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THE N NETEENTH CENTURY: FCQLKLCRE VS H STCRY

In 1930, VWalter Sellar and Robert Yeatman published 1066 And
Al That, a school boy-how er version of English history
guided by the philosophy that 'Hstory is not what you
t hought . It is what you can renenber’. True to that
phi | osophy, Chapter 49 is titled 'The Industrial Revelation'
This event is described as:

..the discovery (nade by all the rich nmen in England at
once) that wonmen and children could work for twenty-
five hours a day in factories without many of them

dyi ng or becom ng excessively deforned.1

But the government soon started to put things right:

The new situation created by the Industrial Revelation
was boldly met by the statesmen of the day with a wave
of Acts, such as Tory Acts, Factory Acts, Satisfactory
Acts and Unsatisfactory Acts. The nost soothing of
t hese enacted that children under five years of age who
worked all day in factories should have neals (at
night). This was a Good Thing, as it enabled themto

wor k much faster.2

The genius of Sellar's and Yeatman's hilarious book is that it
SO precisely expresses the often wuninfornmed and confused
versions of the past that clutter our imaginations. |ndeed,
the two passages quoted above are probably a fair summary of

1 Pengui n Books, 1960, p 100.
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what nost people think they know about the industrial
revol uti on which began in the late eighteenth century. Is it
not one of the worlds so-called 'well-known facts' that the
industrial revolution was a disaster for the poor? Dd it
not tear them from the land on which they had worked for
centuries and subject them to incredibly harsh conditions (I ong hours
of work, unsafe machinery, sem -starvation wages, atrocious housing),
with the vagaries of the emerging business cycle permanently
threatening them wth unenploynment and utter destitution?
WAs it not benign state intervention, starting wth the
Factory Acts of the first half of the nineteenth century and
culmnating in the twentieth-century welfare state, that
enabled the masses to share in the great wealth that their
| abours had creat ed?

The immediate and most important point that has to be made about
this story is that it is false. A long debate about it has
engaged mnmany economc historians throughout nost of the
twentieth century. According to a leading figure among them, Nor man
Gash, there is now w despread agreenent that:

. not only in the long run but also in the short - that
is to say, by the middle of the nineteenth century -
industrialisation substantially raised the standard of
living of the British working classes; that only
industrialisation could have done this; and that
relatively free industrial enterprise was the only

possi ble nethod at that time of organising the country's
affairs.’

As well, private and voluntary welfare nechanisns were well
advanced by the turn of the twentieth century, and it is far
from self-evident that they needed to be replaced by state
mechani sis. Later on | wll summarise sone of the research
findings that inform this consensus among historians.  But before that, |
want to explore how the popular nyth of the industrial
revolution, as summarised by Sellar and Yeatrman, cane into
bei ng and persi sts. That is a story inits own right, which

3 Norman Gash, 'The State of the Debate', introduction to
The Long Debate on Poverty, Institute of Economc
Affairs, London, 1972.



shows that past observers of past events can be just as
partial and unreliable as nodern observers of nodern events,
and that the nost immediate w tnesses of events can still
fail to see what is going on under their noses. And it
should alert us to often identical nyths being propagated
about the industrial revolution that is going on today in the
developing world: contrary to much conventional opinion and
sensationalist reporting, and despite intermttent setbacks
like the current turnmoil in Asia, industrialisation and
urbani sation really have set the world's poor on the path to
prosperity.

The first shot in the nodern rehabilitation of the industrial
revolution was fired by Sir John dapham who wote in his
book An Economic H story of Mbdern Britain, published as long ago as
1926, that:

The legend that everything was getting worse for the
wor ki ng man, down to sone unspecified date between the
drafting of the People's Charter [1838] and the QG eat
Exhi bition [1851], dies hard. The fact that, after the
price fall of 1820-1, the purchasing power of wages in

general - not of course, of everyone's wages - was
definitely greater than it had been just before the
revol uti onary and Napol eonic wars, fits so ill with the

tradition that it is very seldom nentioned, the works
of statisticians of wages and prices being constantly

di sregarded by social historians. )

QGadually this point of view was accepted anong economc
hi stori ans. In 1934, even the historiansJL and Bar bara Harmond, whose
joint works in the early twentieth century had done nuch to
entrench the nythology of the industrial revol ution,
grudgingly adnitted in their book The Bleak Age that "this

- - n 5
general viewis probably nore or |ess correct”.

