" . as wor e m t e 
~e 1rect.1on. If there are any goods in terms of 
~htch wages have fallen as a result of th · 1 tton f · 1 h e aceumu a-

o cap1ta, t ey are not goods of much "m _ 
tance t th " I por o e wage-earner. 

amply supply the dissolute and the 
drunken." 

But factories have to be administered 
and machines have to be tended, and eve~ 
the best equipment is of little value 
without able entrepreneurs and skilled la­
bourers. The industrial revolution was as 
~uch a _revolution in industrial organiza­
tiOn as m technology. Entt·epreneurs in­
creasingly centralized production into fac­
tories, worked out the problems of factory 
management, accounting, financing, mer­
chanting and labour-relations. Not the least 
problem was to change craft and agricultur­
al labourers into factory workers, with 
their different skills, different rhythm of 
work, different incentives, different social 
attitudes, and different way of life. This 
necessary transformation was certainly 
painful but it was gradually achieved 
without political revolution, and with la­
bour simultaneously increasing its opportu­
nities, its industrial skill and its bargaining 
strength. The quantitative effect of such 
changes on output cannot be measured ac­
curately, but they certainly tended to in­
crease productivity. 

... Theoretically it is possible that eco­
nomic growth could result in reduced real 
incomes in the short run, but it is quite 
unreasonable to assume, over a long period 
of a half century, during which per capita 
national income was rising, that the rich 
were getting richer and the poor poorer. 

There is some evidence that the distri­
bution of income in England in 1850 was 
less unequal than it had been in 1800. C. 
Clark, for example ... reckons that income 
distribution was more unequal in 1812 
than in 1848;' income tax assessments of 
1812 and 1848 show, also, that the number 
of assessments between £150 and £500 in­
creased more than those over £500; a com-

'C. Clark, The Conditions rif Economic Progress (Lon­
don: Macmillan, 2nd ed., 1951 ), pp. 534, 538. 
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parison of fundholders of 1831 and 1848 
reveals that the largest increase was in 
those receiving dividends of under £5. 
These figures, however, are no conclusive 
proof of a significant change in distribu­
tion. · · . There has been generally the si­
multaneous rise, at not dissimilar rates of 
~owth, of capital stock, output, and real 
mcomcs. Study of the long-term trends in 
the wage-share of the national income 
show that since about 1860 that share has 
remained almost constant. If this stability 
has a longer history, the wage bill would 
have been increasing proportionately with 
the national income from some earlier 
date, possibly from the beginning of the in­
dustrial revolution. It is not unlikely 
~owever, that the s~are of wages was le~ 
m 1780-1800 than m 1860, and thus, that 
wages were rising between those dates 
more quickly than national income. That 
this was probable is indicated by the con­
tinuous increase over the period of those 
employed in manufacturing industry. Ag­
ricultural wages lagged behind industrial 
wages, and as more workers transferred t 
higher productivity occupations, averag: 
real wages increased. Census figures show 
that the percentage proportions of agricul­
tural to all families in 1811 and 1831 were 
35.2 and 28.2 and that the percentage pro­
portions of adult males employed in agri­
culture to all male workers in 1831, 1841 
and 1851 were 31.7, 25.7 and 21.1. 
Further confirmation is provided by the 
increasing proportion over these years of 
total population engaged in commerce, fi­
nance and the professions, "a fairly precise 
measurement of the degree of economic 
advancement." Occupational statistics be­

and in the professions--between 1 780 and 
1850 .... 

fore 1841, except in broad categories, are 
not very helpful, but other evidence shows 
that there were large increases in the num­
bers employed in services-in transport, 
commerce and finance, in government, 

At the same time the proportion of gain­
fully occupied in the population increased, 
as the under-employed labour of the pre­
dominantly agricultural economy of pre­
industrial Britain was gradually absorbed 
into fuller employment in industry and 
services. Thus, for example, the much pub­
licised and criticized employment of wom­
en and children, though common in the 
farms and domestic industries of pre-indus­
trial revolution England, was certainly 
more productive and generally more hu­
mane during the industrial revolution. 

The workers' standard of living is af­
fected by the redistribution of income by 
government, especially through taxation 
and expenditure on social welfare. The tax 
structure between 1800 and 1850 was cer­
tainly regressive, although there was in­
come tax during the war (the heaviest of 
the century) and again after 1842 when it 
yielded £5 millions annually. Government 
revenue came mainly from indirect tax­
ation, of which customs revenue provided 
an increasing proportion until 1840, and 
thereafter a stable one. The reduction of 
tariffs after 1824, and especially after 1840, 
gave general benefit by lowering the price 
of many goods of common consumption 
an~ by ~ncouraging the demand for goods 
which hitherto had been considered luxu­
ries. Other taxation, also mainly indirect, 
was reduced after the war and remained 
relatively stable at £3-4 n:illions between 
1825 and 1856. Total government revenue 
also. declined after 1815 both absolutely 
(un_til 1843) and as a proportion of nation-
al I_ncome, and in terms of average per 
~pita contributions. On the expenditure 
Side, the national debt service was the larg­
est and most regressive item, but its inci­
denc_e remained stable in money terms, 
varymg from £33.9 to £28.1 millions be­
tween 1815 and 1845, so that it was a de-
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of the industrial and agricultural revolu­
tions tended to be cheap and plentiful, for 
the new entrepreneurs were fully aware 
that great expansion of production was 
possible only by supplying goods suitable 
for mass markets .... If only manufactured 
goods had fallen in price, however, the 
gain in real wages to a working class that 
spent a high proportion of its income on 
food and fuel would not have been large. 
But food prices also declined after 1815, 
along with the prices of most other con­
sumer goods. R. S. Tucker's index of con­
sumer goods prices-for food, fuel and 
light, and clothing, the most important 
items in working class budgets-shows a 
downward trend from 1813-15 to 1845, as 
also does Miss E. B. Schumpeter's index 

and how much went abroad without im­
mediate repayment in other goods. But, 
whatever the amount of savings and ex­
ports in the short run, in the long run capi­
tal accumulation would have increased 
productivity, and sales abroad would have 
resulted in increased imports. In any case 
neither capital accumulation nor exports, 
nor the two together, could have complete­
ly absorbed the increase in production in 
this period: capital accumulation was not 
so large as to make exorbitant demands on 
current output; and exports, as a propor­
tion of national income, increased from 12 
per cent in 1820 to 15 per cent in 1850 
(retained imports meantime increasing 
from 12 to 18 per cent), while the balance 
of merchandise trade became increasingly 
unfavourable. . . . There was, however, the 
period of the war, when much production 
went either into unproductive war effort at 
home, or into loans and subsidies for allies 
abroad. As G. W. Daniels has pointed out 
"the increased power of production' 
instead of improving the material welfar~ 
of the community, had to be devoted to 
the prosecution of the war."" The failure of 
living standards to rise much before 18I 5 
was due, therefore, not to industrialization, 
but to war. The extension of the market 
was made possible more by reduced prices 
than by increased money wages. While 
money wages after the war remained rela­
tively constant, the prices of manufactured 
and agricultural goods declined. The goods 

for 22 articles of food and drink, and nine 
articles of fuel, light and clothing. Money 
wages, in contrast, rose slightly Jess than 
prices during the war, and remained 
stable, or fell less than prices after the war, 
as the wages indices that have been com­
piled for this period show. The facts that 
aggregate money national income In­
creased substantially, money wages re­
mained stable, and prices of key foodstuffs 
remained stable or fell, suggest clearly that 
fo~d supplies at least kept pace with popu­
latiOn. When other commodities are taken 
into. consideration, the implication is clear: 
an Increase in real wages, at least after 
1815, which it would be irresponsible to 
deny, and which, indeed, has been con­
firmed by the industrial histories of the 
period. -'G. W.- Daniels, The Early English Cotton Industry 

(Manchester University Press, 1920), pp. 147-8. The 
memory of war hardship~ persisted throughout the 
nineteenth century resulting, for example, in such 
statements as that of J. E. Thorold Rogers: "Thou­
sands of homes were starved in order to find the 
means for the great war ... the resources on which 
the struggle was based, and without which it would 
have speedily collapsed, were the stint and starvation 
of labour, the overtaxed and underfed toils of child­
hood, the underpaid and uncertain employment of 
men" (Six Cmtunes rif Work and Wages, London, 1884, 
p. 505) .... 

Although consumption statistics before 
185? a.re inadequate and unreliable, they 
do Indicate modest though fluctuating in­
creases in the consumption of most 
foodstuffs and other consumption goods. 
M. G. Mulhall, for example, has reckoned 
that between 1811 and 1850 the per capita 
consu~ption of meat, sugar, tea, beer and 
eggs Increased, while that of wheat de-
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creasing proportion of national income even 
though in real terms its incidence in­
creased in the period of falling prices .. · · 
"Social services" cost from £2 to £5 mil­
lions, increasing after 1830, but the benefit 
to the worker must have been very small. 
Much more important was the expendi­
ture for the relief and maintenance of the 
poor through the poor and county rates, 
which increased to £7.9 millions in 1818, 
varied from £5.7 to £7.0 millions from 
1818 to 1832, fell to £4.0 millions in 1834, 
and increased to £6.2 millions in 1848. All 
that c~n be said in summary about these 
collect~ons and disbursements of govern­
ment Is that there was no marked trend, 
although there was a reduction in the aver­
age contributions, and an increase in the 
averag~ receipts, of the labouring poor. In 
another way h · . • owever, government acuon 
was important. Government legislation 
which involved · d" · . . pnvate expen iture m 
lmprovmg the condition of the working 
~lasses was considerable. Such legislation 
mcluded protective acts like the factory 
and truck acts [1830s-1840s], enabling acts 
such as the 1 · 1 · . ks egts at10n for savmgs ban 
[18171 and friendly societies (1793-1829] 
and acts of 
. general benefit such as those 
improving m · · 

Untcipal government [1835]. 
Under such le · 1 . 

gts at10n, for example, hours 
of work were r d d . f: . d . . e uce m actones an 
hmlts were set t h . . o t e age at which children 
were allowed t k . 

o war , women and children 
were excluded c: • • 

'rom mmes some educatiOn-
al facilities ' 

were enforced for factory 
children and th · · d ' e provlSlon of water an 
the .d~sposal of sewage by municipal au­
thonttes were facilitated. Such legislation, 
J. M. Ludlow and L. Jones declared 
[1867], secured "the primary elements of 
health, safety and well-being" for the 
people at large, and enable them "to be­
come a better fed, better clothed, better 
housed, more healthy, more orderly, more 

saving, more industrious, more self-reliant, 
better educated population ... ·" 

III 

Evidence of the condition of the working 
class during the industrial revolution can 
be found also in the statistics of savings, 
wages and consumption. After the esta~­
lishment of savings banks in 1817 depositS 
increased to £14.3 millions by 1829, and to 
almost £30 millions by 1850, when the 
number of depositors totalled I, 112,999. 
"The £30 millions of deposits in 1847 were 
predominantly the savings of wage-earn­
ers, among whom domestic servants and 
artisans occupied the most prominent 
places."• Friendly and Benefit Societies, of 
which there were 20,000 in 1858 with a 
membership of about two millions had also 
accumulated £9 millions. Other societies 
catering for working-class savings, such as 
Building and Land Societies (after 1816) 
and Co-operative Societies (after 1844 ), 
did not advance with such rapidity, al­
though their foundation in this period is 
evidence of the increasing ability of the 
working class to save. . 

A large and long economic expansion 
like the industrial revolution was possible 
only with a large extension of the mar~et, 
with the creation or discovery of increasmg 
and accessible markets with consumers will­
ing and able to buy the expanding out_put 
of goods and services. For a shorter per~od, 
however, it is relevant, in an inquiry mto 
living standards, to know how much of the 
increased production went into savings ~nd 
investment rather than into consumption, 

1H. 0 Home, A History of Savings Banks (Ox~ord 
Univel"liity Press, 1947), p. 116. The trend ofsavmf 
was upwards except for the years 1828-9, 1830-. • 
and 1847-8. The range of depositors is best seen In 

examples: of the 14,937 depositors of the Manchester 
and Salford Savings Bank in 1842, 3,063 were domes­
tic servants 3 033 were children whose parents saved 

• ' 1 ks rehouse-for them 2 372 were tradesmen, c er , wa . d 
' ' h dh rnamer men, porters, artists, and teac ers, an t e re 

were labourers and industrial workers .... 
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of the industrial and agricultural revolu­
tions tended to be cheap and plentiful, for 
the new entrepreneurs were fully aware 
that great expansion ~f productio~ was 
possible only by supplymg goods suttable 
for mass markets .... If only manufactured 
goods had fallen in price, ?owever, the 
gain in real wages to a workmg class that 
spent a high proportion of its income on 
food and fuel would not have been large. 
But food prices also declined after 1815, 
along with the prices of most other con­
sumer goods. R. S. Tucker's index of con­
sumer goods prices-for food, fuel and 
light, and clothing, the most important 
items in working class budgets-shows a 
downward trend from 1813-15 to 1845, as 
also does Miss E. B. Schumpeter's index 
for 22 articles of food and drink, and nine 
articles of fuel, light and clothing. Money 
wages, in contrast, rose slightly Jess than 
prices during the war, and remained 
stable, or fell less than prices after the war, 

and how much went abroad without im­
mediate repayment in other goods. But, 
whatever the amount of savings and ex­
ports in the short run, in the long run capi­
tal accumulation would have increased 
productivity, and sales abroad would have 
resulted in increased imports. In any case 
neither capital accumulation nor exports, 
nor the two together, could have complete­
ly absorbed the increase in production in 
this period: capital accumulation was not 
so large as to make exorbitant demands on 
c_urrent output; and exports, as a propor­
tion of national income, increased from 12 
per cent in 1820 to 15 per cent in 1850 
(retained imports meantime increasing 
from 12 to 18 per cent), while the balance 
of merchandise trade became increasingly 
unfavourable. . . . There was, however, the 
period of the war, when much production 
went either into unproductive war effort at 
home, or into loans and subsidies for allies 
abroad. As G. W. Daniels has pointed out, 
"the increased power of production 
instead of improving the material welfar~ 
of the community, had to be devoted to 
the prosecution of the war."" The failure of 
living standards to rise much before 1815 
was due, therefore, not to industrialization 
but to war. The extension of the marke; 
was made possible more by reduced prices 
than by increased money wages. While 
money wages after the war remained rela­
tively constant, the prices of manufactured 
and agricultural goods declined. The goods 

as the wages indices that have been com­
piled for this period show. The facts that 
aggregate money national income in­
creased substantially, money wages re­
mained stable, and prices of key foodstuffs 
remained stable or fell, suggest clearly that 
food supplies at least kept pace with popu­
lation. When oth"er commodities are taken 

- 'G. W. Daniels, The Early English Cotton Industry 
(Manchester University Press, 1920), pp. 147-8. The 
memory of war hardships persisted throughout the 
nineteenth century resulting, for example, in such 
statements as that of J. E. Thorold Rogers: "Thou­
sands of homes were starved in order to find the 
means for the great war ... the resources on which 
the struggle was based, and without which it would 
have speedily collapsed, were the stint and starvation 
of labour, the overtaxed and underfed toils of child­
hood, the underpaid and uncertain employment of 
men" (Six Centuries of Work and Wages, London, 1884, 
p. 505) .... 

into consideration, the implication is clear: 
an increase in real wages, at least after 
1815, which it would be irresponsible to 
deny, and which, indeed, has been con­
firmed by the industrial histories of the 
period. 

Although consumption statistics before 
1850 are inadequate and unreliable, they 
do indicate modest though fluctuating in­
creases in the consumption of most 
foodstuffs and other consumption goods. 
M. G. Mulhall, for example, has reckoned 
that between 1811 and 1850 the per capita 
consu~ption of meat, sugar, tea, beer and 
eggs mcreased, while that of wheat de-
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creased somewhat between 1830 and 1850 . . ' 
mcreasmg thereafter. 6 Import statistics are 
the most accurate of the measures of con­
sumption in this period, and these show 
important long-term gains in a wide range 
of commodities; for example, in tea, "from 
about 1815 there is a secular rise, notably 
accelerated in the last decade of the 
period"; in tobacco also a "persistent up­
ward trend"; and in sugar, "the trend 
movement is upward."' By 1840, to take 
one source of imports, steamships were 
pouring into England an almost daily 
stream of Irish livestock, poultry, meat and 
eggs. During "the hungry forties" there 
were increases in the average per capital 
consumption of a number of imported 
f~stuffs: butter, cocoa, cheese, coffee, 
nee, sugar, tea, tobacco, currants. For this 
reason Peel, in his election letter to the 
electors of Tamworth in July 1847, noting 
the large increase in the import of non-es­
sential foodstuffs between 1841 and 1846, 
declared: "Can there be a doubt that if the 
c?nsum ption of articles of a second neces­
s~ty has been thus advancing, the consump­
tiOn of articles of first necessity of meat 
and of bread r · ' · JOr mstance, has been makmg 
at least an e II . . qua y rapid progress?" Cer-
tai~ly, when P. L. Simmonds considered 
national eating habits in the 1850's he 
concluded "h . 

