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Course 1: The Years of Revolution 

Britain before the Industrial Revolution Only a few towns existed in England and they were 

very small. Most people lived in the countryside and worked in agriculture and up to 1750, 

the population grew very slowly. London was the largest town which existed at that time 

(500.000 to 700.000 inhabitants). The towns in the 1700 were spacious and there were no 

houses built back to back. The rich lived in large houses and the poor lived in squalid houses 

and in some areas as many as 12 poor men lived in one room. Only a few towns began to 

make improvements in sanitary arrangements, but these were rudimentary and related to 

drainage. Most of the town streets were narrow two metres wide with no lighting at night. 

Death rate was very high because of wars and diseases. Children under five were particularly 

exposed to diseases which ravaged society in towns and countryside. The low level of life 

expectancy was one of the characteristics of the pre-industrial society; it was about 30years, 

there was also a high level of infant and children mortality. There was little or no education 

for the poor. Some grammar schools were founded by private charity but they existed only 

in few areas. The children of the wealthy people went to the public schools and to the very 

few universities, in general there was a little interest in study or learning. In the 1700, 

agriculture was the main occupation of the people and their methods of cultivation were still 



primitive. The open field system prevailed over most of the country and the main crops were 

cereals. Food production was poor and only for internal consumption. The most prosperous 

farmers kept poultry and pigs. They had gardens for growing vegetables. The farmers carried 

for the land which was scattered into Strips and open fields. They were either free holders 

(those who owned their land) or tenants (those who had a lease), but there were men with 

no land at all (landless). The most important person was the squire; a nobleman who lived 

with his family in the hall. He owned most of the land. The towns of England were cut off 

from each other. Those who travelled, doctors and businessmen, went on horseback. By 

1700 the large wheeled wagons were being used, however, they could only travel from 2 to 

3 miles/hour and on hill travellers had to go out to push the coach. Winter conditions were 

so difficult that the coach did not run. Most goods were carried by land at very high cost; 

whenever possible goods were moved through water. In the early 18th century, local trade 

was the most important, because articles could easily move from town to town. Abroad, 

Europe was the chief market and wool was the main export. Corn was equally exported, but 

only in years of good harvest. The only industry which existed was of domestic type. 

Different areas were specialised in different kinds of manufacturing. Wool was the most 

important industry. Silk could be found in South Lancashire and the highlands. Iron goods in 

Sussex, copper could be found in Cornwall. Ship building in towns near the sea: Bristol, South 

Hampton, Newcastle. Power was provided by men muscles or by animals. Horses walked 

around to wind cobbles or to haul coal, water power was to work mills, and wind mills were 

equally a source of power.  

 

 



The Industrial Revolution:  

The years between 1750 and 1830 are generally spoken of as the crucial years of the 

Industrial Revolution. However, this term may be misleading because it has been a 

continuing process throughout history. In 1750, most English people lived in villages and by 

1830England became an urban society. Later on Arnold Toynbee gave the name of Industrial 

Revolution to show the changes from an agricultural country to an urban one. 

Factors that Contributed to Change in Britain  

Britain was not the richest or strongest country in Europe, but later on by its going through 

the first stages of the Industrial Revolution, it became the strongest and it was capable of 

increasing its markets when:  

1-The English were able to win in their wars (7 years wars in India, Canada and the West 

Indies (1756-1763); so the growth of the population led to increase the demand for goods 

and that demand had to be satisfied.  

2- Britain was helped by the flexibility of its laws, which allowed the British people to 

experiment without fear to be arrested; this gave scientists the chance to invent and 

produce new machines. 

3- There were many rich people in Britain who had been investing their money in their 

government stocks. Scientists, whenever they wanted to invent anything were helped by 

rich people.  

4-The influence of Puritanism and Calvinism which taught people that indulgence in worldly 

pleasure was condemned. They did not spend their money on grand houses, splendid 



clothes or luxury living, so their money would be invested in industrial development. At the 

same time, their religious belief taught that God will approve of success in business. 