It may be surprising that the folklore of the industrial
revol ution persists despite its steadily nmounting refutation
over the last 70 years. What is actually much nore

4 Gted in F. Hayek, Studies in Philosophy, Politics and
Econom cs, Routl edge & Kegan Paul, London, 1967, p 206.
5 Ibid, p 206.



surprising is that the folklore was being generated at the
ti ne of theindustrial revolution itselfand, nore surprising still, that
it had its would-be refuters even then. Friedrich Hayek, in
his introduction to Capitalism and the H storians (1954),
quotes a letter witten around 1843 by a Ms Cooke Taylor, a
resident of London, who decided to see for herself what

conditions were like in the industrial North of England. At
a dinner party before her departure, she nentioned her plans
to the person sitting next to her, "who", she wote, "is
considered a very clever and intelligent nan". He said that

he woul d never consider travelling to Lancashire:

..that it was a horrid place - factories all over; that
the people, from starvation, oppression, and over-work,
had alnmost lost the form of humanity; and that the
mll-owers were a bloated, panpered race, feeding on
the very vitals of the people.

It turned out that "he had never seen it, but had been told
that it existed" But Ms Cooke Taylor's findings were
conpletely at odds with what she had been |l ed to expect:

Now that | have seen the factory people at their work,

intheir cottages and in their schools, | amtotally at
a loss to account for the outcry that has been made
agai nst them They are better clothed, better fed,

and better conducted than rmany other classes of working
peopl e. °

A single report like this does not by itself establish that
the popular view of the industrial revolution is false. But
it was not an isolated report. For exanple, in 1837 a
Leonard Horner told a parlianentary commttee:

I have often w shed that those who so thoughtlessly
believe and give currency to tales of the mseries of
the factory-workers, and of the cruelty and hard-
heartedness of their masters, would go to sone of the
mlls to which | could send them and judge for

t hensel ves. ’

6 Ibid, p 211.

7 Quoted in Rhodes Boyson, 'Industrialisation and the Life
of the Lancashire Factory Wrker', ch. 3 in The Long
Debate on Poverty, Institute of Economc Affairs,
London, 1972, p 68.



The new consensus anong economc historians suggests that
these and simlar contenporary accounts were close to the
mar k.



Sources of the Folklore

The nythol ogy of the industrial revolution and its persistence in
nodern times are sustained by two perennial sources. One is a
group of md-nineteenth century novelists whose works continue to
influence our historical inaginations. The second is
Friedrich Engels, whose 1844 work The Condition of the
Wrking d ass in Engl and was a major influence on Karl Marx wi t h whom
he forned an alliance in the cause of communi sm

I nspired by Thonas Carlyle's 1843 work Past and Present, which
posited a golden age of English rural community that was
being destroyed by the growh of cities and factories, a
group of novelists addressed what Carlyle had called in 1839
the issue of the 'condition of England, by which he meant the

issue of the fate of the English working classes. The
novelists included Benjamn D sraeli, who eventually became a
Tory prime minister. The noral nessage of his novel Sybil, on

industrial England, was succinctly captured in its subtitle
The Two MNations, by which D sraeli neant that a serious
conflict was developing in Britain between rich and poor.
Another influential industrial novel is Hizabeth Gaskell's
Mary Barton. Mbst fanmous of all is Charles D ckens, whose
novels Hard Times and Qiver Twist have entered the
col l ective consciousness of the English-speaking people wth
the indelible inpressions they create of the harshness of,
respectively, factory |abour and the workhouses into which
the destitute were conscripted. D ckens's brilliance wth
words is probably the single nost inportant factor in the
perpetuation of the folklore of the industrial revolution.
For exanple, in the New Zeal and Herald of 24 May 1997 Gordon
McLauchlan referred to an argument with a well-known ‘economic
rationalist' andwrote, "I had just re-read Dickens's Hard Ti nes
and so | used the novel to describe the appalling working
conditions of people at that time".

And yet there is every reason to question D ckens's reliability in
this context. George Orwell, a great adnirer of D ckens, observed



that Dickens's direct social know edge was confined to the
mddle- and lower-mddle classes of London, a centre of
consunption rather than production.8 Hs imediate
experience of the 'lower orders' was confined to people like
servants and stagecoach drivers rather than the factory
proletariat. Indeed, Owell concludes that it is "an enormous
deficiency of Dickens ... that he has no ideal of work" In very few
cases does D ckens tell us what his central characters do for
aliving. As he was also a typical Victorian noralist, it is
not

8 "Charles Dickens', no. 168 in S Owell and | Angus
(eds), The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of
CGeorge Owell, Voumel, Penguin Books, 1970.



surprising that he should have responded so strongly to
contenporary accounts of wurban squalor and exploitation in
the industrial North. But it does not follow that he wanted
to change the social structure. As Orwell goes on to say:

The truth is that O ckens's criticism of society is alnost
exclusively noral ... . There is no clear sign that he
wants the existing order to be overthrown ... . Nowhere, for
i nstance does he make an attack on private enterprise or
private property ... . There is not a line in the book [Hard
Times] that can properly be called Socialistic; indeed, its
tendency is if anything pro-capitalist, because its
whole noral is that capitalists ought to be kind, not
that workers ought to be rebellious.