. ow much better an English-
man Is fed than anyone else in the world." 

There are r 
. . • unmrtunately, no adequate 

statistics for br d . 
ea and meat consumptiOn. 

The main statistical uncertainties in the 
case of bread ar h . e t e acreage and the y1eld 
of cereal crops · . 

. . ' especially wheat. There IS 
no co,nvmcmg evidence for Dr. Hobs­
bawm s statement that, "The fundamental 

"M. G. Mulhall, The Dictionary rif Statistics (London, 
1~92), PP: ~86, 542, 354, 281, 158 120. Mulhall also 
giVes statJsUcs for increasing per ~pita consumption 
of soap, leather, linen, cotton and coal 

'A. D. Gayer, W. W. Rostow, and.A.J. Schwartz, 
TM Growth and FluctWJtion rif the British Economy (Ox­
ford, 1953), II, 957-65. [Expanded note.-Ed.) 

fact is that, as contemporaries already 
knew, wheat production and imports did 
not keep pace with the growth of popula­
tion so that the amount of wheat available 
per capita fell steadily from the late 
eighteenth century until the 1850s, the 
amount of potatoes available rising at 
about the same rate." On the contrary, as 
T. Tooke, G. R. Porter, J. R. McCulloch 
and evenj. S. Mill pointed out, agricultur­
al output increased faster than popula­
tion. When F. M. Eden wrote in 1 797, 
barley, oat and rye breads were common, 
especially in the north; when McCulloch 
discussed bread in his commercial dictio­
nary in 1859 he commented on the disap­
pearance of barley and oat breads, the in­
considerable use of rye bread, and the uni­
versal consumption in towns and villages, 
and almost everywhere in the country, of 
wheat bread. Such a substitution in a rapid­
ly growing population-and one usually 
associated with increasing living stan­
dards-would not have been possible 
without a large increase in the home pro­
duction of wheat, for it cannot be ac­
counted for by the increase in imports. In 
the century of the agricultural revolution, 
however, this is not surprising: between 
1760 and 1864 the common fields and 
wastes of England were enclosed, increas­
ing both the area of, and yield from, 
arable. Even without other improvements, 
enclosure generally increased yields sub­
stantially. The largest increase in cultiva­
tion was during the war, and exactly how 
much increase there was after 1815 is not 
known .... On Drescher's estimates, wheat 
production just failed to keep pace with 
population. On other and reasonably plau­
sible assumptions-for example, that yields 
were under 20 bushels per acre in 1800, 
and nearly 30 bushels in 1850--domestic 
wheat production (without wheat imports) 
was keeping pace with population. Wheat 
and bread prices certainly support the view 
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that there was no long-term shortage of 
wheat and flour. Wheat prices fell sharply 
after 1815 and were relatively stable, 
though with a discernible downward 
trend, after 1822 .... The price of bread 
was also relatively stable in these years .... 

Far less is known about potato consump­
tion than wheat consumption, although 
R. N. Salaman reckoned that per capita 
daily consumption in England and Wales 
increased from 0.4 to 0.6 lbs. between 1 795 
and 1838. The theory that this increase 
was not a net addition to total diet, associ­
ated after 1815 with the increasing use of 
allotments by the working class, but a nec­
essary substitution of an inferior vegetable 
for wheat bread, is based on the doubtful 
assumptions that bread consumption was 
declining, and that the potato was an in­
ferior food. Prejudice against the potato 
stemmed partly from dislike of the Irish, 
and certainly the half million Irish in Eng­
land in 1850 help to explain the increasing 
popularity of the root. But increasing con­
sumption was due also to the simple facts 
that people liked potatoes and that they 
were good food, as Adam Smith demon­
strated. Moreover the potato was but one 
of many vegetables and fruits whose con­
sumption was increasing. Vegetables, that 
in t800 had only been grown casually, like 
water-cress, were by _1850 commercialized; 
fruits that were not Imported at all, or in 

small quantities in 1800, were regu­
~:r% imported by the 1830'_s-for example, 
cherries and apples-and m large quanti­
ties by 1850. In London, Covent Garden 
was rebuilt in 1827, and by 1850 there 
were in addition five other important mar­
kets supplying the metropolis with fruit 
and vegetables. By 1850 every large town 
had its market gardens and orchards, and 
for London, the largest and richest market, 
the movement was well under way which 
by 1870 had almost filled the Thames Val­
ley with fruit trees and vegetable crops. 
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the Habeas Corpus and the 
"Next to 

· f the Press " Charles Dickens 
Freedom o ' . 

" h are few thmgs that the En-wrote t ere 
. ' 1 have a greater respect for and 

ghsh peop e , 
I. 1. c. "tl 1-0 than beef. In the first fifty 
!Ve 1er 1al 1 . 

f } ineteenth century, the English 
years o .t 1e n 

ki I SS came to expect meat as a 
wor ng c a 

f h normal diet. Above all other 
part o t e 
c. od h t bread and meat were to them 
10 s, w ea . . . 
h . . of increasmg hvmg standards 

t e cntena " . 
d · ri·ty over foreigners. Until the an supeno 

'Roast beef of old England' shall cease to 
be one of the institutions of the count~­
one of the characteristics whereby foreign­
ers believe at any rate, that they may 
judge us a; a nation-butchers' me~t will 
continue to be (with the exceptiOn of 
bread) the chief article in our commissar­
iat," G. Dodd declared in 1856. The fifty 
years before had been a period of 
widespread livestock improvement. For e~­
ample, the story of the English sheep m 
this period was one of substituting mu~ton 
for wool as the main criterion of breedmg, 
a substitution firmly based on economic _in­
centives· the flock owners were turnmg 
away fr~m the ancient breeds to larger, 
stronger and quickly-maturing breeds like 
the New Leicester and the Southdown. As 
with sheep, so with cattle and pigs. 

The only detailed statistics of meat con­
sumption, however, are for London, based 
on killings at Smithfield, where, between 
1800 and 1850, the slaughter of cattle in­
creased 91 per cent and sheep 92 per cent 
while London population meantime in­
creased I 73 per cent. But these figures ig­
nore any increase in carcass weight, and, 
also, the supply from other markets. 
Smithfield killings cannot be accepted as a 
reliable index for London meat consump­
tion-as E. J. Hobsbawm does-for there 
were other fast growing markets-New­
gate, Leadenhall, Farringdon and White­
chapel-in addition to a number of 
smaller markets, all of which were largely 
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dependent on 
· country-killed meat and on 
tmported " r , 
and salt ~ eserved_ meats, like bacon 
century pohr · Even m the mid-eighteenth 

, w en L d 
Smithfield re _on on was smaller and 
perhaps on! lativel_y more important, 
r L d Y two-thirds of the fresh meat 
tor on on 

went throu h S · hfi Id "be cause th L g m1t 1e , -
e ondon butchers bought at the 

country mark 
b "d N ets and at fairs in Cam-

n ge, orth 
as b . . ampton and Norfolk as well 

nngmg carcas · "" es m. In the nineteenth 
century th r . 
h e Imitations of Smithfield and 

t e growth of L 
d I ondon led inevitably to the 

eve opment f 
othe k 0 other sources of supply, 

r mar ets th · 
rap"dl h at Increased in size more 

1 Ytans · · . 1 mithfield. Newgate had 13 
~:cip~ salesmen in 1810, and by 1850, 
she ' w ho were handling half as many 

ep, t ree-qu arters as many cattle, and 
more calves d . 
1850 800 an Pigs than Smithfield; in 
rived th tons of country-killed meat ar-

the ere weekly, mainly by railway. In 
same y p 
I ear oole estimated that the 

year Y sales t N a ewgate and Leadenhall 
amounted t 76 rat"! 0 ,500 tons. Certainly the 

ways mu h . 
c Increased the supply of 

country-killed 
be'" . meat to London, but well 

tOre thetr t · · be tme Increasing quantities had 
en transport d . 

th e m waggons and carts. At 
e same ti h . 

and salt me t. e Import of bacon, ham 
th '" pork Increased. Little wonder, 

ere10re th 1\" 
"th ' at •vtcCulloch concluded that 

e 1 · · · extraordinary increase in the 
supp y of b h ' " . Ute ers meat" was evidence of 

a very s1gn 1 · 
clition f a Improvement ... in the con-
food , No the population, in respect of 

· or of · d ' course, was the mcrease 
supply _co~fined to London. As a farmer 
noted stgn1fi 1 . cant y m 1836 the fat stock of 
Gloucest h · ' . ers Ire and Cumberland were 
then gomg not Lo . . ' to ndon as before, but 
Jncreasmgly to B" · · 1 1rmmgham, L1verpoo 
and the other industrial towns. Increased 

"G. E. Fus:-ell ~nd C. Goodman, "Eighteenth-Cen­
tury Traffic m Live-Stock," Economic History, February 
1936, p. 231. 

supply was reflected in prices, with steady 
prices gene rail y from 1819 to 1841 , and 
fluctuating prices in the forties. 

Another important food whose consump­
tion was increasing at this time was fish. 
Before 1815, except during gluts, fish was 
expensive, and appeared regularly only on 
the tables of the well-to-do. Early in the 
nineteenth century, consumption was 
small, partly because of religious prejudice, 
partly because of the difficulty of transport­
ing such a perishable commodity, partly 
because of a preference for meat. After 
1815 increasing supply and decreasing 
prices ... led to a large increase in con­
sumption; but even in 1833 the clerk of 
Billingsgate declared that "the lower class 
of people entertain the notion that fish is 
not substantial food enough for them, and 
they prefer meat." Nevertheless the poor 
by this time were becoming large pur­
chasers of fish, taking particular advantage 
of price fluctuations (which were much 
greater than for meat) to increase consump­
tion. When, for example, mackerel and 
herring were cheap, the poor ate "a great 
deal of them" and at any time the news of 
cheap fish spread throughout London 
"with wonderful celerity." Official statis­
tics, unfortunately, are confined mainly to 
the Scottish herring export industry. We 
know, however, that "a large proportion of 
the Fish caught upon the English coast 
[was] supplied by hand carriage to the 
London and Inland Markets," and, also, 
that the supply of fish increased after the 
abolition of the salt tax in 1825, and, after 
1830, with technical innovations in fishing 
that increased yields, particularly the de­
velopment of deep-sea trawling and of drift 
fishing; with improvements in the han­
dling of fish, for example, the use of fast 
cutters, walled steamers and the railways, 
and the increasing usc of ice; and with the 
discovery of new fishing waters, for ex­
ample, the Great Silver Pitt, south of the 
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Dogger, in I837. By I840 ice and fast 
transport were enabling tr·awlers to fish 
farther north, and were opening up new 
mar~ets in the inland towns. The kipper 
Was m:ented in 1843. By I850 steamship 
and railway combined to transport catches 
quickly to the centres of consumption all 
over England: steamships linked the 
Channel, North and German Seas to the 
English ports; railways linked the pmts to 
the internal towns and London. In season 
herrings alone were arriving in Londo~ 
from Yarmouth at the rate of I60 tons an 
evening, and even the humble periwinkle 
Simmonds estimated, was consumed at th~ 
rate of 76,000 baskets (or I ,900 tons) 
annually. 

been reduced from "the terrifying levels of 
the eighteenth century," and "the death 
rate for ages 0-4 · · · was very low, at least 
for a highly urbanised country at that 

t . ,., McKeown and Brown have shown 1m e. 
that medical improvements could have 
had little effect on life expectation before 
I850 and suggest that it was an improve­
men; in the economic and social environ­
ment that lengthened life. People lived 
longer because they were better nourished 
and sheltered, and cleaner, and thus were 
less vulnerable to infectious and other dis­
eases (like consumption) that were pecu­
liarly susceptible to improved living stan-
dards. Factory conditions also Im­

proved .... 
Th~ conclusi~n from consumption fig­

ures IS unquestiOnably that the amount 
and variety of food consumed increased 
between I 800 and 1850 .... 

But increasing life expectation and in­
creasing consumption are no measures of 
ultimate well-being, and to say that the 
standard of living for most workers was ris­
ing, is not to say that it was high, nor is it 
to affirm that it was rising fast, nor that 
there was no dire poverty, and cyclical 
fluctuations and technological unemploy­
ment of a most distressing character. It is 
as foolish to ignore the sufferings of this 
period as to deny the wealth and opportu­
nities created by the new industry. More­
over little understanding comes from trying 
to attribute blame for the suffering that 
did exist. The discomfort of the period was 
due in large part to an inability to handle 
new problems or old problems enormously 
~agnified; problems of increasing popula­
tiOn, of urbanization, of factory conditions, 

Even allowing for contemporary exa _ 
. d h . g geratJOn an ent us1asm, the consumption 

of basic fo~ds in 1850 London was not 
wildly infenor to that of modern England. 

IV 

What conclusion follows fi h rom t e evi-
dence so far presented? Surely, since the in-
dices point in the same direction, even 
though the change cannot be measured 
with accuracy, that the standard of living 
of the mass of the people of England was 
improving in the first half of the nine­
teenth century, slowly during the war, 
more quickly after 1815, and rapidly after 
1840. And, if expectation of life depends 
partly on living standards, the increase in 
average life over these years is further 
proof of increasing well-being. As Macau­
lay argued, "that the lives of men should 
become longer while their bodily condition 
during life is becoming worse, is utterly 
incredible." The expectation of life at birth 
in 1840-50 was higher than in I 770--80; 
by the 1840's infantile mortality rates had 

of fluctuating trade and employment. And 
the tensions of the period arose naturally 
from the rapidly changing social and eco­
nomic relationships. As the Hammonds 
point out: "When . . . society is passing 

"H. J. Habakkuk, "The Economic History of 
;;:odem Britain," Journal qf Economic History, Decem­
F r !?58, P· 496; J. T. Krause, "Changes in English 

eruhty and Mortality," Economic History Revinv, Au­
gust 1958, pp. 66-7. 
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through changes that destroy the life of 
customs, the statesman who seeks . . . to 
command man's will and not merely his 
deeds and services has a specially difficult 
task, for these changes bring into men's 
minds the dreaded questions that have 
been sleeping beneath the surface of 
habit." On the easier practical problems, 
to take an example, municipal authorities 
did not have the knowledge, and usually 
not the adequate authority, to deal with 
the various problems of sanitation in rapid­
ly growing cities. Such problems required 
study, experiment and experience, as well 
as a change of attitudes, before they could 
be solved, so that it was ignorance rather 
than avarice that was often the cause of 
misery. In any case, much of the ill that 
has been attributed solely to the industrial 
revolution existed also in the pre-industrial 
age .... 

Thus much misunderstanding has aris­
en bec~use of assumptions-mainly mis­
conceptiOns-about England before the In-
dustrial Revolution· assumpt" c: • Ions, tor ex-
ample, that_ rural life was naturally better 
than town hfe, that working c:0 If 

H r onese was 
better and more secure than k" c: wor mg tOr 
an employer, that child and female labour 
was something new that the d . . • omest1c sys-
tem (even though It often inv 1 d h . . o ve a ouse 
crammed with mdustrial equ· ) Ipment was 
preferable to the factory system th 1 . , at s urns 
and food adulteratwn were pe 1. d . . . cu 1ar pro -
ucts of mdustnahzation and . • so on- 1n 
other words, the ~erennial myth of the ~old-
en age, the behef that since d" · . con 1twns 
were bad, and smce one did not a f pprove o 
them, they could not have been worse, 
and, indeed, must once have been b tt , e cr. 
But, as Alfred Marshall pointed out: 

"Popular history underrates the hardships 
of the people before the age of factories." 