5-Great Britain was fortunate in raw materials mainly coal and iron. The coal industry was 

the old industry, but the demand for coal in the iron as well as in the textile industry led to 

many changes:-Men had to go deeper down to get coal. They faced the danger of flooding 

which created the need for new efficient pumps to get water out from the mines. In the 

deeper areas, there was the danger of firedamp which led to the invention of ‘the safety 

lamp’ by Sir Humphrey Davies. 

The Steam Engine 

Thomas Savery invented a steam pump to get water from coal mines and copper mines. It 

was developed into a more efficient machine that was used by the Darby family. James 

Watt’s first experiments with the steam engines involved attempts to repair the old 

.machine and by 1775 he had invented a more efficient steam engine with less fuel and 

more power. In 1783, Watt discovered a way of using the engine to turn other machinery, 

then sir William Murdock showed him how to build a series of logs and wheels which Watt 

called ‘sun and planets system’, this changed the machine into a rotator one that was used 

by the end of the century in the textile factories, in iron work, in corn mills, in flour mills and 

other industries which made of the steam engine the royal start of industrialisation. 

The Textile Industry  

The woollen industry was the most important one; the British woollen cloth was spread all 

over the world. The old woollen industry was under a domestic system. Merchants bought 

the raw material from farmers and took it to small cottages where the country workers 



worked on it. They started by sorting the long strands from the small ones, then washing it 

to get the dirt out, combing it so that all the fibbers lay the same way, then spinning it on a 

simple wheel. This work was done in small cottages and there were no factories. Not all jobs 

were done in the same cottage; there were workshops and mills under the control of 

merchants where dyers used plants to dye which gave each cloth a special colour. There 

were plenty of workers within cottages and machinery was less needed than in cotton 

industry. 

The Spinning Sector  

Most of the early inventions were in the spinning sector. James Hargreaves’ Spinning Jenny 

(1764) could work a number of spindles at once (120 spindles by1775). These Jennies were 

at first simple machines which could be used in cottages. Richard Arkwright s Water Frame 

was able to produce stronger thread than that produced by its predecessors. Because it was 

too heavy, it was of no use to cottages, but had to be installed in a factory close to running 

water. Arkwright was able to make profit from his own invention by running his own mills. 

He won the title of ‘father of the factory system’ 

  



Course 2: The Agricultural Revolution 

The British Agricultural Revolution occurred over a period of several centuries (more akin to 

evolution than a revolution) .Farm workers using more productive tools and machinery 

produced more crops with fewer workers. Without increasing amounts of food to feed the 

increasing city populations the Industrial and Scientific Revolutions could not have 

proceeded. Each so called "Revolution" supported and advanced the other revolutions—

they were (and still are) intricately linked together. 

It appeared mainly because of:  

1-The increased demand for food for the increasing population. 

2- The falling in the prices thanks to good harvests, so the farmers had to produce more to 

cut the costs.  

3- Many of the landowners sold off their estates to successful businessmen who wanted 

country estates. They made their money in commerce, and they brought the habit of money 

making to agriculture.  

4- The emergence of new ideas about farming; some of which were brought from other 

countries such as Holland (stock breeding).  

5-The growth in scientific knowledge.The Agricultural Revolution would not have been 

possible unless farmers learned, for instance, how to maintain and restore the fertility of the 

soil.  

The Open Field and Commons: 



In 1700, throughout the midlands and eastern England, each farmer and tenant farmer had a 

number of strips in scattered fields (pieces of lands).In this way, every one shared in the land 

be it good or bad; but the system was wasteful: 

 -They used to plant only one kind of crop so every farmer had to follow and was not allowed 

to experiment with a new crop.  

-There were no hedges between the strips; and the animals could wonder freely and eat the 

crops.  

-Because of the lack in fertilisers, 1/3 of the land was unproductive. But the most serious and 

important defect of this farming system was ‘the commons’. Each village had its common 

(40000 acres) in which there were woods, forests, and the grazing land for animals. For 

businessmen, these commons were huge areas which could be ploughed up and made to 

produce benefits.  