Anot her aut hor whose image needs a simlar sort of correction
is Mictor Hugo, whose popul ar novel Les M sérables, published
in 1862, is easily but mstakenly taken to be a cry of anger
at the injustices of the capitalist order. But al t hough
Hugo certainly was a fighter against injustice and an
advocate of active conpassion, he vigorously defended free
enterprise against contenporary attacks on it. He opposed
attenpts to "nake a special class of the bourgeoisie’, whom he
defined as "sinply the contented portion of the people” He
opposed the communi sts on the grounds that "Their distribution
[of inconme] kills production. Equal partition abolishes
emulation ... To kill wealth is not to distribute it"9 Like
D ckens, Hugo wanted not to change the system but to ensure that the
principles of the existing order were thoroughly and
uni versal | y observed.

How di d such m sl eadi ng accounts of what was happening arise?
Factory work probably did seem horrific to many people who
heard or read about it; its machine-driven disciplines would
have seered inhuman to people used only to the seasonal rhythns of
agriculture or the relatively conf ortabl e professional occupations in the
southern towns and cities of England. The sudden and
conspicuous wealth of the nanufacturers would have been
consi dered offensive by many, not just because it was so much

9 See J Powell, 'Victor Hugo - Liberty and Justice for
Al', The Freeman, February 1996, pp 109-115.



greater than that of their enployees but also because it was
dictated purely by market forces, apparently unmtigated by
the benevolent paternalism that was assumed to sustain a
communal bond between | andowners and their dependants. U ban

housi ng, especially before services like water supply,
sanitation and street lighting were laid on, would have
seened barbaric in conparison with rural life.

Yet the fact remains that, in general, and despite exceptions
in particular occupations, this new way of |ife brought an
inprovenent in the living standards of working people. The
main reason this was not imrediately apparent is that outside
observers had had



so little experience of the poverty, squalor, very long hours
of work and severely restricted opportunities that was all
that the so-called 'donestic’ systemof rural production really
had to offer nost people. In contrast to this dispersed and
invisible poverty, the enmerging industrial cities with their
concentrated popul ations mnmade the relative poverty of the
nmasses for the first time readily observable. Wiat was in
fact the start of the slow transition of the English nasses
from poverty to prosperity was incorrectly interpreted as a

deterioration in |living standards from those that were
thought to have applied in a romanticised rural past. In
reality, factories were often cleaner, lighter and better

ventilated than the dank hovels in which people had to work
under the domestic system

Alexis de Tocqueville, the fanmous French commentator on
Anerican denocracy, was perceptive enough to nake the rel evant
conparisons. As he put it in his notes on Manchester during
his visit there in 1835:

The pressures which drive nmen from the fields into
factories seem never to have been so active as now
Commerce flourishes and agriculture is in trouble. W
hear in Manchester that crowds of country folk are
beginning to arrive there. Wages, |ow though they
seem are neverthel ess an inprovenent on what they have

been getting. 10

However, all this easily escaped Charles D ckens, of whom
Owell wote, "Wnderfully as he can describe an appearance,
D ckens does not often describe a process” Yet not all
novelists were limted in this way. Take, for exanple,
El i zabeth Gaskell's 1854 ‘condition of England novel North and
Sout h. Unlike Dickens, Ms Gaskell actually lived for a
period in the North of England and directly experienced the

topi c about which she wote. In a telling passage, she
describes her heroine's attenpts to find a servant girl in the
fictional industrial town of MIlton. She encountered

10 A de Tocqueville, Journeys to England and Ireland, ed. J
Mayer, New York, 1958, p 97.



"difficulty of neeting with any one in a manufacturing town
who did not prefer the better wages and greater independence
of working in a mll" Al though the novel's central story is
about severe conflict between factory nmasters and workers, it
suggests that factory |abour represented a kind of social
liberation for the poor; at the end of work shifts, nmen and
wormen are described by Ms Gaskell as "rushing along, wth
bol d, fearless faces, and loud |laughs and jests, particularly
aimed at all those who appeared to be above them in rank or
station” (D ckens, it is worth mentioning, did not resist
this account of factory life; he admred North and South and
i ndeed agreed to serialise it in Household Wrds.)