... One might well ask, however, as did 
the Hammonds. "Why did this age with 
all its improvements create such violent 
discontent?" But discontent is not merely a 
simple product of living standards. The vi­
sion of an age of plenty, stimulated by the 
obvious productivity of new machines that 
seemed to compete with labour, roused 
both anger and ambition. The breaking-up 
of the old social relationships was a liberat­
ing and stimulating experience that made 
possible, for the first time, an effective 
working class movement. And although 
the standard of living was rising, it was not 
rising quickly, and the individual was 
aware only that his wages were meagre 
and not sufficient to satisfy his wants and 
needs. As A. L. Bowley has pointed out: 
"The idea of progress is largely psychologi­
cal and certainly relative; people are apt 
to measure their progress not from a for­
gotton position in the past, but towards an 
ideal, which, like an horizon, continually 
recedes. The present generation is not in­
terested in the earlier needs and successes 
of its progenitors, but in its own distresses 
and frustration considered in the light of 
the presumed possibility of universal com­
fort or riches." Discontent, even disorder, 
were indeed understandable, and both, 
like suffering, it must be remembered, 
were also characteristic of the previous age. 
. .. And the important thing about suffer­
ing during the Industrial Revolution was 
that it brought with it its own solution: 
increasing productivity in industry and ag­
riculture, and, in society, faith that social 
conditions should and could be improved, 
and that economic progress was inevitable. 
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If the selections by Hobsbawm and Hartwell were hard to 
understand and made it difficult to reach conclusions on 
the entire debate between pessimists and optimists, the 
next selection by A. J. TAYLOR should be a help. 
Professor of modern history at Leeds University, Taylor 
reviews the history of the standard-of-living controversy 
and evaluates the evidence of pessimists and optimists on 
all current aspects of the quantitative debate: the 
movement of real wages, the pattern of working-class 
consumption of food (be it bread, potatoes, meat, 
vegetables, and dairy products), clothing, and household 
articles, as well as the course of population growth and 
mortality. He then gives conclusions of his own and 
presents reasons for the condition of the working-class 
population during the Industrial Revolution. Although 
Taylor's article was written before Hart\vell's, Taylor 
anticipates the latter's argument. His survey of the scene 
still remains a standard synthesi.s of the controversy.* 
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I 

Did the condition of the working claSses 
. rove or deteriorate during the period of 
.rop · I h be ·d industna c ange tween 1780 and rap• . 

SSO? The controversy IS as old as the In-
~ustrial Revolution itself. For men like 
A drew Ure and Thomas Carlyle, as for 
P n ter and Engels, the issue was one of 
c:~temporary politics. While Ure, a nine-

th century Dr. Pangloss, so admired teen - . 
he new industnal order that he could 

t h"ld "I" I I " compare factory c 1 ren to 1ve y e v~s 
at play,' Carlyle saw the world of the m1ll-

hand as "but a dingy prison-house, of re­
bellious unthrift, rebellion, rancour, indig­
nation against themselves and against all 
m~n. "" Even among the classical ~c~no­
mJsts there was a sharp division of opmwn. 
On the one hand were those like Porter, 
whose optimism had its roots in the. doc­
trines of The Wealth of Nations; on the other 
those whose pessimism reflected the less 
sanguine approach of Malthus and Ri­
cardo. 

',A. U re, Philosophy qf Mamifactures ( !835 ), p. 30 I. 
-T. Carlyle, Chartism (1839), p. 35. 

•A. J. Taylor, "Progress and Poverty in Britain, 1780-1850: A Reappraisal," History, New Series, XLV 
(!960), !6-30. Reprinted by permission of History, the Journal of the Historical Association. Some foot-

notes omitted. 
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With the m k . 
tiona! prosp . ar ed Improvement in na­
. enty which B · · · d m the third ntam expenence 
tury, the de:uarter of the nineteenth cen­
vigour and ate lost something of its early 

urgency Th . . I . . 
gations of Le · e statlstica mvesu-
fen' tended ~ne Levi and Sir Robert Gif­
tion of c confirm what the observa-

ontemp . 
that in oranes already suggested: 

, common . h 
the work.i Wit the nation at large, 

ng classes · · ceptibly hi h were enJoymg a per-
than t g er standard of living in 1875 

wenty-five . . 
resist th . years earher. The wJII to 

e tide of. d . 
dining . m ustnal growth was de-

as Its be fi be parent d . ne ts came more ap-
trovers' an With the logic of time the con­

y wasp · 
publicists a assmg from the hands of the 
econ . nd reformers into those of the 

omic historians 
The tran.. . 

m Sihon was however by no 
cans ani . ' ' 

an e 1 . mmediate one. Thorold Rogers, 
ar Y hist · 

tion . on an of the Industrial Revolu-
, m 1884 1 

port· I we corned the return of the 
I Ica econo . " . d c· mist to his proper an an-

Ient funct" 
cau Ion, that of interpreting the 
d1• ts~bs which hinder the just and adequate 

s n utio f n o wealth."' To Rogers the 
Years of r ·d . 
"d" api Industrial change were a 

Isma! pe . d" 
and no for the working classes, 
w th: quarter century after 1790 "the 

orst tim . . 
labo e In the whole history of Enghsh 

ur "'A 
th · rnold Toynbee's verdict echoed 

at of Roge "W h , h said " rs. e now approac , e 
t ' a darker period-a period as disas­
rous and 

a . as terrible as any through which 
nation · 

rib! b ever passed; disastrous and ter-
e ecause side by side with a great in-

crease of I . 
Wea th was seen an enormous In-

crease of . 
. pauperism."6 In both these mter-

pr:tatlOns the voice of the social reformer 
mmgles with that of the historian: and the 
~ 

L. Levi W. w. k. c·• ( 1885). ' a?es and Earnings of the or mg <asses 
( 1886)' R. Giffen, Essays in Finance, Second Smes 

'pp. 365-474 
"Thorold Rogers, . preface to abridged version of 

~ork and Wages (1885). 
Jlbzd., pp. 140, 128. 
"A. Toynbee, The Industrial Revolulion (1884), p. 84. 
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view thus firmly expressed commanded 
general acceptance for more than a genera­
tion. It is to be found as much in the writ­
ings of Ashley and Cunningham as in 
those of the Webbs and the Hammonds. 

It was not until after the first world war 
that a new and less dismal note was struck. 
Then within the short space of little more 
than a year the pessimists' interpretation 
was four times put to serious question. In 
her London Life of the Eighteenth Century, Mrs. 
Dorothy George argued, largely on the ba­
sis of mortality statistics, that the standard 
of life of the London labourer had im­
proved considerably in the course of the 
eighteenth century. This thesis was rein­
forced and extended a year later in the 
work of Miss M. C. Buer' and G. Talbot 
Griffith." Each found evidence of a declin­
ing death-rate in the country as a whole 
between 1750 and 1850, and from this 
drew the general conclusion that living 
standards were rising. At the same time an 
even more powerful "optimist" entered the 
lists. From the evidence of nineteenth-cen_ 
tury wage statistics and commodity prices 
Sir John Clapham concluded that th~ 1 

purchasing power of the English labourer 
in town and country had risen substan_ 
tially between 1785 and 1850.'' 

This new turn in the controversy not 
only redressed the balance of forces, but 
by reintroducing the statistical weapon, re~ 
vived methods of argument largely disused 
since the days of Rogers and Giffen. 
Where the Hammonds, like Engels before 
them, turned to the evidence of the blue 
books and the pamphleteers, Mrs. George 
and Griffith appealed to the bills of mor­
tality, and Clapham to the wage books. 

'M. C. Bucr, Health, Wealth and Population in the E:arir 
Days of the Industrial Revolution ( 1926). · 

"G. T. Griffith, Population Problems of the Age •f 
Ma/thus (1926). · 

"J. H. Clapham, Economic History of Modt:m Britain, i. 
( 1926), pp. 128, 466, 560--2. 
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Faced with so great a display of statistical 
force, J. L. Hammond conceded-though 
not uncritically-this part of the field."' 
He was content to rest his case on the writ­
ten_ and verbal testimony of contempo­
ranes to the physical and spiritual suffer­
ing which, he contended, had been the in­
evitable concomitant of the new order. 
Men might have more food for their bellies 
and cheaper clothing for their backs but 
the price exacted for these benefits was out 
of all proportion to the gains. "The spirit 
of wonder . . . could not live at peace in 
treadmill cities where the daylight never 
broke upon the beauty and the wisdom of 
the world."'' 

As a via media between two hitherto irrec­
oncilable viewpoints, Hammond's com­
promise was readily accepted by writers of 
general histories, and it has retained an 
unshaken place in their affections; but it 
could be no final settlement of the debate. 
Thirty years now separate us from the 
work of Clapham and Hammond. In thos 
years discussion has continued sporadicall e 
but vigorously. Most recently T. S. Ashto~ 
and E. J. Hobsbawm, in particular h , ave 
opened up new fields of evidence and lines 
of enquiry. It is appropriate to ask how far 
their findings have ch~nged the broad pat­
tern of argument and Interpretation. 
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areas of South Wales and the West Mid­
lands are as eloquent testimony to the 
drabness of nineteenth-century life as are 

the pages of the parl::UU~nt:u-r reports. 
This was an England bUilt m a hurry" 
and with little thought for the health and 
wellbeing of its rapidly growing multi­
tudes. But, as J.D. Chambers has ob­
served:'~ "Whatever the merits of the pre­
industrial world may have been, they were 
enjoyed by a deplorably small proportion 
of those born into it." If the industrial 
towns carried the seeds of physical and 
spiritual death for some, they also brought 
new life and opportunity to others. Not 
only did the towns ultimately give 
enhanced possibilities of physical health 
and enjoyment to the many; they also pro­
vided those widening cultural opportuni­
ties which, side by side with more debasing 
attractions, have come to distinguish the 
urban societies of the modern world. The 
older generation perhaps suffered most in 
the upheavals and disorders of early indus­
trial development: for the younger and 
more adaptable the transition may not all 
have been disenchantment. But at this 
point argument comes dose to dogmatism, 
for the historian's assessment of gain and 
loss must inevitably be coloured by his per­
sonal value judgements and predilections. 

I I 

Of the twin sides of the debate that 
which relates to the qualitative aspects of 
the labourer's life has, not surprisingly, 
made least progress. The bleakness and 
degradation of much urban life in the 
early nineteenth century needs no under­
lining. The mean streets and insanitary 
houses still surviving in many industrial 
town,s, and the mute desolation of large 

This overriding difficulty is not entirely 
absent from the parallel controversy about 
material living standards; but here at least 
the historian can appeal to the statistics. 
Although this particular oracle is in no 
sense infallible-too often it is mute or 
when vocal, ambiguous-it offers som~ 
~rm foundations for argument. It is essen­
tial, therefore, at this point, that we ex­
amine, however briefly, the main types of 
statistical evidence available to the histo-

'"J. L. Hammond, "The Industrial Revolution and 
Discontent," Econ. Hist. &v., ii (1930), 215-28. 

"J. L. and B. Hammond, The Age of the Chartists 
( 1930), p. 365. 

rian. 

'."J. D. Chambers, The Vale of Trent /670-1800 (Econ. 
Hlst. Rev. Supplements, 3, n.d.), p. 63. 
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The most direct 
f h · route to the assessment 

o c angmg livin 
th g standards lies through 

e measurement of th 
wages R 1 e movement of real 

· ea wages 1 
to retail · re ate money earnings 
{; flpnces, and their movement there-
ore, re ects the ch . ' 
er of th angmg purchasing pow-
t" f ~ consumer. Clapham's calcula-
10n oh t e movement of real wages sug-

gests t at the h . 
d . 1 pure asmg power of the in-
~stna worker rose by some 16 per cent 

tween 1 790 and 1840, and by 70 per 
cent over the r h 
1790 to 1850 us Ig tly longer period from 

. · In th~ same periods the real 
eammgs of fa k rm-wor ers increased by 22 
per cent and 60 per cent.,.. These assess­
ments were b d 

bl d ase on the wage statistics as-
scm e at th be . . 

e gmnmg of the present 
century by A. L. Bowley and G. H. Wood, 
and on a cost f I' . . 
N.J. Silberii -o -81~mg mdex computed by 
fi d' ng. mce Clapham's guarded 

l.n ~n~s were published, however Silber-
mgs mde h , 

. x as been tested and found 
wantmg and . . . 
. . ' Its rejection has inevitably 
mvahdated h . h t e conclusions which Clap-

am based upon it. 
Where S'lb 1. r. . I er mg za1led, others have 

ventured with little greater success."' But 
even were a . r. . . . d satiszactory cost-of-hvmg m ex 
established . . . , and m the nature of thmgs this 
would seem unlikely, it would still leave 
un~l~ed the equally complex problem of 
dev1smg a . r. 1 . d f . satiszactory genera m ex o 
workmg-class earnings. Here, as in the case 
of prices, the fundamental obstacle is the 
i~s~fficiency and unreliability of the sur­
VIvmg evidence· but additional difficulties 
arise from the changing structure of the la­
bour force-there were virtually no factory 
operatives in cotton in 1780, for example, 
and few surviving domestic workers in the 

11Based o~ Clapham p. 561. 
••Jbid., p. 128. ' 
'''E.g. ~- W. Gilboy, "The Cost of Living and Real 

Wages m Eighteenth-Century England," Rev. Econ. 
Staltstzcs, xviii (1936), 134-43; R. S. Tucker, "Real 
Wages of Artisans in London, 1729-1935," jour. Amer. 
Statistzcal Soc. ( 1936), 73-84. 
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industry seventy years later-and the 
problem of assessing the incidence of rural 
and urban employment. Our knowledge of 
the extent and nature of mid-nineteenth­
century unemployment remains limited, 
notwithstanding the light thrown upon the 
subject by recent investigations. For the 
eighteenth century even this modicum of 
evidence is lacking, and a basis for com­
parison between the two periods in conse­
quence hardly exists. 

It seems, therefore, that despite its at­
tractiveness, the approach to the standard 
of living question through the measure­
ment of real wages must be abandoned. 
The movement of real wages can be deter­
mined within acceptable limits of error 
only in the case of certain restricted occu­
pational groups: for the working class as a 
whole the margin of error is such as to 
preclude any dependable calculation. 

A more promising approach is provided 
by attempts to establish changes in the 
pattern of working-class consumption. This 
method has a long and respectable an­
cestry-it was employed, for example, by 
both Giffen and Levi-but its application 
to the period before 1840 has only recently 
been attempted. It is perhaps primarily on 
the basis of their investigations in this field 
that Professor Ashton reaches the conclu­
sion that towards the end of the eighteenth 
century "in some important respects the 
standard of living was rising," and that Dr. 
Hobsbawm arrives at the precisely oppo­
site conclusion for the early nineteenth 
century. We may usefully investigate the 
basis of these generalizations. 

Let us first consider food. In the middle 
of the nineteenth century, as half a century 
earlier, bread and potatoes were the staple 
items in the diet of every working-class fam­
ily. It is impossible, on the evidence 
available to us, to calculate the changing 
levels of consumption of these commodities 
with any degree of accuracy; but it seems 
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possible, as Dr. Hobsbawm suggests, that 
bread consumption was declining in the 
early decades of the nineteenth century. 
The implications of this development, 
however, are far from clear. In 1847 G. R. 
Porter noted that "a large and increasing 
number [of the population] are in a great 
measure fed upon potatoes," but at the 
same time he observed that "unless in 
years of scarcity, no part of the inhabitants 
of England except in the extreme North, 
and there only partially, have now re­
course to barley or rye bread." It has been 
usual among dieticians and economic his­
torians to interpret a shift from rye to 
wheaten bread as evidence of improve­
ment, and a shift from bread to potatoes as 
evidence of deterioration in general living 
standards. Here the two processes are seen 
working themselves out side by side. How, 
if at all, is this seeming contradiction to be 
resolved? 

The potato was still a relative newcomer 
to the diet of the average Englishman at 
the end of the eighteenth century. Its ad­
vance represented a minor dietetic revolu­
tion whose progress was determined not 
solely, and indeed perhaps not even pri­
marily, by economic factors. Outside Ire­
land, the potato had made its greatest con­
quests in the English northwest. Cheapness 
and ease of growth commended its use to 
native as well as immigrant Lancastrians; 
but perhaps of equal importance was the 
variety which it gave to the working man's 
table. In Ireland the rising consumption of 
the potato was the mark of deteriorating 
living standards: in northern England the 
same phenomenon admits of a different 
explanation. Even if our statisti.c~l knowl­
edge were increased, therefore, It 1s doubt­
ful whether the case for an overall rise or 
decline in the standard of living could find 
any convincing basis in the changing con­
sumption pattern of bread and potatoes. 
At best it suggests differences of experience 

111 

the agricultural and industrial 
between 

communitie.s. at Here a decline in per 
N with me · 

ot so . n may well be taken as 
· onsurnpt!O 

capzta c 'd e of an overall deteriora-. fi ·e evi enc 
P.nma. acz. . standards. At this point the 
t10n m h~mg rortunate in his statistical 
h' . n IS more " 

istona h Professor Ashton and Dr. 
sources. Bot de important use of 
H bsb wm have rna 

0 a f the Collector of Beasts Tolls 
the R~t~:~: Market, the one to demon­
at Smit . . eat consumption during 
t t a nse ill m 

s ra e the other to sug-
the eightee~th cf1entu~oo. The Smithfield 
est its dechne a ter 

g t a continuous, though not 
returns presen · 

. !ways comprehensive, survey 
necessanly a d cattle brought 
of the numbers of sheep an . 
to London for slaughter in the eig~teenth 
and early nineteenth century, .and m rei~-
. I . their trend IS upward m t10n to popu at!On . d 

d half of the eighteenth, an 
the secon f h 

d . the first four decades o t e downwar in · h 
nineteenth century. But, suggestive as t. ey 
are of wider general tendencies, the Smi~h­
field statistics must be approach~d with 
some caution. They do not take mto ac­
count all classes of meat-the ubiquitous 
pig, for example, is omitted-nor do they 
allow for the weight, as distinct from the 
number of beasts taken for consumption. 
The in:estigations of G. E. Fussell 16 thirty 
years ago disproved the once commonly 
held view that the weight of animals at 
market more than doubled during the 
course of the eighteenth century. His 
findings were that the Smithfield cow or 
sheep of 1800 was little heavier, though 
rather meatier, than its 1700 forbear: but 
it would be dangerous, without similar 
close investigations, to carry over this con­
clusion into the nineteenth century. Even 
more questionable is the extent to which 
London's experience may be said to reflect 

'"G. E. Fussell, "The Size of English Cattle in the 
Eighteenth Century," Agn"culturai History, iii (1929), 
160-al. 
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that of the country as a whole. In its ex­
tremes of wealth and poverty London was 
no doubt a microcosm of the nation at 
large, but its economic progress ran a 
somewhat different course from that of 
either the industrial North or of the agri­
cultural South. The evidence on meat, 
therefore, while it suggests a nineteenth­
century decline and to that extent holds no 
comfort for the optimist, is of itself insuffi­
cient to establish any firm thesis of general 
deterioration. 