The Enclosures: 

From 1760 onwards, a movement grew up; it supported the ideas of turning the separate 

strips into compact holdings. Those who led the movement believed that it would save land 

and time. They also wanted to divide up the commons. Sometimes, such enclosures were 

carried out by agreements between the people concerned and when arrangements were not 

possible, they had to go to parliament and get an Enclosure Act. Before this act would be 

passed, certain steps had to be taken: 

1-3/4 of the owners of the land involved had to agree to the enclosue.  

2- For 3 Sundays, a notice had to be put on church doors telling the other farmers about the 

proposals. Sometimes, people who feared the change pulled down the notice.  



3- The proposals in a form of parliament bill were presented to a committee in the House of 

Commons. This committee heard evidence for and against the proposals. The poor could not 

go to London to give evidence so the committee heard only the rich.  

4- When the committee was satisfied, the bill went to the House of Commons to become an 

act.  

5-The Parliament appointed a number of commissioners to go to villages to map out the 

land dividing it and settling all the arrangements about farming. As a result of enclosures, 

some of the farmers could not prove to the commissioners that they had any legal claim to 

their strips, because they had inherited them from their families. Some who got a compact 

holding could be offered their share, but the cost of hedging was very high, so they sold their 

farms if they were the owners, and if they were tenants, they had to hand it back to the 

owners. Some less efficient farmers found that they could not produce food charged by 

more efficient and rich farmers. The loss of commons affected everyone except the most 

prosperous farmers.  

The New Farming  

Most enclosures took place in eastern England; it was there that new system of farming was 

seen. For this reason, it was known as the Norfolk System .It consisted of: 

1-Granting tenants a long lease (21 years) so they might be encouraged to do the draining, 

hedging and other works.  

2- Allowing farmers to experiment different crops each year.  

3- Building new roads in order to transport the crops to markets.  



4- Using a number of new machines produced in the 18th century, however, they were 

limited to richer farmers.  

5-There was a royal encouragement for such New Farming with king George III who had 

been given the title of ‘Farmer George’.  

  



Course 3:The Transportation Revolution 

The main means of transportation were roads and water. However, transportation by canals 

proved to be safer and cheaper than roads. The roads then in existence were quite 

inadequate to bear the weight and bulk of iron and coal shipments. The great pioneer of 

canal building in England was the duke of Bridgwater, with his engineers, John Gilbert and 

James Brindley. He devised a water way from his coal fields at Worsley to Manchester. There 

came a time where no town of any size in England was more than 15 miles from a canal. 

Thomas Telford who worked on canals played an important role in road improvement. From 

the time of the Romans, it had been taken for granted that a highway carrying regular heavy 

traffic must have deep solid foundations. John Mc Adam introduced a surfacing of hard 

stone shipping which were weather resistant, and could bear its load better than the less 

resistant solid construction, and was strengthened rather than weakened by the constant 

pressure of wheels and horse hoofs. The most adventurous development in transport, 

however, was that of the iron road. In his later years, James Watt considered the feasibility 

of using steam as a method of propulsion as well as powering static engines, but he did not 

fellow it up. Robert Trevithick was the first to construct a steam locomotive and displayed its 

running round a circular track at Easton in 1809. In 1829 George Stephenson and his son 

won a competition sponsored by the Liverpool and Manchester Railway, with their rocket 

capable of travelling at almost 30 miles an hour.  

  



Course 4: Trade Unionism 

There were many restrictive measures against unions, but gradually it was accepted even by 

their opponents that they were there to stay. In Manchester in 1868 a Trades Union 

Congress was attended by 34 delegates, representing some 118000 union members. It 

resolved to use its influence to:  

1-Amend the law in regard to picketing  

2- Secure legal protection of trade societies’ funds  

3- Organise an annual congress of the Trade Unions  

4- Bring the trade unions into closer alliance in order to take action in parliamentary actions 

pertaining to the general interests of the working classes. 

 In 1871 Gladstone’s administration passed a Trade Union Act to define allowable methods 

of collective bargaining, to permit unions to hold property and have legal protection for their 

funds, and to clear up vagueness which has made conflicting judgements possible in the 

courts. A Criminal Law Amendment Act which virtually prohibited picketing under Disraeli 

was replaced. Peaceful picketing was legalised and was laid down that a combination of 

strikers could not be persecuted on grounds of criminal conspiracy if the act they were 

committing was one which was not illegal for a single person to commit.  

