Michael J. Kraft


2/24/98


420-45





WC: 522-524





With industrialization, poverty became an issue. With industrialization, the hardships borne by the work force seemed to increase. If machines could produce so much wealth and so many products, why were there so many poor people living in misery? Britain was first to face this. Parliamentary reports and investigations documented the suffering for all to read. Many leaders opposed legislative relief because they believed that only increasing economic capacity would end distress. Others believed that better organization of industry and government would relieve the situation. The English Factory Acts were a series of measures, beginning in 1802, that limited the hours of those who labored in mines and factories. By 1833, children under 13 could work not more than 9 hours a day, and 13-18 no more than 12 hours. The acts also required children to go to school. However, the law didn’t furnish the funds for schools. England was slower than France or Germany to provide schools. British private enterprise took the initiative. But controversy erupted over who was to teach, and who to be taught. In 1847, the working hours of adult males were affected when women and children couldn’t work more than 10 hours. At first, workers resented this because family income declined. Gradually, they realized that the protection of women and children might make their lives easier and safer and their wages higher. However, a 10 hour day for adult male workers was not enacted until 1874. In 1834, a reform of the Poor Law tried to differentiate between the deserving and undeserving poor. The New Poor Law required anyone receiving assistance to live in a prison-like workhouse. Legislators thought that only those who were really needy would submit to the conditions to receive a meal and shelter. They were right. Humanitarians protested these harsh reforms. In the “hungry forties,” when want was widespread, there weren’t enough workhouses. On the Continent, people accepted the idea that the state could interfere with the market to protect labor. There was concern that too much interference would handicap businesses competing with the English. Craft workers faced competition from machines and displacement. If they emigrated, they still had hard lives. 





Like the French Revolution, the Industrial Revolution helped to modernize Europe. The new rational and critical spirit associated with the Enlightenment hardly penetrated rural Europe. The richest and most powerful class was the aristocracy, whose wealth stemmed from land. The French Revolution undermined the traditional power structure. The Industrial Revolution accelerated modernization. The geography of the world changed with dams, canals, railroads, cities, and factories. Aristocratic power and values declined. The bourgeoisie increased in number and power. A person was judged by merit, not by birth. The Industrial Revolution became a great force for democratization; during the 19th century, the middle class and working class gained the right to vote. It also hastened the secularization of European life. Despite the problems it created, it was a great triumph. It made possible the highest standard of living in human history and created new opportunities for advancement and development. 