When attention is turned from bread 
and meat to more quickly perishable 
foodstuffs like milk and green vegetables, 
historian and statistician part company. 
Contemporaries were virtually silent about 
the levels of consumption of these nutri­
tively significant items of diet. It seems 
likely, however, that in the case of perish­
~bl~ commodities the years of rapid urban­
l~atlOn were years of declining consump­
tiOn. Although cattle were grazing within 
a mile of Manchester Town Hall as late as 
1850, and large-scale market gardening 
w~ developing on the fringe of the indus­
tnal areas, the carriage of fresh dairy pro­
duce and vegetables before the corning of 
the railway must have presented problems 
which could hardly fail to be reflected in 
shortages and high prices. 

The conclusions to be drawn therefore 
fi . ' ' rom the evidence on food consumption are 
by no rnea~s clearly defined: but their gen­
eral tenor IS to suggest rising living stan­
dards towards the end of the eighteenth 
century and less certain progress or even 
?ecline _thereafter. Food, however, though 
1t rernamed the most important item of 
working-class expenditure and took up the 
greater part of every working-class budget, 
did not exhaust the worker's wants. We 
know less than we would wish about the 
movement of house rents, but perhaps suf­
ficient to suggest that, in relation to the 
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labourer's wage, rent rose rather than de­
clined between 1800 and 1850. Fuel, on the 
other hand, was increasing in availability 
and tending to fall in price with the greater 
exploitation of inland coalfields and 
improvements in transportation. 

It was outside the field of necessities, in 
the narrow sense, that increasing consump­
tion was most evident. Between 1 785 and 
1840 the production of cotton goods for the 
home market increased ten times more rap­
idly than did population. An equally 
well-attested, if somewhat more limited, 
increase is to be seen in the output of soap 
and candles; and it is possible to infer simi­
lar increases in the production of a wide 
range of household articles from pots and 
pans to furniture and furnishings. It would 
be unwise to interpret this general expan­
sion in output as synonymous with an 
equivalent increase in working-class con­
sumption. The upper and middle classes, 
no doubt, took a disproportionate share of 
the products as they did of the profits of 
industrialization: but it is clear that im­
proving standards of comfort were slowly 
percolating down to the mass of the popu­
lation. By the 1840s working-class houses 
in Sheffield were said [by Porter] to be 
"furnished in a very comfortable manner, 
the floors ... carpeted, and the tables ... 
usually of mahogany." Similar conditions 
were to be found in the mining districts of 
Northumberland and Durham. If these 
improvements were purchased in part at 
the expense of so-called necessities, and 
specifically of food, this was a matter of the 
consumer's choice. A society slowly grow­
ing more prosperous may well prefer to 
sacrifice near-necessities in the pursuit of 
new luxuries. 

There remains for consideration one 
further possible approach to the measure­
ment of changing living standards. As long 
ago as 1816 John Rickman, the census-
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taker, expressed the opinion that "human 
comfort is to be estimated by human 
health and that by the length of human 
life." Longevity is in general a useful 
yardstick of changing living standards, and 
for this reason among others the debate on 
living standards has tended to keep com­
pany with that on the causes and nature of 
population growth. 

Between 1780 and 1850 the population 
of England and Wales rose from some 7% 
to 18 millions, a rate of growth wholly 
unprecedented in this country. Contempo­
raries were made increasingly aware of this 
development and sought its explanation in 
terms either of a rising birth-rate or of a 
declining death-rate. The followers of 
Malthus, perhaps even more than Malthus 
himself, put particular stress on a high 
birth-rate, and by implication discounted 
the significance of increased longevity. The 
contrary viewpoint, laying emphasis on a 
falling death-rate, was neither so firmly 
nor perhaps so coherently held, but indica-
. of it are to be found in Rickman uons ' 

aJTlong others. In the present century the 
·ssue has been no less vigorously debated. 

G
1 "ffith in 1926, came down heavily on 

n ' r · d h the side of a d~c mmg ~at -rate as the 
. ry factor m population growth, but 

pnma "d l d h . h ·s though w1 e y accepte , as nev­h1s t es1 , 
·ved the general endorsement of er rece1 

Phers T. H. Marshall, for ex-
demogra . . . . 

1 though g1vmg full we1ght to the 

damP1. e, ·n the death-rate from 1780 on-
ec 1ne 1 . . 

d . s1·sts that as much attent10n be gtv­war s, 1n 
en "to the forces which kept the birth-

as to those which pulled the death­rate up 
d W n " 17 and J. T. Krause goes even 

rate o , " . 
further in concluding that the nat10nal 
[statistical] materials suggest strongly that 
a rising birth-rate was the major cause of 

"T. H. Marshall, "The Population Problem during 
the Industrial Revolution," Economic History, i (1929), 
452. This article remains the classical statement of 
the population problem. 
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· in the growth of the English populauon 
this period " 1" 
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found about the underlying causes ofpopu-
l . . . l"cat1. on for at10n growth and thetr 1mp 1 
the movement of living standards. Neither 

. . birth­
an increasing population nor a nsmg . . 
rate is in itself evidence of improving hvtng 
standards: indeed the experience of some 
As. . . . . h the reverse 1at1c soc1et1es suggests t at 

· · death­may often be the case. A dechmng 
· · par-

rate, on the other hand, unless-an 1111 
· ·ca1 re­tant proviso--it is merely the stattst1. 

flection of a rising birth-rate, imphes an 
increased expectation oflife and may there-

. "d nee fore be regarded as pnina Jacze evt e 
of an improving standard oflife. 

I . h crude t 1s generally agreed that t e 
death-rate fell sharply-perhaps by a 
quarter-between 1780 and the end of the 
French Wars, and rose significantly, 

d des· though slightly, over the next two eca ' 
since when its course has been consistently 
downward. In so far as it is possible to re­
gard the overall reduction of the death­
rate as synonymous with increased longev­
ity, this increase in expectation of life has 
been traced to a variety of causes: to a 
growth in medical knowledge and facili­
ties, to the recession of specific virulent dis­
eases, to improvements in personal hy­
giene and public health, to better and 
more plentiful supplies of food, and to a 
marked reduction in maternal and infant 
mortality. Griffith, for example, while 
touching on all these factors, perhaps lays 
most stress on improvements in medical 
knowledge and practice, and on environ-

1"j. T. Krause, "Changes in English Fertility and 
Mortality 1781-1850," Econ. Hist. Rev., 2nd ser. xi 
(1958), 70. For another view, also broadly favourable 
to the birth-rate thesis, see H.J. Habakkuk, "English 
Population in the Eighteenth Century," Econ. Hist. 
Rev., 2nd ser. vi ( 1953), 117-33. 
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mental factors-the latter to explain not 
only the decline in the death-rate before 
1815 but also the temporary reversal of the 
trend in the post-war period. Marshall 
emphasizes the rapid decline in in_fant 
mortality before 1810 and its perceptible, 
if less marked, rise thereafter. More re­
cently two medical investigators, T. 
McKeown and R. G. Brown,'Y have, for 
the eighteenth century at least, q~estione~ 
the importance of improvements m medi­
cine and treatment, and by implication 
given added weight to the significance of 
advances in nutritional standards. 

These statistics and explanations are 
broadly consistent with those changes in liv­
ing standards-upwards in the late 
eighteenth century and arrested to the 
point of decline thereafter-which have al­
ready been suggested by the evidence of 
food consumption. Yet, notwithstanding 
this coincidence, the ambiguity of the 
death-rate still makes it highly suspect as 
an instrument for the measurement of 
changing living standards. This is the more 
the case when it is borne in mind that the 
growth in population of these years was 
not solely a British nor even a European 
phenomenon. The fundamental cause of 
population increase would accordingly ap­
pear to lie outside the narrow confines of 
the new British industrial economy. This 
does not mean that industrialization 
played no part in determining the pattern 
of Britain's population growth; but it sug­
gests that industrialization was at least as 
much a consequence as a cause of the in­
crease in population. Where cause and ef­
fect are seemingly so inseparably inter­
twined, head is apt to chase tail in discon­
certing fashion. The demographer would 
be the first to admit that he has problems 
of his own to solve in this period before he 

'''T. McKeown and R. G. Brown, "Medical Evid­
ence relating to English Population Changes," Popula­
twn Studies, ix ( 1955 ), 119--41. 

A. J. TAVLO 

can effectively come to the aid of the ec 

nomic historian. 

III 

Where so much remains legitimate 
controversial, the historian can at be 
draw only tentative conclusions. The ev 
dence, however, would appear to perm 
two immediate generalizations. There 
reason to believe that after an early UJ 
surge in living standards in the first stage 
of rapid industrialization, the pace of ac 
vance slackened, and decline may eve 
have set in, by the beginning of the nin< 
teenth century. It is also evident, no· 
withstanding Porter's assertion to the cor 
trary, that the progress of the working cia: 
lagged increasingly behind that of the nc: 
tion at large. Had working-class incorn<' 
kept pace with the growth of the nationc: 
income, the average worker could have e>! 
pected to find himself some 50 per cen 
better off in real terms in 1840 than thirt 
years earlier/" Even the most sanguine < 

optimists would hardly claim that sue] 
was in fact the case. 

To explain how this situation arose is iJ 
a measure to validate the facts themselves 
Thorold Rogers, writing in the 1880s, at 
tributed the poverty of the working classe 
in the earlier part of the century to < 
variety of causes: to the unrestricted ern 
ployment, before the first effective facto!) 
act in 1833, of juvenile labour; to restric. 
tions on, and the weakness of, trade unions. 
and to the attitude of employers anc 
of the law. But, significantly, he added 
that, although "the sufferings of the work­
ing classes ... might have been aggravated 
by the practices of em players, and were 
certainly intensified by the harsh partiality 
of the law ... they were due in the main to 

"'Based on the national income estimates assembled 
by P. Deane, "Contemporary Estimates of National 
Income in the First Half of the Nineteenth Century," 
Econ. Hist. Rev., 2nd ser. viii ( 1956), 339-54. 
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deeper causes." Chief among these, Rogers 
cited the protracted wars against France, 
the economic derangements which accom­
panied them, and the behaviour of succes­
sive governments, which were slow to rem­
edy social evils, yet intervened unwisely to 
maintain the price of bread and to impede 
the development of trade unionism. 

Modern historians have tended to en­
dorse Rogers' findings, though with 
varying degrees of emphasis. They have 
also added two other factors, made evident 
by more recent economic experience: the 
effect of the claims of long-term investment 
on current consumption,"' and the move­
ment of the terms of trade. A brief exami­
nation of the interaction of these varied 
factors is relevant to our discussion of living 
standards. 

In the early stages of rapid industrial 
growth, a society is obliged to make heavy 
investments not only in buildings, machin­
ery, stocks and equipment, but also in 
communications and public utilities. Such 
investment must inevitably be made at the 
expense of current consumption, unless, as 
in the case of the United States, foreign 
investors arc willing to prime the pump of 

nomic development. Thus Soviet Rus-eco . 
. declared a virtual moratorium on in-ma . 

Sed living standards while laying the crea . . 
foundations of her mdustnal greatness in 
the 1920s. Britain after 1780 was erecting 
textile-mills and iron-works, constructing a 

t network of canals and laying the grca 
nucleus of a greater railway system, and 
building reservoirs, gas-works and hospitals 
to meet the present and future needs of a 
rapidly growing urban population. Like 
Russia a century later, though less con­
sciously, she was sacrificing present comfort 
to the pursuit of future wealth and pros-

;F~r~r~~~~ restatement of this thesis, see S. Pol­
lard "Investment, Consumption and the Industrial 
Rcv~lution," Econ. Hist. Rev., 2nd ser. xi (1958), 
215-26. 
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perity. By 1850 this early investment was 
yielding abundant fruit, and future expan­
sion, in terms of railways, steamships, steel­
mills, and electrical plant, was no longer to 
be incompatible with rising living stan­
dards. 

The needs of capital accumulation, 
therefore, supply a partial explanation of 
the relative depression of working-class liv­
ing standards in this period of rising na­
tional wealth. It would be unwise to press 
this argument too hard, however. In 
Japan, for example, whose industrial 
growth after 1918 closely paralleled that of 
Britain in the early nineteenth century, it 
proved possible to reconcile industrial 
growth with a perceptible advance in liv­
ing standards. We must, therefore, look 
further afield if we are to explain not only 
the slow but still more the inconstant rise 
of living standards in nineteenth-century 
England. It is here, in particular, that sig­
nificance is to be attached to the effects of 
the French Wars and to the frequently ad­
verse movement of the terms of trade. 

The wars against revolutionary and Na­
poleonic France imposed a severe strain 
upon the resources of the nation, and off­
set, in part at least, the gains of industrial 
and commercial expansion. Large-scale 
borrowing by the state during the war, and 
the imposition of severely regressive tax­
ation at its end, not only induced serious 
wartime inflation but tended further tore­
distribute the national income in favour of 
the men of property. War thereby, both 
directly and indirectly, acted on balance to 
the economic detriment of the nation at 
large and to that of the working class in 
particular. 

The movement of the terms of trade also 
proved disadvantageous to the working­
class consumer. During the first half of the 
nineteenth century the terms on which 
Britain dealt in foreign markets steadily 
worsened, more particularly between 1800 
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and 1815, and between 1830 and 1840. In 
order to pay for a given volume of im­
ported goods, Britain had to export almost 
twice as much in 1840 as she had done in 
1800. Specifically, the price of cotton ex­
ports fell much more rapidly after 1815 
than did that of imported foodstuffs. In 
part-though only in part--cotton manu­
facturers and their employees were able to 
find compensation in a reduction of the 
price of their imported raw material: for 
the rest they had no alternative but to ac­
c:pt lower profit margins and reduced 
p1ece-rates. A significant share of the bene­
fits of Britain's new industrial efficiency, 
therefore, went neither to her workers nor 
to her industrialists, but to the foreign con­
sumer. 

Behind these pervasive but temporary 
factors lay the insistent force of population 
pressure. In so far as population increase 
may be ascribed a determinant role in the 
economic growth f h" "od .. o t 1s pen , 1t 1s easy to 
un?erstand how the upward thrust ofpopu­
latmn, though it facilitated and encour­
aged indust . I . na advance, also retarded 
~hde Improvement in living standards which 
m ustrializaf b . . . . 
h Ion rought m 1ts tram. Smce 

t e value of 1 b . a our, as of any other com-
modity ga· . 
d ' Ins With scarcity an overabun-

ant supply ofl bo . I : . . . I a urIS p amly mimica to 
the advance f . . . 
d d o working-class hvmg stan-

ar s. 

Ho:v plentiful then was the supply of la-
bour m earl · 
T . Y nmeteenth-century England? 

he question d · . a mus of no categoncal an-
swer. The rapid · . 1 . h . Increase m popu auon, t e 
mftux of Iri h . . . I I . . s Immigrants, part1cu ar y 
mto mdustrial Lancashire and western 
Scotland the d" . . ' rea 1ness with wh1ch women 
and young children could be employed in 
mills and ksh . wor ops, are all pomters to an 
abundant labour supply. But the supply of 
workers must be measured against the de­
mands of employers. That the number of 
those seeking employment in a year of in-

A. J. TAYLOR 

tense depression like 1842 was far in excess 
of demand is tragically evident; but we 
need to deepen our knowledge of employ­
ment conditions in boom years like 1835 
before we can pass final judgement on the 
general state of the labour market. The 
relative immobility of labour, in terms both 
of geographical and of occupational move­
ment, tended to create not one but a num­
ber of virtually independent "markets" for 
labour, in some of which workmen were in 
short, and in others in abundant supply. If 
a generalization is to be ventured it must 
be t!Jat, except at the level of the skilled 
worker or in years of exceptional demand, 
employers had little difficulty in finding 
hands; and to this extent the worker, 
lacking effective trade union organization, 
was generally placed in a weak position in 
his dealings with his employer. 