The act really alarming came from employers in South Wales; the Taff Vale railway company 

brought a claim against the rail way men’s union for financial loss and damage to railway 

property during a strike. The court ruled that the union was legally responsible for the 

conduct of its individual members, and awarded the company £ 23.000. It was obvious that 

if such actions could succeed, Union funds would always be at risk, and even a successful 



strike could prove financially disastrous in the long run. Neither of the main political parties 

(Whigs and Tories) offered sympathy, let alone any indication of steps to amend the law. 

Trade Unionists wishing to press for certain acts of parliament needed their own spokesman 

in that parliament. The seeds of the labour party were being sown. 

The Labour Party  

There were people who were disturbed by the conditions which had been so dramatically 

revealed. They argued that there was something fundamentally wrong with the way the 

industrial life of Britain was organised. Workers had no real security. Their employment was 

in the hands of owners of big business; the Capitalists as they were called. They had the 

profits from the manufacture. Some workers who, by their labour, had made the capital, 

called themselves Socialists. They said that neither the Liberals nor the Conservatives could 

cure the ills of the society ,they could only patch up things here and there. What was wanted 

was a system in which individual men did not own the factories and machines. Keir Hardie 

was one of the first socialist leaders in his country. He was a Scottish miner who had started 

work at the age of ten. His family had a long tradition of Trade Union work. One of his 

ancestors, Andrew Hardie, had been hanged in 1820 after a strike. He said that a new party 

was needed, a party of workers, not just a few Trade Unionists who hang on the tail of the 

Liberals. In 1893, a small group founded the independent Labour Party, and put up five 

candidates in the election. Keir Hardie in the House of Commons was something the 

members had never experienced before. They were used to violent debates where the two 

parties attacked each other with vigour. But these arguments were couched in educated 

language. Keir Hardie broke in with brutal frankness and told the House of Commons to turn 

their attention to the 1.300.000 unemployed. In the year 1894 there was a terrible mining 



disaster, in which 260 miners were killed. The following day, the president of the French 

republic was assassinated. Parliament sent a message of condolence to France, but did not 

think it was necessary to send one to Cilnydd in Wales. It was enough said the government 

spokesman, if they just expressed their sympathy in the House of Commons. Keir Hardie was 

so enraged that when Edward VIII was born to the duchess of York, he voted against a 

message of congratulations. The House of Commons had been used to quiet arid respectful 

Trade Union members this was something new because the Labour Party remained a small 

group and made a little head way, Keir Hardie realised that it must have the backing of the 

Trade Unions before it could really be effective. This was debated at the Trades Union 

Congress and it was finally decided to form a parliamentary representation society, which 

should work to get its own members elected to parliament. There was at first a good deal of 

doubt about the wisdom of this policy: The Labour Party was born as a result of the Taff Vale 

decision. It was a Trade Union Party formed to fight for the rights of Trade unions. The old 

tradition of two parties opposing each other; Roundheads and Cavaliers, Whigs and Tories, 

Liberals and Conservatives was broken, a third party had entered the list.  

 

  



Course 5: The Victorian Period 

 Queen Victoria reigned over England for 64 years from 1837 to 1851. Politically, it 

was the-age of the middle class with their belief in the Laissez-Faire theory. Economically, 

following the Industrial Revolution, there were periods of Depression and periods of 

Prosperity. Socially, there was much agitation with the chartist movement, which lasted ten 

years (1839-1849). Chartism was a working class movement demanding the right to vote and 

enter parliament. It appeared as a reaction to the reform act of 1832 which gave political 

power to the middle class only. Chartism was a very popular movement) but it failed 

because there was much disagreement between its leaders and also because of the lack of 

education and political maturity of the workers. With the failure of Chartism to obtain 

political rights, social harmony prevailed in England from 1851 to the beginning of the 20 

Century. 

