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Life was difficult for the early factory workers. Usually they had no special skill. Frequently, they moved to the city without their families, leaving them behind until they could support them. Other workers were single people who could find no jobs in their villages. These people entered growing industries, where long hours were common. Other work had meant long hours, but the pace of the machine and the routine made factory work oppressive. Once technological advances became an important aspect of industrialization, the machines required highly regulated human labor. In the mines, people hacked out the coal and sorted it, while horses pulled coal wagons to the main shaft, where steam-powered engines lifted the coal to the surface. The miners had horrible conditions. Technological advances saved their lives, but almost a century passed before their labor was lightened. Factory workers were a little better than the miners. Sometimes, their standard of living rose, if the whole family found work together. But working conditions were terrible. The factories were hot, dirty, unventilated, and dangerous. If the workers were single, they often lived in barracks. If they lost their jobs, they lost their shelter. Their lives were depressing. In the villages they had left, they had been poor, but were socially connected. In the cities, they had little contact with anyone. Yet they did make lives for themselves. They married at young ages, and had more children than others. A wife and children were good because they worked to help the family when the workers grew old. Many workers developed a life around the pub. On Sundays, their one day off, workers drank and danced; absenteeism was so great on Monday that the day was called “holy Monday.” Most workers didn’t attend church. Many played sports. In these ways, workers developed a culture of their own. Industrial workers rarely protested their conditions. They endured their lack of rights. They worked long hours, were fined for mistakes, were fired at will, and suffered from job insecurity. Yet they rarely broke machines, unlike country laborers, who protested mechanization by burning it. Factory workers lacked the traditions and organization of the craftspeople, but they joined with the artisans in movements for political rights: the Chartists in England and the republicans in France. When they protested, they were repressed. Even a peaceful demonstration might be disrupted by soldiers. Workers who protested and lost their jobs were “blacklisted” (employers circulated their names so others would not hire them). Many workers believed that the only hope for them lay in unified action through trade unions, mutual aid societies, or political organization. In Western Europe, trade unions grew, despite the fact that they were illegal. Unions made some headway in protecting their members from danger. But strikes were rarely successful. Strikes were generally misunderstood by the public who saw them as an attack on the businessman’s right to carry on trade. Although workers’ political agitation did not achieve its goals in the first half of the 19th century, they made some progress in attaining a minimum of economic security. They forced societies to help themselves when they were out of work or sick. They paid some dues or took up special collections when one of their members was killed on the job. They also created clubs, where they could learn to read or write. Self-help organizations often developed into unions. In England, unions were legalized in 1825, but they were forbidden to strike. The law made no special provision for them as it did for corporations. An 1834 attempt to gain strength by joining all unions together in a Grand National Consolidation Trades Union failed because things that would help one union wouldn’t help another. In the 1850s, highly skilled workers joined together in a single craft union, which was more successful because employers found it difficult to replace a skilled worker. Still, the majority of workers were not organized during the 19th century. 