To dwell thus upon these three major 
forces is not to deny the significance of 
more traditional explanations of working­
class discontent; but it may serve to place 
these in a new perspective. That the scales 
were heavily weighted against the working 
classes is indisputable. There is no shortage 
of evidence, in the blue books and else­
where, of capitalist excesses, some of 
them committed in the name of so-called 
sound economics, some of them less worth­
ily motivated. In face of these, the 
worker could find little help from a state 
which made him lhe weaker partner in 
every contract and frustrated his efforts at 
collective self-help. But these evils, al­
though they were the most apparent and 
the most easily remediable, were neither 
the only, nor probably the most important, 
causes of the failure of the working classes 
to derive early benefits from the rapid 
growth of industrial enterprise and 
productivity. 

IV 

We may now sketch in rather fuller de­
tail the general movement of working-class 



An Attempt at Quantitative Synthesis 

living standards between 1780 and 1850. 
The limited evidence suggests that down to 
about 1 795 working-class families were 
gaining at least a share in the benefits of 
quickening economic activity. Prices for 
manufactured goods in foreign markets 
were buoyant and industry was reaping 
the full reward of its increased productiv­
ity. Workers in the newly stimulated in­
dustries enjoyed rapidly rising living stan­
dards; this was above all the golden age of 
the Lancashire handloom weaver. From 
the mid-1790s a new and less happy trend 
is apparent. War, inflation, and worsening 
terms of trade spelt distress for all but 
limited sections of the working class. 
"Wages limped slowly behind the cost of 
living, the standard of living of the workers 
was lowered."'' Recovery after 1815 was 
slow and interrupted. There were good 
years like 1825, when employment was 
high and earnings moved upwards, and 
even better ones like 1836, when a strong 
demand for labour went hand in hand 
with falling food prices. At such times 
working-class living standards, particularly 
in the industrial North, reached heights 
rnuch above those of the best years of the 
eighteenth century. But there were also 

S like 1817 and 1842, when work was year, 
Ce and food dear, and the position of scar . 

the labourer, not least m the towns, was 
little if at all better than that of his pre­
decessor in the leanest years of the earlier 

It is evident that by 1840 the material age. 
progress of half a century had not yet suf-
ficed to insulate the working class against 
the worst effects of economic depression. 
The ebb and flow of working-class for­
tunes as of those of the economy in gen-

' era! had in sorne respects tended to be-
' come more rnarked with the growth of in-

dustrialism and of the nation's export 

22Ashton, The [ndustriDI Revolulion, 1760-1830 (1948), 
p. 150. 
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trade. To this extent the labourer suffered 
more sharply under the pressure of indus­
trial distress, though he gained equally 
substantially when business activity moved 
upward. In the exact calculation of gain 
and loss which a comparison with an earli­
er age involves, it is necessary to take ac­
count not only of both prosperous and de­
pressed years but also perhaps of the new 
insecurity which the changing character of 
the business cycle brought with it. But the 
calculation, however nicely weighted, de­
pends on the accuracy of the information 
at the historian's disposal, and the vagaries 
of the evidence must leave the ultimate 
question still an open one. 

To say this may appear tantamount to 
suggesting that a generation of historians 
has laboured to bring forth a mouse. But 
the appearance is deceptive. Although the 
central issue may remain unresolved-and 
is perhaps likely to remain so--the area of 
controversy has been substantially and sig­
nificantly reduced. Optimist and pessimist 
now agree in seeing the years before 1 795 
and from the early 1840s as periods of ad­
vance-the latter to be sustained until al­
most the end of the nineteenth century; 
each views the quarter century of war as a 
time of deterioration; and each also draws 
distinctions between the experiences of dif­
ferent types of worker."' It is common 
ground that the skilled enjoyed relative 
prosperity; and among these are to be 
numbered not only the craftsmen called 
into existence by the new order, but also 
the older artisan, now pressed into fuller 
and wider service. In this group are to be 
found machine-makers, iron-moulders, 
builders, printers and not least hewers of 

"C( Ashton, An Economic History of England· The 
Eighteenth Century (1955), pp. 234-5; also "Standard of 
Life of the Workers in England," pp. 33-8, Hobs­
bawm, "The Labour Aristocracy in Nineteenth-Cen­
tury Britain" in Democracy and the lAbour Movement (ed. 
J. Saville), pp. 201-39 (especially pp. 205-8). 
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coal and ore. There is similar agreement 
that decline in living standards was the lot 
of the domestic worker in those industries 
where the machine had taken early com­
mand, in cotton weaving and hosiery knit­
ting, for example. But in 1840 the majority 
of English workers, including the vast and 
varied army of farm-labourers and the 
smaller company of textile operatives, fell 
outside these two groups, and their ex­
perience in terms of gain or loss can be 
neither so easily nor so indisputably de­
fined. 

. All this would suggest that the area of 
disagreement has contracted. Certainly it 
~as become more clearly defined: and this 
IS also true in a further sense. It is perhaps 
no more than an accident that Professor 
Ashton speaks of the Standard of Life of 
the Workers in England and Dr. Hobs­
bawm of the British Standard of Life. 
~ei~he~ makes great play with the implicit 
distmctiOn; but from the point of view of 
the general controversy its importance can 
scarcely be exaggerated, a fact which Por­
ter. recognized a century ago, when he re-
stncted his cia1·m f · . 1. . . o Irnprovmg IVmg stan-
dards, m the first instance to England. In 
1841 th . h b' , 

e m a Itants of England outnum-
bered those of Ireland by only two to one. 

A. J. TAYLOR 

Today, taking the same areas, the dispro­
portion is almost ten to one. Ireland, politi­
cally integrated in the United Kingdom 
since 1801, loomed large in the British 
scene. Although in 1841 the tragedy of the 
Great Famine still lay in the future, the 
living standards of Ireland's eight millions 
were already close to the margin of subsis­
tence. The 'Forties may not have been 
hungry in England; they were certainly so 
in Ireland. It would be too much to suggest 
that the pessimistic case rests on the inclu­
sion, and the optimistic on the exclusion, of 
Ireland in the calculation of the nation's 
welfare; but the distinction between En­
glish and British is here clearly of more 
than marginal significance. The argument 
for declining living standards is patently 
strongest when the experience of Ireland is 
added to that of Great Britain, and corre­
spondingly weakest when attention is con­
fined to England and, more specifically, to 
its new industrial North and Midlands. If 
nothing else emerges from recent debate, 
therefore, it is evident that future controver­
sialists will need to define their argu­
ments in precise terms of date, area and 
the section of the population with which 
they are concerned. 



In a book from which this selection is taken, E. P. 
THOMPSON examines the discontent that gave rise to 
the English working-class movement. Such an examination 
leads him to the standard-of-living question. While he 
takes the quantitative evidence into consideration, he 
ultimately concludes with Engels and the Hammonds that 
the qualitative or "literary" evidence tells us more about 
the rise of working-class discontent than the quantitative 
method does. In examining the standard of living in this 
way, Thompson offers a counter argument to Ashton's 
criticism of the Hammonds' use of the Blue Books, those 
reports of royal and parliamentary investigations of the 
conditions of the laboring poor. Thompson teaches in the 
Extra-Mural Department of Leeds University and wrote a 
biography of William Morris, the late-nineteenth-century 
English poet and socialist.* 
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The Qualitative Method Continued 

The controversy [over the standard ofliv­
. ] falls into two parts. There is, first, the 
mg real difficulty of constructing wage-
very · d · · I · d" . price-senes, an statlsttca 1n Ices 
~n~. b . 

the abundant ut patchy evt-
from h" . fi h . But at t IS pomt a urt er senes 
dence. · · · . . " 
of difficulties begms, smce the term stan-
dard" leads us from data amenable_ to sta-
. · 1 measurement (wages or articles of 

tistlca . c. • h" h 
Ption) to those sat1s,act10ns w 1c consum ... 
etimes described by statiSticians as are sam 

... derables" From food we are led to tmpon · 
h c.rom homes to health, from health omes, 11 • 

c. 1·1y life and thence to leisure, work-to ,am • . . 
discipline, education and play, mtenstty of 
labour, and so on. From standard-of-life 

we pass to way-of-life. But the two are not 
the same. The first is a measurement of 
quantities: the second a description (and 
sometimes an evaluation) of qualities. 
Where statistical evidence is appropriate 
to the first, we must rely largely upon "lit­
erary evidence" as to the second. A major 
source of confusion arises from the drawing 
of conclusions as to one from evidence ap­
propriate only to the other. It is at times as 
if statisticians have been arguing: "the in­
dices reveal an increased per capzta consump­
tion of tea, sugar, meat and soap, therefore 
the working class was happier," while so­
cial historians have replied: "the literary 
sources show that people were unhappy, 

*Condensed from The Making of the English Working Class, by E. P. Thompson.<!:> Copyright 1963 by E. P. 
Thompson. Reprinted by permission of Pantheon Books, a Division of Random House, Inc., and Victor 
Gollancz, Ltd. Pp. 210-212, 318-349. 
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therefore their standard-of-living must have 
deteriorated." 

This is to simplify. But simple points 
must be made. It is quite possible for statis­
tical averages and human experiences to 
run in opposite directions. A per capita in­
crease in quantitative factors may take 
place at the same time as a great qualita­
tive disturbance in people's way of life, tra­
ditional relationships, and sanctions. Peo­
ple may consume more goods and become 
less happy or less free at the same time. 
Next to the agricultural workers the largest 
single group of working people during the 
whole period of the Industrial Revolution 
were the domestic servants. Very many of 
them were household servants, living-in 
with the employing family, sharing 
cramped quarters, working excessive 
hours, for a few shillings' reward. Neverthe­
less, we may confidently list them 
among the more favoured groups whose 
standa~ds (or consumption of food and 
dress) Improved on average slightly during 
the Industrial Revolution. But the hand­
loom ~eaver and his wife, on the edge of 
st~rvat10n, still regarded their status as 
bel~g superior to that of a "flunkey." Or 
agam, we might cite those trades such as 
coal-mining, in which real wages ~dvanced 
between 1790 and 1840 but at the cost of 
longer hours and a gre:ter intensity of la­
bour, so that the breadwinner was "worn 
out" before the age of forty. In statistical 
terms, t~~s reveals an upward curve. To 
~he ~aml11:s concerned it might feel like 
1mmiserat10n. 

Thus it is perfectly possible to maintain 
two propositions which, on a casual view, 
ap~ear to be contradictory. Over the 
penod 1790-1840 there was a slight im­
provement in average material standards. 
Over the same period there was intensified 
exploitation, greater insecurity, and incre­
asing human misery. By 1840 most people 
were "better off'' than their forerunners 

E. P. T H 0 M P S 0 N 

had been fifty years before, but they had 
suffered and continued to suffer this slight 
improvement as a catastrophic ex­
perience .... 

[Homes] 

There were farm labourers at the end of 
the 18th century who lived with their fam­
ilies in one-roomed hovels, damp and be­
low ground-level: such conditions were 
rarer fifty years later. Despite all that can 
be said as to the unplanned jerry-building 
and profiteering that went on in the grow­
ing industrial towns, the houses themselves 
were better than those to which many im­
migrants from the countryside had been 
accustomed. But as the new industrial 
towns grew old, so problems of water sup­
ply, sanitation, over-crowding, and of the 
use of homes for industrial occupations, 
multiplied, until we arrive at the appalling 
conditions revealed by the housing and 
sanitary enquiries of the 1840s. It is true 

I 

that conditions in rural villages or weaving 
hamlets may have been quite as bad as 
conditions in Preston or Leeds. But the size 
of the problem was certainly worse in the 
great towns, and the multiplication of bad 
conditions facilitated the spread of epidem­
ics. 

Moreover, conditions in the great towns 
were-and were felt to be-more actively 
offensive and inconvenient. Water from 
the village well, rising next to the grave­
yard, might be impure: but at least the vil­
lagers did not have to rise in the night and 
queue for a turn at the only stand-pipe 
serving several streets, nor did they have to 
pay for it. The industrial town-dweller of­
ten could not escape the stench of indus­
trial refuse and of open sewers, and his 
children played among the garbage and 
privy middens. Some of the evidence, after 
all, remains with us in the industrial land­
scape of the north and of the Midlands to­
day. 



The Qualitative Method Continued 

This deterioration of the urban environ­
ment strikes us today, as it struck many 
contemporaries, as one of the most disas­
trous of the consequences of the Industrial 
Revolution, whether viewed in aesthetic 
terms, in terms of community amenities, or 
in terms of sanitation and density of popu­
lation. Moreover, it took place most 
markedly in some of the "high-wage" 
areas where "optimistic" evidence as to 
improving standards is most well based. 
Common sense would suggest that we must 
take both kinds of evidence together; but 
in fact various arguments in mitigation 
have been offered. Examples have been 
found of improving mill-owners who at­
tended to the housing conditions of their 
employees. These may well lead us to 
think better of human nature; but they do 
no more than touch the fringe of the gen­
eral problem, just as the admirable charity 
hospitals probably affected mortality rates 
by only a decimal point. ... 

It is also suggested that worsening condi­
tions may be somehow discounted because 
the.y were no one's fault-and least of all 
the fault of the "capitalist." No villain can 
be found who answers to the name of 
"Jerry." Some of th~ worst building was 
undertaken by small JObbers or speculative 
small tradesmen or even self-employed 
building workers. A Sheffield investigator 
allocated blame between the landowner, 
the petty capitalist (who offered loans at a 
high rate of interest), and petty building 
speculators "who could command only a 
few hundred pounds," and some of whom 
"actually cannot write their names."' Prices 
were kept high by duties on Baltic 
timber, bricks, tiles, slates; and Professor 
Ashton is able to give an absolute dis­
charge to all the accused: "it was emphati­
cally not the machine, not the Industrial 

'G. C. Holland, The Vital Statistics of She.ffitld (1838), 
pp. 56-8. 
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Revolution, not even the speculative brick­
layer or carpenter that was at fault."~ All 
this may be true: it is notorious that work­
ing-class housing provides illustrations of 
the proverb as to every flea having "lesser 
fleas to bite 'em." In the 1820s, when 
many Lancashire weavers went on rent­
strike, it was said that some owners of cot­
tage property were thrown on the poor­
rate. In the slums of the great towns publi­
cans and small shopkeepers were among 
those often quoted as owners of the worst 
"folds" or human warrens of crumbling 
mortar. But none of this mitigates the ac­
tual conditions by one jot; nor can debate 
as to the proper allocation of responsibility 
exonerate a process by which some men 
were enabled to prey upon others' necessi­
ties. 

A more valuable qualification is that 
which stresses the degree to which, in some 
of the older towns, improvements in pav­
ing, lighting, sewering and slum clearance 
may be dated to the 18th century. But, in 
the often-cited example of London, it is by 
no means clear whether improvements in 
the centre of the City extended to the East 
End and dockside districts, or how far they 
were maintained during the [Napoleonic] 
Wars .... 

Sheffield, an old and comparatively 
prosperous town with a high proportion of 
skilled artisans, almost certainly--despite 
the jerry-builders-saw an improvement 
in housing conditions in the first half of the 
19th century, with an average, in 1840, of 
five persons per house, most artisans 
renting a family cottage on their own, with 
one day room and two sleeping rooms. It 
was in the textile districts, and in the 
towns most exposed to Irish immigra­
tions-Liverpool, Manchester, Leeds, Pres­
ton, Bolton, Bradford-that the most atro­
CIOUS evidence of deterioration--dense 

"Capitalism and tht Histon·ans, pp. 43-51. 



122 

overcrowding, cellar-dwellings, unspeak­
able filth-is to be found.' 

Finally, it is suggested, with tedious rep­
etition, that the slums, the stinking rivers, 
the spoliation of nature, and the architec­
tural horrors may all be forgiven because 
all happened so fast, so haphazardly, un­
der intense population pressure, without 
premeditation and without prior ex­
perience. "It was ignorance rather than 
avarice that was often the cause of mis­
ery."·' As a matter of fact it was demon­
strably both; and it is by n~ means evident 
that the one is a more amiable characteris­
tic than the other. The argument is valid 
only up to a point-to the point in most 
great towns, in the 1830s or 1840s, when 
doctors and sanitary reformers, Ben­
thamites and Chartists, fought repeated 
battles for improvement against the inertia 
of property-owners and the demagoguery 
of " h . ~ cap government" rate-payers. By 
this time the working people were virtually 
segregated in their stinking enclaves and 
the middle-classes demonstrated thei~ real 
opinions of the industrial towns by getting 
as far out of th . em as equestnan transport 
made convenient .... 