I-Victorian Prosperity: 1851- 1873  

 1851 is a basic date of the 19th Century because it was the symbol of great 

achievements. Chartism had died, .great inventions were encouraging industrial production/ 

medicine was developing, particularly with the use of chloroform. The railway was cheap 

(holidays by the sea were a possibility for many people). In the towns, main streets were 

paved and better cleaned. In London for example, life at night was safer because there was 

street lighting (using gas and petroleum), and travel was easier as there were more 

horsedriven carriages and the omnibus. All this material prosperity was demonstrated by the 

great exhibition of 1851 where people from the entire world came to see the high level of 

development England had reached. More than 7000 British producers brought their goods to 

the exhibition. This exhibition revealed the tact of the middle class or Victorian Britain. There 



was in all the articles (even every day articles) no simplicity; on the contrary, there was an 

over ornamentation. In fact, the Victorians gave more importance to comfort, solidity, 

heaviness and security than to beauty and elegance. Even the amusements were more 

moderate and quiet than in the early 19th Century. For example, cock-fighting as a game had 

totally disappeared. The prosperity of Victorian England started in 1851 and ended in 1873. 

Those twenty-two years were also marked by population growth, increasing production in 

industry and agriculture and the colonisation of India. The problem was that England was 

more successful in economic affairs and trade than in social justice. Behind peace and 

wealth, there still existed great misery, ignorance, poverty, degradation although some laws 

were passed by the Middle Class concerning work in the factory or education of the children. 

The period of Victorian prosperity, was a period of harmony in the sense that all the classes 

believed in two virtues or qualities: thrift and self-help. All the country believed in these 

Victorian values and their most famous defender was Samuel Smiles with his book Self-Help 

(1859). He said that to progress and improve its conditions, the Working Class in particular 

should adopt Victorian values as saving, self-help, hard work, competition and religious 

virtues. These values had made of England a great and wealthy country. It is also by 

practising these values that the Middle Class raised into power and prosperity, according to 

Smiles. Belief in Victorian values especially self-help led to the emergence of various 

associations such as the Savings Banks where small sums of money could be deposited and 

people receive a small interest. In this, the government encouraged people to save and 

practise thrift. In addition to Savings Banks there were Friendly Societies. Their aim was to 

provide help in times of trouble (sickness, accident, unemployment, old age, and death). 

They also provided enjoyment through friendly clubs where the members could meet to eat 

or drink. It is clear that the members of Friendly Societies saved out of their wages, 



therefore, these societies concerned people who were working. They existed and functioned 

in England until the beginning of the 20th Century when social security became the 

responsibility of the government. Finally, Victorian England was famous for its cooperative 

societies for consumers. Money was collected from the workers, then, a place was rented in 

which goods like butter, eggs or tea were sold at a low price. The goods went directly from 

the producers to the consumers. All these solutions were a demonstration of the spirit of 

solidarity that was developing among the working class especially with the Laissez-faire 

policy which meant that no help could come from the government. In addition to that, the 

working class social organisation was proof that people accepted industrialism and adapted 

themselves to it.  

2. The Period of Depression:  

 Prosperity ended in 1873 and the Depression, which started was mostly due to the 

competition of America and Germany. Although the British production was still high, the 

American and German production was much higher. This was particularly obvious in 

industries like iron, coal and steel. For example German coal production increased by 53% 

between 1873 and 1883 while that of Britain increased by 29%. In addition, the enormous 

demand of foreign countries for British iron and steel to build the railway, of the preceding 

years decreased because America and Europe could now produce great quantities of their 

own iron and steel. Finally and most importantly, England did not understand that the 

energy of electricity. Unlike the Germans and Americans who very early used electricity as a 

source of power, heat and source of light. England, still interested in steam power, was too 

slow to change her way. When she finally came to use electricity for tramways and thus 

replace the horse, and when she came to use the telephone (an American invention) or use 



the car (a German invention) in the very last years of the 19th century, Americans and 

Germans were far ahead. As a conclusion, we may say that England at the end of the 19th 

Century was prosperous especially as she had been colonising India, Egypt and South Africa, 

but she was no longer the leader. When the WWI started in 1914, England, who used to be 

predominant, now stood among equals.  
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