Certainly th f • e unprecedented rate o 
~opulation growth, and of concentration in 
mdustrial ar . eas, would have created maJOr 
problems in k . f . any nown society, and most 
0 all m a society whose rationale was to be 
found in profit k" h "I" . -see mg and osti 1ty to 
plannmg. We should see these as the prob­
lems of indu t · 1. s na Ism, aggravated by the 
predatory drives of laissez Jaire capitalism. 
But howeve h ' r t e problems are defined 
the definition . ' s are no more than different 

"G. C. Holland o" cit 46 . A II ' r· ., p. el passrm. n exec ent 
a~unt of the working man's urban environment in 
mi . -century Leeds is in J. F. C. Harrison, Learning and 
Lrvmg (1961), pp. 7-20. 

. 'R. M. Hartwell, "The Rising Standards of Living 
m England, 180~1850," Economic History Review XIII 
( 1961 ), 413. (Extended footnote.-Ed.) ' 
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ways of describing, or interpreting, the 
same events. And no survey of the indus­
trial heartlands, between 1800 and 1840, 
can overlook the evidence of visual devas­
tation and deprivation of amenities. The 
century which rebuilt Bath was not, after 
all, devoid of aesthetic sensibility nor igno­
rant of civic responsibility. The first stages 
of the Industrial Revolution witnessed a 
decline in both; or, at the very least, a 
drastic lesson that these values were not to 
be extended to working people. However 
appalling the conditions of the poor may 
have been in large towns before 1750, 
nevertheless the town in earlier centuries 
usually embodied some civic values and 
architectural graces, some balance between 
occupations, marketing and manufacture, 
some sense of variety. The "Coketowns" 
were perhaps the first towns of above 
10,000 inhabitants ever to be dedicated so 
single-mindedly to work and to "fact." ... 

[Life] 

If we accept that the national death­
rate-and more particularly infant mortal­
ity rate-showed a slight decline over the 
first four decades of the 19th century, we 
must still ask of the statistics exactly the 
same questions as we have asked of wages 
and articles of consumption. There is no 
reason to suppose that dying children or 
disease were distributed more equitably 
than clothes or meat. In fact, we know that 
they were not. The moneyed man might­
as Oastler noted-rarely wear two coats at 
once, but his family had tenfold the 
chances of diagnosis, medicine, nursing, 
diet, space, quiet. Attempts were made to 
assess the average age at death according 
to different social groups in various centres 
in 1842 [as shown in the table]. At Leeds, 
where the figures were estimated at 44, 27, 
19 the aggregate average of the three groups 
was 21. In Halifax, a large dispersed par-
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Gmtry 

Rutlandshire 52 
Truro 40 
Derby 49 
Manchester 38 
Bethnal Green 45 
Liverpool 35 

ish which compared favourably in its 
death-rate with more concentrated centres, 
a local doctor calculated the average age 
at death of "gentry, manufacturers and 
their families" at 55: shopkeepers, 24: 
operatives, 22.~' 

Demographers would be right to con­
sider this as "literary" rather than statisti­
cal evidence. But it indicates that a sub­
stantial decline in infant mortality and 
increase in life expectation among several 
millions in the middle classes and aristoc­
racy of labour would mask, in national av­
erages, a worsening position in the working 
class generally. And in this view, Dr. Hol­
land of Sheffield [1843] has anticipated us: 

We have no hesitation in asserting, that the suf­
ferings of the working classes, and consequently 
the rate of mortality, a~e greater now than in 
{'; mer times. Indeed, m most manufacturing 
,or f I" · h districts the rate o morta 1ty m t esc classes is 
appalling to contemplate, when it can ~e 

d . d 1·0 reference to them alone, and not zn stu 1e . . 
·0 n with the mtrre populatron. The supposed connexr . . . 

. n the side of longev1ty, anses ch1efly from gam o . 
relatively much more numerous m1ddle 

~j~athan formerly existed .... 

"We may be deceived," he continued, by 

the "gross returns": 

... into the belief, that society is gradually im­
proving in its physical and social condition, 

~;a-;; on the Sanitary Condition of t~e Labouring Class~s 
(1842), p. 153; G. C. Holland, op. at., p. 128; for Hail­
fax, Dr. Alexander, cited in W. Ranger, Report on ... 
Halifax (1851), pp. 100 ff.; for later figures, see James 
Hole, The Homes of the Working Classes (1866), pp. 18 ff. 
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Tradesmm Labourers 

41 38 
33 28 
38 21 
20 17 
26 16 
22 15 

when indeed the most numerous class may be 
stationary, or in the process of deterioration.6 

Childhood 

We have touched already on child la­
bour: but it deserves further examination. 
In one sense it is curious that the question 
can be admitted as controversial: there 
was a drastic increase in the intensity of 
exploitation of child labour between 1 780 
and 1840, and every historian acquainted 
with the sources knows that this is so. This 
was true in the mines, both in inefficient 
small-scale pits where the roadways were 
sometimes so narrow that children could 
most easily pass through them; and in sev­
eral larger coalfields, where-as the coal 
face drew further away from the shaft­
children were in demand as "hurryers"' 
and to operate the ventilation ports. In the 
mills, the child and juvenile labour force 
grew yearly; and in several of the out­
worker or "dishonourable" trades the 
hours of labour became longer and the 
work more intense. What, then, is left in 
dispute? 

But "optimists" have, since the time of 
the Hammonds, surrounded the question 
with so many qualifications that one might 
almost suspect a conspiracy to explain 
child labour away. There was "nothing 
new" about it; conditions were as bad in 
the "old" industries as in the new: much of 
the evidence is partisan and exaggerated: 

"G. C. Holland, op. ci1., p. 124. 
'Coal cart pushers.-Ed. 
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things were already improving before the 
outcry of the 1830s was made: the opera­
tives themselves were the worst offenders in 
the treatment of children: the outcry came 
from "interested" parties-landowners 
hostile to the manufacturers, or adult trade 
unionists wanting limitation of hours for 
themselves-or from middle-class intellec­
tuals who knew nothing about it: or (para­
doxically) the whole question reveals, not 
the hardship and insensitivity, but the 
growing humanity of the employing 
classes. Few questions have been so lost to 
history by a liberal admixture of special 
pleading and ideology. 

Child labour was not new. The child 
was ~n intrinsic part of the agricultural 
and ~ndustrial economy before 1780, and 
remai?ed so until rescued by the school. 
Certam occupations-climbing boys or 
ship' bo s ys-were probably worse than all 
but the worst conditions in the early mills: 
an orphan "apprenticed" by the parish to 
a Peter Grimes or to a drunken collier at a 
small "day-hole" might be subject to 
cr~elty in an isolation even more terri­
fymg" B · · · ut It Is wrong to generalise from 
such extrem . e examples as to prevalent at-
titudes before the Industrial Revolution; 
and anywa . 
fp , y, one of the pomts of the story 

o eter Grim · h. . es IS Is ostracism by the wom-
en of the fi h. . . . s mg commumty, and the 
gu~t which drives him towards his grave. 

~e most prevalent form of child labour 
was m the home or within the family econ­
omy Ch·l · 1 dren who were scarcely tod-
dlers might b . d . e set to work, fetchmg an 
~rrymg. · · · In all homes girls were occu­
pledd about the baking, brewing, cleaning 
an chores I . 1 . fi . 11 1 · n agncu ture, ch1ldren--o ten 
1 -c othed-w ld k . II h . h ou wor m a weat ers m 
t e fields or about the farm. But, when 
com~ared with the factory system, there 
are Important qualifications. There was 

"SeCe hMV. D. George, umdon Life in the Eighteenth Cen-
tury, . . 
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some variety of employment (and monot­
ony is peculiarly cruel to the child). In 
normal circumstances, work would be inter­
mittent: it would follow a cycle of tasks, 
and even regular jobs like winding bobbins 
would not be required all day unless in 
special circumstances (such as one or two 
children serving two weavers). No infant 
had to tread cotton in a tub for eight hours 
a day and for a six-day week. In short, we 
may suppose a graduated introduction to 
work, with some relation to the child's ca­
pacities and age, interspersed with running 
messages, blackberrying, fuel-gathering or 
play. Above all, the work was within the 
family economy and under parental care. 
It is true that parental attitudes to chil­
dren were exceptionally severe in the 18th 
century. But no case has been made out 
for a general sadism or lack of love. 

This interpretation is validated by two 
other circumstances: the persistence, in the 
18th century, of games, dances and sports 
which would have been scarcely possible if 
children had been confined for factory 
hours: and the resistance of the hand 
workers to sending their children into the 
early mills, which was one cause for the 
employment in them of pauper appren­
tices. But it was not the factory only-nor, 
perhaps, mainly-which led to the intensi­
fication of child labour between 1780 and 
1830. It was, first, the fact of specialisation 
itself, the increasing differentiation of eco­
nomic roles, and the break-up of the fam­
ily economy. And, second, the breakdown 
of late 18th-century humanitarianism; and 
the counter-revolutionary climate of the 
Wars, which nourished the arid dogma­
tisms of the employing class . 

We shall return to the second point. As 
to the first, nearly all the vices known to 
the 18th century were perpetrated in the 
early decades of the 19th, but in an inten­
sified form. As Dickens knew, Peter 
Grimes was as likely to be found in early 
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Victorian London as in Georgian Aide-
- burgh. The reports of the Children's Em­

ployment Commissions of 1842 showed 
new-model Boards of Guardians, in Staf­
fordshire, Lancashire and Yorkshire, still 
getting rid of pauper boys of six, seven and 
eight, by apprenticing them to colliers, 
with a guinea thrown in "for clothes." The 
boys were "wholly in the power of the but­
ties" and received not a penny of pay; one 
boy in Halifax who was beaten by his mas­
ter and had coals thrown at him ran away, 
slept in disused workings, and ate "for a 
long time the candles that I found in the 
pits that the colliers left overnight."'' The 
mixture of terror and of fatalism of the 
children comes through in the laconic re­
ports. An eight-year-old girl, employed for 
thirteen hours a "day," to open and close 
traps: "I have to trap without a light, and 
I'm scared .... Sometimes I sing when I've 
light, but not in the dark; I dare not sing 
then." Or seventeen-year-old Patience 
Kershaw, who discussed the merits of dif­
ferent employments: 

... the bald place upon my head is made by 
thrusting the corves; my legs have never 
swelled, but sisters' did when they went to mill; 
I hurry the corves a mile and more under 
ground and back; they weigh 3 cwt .... the get-

that I work for are naked except their caps 
ters ·r I sometimes they beat me, 1 am not quick 
· · · gh I would rather work in mill than in enou · · · · 
coalpit. 111 

This is no more than the worst 18th-cen­
tury conditions multiplied. But specialisa­
tion and economic differentiation led to 
children outside the factories being given 
special tasks, at piece-rates which de­
manded monotonous application for ten, 

-.c/u"ldren's Employment Commission. Mines (1842), p. 43. 
"'Ibid., PP· 71, 80. Butties were the mine operators, 

but not owners. To trap was to open and close the 
ventilation ports in the mine so the coal carts could 
get through. To hurry or thrust the carves was to 
push the coal carts filled by the getters or diggers. 
Extended footnote.-Ed. 
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twelve or more hours .... The crime of the 
factory system was to inherit the worst fea­
tures of the domestic system in a context 
which had none of the domestic compensa­
tions: "it systematized child labOur, pau­
per and free, and exploited it with persis­
tent brutality .... "'' In the home, the 
child's conditions will have varied accord­
ing to the temper of parents or of master; 
and to some degree his work will have 
been scaled according to his ability. In the 
mill, the machinery dictated environment, 
discipline, speed and regularity of work 
and working hours, for the delicate and 
the strong alike. 

We do not have to rehearse the long and 
miserable chronicle of the child in the mill, 
from the early pauper apprentice mills to 
the factory agitation of the 1830s and 
1840s. But, since comforting notions are 
now abroad as to the "exaggerated" stories 
of contemporaries and of historians, we 
should discuss some of the qualifica­
tions .... 

It would be tedious to go over all the 
points. It is true that some of the worst 
atrocities were inflicted upon pauper 
apprentices at the end of the 18th century, 
and that the parish apprenticeship system 
gave way increasingly to "free" labour in 
the 19th. It is true-and it is heartening to 
know-that some employers ... provided 
fairLy decent conditions for their appren­
tices. It is true that some reformers dug up 
the worst cases, and quoted them many 
years after the event. But it is by no means 
true that this provides evidence as to the 
extinction of the same abuses in the 1830s. 
(The reformers often encountered the 
greatest difficulty in securing sworn evi­
dence of contemporary abuses, for the 
simple reason that the workers were in fear 
of losing their employment.) It is true that 
Peel's two Acts, of 1802 and 1819, indicate 

"H. L. Beales, The Industrial RevoluJion (1928), p. 60. 



126 

both a stirring of humanity and an at­
tempt on the part of some of the larger 
masters to enforce regulation upon their 
smaller or most unscrupulous rivals. It is 
true also that there was a general improve­
ment in conditions in Manchester, Stock­
port and environs by 1830. But this im­
provement did not extend to remoter areas 
or country districts nor outside the cotton 
industry. And since the first three decades 
of the 19th century see a great expansion 
in country mills, as well as the introduction 
of the full factory system to worsted-spin­
ning, and its expansion in silk and flax the 
gains of Manchester are offset by ' the 
abuses of Bradford, Halifax, Macclesfield, 
and the Lancashire uplands. 

It is true-and a point which is frequent­
ly cited-that the evidence brought before 
Sadler's C · ommatee of 1832 was partisan· 
and that historians such as the Hammond~ 
: · ·may be criticised for drawing upon 
It too uncritically. With Oastler's help 
Short-Time c · ' . ommntees of the workers or-
gamsed the collection of evidence-nota­
bly from th w R' . . e est Idmg-for presenta-
~~ h to this Committee; its Chairman, 

Ic ael Sadler, was the leading parlia­
ment_ary champion of the 10 Hour Bill; 
and Its eviden 
evid h ce was published before any 

ence ad be k 
B . en ta en from the employ-

ers. ut It does £ 
be£ S not ollow that the evidence 
b ore adler's Committee can therefore 

e assumed to b 
who r d e untrue. In fact, anyone 

ea s the b lk 
find that · h u of the evidence will 

Pels b r fit as an authenticity which com­
e Ie , although 

discrimin be care must be taken to 
ate twee . 

note the d'fli n Witnesses, and to 
~ _erences between some of the 

worst conditions · 
In small 'II . II centres (fo mi s m sma er 

b ) r example, Keighley and Dews­
ury as compared . h 

larger mills in th Wit conditions in the 
. e great cotton towns. 

There IS no basis for Pr c H . 01essor utt's asser-
tiOns that the Factory C . . 

. OmmtssJOn ap-
pomted--on the master' . . . s msistence-m 

E. P. T H 0 M P S 0 N 

the following year provided "effective an­
swers to nearly all the charges made before 
!Sadler's] committee"; nor that the 
charges of systematic cruelty to children 
were "shown to have been entirely without 
foundation"; nor that "such deliberate 
cruelties a<; did exist were practised on 
children by the operatives themselves, 
against the will and against the knowledge 
of the masters". Much of the evidence be­
fore the Commission tends towards dif­
ferent conclusions. Moreover, where the 
evidence conflicts, one is at a loss to follow 
the logic by which we arc asked to give 
unhesitating preference to that adduced by 
the masters (and their ovcrlookers) as 
against that of their employees.''' 

Those who, like Professors Hutt and 
Smelser, exalt the evidence of the Factory 
Commission ( 1833) as opposed to that of 
Sadler's Committee, are guilty of the same 
error as that of which the Hammonds arc 
accused .... 

"l was requested by one of my neigh­
bours," declared one of Sadler's wit­
nesses, 

to recommend the Committee to come to Leeds 
Bridge at half past five o'clock in the morning, 
while the poor factory children are passing, and 
they would then get more evidence in one hour 
there than they will in seven years examina­
tion. I have seen some children running down 
to the mill crying, with a bit of bread in their 
hand, and that is all they may have till twelve 
o'clock at noon: crying for fear of being too late. 

Even if we leave the stories of sadistic over­
lookers aside, there was then commenced a 
day, for multitudes of children, which did 
not end until seven or eight o'clock; and in 
the last hours of which children were 

''Capitalism and the Historians, pp. 165-6. Professor 
Hutt even repeats the canaillt of the masters and of 
Dr. Ure, such as the baseless charge that John Doh­
erty had been convicted of a "gross assault" on a 
woman. 
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crying or falling asleep on their feet, their 
hands bleeding from the friction of the 
yarn in "piecing," even their parents cuff­
ing them to keep them awake, while the 
overlookers patrolled with the strap. In the 
country mills dependent upon water-pow­
er, night work or days of fourteen and 
sixteen hours were common when they 
were "thronged."'' If Professor Hutt does 
not regard this as "systematic cruelty," hu­
mane mill-owners like Fielden and Wood 
were in no doubt. 

Nor are there any mysteries as to the 
attitude of the adult workers, many of 
whom were the parents or relatives of the 
children. As Professor Smelser has shown,,. 
there is a sense in which the family econ­
omy of the domestic system was perpet­
uated in the factory. The child's earnings 
were an essential component of the family 
wage. In many cases, although probably 
not in the majority, the adult spinner or 
worker might be kin to the child working 
for him. The demand for the limitation of 
adult, as well as child, hours was necessi­
tated by the fact that they worked at a 
common process; if children's hours only 
were limited, nothing could prevent eva-
·on or the working of children in double Sl , 

relays (thus lengthening the adult work-
ing-day). Only the actual stopp~ge_ of _t~e 
mill machinery could guarantee hm1tat10n. 
If the adults also stood to benefit by shorter 
hours, this does not mean that they were 
indifferent to humane considerations nor 
does it justify the offensive suggestion that 
the great pilgrimages and demonstrations 
on behalf of the factory child in the 1830s 

were hypocriticaL 
It is perfectly true that the parents not 

only needed their children's earnings, but 

-;;pjeci~~~~ the joining together of threads broken 
in the spinning machines. Thronged was when the 
factory was especially busy.-Ed. . . 

"N.J. Smelser, Social Change m the lndustnal Rtvolutron 
( !959), esp. Chs. IX and X. Extended footnote.-Ed. 
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expected them to work. But while a few of 
the operatives were brutal even to their 
own children, the evidence suggests that 
the factory community expected certain 
standards of humanity to be observed. A 
spinner in the Dewsbury area, noted for 
his evil-temper and for striking children 
with the billy-roller, "could not get any 
one to work for him in the whole town, 
and he went to another place .... " Stories 
of parents who visited vengeance upon 
operatives who maltreated their children 
are not uncommon .... 

This assorts ill with loose statements 
sometimes made as to. the general indiffer­
ence of the parents. The evidence of both 
Reports suggests that it was the discipline 
of the machinery itself, lavishly supple­
mented by the driving of overlookers or (in 
small mills) of the masters, which was the 
source of cruelty. To say that practices 
common to whole industries were contin­
ued "against the will and against the 
knowledge of the masters" does not require 
refutation. Many parents certainly con­
nived at the employment of their own 
children under the legal age enacted in 
I 819 and 1833. It is to the credit of men 
like Doherty and of the Short-Time Com­
mittees that they campaigned imperiously 
amongst the operatives against such evils, 
encouraging dignity among the degraded 
and explaining the value of education to 
the uneducated. The Factory Movement 
also involved many thousands who were 
not factory operatives: the weavers who 
wished to "muzzle the monster steam": 
parents displaced from the mills by juve­
niles, and supported by their children's 
earnings. Gaskell saw (in 1833) that the 
workers' discontent arose less from simple 
wage issues than from-

the separation of families, breaking up of house­
holds, the disruption of all those ties which link 
man's heart to the better portion of his na-
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ture,-viz. his instincts and social affec-
• I~, t10ns .... 

The Factory Movement, in its early stages, 
represented less a growth of middle-class 
humanitarianism than an affirmation of 
human rights by the workers themselves. 

In fact, few arguments are so specious as 
that which proposes that because un­
limited child labour was tolerated in the 
18th century but, in its new and more in­
tense forms, became less tolerable by the 
1830s, this is another sign of the growing 
humanitarianism of "the age." ... 

Blue Books in the early 19th century 
served many purposes, but reform comes 
low on the list. Parliamentary investiga­
tions took place as a routine response to 
petitions; as a means of "handling and 
channelling" discontent, procrastinating, 
or fobbing off ill-behaved M.P.s; or purely 
from an excess of utilitarian officiousness. 
Ireland's decline through misery after mis­
ery to the seemingly inevitable climax of 
the Great Famine was accompanied by the 
absence of any important measure of alle­
viation-and by an average of five parlia­
mentary enquiries per year."' The hand­
loom weavers and framework-knitters were 
duly _e~q~ired into as they starved. Eight 
~nqumes m ten years preceded the estab­
l~shment of the police. (The fact that ac­
tion resulted in the latter but not in the 
former case · · · ' · d • s 1s mstructlve.) Mr. Gradgrm 
was most certainly out and about after 
1815 but n· ' as 1ckens knew perfectly well 
he stood not fi · · 1 . or an "awakenmg of soc1a 
conscience" or "sensitiveness to distress" 
but for effici h . . ency, c eap centralised gov-
ernment, lazssez faire, and sound "political 
economy." 

"P. Gaskell 
' The Mamifacturing Population of England, P· 7. 

'"See E. Strauss 1 · h Ar . a/" B .. h D 
( 195 1 ) ' ns aat1on um and nlu emoc-

racy ' P· 80; and Mr. Strauss's comment-"lg­
n~rance of_ the facts was not one of the causes of Irish 
rnJsery durmg the nineteenth century." 

E. P. T H 0 M P S 0 N 

The Blue Books (at least until we came 
to the great sanitary enquiries) were not 
the product of "an age" or the fruit of "a 
generation," but a battle-ground in which 
reformers and obstructionists fought; and 
in which humanitarian causes, as often as 
not, were buried. As for the upper classes, 
what we sec in the 1830s is not a new 
"awakening of conscience" but the almost 
volcanic irruption, in different places and 
people, of a social conscience quiescent 
throughout the Napoleonic Wars. This 
conscience is certainly evident in the sec­
ond half of the 18th century. The cam­
paign to protect the climbing-boys, in 
which Hanway took a part, reached the 
statute book, against little opposition, in 
1788. Every abuse returned during the 
Wars, and attempts to secure new legisla­
tive protection in their aftermath met di­
rect opposition, and were thrown out in 
the Lords-for, if boys :tad been dispensed 
with, their Lordships might have had to 
make alterations to their chimneys." All 
Howard's honourable work on behalf of 
prisoners left little lasting impression, as 
conditions reverted after his death. We 
have noted already how the infection of 
class hatred and fear corrupted the hu­
manitarian conscience. It is true that 
Peel's Act of 1802 stands out against this 
darkness; but its operation was confined to 
pauper apprentices, and it was less a prec­
edent for new legislation than an attempt 
to extend customary apprenticeship safe­
guards in a new context. What is more im­
portant-and was more disastrous for the 
factory child-was the atrophy of the con­
science of the country gentry, the only men 
who had the authority or the traditional 
duty to protect the poor. 

Nothing more confirms this atrophy, 
and the profound moral alienation of 

"See J. L. and B. Hammond, The Town LAbourer, 
pp. 17&-93. 
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classes, than the manner of the real "awak­
ening" when it came. Scores of gentlemen 
and professional men, who gave some sup­
port to humanitarian causes in the 1830s 
and 1840s, appear to have been living in 
the 1820s in the midst of populous manu­
facturing districts, oblivious to abuses a few 
hundred yards from their gates. Richard 
Oastler himself lived on the edge of Hud­
dersfield, but it was not until the Bradford 
manufacturer, John Wood, told him about 
child labour that he noticed it. When girls 
were brought half-naked out of pits, the 
local luminaries seem to have been genu­
inely astonished: 

Mr. Holroyd, solicitor, and Mr. Brook, surgeon, 
practising in Stainland, were present, who con­
fessed that, although living within a few miles, 
they could not have believed that such a system 
of unchristian cruelty could have existed."' 

We forget how long abuses can continue 
"unknown" until they are articulated: how 
people can look at misery and not notice 
it, until misery itself rebels. In the eyes of 
the rich between 1 790 and 1830 factory 
children were "busy," "industrious," "use­
ful"; they were kept out of their parks and 
orchards, and they were cheap .... 

But the conscience of "the rich" in this 
eriod is full of complexity. The argument 

~1at the impassioned "Tory" attacks, in 
the 1830s, upon the abuses of industrial­
ism, voiced by such men as Sadler, Shaftes-
bu Oastler, Disraeli, were little more 

ry, h I d . . 
than the revenge of t e an ownmg mter-
est upon the manufacturers and their Anti­
Corn Law League makes some sense in 
"party political" terms. It is true that they 
revealed deep sources of resentment and 
insecurity among traditionalists before the 
innovations and the growing power of the 
moneyed middle class. But even a hasty 

'"Children's Employment Commission. Mines ( 1842), p. 
80. 
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reading of [Disraeli's] Sybil, of the Ham­
mond's Life ofShaftesbury or of Cecil Driv­
er's impressive life of Oastler will reveal 
the shallowness of any judgement limited 
to these terms. We seem to be witnesses to 
a cultural mutation: or, as in the case of 
18th-century constitutionalism, to a seem­
ingly hollow and conventional rhetoric 
which took fire, in individual minds, as a 
deliberate and passionate belief. ... 

We can scarcely attribute this eruption 
of compassion to an "age" which also 
jailed Stephens and vilified Oastler. Many 
of those who really exerted themselves on 
behalf of the factory children in the earlier 
years met with abuse, ostracism by their 
class, and sometimes personal loss .... The 
awakening was not, in any case, character­
istic ofToryism as a whole: if we wished to 
anatomise the Tory conscience of 1800 or 
1830, we should commence with the 
squire's attitude to his own labourers. The 
humanitarianism of the 1830s can cer­
tainly be found to have had a cultural an­
cestry, both in Tory paternalism and in 
the more subdued traditions of service and 
"good works," of liberal Dis~ent. But, as an 
effective force, it crops up only here and 
there, in individual men and women .... 

!he claim, then, as to a general "awak­
emn~ of conscience" is misleading. What it 
does_ ts to belittle the veritable fury of com­
passiOn which moved the few score 
northern professional men who took up the 
cause of the children; the violence of the 
opposition to them, which drove them on 
occasions into near-revolutionary courses; 
and-as humanitarian historians have 
tended to do-it underestimates the part 
played in the agitation over twenty and 
more strenuous years, by such men as john 
Doherty and the workers' own Short-Time 
Committees. More recently, one writer has 
surveyed the issue with that air of boredom 
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appropriate to the capacious conscience of 
the Nuclear Age. The modern reader, he 
says, "well disciplined by familiarity with 
concentration camps" is left "compara­
tively unmoved" by the spectacle of child 
labour.'" We may be allowed to reaffirm a 
more traditional view: that the exploita-

E. P. T H 0 M P S 0 N 

tion of little children, on this scale and 
with this intensity, was one of the most 
shameful events in our history. 

'"R. M. Hartwell, "Interpretations of the Industrial 
Revolution in England," journal of Econ. Hist., XIX, 2, 
June 1959. 
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The historical literature on the Industrial 
Revolution is enormous and is growing rapidly. 
An idea of its annual rate of growth can be 
gained, among other places, from the Economic 
History Review's annual list of journal articles 
and books on economic history, including those 
on the Industrial Revolution. It also reviews an­
nually the more significant periodical litera­
ture, and every issue has reviews of the most 
important books. With such a vast literature, 
then, the suggested readings that follow must be 
selective. 

A student interested in the Industrial Revo­
lution should certainly start with the classic ac­
counts. Two have already been introduced: Ar­
nold Toynbee, The Industrial Revolution and J. H. 
Clapham, An Economic History cif Modem Bn"tain. 
Another is that of Paul J. Mantoux, The lndus­
tn"al Revolution in the EighteentJz Century. Originally 
published in French in 1906 and translated into 
English in 1928, the book was reprinted in 1961 
with an introduction by T. S. Ashton. The clas­
sics include also Ashton's brief essay, The bzdus­
trial Revolution, 1760-1830 (London, 1948). One 
might add to t~is list Phyllis Deane, The Fi~st 
Industrial Revolutzon (London, 1964), excerpted m 
this book. The works of Toynbee, Mantoux, 
Ashton, and Deane appear in paperback as 
well as hard-cover editions. 

A number of general works are useful either 
because they cast the Industrial Revolution into 
a broader framework of British or European so­
cial and economic history or because they show 
what happened just before or right after the 
initial period of the Industrial Revolution. Gen­
eral accounts of the course of British economic 
history include: W. H. B. Court, A Concise Eco­
nomic History of Britain from 1750 to Recent Times 
(Cambridge, Eng.,. 1954); Paulin~ Gre~g, 
Modern Britain: A Soczal and Economzc H1story Smce 
1760, (5th rev. ed.; New York, 1967); and Ar-

thur Redford, The Economic History of Modem 
England, 1760-1860 (London, 1931 and 1961). 
Asa Briggs, The Age of Improvement, 1780-1867 
(London, 1959) and E. L. Woodward, Tlze A.~e 
of Riform, 1815-1870 (2d ed.; London, 1962) 
show the Industrial Revolution in its political 
and social context. J. D. Chambers, The Work­
shop cif the World· Bn"tish Economic History• from 
1820-1880 (London, 1961) and S. G. Check­
land, The Rise of Industrial Societ;• in England, 
1815-1885 (London, 1964) are good surveys of 
the later stages of industrialization. A good in­
troduction to the economic changes in the rest 
of Europe is W. 0. Henderson, The Industrial 
Revolution on the Continent· Gemmny, France, Russia, 
1800-1914 (London, 1961). More detailed is the 
excellent volume VI, parts 1 and 2, of the 
Cambn(J_ge Economic History, "The Industrial Rev­
olutions and After," edited by H. J. Habakkuk 
and M. Postan (New York, 1965). E.J. Hobs­
bawm's admirable The Age cif Revolution (Lon­
don and New York, 1962), excerpted in this 
book, surveys the political, economic, and social 
history of the critical sixty years that saw the 
French, Industrial, and 1848 revolutions. It and 
the Gregg book appear in inexpensive paper­
back editions. Recently Hobsbawm and Chris­
topher Hill have done a two-volume social and 
economic history of Britain. The volume by 
Hill, Reformation to Industrial Revolution (London, 
1968) is on the period 1530-1780 and Hobs­
bawm, Industry and Empire (London, 1968)refines 
some of his views, for the period after 1750. 

The student should eventually consult some 
of the more technical accounts which make 
good use of statistics and the quantitative 
method. A good transition to these would be T. 
S. Ashton, An Economic History of England· The 
Eighteenth Century (London, 1955 ), since its style 
is less technical. More technical are: W. G. 
Hoffinann, Bn.tish Industry, 1700-1850, translated 
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by W. 0. Henderson and W. G. Chaloner 
(New York, 1955); Arthur Gayer, W. W. Ros­
tow, and A. J. Schwartz, The Growth and Fluctu­
ations of the Bn.tish Economy, J 790-1850, vol. ? 
(London,1952); W. W. Rostow, The Brit;;h Econ­
omy in the Nineteenth Century (London, 1948); 
and Phyllis Deane and W. A. Cole, British Eco­
nomic Growth, 1688-1959 (London, 1962 and 
1967). Deane and Cole include an excellent 
and up-to-date bibliography on the Industrial 
Revolution. 

Si~ce economic growth theories play an in­
creasmg role in writings on the Industrial Revo­
lution, the student of history should familiarize 
hi~self~ith ~orne of the more important contri­
butions m th1s field. Because this is not always 
easy for historians to do, perhaps the best place 
to start would be with the economics textbook 
of L. G. ~eynolds, Economics (Homewood, Ill., 
1966), ~hich concludes with a long section on 
economic growth. From there one might ad­
vance to an economic growth textbook such as 
that of Benjamin H" · E . ' 1ggms, conomzc Development: 
Problems, Principles and R 1. . (N y k 
1968) B • o zczes ew or , 

· oth books contain useful up-to-date 
bibliographies of th 1. ' . 

e Iterature on econom1c 
growth .. A useful collection of articles relating 
economic growth theories to economic history is 
Barry E. Supple (ed ) ..,...'h E . . 
,.._ L. • • '' e xperzence of Economzc 
V70Wtu: Case Stud' -
York, 1963) It zes ~n Economic History (New 

h h · reprmts articles by economic 
grRowt tNeorists such as Simon Kuznets and 

agnar urske 1 
h . t . as we I as others by economic IS onans on the g 1 . enera problem and its appli-
cation to Great B · . 
France It 1 J ntam, the United States, 
ful coll;cti:: ls :an, and Russia. Another use­
ics of Take-Off int~ W. R_ostow (ed.), The Econom-

1963) hi h ~ustazned Growth (New York, 
, w c repnnt h . 

· f h K s t e papers and dJscus-
shJon:' oTth e . onstanz conference on the Rostow 
t CSIS. e VIews of j h 
has had perha s th osep A. ~chumpeter, who 

. h" . P e greatest mfluence on eco-
nomic Istonans are a 1 d . 
mence and F. S D na yze m R. V. Cle-
Cambrid e M OOdy • The Schumpeterian System 

( g ' ass., 1950). The student might 
also read D. C. Coleman's art" 1 "I d . 1 1c e, n ustna 
Growth and the Industrial Revolut" , E . . 10n, conom-
zcs, new senes, XXIII (1956) 1_22 Of 

. • . course, 
no hst on economic growth theory can omit the 
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nineteenth-century classic Capital by Karl 
Marx. 

Arnold Toynbee wrote of an agrarian, or ag­
ricultural, revolution that preceded and made 
possible the Industrial Revolution. According to 
Toynbee, the revolutionary rise in agricultural 
productivity-thanks to the enclosures, consoli­
dation of small holdings into large ones, the end 
of open-field farming, and the new technology 
of crop rotation and improved implements, fer­
tilizer, and selective breeding-freed large 
numbers of workers for factory employment. At 
the beginning of the twentieth century these 
views were expanded by R. E. Prothero (Lord 
Ernie), English Farming, Past and Present, edited 
by G. E. Fussell and 0. R. McGregor (London, 
1961) and Naomi Riches, The Agricultural Revolu­
tion in Norfolk (Chapel Hill, N. C., 1937). Re­
cently these views have been challenged in 
much the same way that john U. NcfandJ. H. 
Clapham contested the views of Toynbce on 
the Industrial Revolution. The major criticism 
has come from G. E. Mingay, "The 'Agricultur­
al Revolution' in English History: A Reconsid­
eration," Agricultural History, XXXVII (1963), 
123-133, and J. D. Chambers and G. E. Min­
gay, The Agricultural Revolution (New York, 
1966). On the impact of the enclosure move­
ment, see J. D. Chambers, "Enclosure and La­
bour Supply in the Industrial Revolution," Eco­
nomic History Review, 2d series, V ( 1953), 
319-343, and H. C. Hunt, "Landownership 
and Enclosure, 1750-1830," Economic History Re­
view, XI (1959), 497-505. 

Interest in the Industrial Revolution has 
turned attention to the particular industries 
that made it possible. Some of the more impor­
tant studies arc Ephraim Lipson, History of the 
Woollen and Worsted Industries (London, 1921 ); G. 
W. Daniels, The Early English Colton Industry 
(Manchester, 1920); T. S. Ashton, Iron and Steel 
in the Industrial Revolution (Manchester, 1924); 
Alan Birch, The Economic History of the British 
Iron and Steel Industry, 1784-1879 (London, 1968); 
D. L. Burn, The Economic History of Steelmaking, 
/867-1939 (Cambridge, Eng., 1940 and 1961); 
T. S. Ashton and Joseph Sykes, The Coal Industry 
of the Eighteenth Century (Manchester, 1929); 
Henry Hamilton, The English Brass and Copper 
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Industries to 1800 (London, 1926); E. C. R. Had­
field, British Canals (London, 1950); Peter 
Mathias, The Brewi11g Industry• m England, 
1700-1830 (Cambridge, Eng., 1959); John L. 
Clapham, The Bank of England, (Cambridge, 
Eng., 1944); L. S. Pressnell, Country Banking in 
the Industrial Revolution (London, 1956); D. C. 
Coleman, The British Paper Industry, 1495-1860 
(London, 1958); L. F. Haber, The Chanica/ In­
dustry During the Nineteenth Century• (London, 
1958); and Jack Simmons, The Railways of Bn·­
tain: An Histon"callntroduction (London, 1961). 

Another approach to a deeper understanding 
of the Industrial Revolution is through local or 
regional histories. Such studies not only point 
out the great variety in economic development 
as Clapham had suggested, but quite often re­
late local economic change to social conditions. 
Thus far, however, more attention has been 
paid to regional or local economic history than 
to local variations in the standard of living. 
Some of the more important local or regional 
economic studies include: A. H. Dodd, The /n­
dustn"al Revolution in Nortlz Wales (Cardiff, 1933); 
Conrad Gill and Asa Briggs, History rif Birming­
ham (London, 1952); J.D. Chambers, Nolling­
hamshire in the Eighteenth Century (London, 
1932); W. H. B. Court, The Rise rif the Midland 
[ndustn"es, /600-1838 (London, 1938); A. H. 
John, The /ndust:ial Development rif South Wales, 
!750-1850 (Cardzff, 1950); W.J. Rowe, Cornwall 
in the Age of the Industrial Revolution (Liverpool, 

1953); T. C. Barker and_ J. R. Ha~ris, A Mersey­
tide Town in the Industnal Revolutzon: St. Helens 

(Liverpool, 1954); J. ?,· Cham?ers,_ "The Vale 
of Trent, 167Q-1800, EconomiC Hzstory Review, 

Pplement no. 3 (1957); J.D. Marshall, Fur-
su I . B 
ness and the Industrial Revo utzon ( arrow in Fur-
ness, Eng., 1958); W. L. Burn, "Newcastle in 
the Early Nineteenth Century," Archaelogia 
Aeliana, 4th Series, XXXIV (1954); E. R. R. 
Green, The Lagan Valley, 18~0-/850;A Local His­
tory of the Jndustn"al Revolutzo~ (Londo?, ~949); 
Henry Hamilton, The lndustnal Revolutzon zn Scot­
land (New York, 1966); W. H. Chaloner, The 
Social and Economic Development of Crewe (Man­
chester, 1950); John Prest, The Industrial Revolu­
tion in Coventry (London, 1960); J. H. Morris 
and L.J. Williams, The South Wales Coal Industry, 
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1841-1875 (Cardiff, 1958); James E. Vance, Jr., 
"Housing the Worker: Determinative and Con­
tingent Ties in Nineteenth Century Birming­
ham," Economic Geography (1967); S. D. Chap­
man, "The Transition to the Factory System in 
the Midlands Cotton-Spinning Industry," Eco­
nomic History Review, 2nd series, XVIII (1965), 
526-543; Herbert Heaton, The Yorkshire Woolen 
and Worsted Industries .from the Earliest Times, to the 
Industrial Revolution, 2nd edition (New York, 
1965); W. B. Crump, The Leeds Woolen Industry, 
1780-1820 (Leeds, 1931); A. P. Wadsworth and 
Julia de L. Mann, The Cotton Trade and lndu.strial 
La11Cashire, 1600-1780 (Manchester, 1931); Ar­
thur Redford, Manchester Merchants and Foreign 
Trade, 1794-/858 (Manchester, 1934); and H. B. 
Rodgers, "The Lancashire Cotton Industry in 
1840," Transactions of the /nstitu.te of British Geog­
raphers (1960). 

Another Toynbean criterion of the Industrial 
Revolution, that of population growth, has 
come in for its share of study. The causes ofthis 
growth and its relationship to the standard of 
living are summarized in the selection by A. J. 
Taylor. Early studies on the subject include G. 
T. Griffith, Population Problans of the Age of 
Malthus (Cambridge, Eng., 1926); M. C. Buer, 
Health, Wealth, and Population in the Early Days of 
the Industnal Revolu.tion (London, 1926); and T. 
H. Marshall, "The Population Problem during 
the Industrial Revolution," originally published 
in &onomic History, supplement to The Economic 
Journal ( 1929) and reprinted in E. Carus Wilson 
( ed. ), Essays 'in Economic History (London, 1954 ). 
Contributions to the recent debate over 
whether population growth was due to declin­
ing mortality or rising birth rate include Thom­
as McKeown and R. G. Brown, "Medical 
Evidence Related to English Population 
Changes in the Eighteenth Century," Population 
Studies (1955); John T. Krause, "Changes in 
English Fertility and Mortality, 1781-1850," 
Economic History Review, 2d series, XI ( 1958), 
52-70, and "Some Neglected Factors in the 
English Industrial Revolution," Journal of Eco­
nomic History, XIX (1959), 528-540; and H. J. 
Habakkuk, "English Population in the 
Eighteenth Century," The Economic History Re­
view, 2d series, VI (1953), 117-133, and "The 
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Economic History of Modern Britain," Journal 
of Economic History, XVIII (1958), 486-501. For 
a local study on population, see J. D. Cham­
bers, "Population Change in Nottingham, 
1700-1800" in L. S. Pressnell (ed.), Studies in the 
/ndustrinl Revolution (London, 1960). For urban­
ization, see, for example, Asa Briggs, Victorian 
Cities (London, 1953). 

Many of the works touching on social condi­
tions and the standard of living have already 
been mentioned in this list and in the selection 
by A. J. Taylor. Some of these and others, 
however, might be singled out. For example, 
there are the price and wage studies about 
which so much was made in several of the selec­
tions: A. L. Bowley, Wages in the United Kingdom 
in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, Eng., 
1900); G. H. Wood, "The Course of Average 
Wages between 1790 and 1860," The Economic 
journal, IX (1899), 588-592; N. J. Silberling, 
"Business Prices and Business Cycles," Review of 
Economic Statistics, V, supplement 2 ( 1923); Eliza­
beth Gilboy, Wages in Eighteenth Century Eng­
land (Cambridge, Eng., 1934); E. B. Schum­
peter, "The Cost of Living and Real Wages in 
Eighteenth Century England," Review of Econom­
ic Statistics, XVIII (1936), 134-143; and R. S. 
Tucker, "Real Wages of Artisans in London, 
1729-1935," journal of the American Statistical Asso­
ciation, XXXI (1930), 73-84. To evaluate 
whether conditions improved or deteriorated 
during the Industrild Revolution one should 
consult some of the studies on preindustrial so­
cial conditions, such as Dorothy George, Eng­
land in Transition: Lift and Work in the Eighteenth 
Century (London, 1931 and 1964); Dorothy 
Marshall, English People of the Eighteenth Century 
(New York, 1956); and Peter Laslett, The World 
We Have Lost (London, 1964 ). Surveys of work­
ing-class life, in addition to those found on the 
general list, are G. D. H. Cole, A Short History of 
the Bn'tish Working Class Movement, 1789-1947 
(London, 1948) and G. D. H. Cole and Ray­
mond Postgate, The British Common People, 
1744-1946 (London, 1961). More detailed 
studies for the period of the Industrial Revolu­
tion would include the works of the Ham­
monds, cited in the Introduction, E. P. Thomp­
son, The Making of the English Working Class 
(New York, 1963), and Charles R.J:_ay, Life and 
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Labour in the 19th Cmtury (Cambridge, Eng., 
1947). Discussion of working-class organization 
or movements for amelioration can be found in 
such works as P. H. S. H. Gosden, The Fn'endly 
Societies in England, /815-1875 (New York, 1961); 
Asa Briggs (ed.), Chartist Studies (London, 1959); 
G. D. H. Cole, Attempts at General Unio11: A Study 
in Bn'tish Trade Union History, 1818-/834 (Lon­
don, 1953); Norman McCord, 77ze Anti-Com 
Law League (New York, 1958); Ivy Pinchbeck, 
Women Workers in the Industrial Revolution, 
1650-1850 (London, 1930); George Rude, The 
Crowd in History: A Study of Popular Disturbances in 
France and England, 1730-1848 (New York, 
1964); and G. D. H. Cole, A Century of Co-opera­
tion (London, 1944). Sidney Pollard's significant 
contributions to the standard-of-living question 
are: A History of Labour in Shejjield (Liverpool, 
1959); "Investment, Consumption and the In­
dustrial Revolution," Economic History Review, 2d 
series, XI (1958), 215-226; and "Factory Dis­
cipline in the Industrial Revolution," Economic 
History Review, XVI (/963), 254-271. Chapter 5 of 
W W Rostow, British Economy of the Nineteenth 
Century (London, 1948) relates the business 
cycle to the standard of living and worker dis­
content. Other chapters in F. A. Hayek (ed.), 
Capitalism and the Historians (Chicago, 1954) criti­
cize the Engels-Hammond school along the 
lines of the Ashton articles, as does W. 
Woodruff, "Capitalism and the Historians: A 
Contribution to the Discussion of the Industrial 
Revolution," Journal of Economic History, XVI 
(1956), 1-17. Particularly in his chapters on la­
bor aristocracy and the tramping artisan in La­
boun'ng Men (New York, 1964), E.J. Hobsbawm 
develops ideas set forth in his article on the 
standard of living. R. M. Hartwell, "Interpreta­
tions of the Industrial Revolution," journal of 
Economic History, XIX (1959), 229-249 comple­
ments his article excerpted in this book. Two 
local studies of wider significance are: Neil J. 
Smelzer, Social Change in the Industrial Revolution: 
An Application of Theory to the Lancashire Cotton In­
dustry, 1770-/840 (Chicago, 1959) and R. S. 
Neale, "The Standard of Living, 1780-1844: A 
Regional and Class Study," The Economic History 
Review, 2d series, XIX (1966), 590-606. Neale's 
study of Bath, "the eighteenth century Atlantic 
City," shows a decline m real wages 
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(1790-1812), a rise (1812-1832) to the 1790 
level, a decline in the 1830s, and a rise after 
1829-1840 with real wages in 1850 being 50 to 
60 percent higher than they had been in I 790. 
One of the most recent additions to the contro­
versy-J. E. Williams, "The British Standard of 
Living, 1750-1850," The Economic History Review, 
2d series, XIX ( 1966), 581-589-argues that 
aggregate per capita consumption did not im­
prove noticeably between 1751 and 1791, that 
it dropped thereafter, and that it surpassed the 
highest eighteenth-century mark only in 1821, 
but did not show any substantial improvement 
until after 1841. 

A number of writers in this book touched on 
the willingness or unwillingness of the govern­
ment to ameliorate social conditions through 
legislation. For an account of the principal gov­
ernment action in this regard, sec M. W. Thom­
as, The Early Factory Legislation (Leigh-on-Sea, 
Essex, Eng., 1948). Much of the recent litera­
ture on this subject is reviewed by Jenifcr Hart, 
"Nineteenth Century Social Reform: A Tory 
Interpretation of History," Past and Present, no. 
31 Uuly, 1965), 39-61. She is especially critical 
of Oliver MacDonagh, "The Nineteenth Cen­
tury Revolution in Government: A Reapprais­
al," Historical Journal, I (1958), 52-67; David 
Roberts, "Jeremy Bentham and the Victorian 
Administrative State," Victorian Studies, II 
( 1959), 193-210, and Victorian Origins of the Brit­
ish Welfare State (New Haven, Conn_., 1960); 
George S. R. Kitson Clark, The Making of Victo­
n·an England (London, 1962); Henry Parris, 
"The Nineteenth Century Revolution in Gov­
ernment: A Reappraisal Reappraised," Histon·­
cal journal, Ill (1960), 17-37; and W. L. Burn, 
The Age of Equipoise (London, 1964 ). Valerie 
Cromwell, "Interpretations of Nineteenth Ccn­
tu Administration: An Analysis," Victon·an 

St~ies, IX ( 1966), 245-255, is a reply to Hart, 
Parris, and MacDonagh. On the Poor Law of 
1834, sec David Roberts, "How Cruel Was the 
Victorian Poor Law?" Historical journal, VI 
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(1963), 97-107, and Mark Blaug, "The Myth 
of the Old Poor Law and the Making of the 
New," Journal of Economic History, XXIII (1963), 
151-184. For other aspects, see George S. R. 
Kitson Clark, "Hunger and Politics in 1842," 
Journal of Modm1 History, XXV (1953), 355-374; 
David Roberts, "Tory Paternalism and Social 
Reform in Early Victorian England," American 
Historical Review, LXIII (1957-1958), 323-337; 
and Asa Briggs, "1851," in Historical Associ­
ation, From Mettemiclz to Hitler (London, 1963), 
pp. 47-72. 

A number of biographies and business histo­
ries illuminate the Industrial Revolution. On its 
economic aspects see, for example, Samuel 
Smiles, Sdections from the Lives of the Engineers, 
edited by T. P. Hughes (Cambridge, Mass., 
1966); George Unwin, Arthur Hulme, and 
George Taylor, Samuel 0/dlmow and the Arl..wrights 
(Manchester, 1924); T. H. Marshall, jamu 
Watt, 1736-1819 (London, 1925); H. W. Dickin­
son, James J.Vatt, Craflsman and Engineer (Cam­
bridge, Eng., 1935) and JWatthew Boulton (Cam­
bridge, Eng., 1937); T. S. Ashton, An Eighteenth 
Centuo• lndustn"alist: Pi!ler Stubbs of Wamngton, 
1756-1806 (Manchester, 1939); Arthur Rais­
trick, A Dynasry of Iron Founders: the Darb;•s and 
Goa/brookdale (London, 1953); L. S. Sutherland, 
A London Merchant 1695-1774 (London, 1933); 
R. S. Fitton and A. P. Wadsworth, The Strutts 
and the Arkwnghts (Manchester, 1958); W. G. 
Rimmer, Marshall of Leeds, Flax Spinners, 
1788-1886 (Cambridge, Eng., 1960); and R. H. 
Campbell, The Carron CompanJ' (Edinburgh, 
1961 ). On social conditions, see G. D. H. Cole, 
Life of William Cobbett, (3d ed.; London, 1947); 
Margaret Cole, Robert Owen of New Lanark (New 
York, 1953); S. E. Finer, The Life and Times of 
Edwin Chadwick (London, 1952); C. H. Driver, 
Too• Radical: the Life of Richard Oastler (New 
York, 1946); john L. and Barbara Hammond, 
Lord Shaflubury (4th ed.; London, 1936); and 
Herman Ausubel, john Bright, Victorian Reformer 
(New York, 1966). 
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