A precise nodern parallel to the wurban sluns of early
nineteenth-century England and the reaction they provoked anong
some outside commentators exists in the shanty towns that
spring up around the swelling cities of the devel opi ng worl d.
These are often presented as evidence that economc
devel opnent (or what is nore likely nowadays to be called
‘gl obal i sation’) inevitably exacerbates the division between
the rich and the poor. O course shanty towns may be poor,
but they are essentially transitional: their popul ations
have escaped rural poverty and lack of opportunity, and are
noving up a ladder of income that nay take them out of the
shanties. Twenty years ago, Santiago Wwas a city of shanty towns; now
the last vestiges of them are fast disappearing. Again, child
[ abour in devel oping countries understandably generates rmnuch
conpassi onate anger in richer countries, but attenpting to outlaw it or
to discourage it with trade sanctions is likely to keep the
children and their famlies poorer for |onger, and so del ay
the time when parents can afford to send their children to
school (which they are generally very keen to do). In fact,
this tendency to see inconme distribution in only static terns
distorts our entire understanding of the way people nove up
(and sonetines down) the incone scale. But interest is
increasing in what economsts call ‘income nmobility, and
research suggests that the nore opportunities poorer people



have to inprove their situations, the less inequality exists
inlifetinme earnings.

In a study of the '‘condition of England novels, M chael
Jefferson draws the follow ng six concl usi ons:

(i) the novels accept, in varying degrees and with the
exception of the works of Charles D ckens, the
belief in a Golden Age before the Industrial
Revol ution, for which there is no foundati on;

(ii) they generally, although with some inconsistency,
record a decline in the general standard of Iiving
which did not occur. Such decline as did occur
was in specific, non-industrial instances;

(iii) they suggest a decline in the quality of life
under industrialisation, upon which no definitive judgment
can be passed, but there are sone powerful
count er - ar gurent s;

(iv) they lay sone, occasionally nuch, of the blanme for
the mseries of industrialisation upon d assical
Economsts and their approach to political
econony, an erroneous view into which nunerous
subsequent witers have fallen;

(v) in dealing with nore specific instances - whether
in the textile, iron and steel, coal, or other

i ndustries - the novelists took extreme cases from
extrene places, and sonme novelists even m sused
evi dence or used evi dence cont ai ni ng
m srepresentations and ot her types of error; and

(vi) the general effect of these exaggerations and
occasional fabrications is to build up a largely
false picture of the evils that industrialisation
is supposed to have brought to the vast majority

of the British people. 11

Wiereas the ‘condition of England novel s assuned that a Gol den
Age lay in the past, the other nain source of the nyth of the
industrial revolution assumed that it lay in the future.
Friedrich Engels's 1844 study The Condition of the Wrking
Qass in England inspired Karl Marx to see the urban
proletariat as the bearer of the political revolution that
woul d usher in a classless, communist society from which

11 J M Jefferson, 'lIndustrialisation and Poverty: In Fact
and Fiction', ch. 8 in The Long Debate on Poverty,
Institute of Economc Affairs, London, 1972.



private property and the division of |abour would be absent.
From this viewpoint, the sufferings of the urban industrial
nmasses, however regrettable, served the purpose of driving
them to fulfil the necessary and historically progressive
function of |iberating mankind.

And yet Engels's book is no nore reliable than the ‘condition
of England novels as an account of the condition of the
Engl i sh workers. The British economc historians WIIliam
Chal oner and WI|iam Henderson conclude that Engel s's direct
observati ons, which recorded harsh and worsening conditions
for factory workers in the North of England, were not so mnuch
inaccurate as atypical while his indirect accounts were often
based on distortions of original sour ces. 12 He recorded
events in Manchester at a time of high Irish immgration,
which tenporarily held down the wages of English workers.
Above all, Engels's main purpose was to supply material for a
group of continental European radical agitators to which he
hi nsel f bel onged; indeed, the first edition of the book was
published in the German city of Leipzig.

Just one exanpl e of Engel s's suspect reliability rmust suffice.
He clained (on the basis of a fourth-hand account) that in
Manchester the factory system provided nore work for womnen
and children than for nen, so that:

There are nmany hundreds of nen who are condemned to do

household duties. .. Ohe may well inagine the righteous
indignation of the workers at being virtually turned

i nto eunuchs. 13

(He wouldn't dare wite that today!) Yet in 1833, Henry
Ashworth, owner of a famously well-run and prosperous mll
(it was anong those visited a decade later by Ms Cooke
Tayl or, whose comments Hayek cited), told the Factory
Commi ssi oner s:

12 "Friedrich Engels and the England of the "Hungry
Forties" ', ch. 7 in The Long Debate on Poverty,
Institute of Economc Affairs, London, 1972.

13 The Long Debate on Poverty, p 181.






| am happy to say that there is nomarried female employed by

us. .. nor do | know that we have any married worknman who
finds it necessary or is desirous that his wfe should

fol l ow any enploy but that of her donestic duties.14

The Marxi st novenent, however, relied to an extraordinary and
fatal degree on Engel s's account. From the assunption that
the working class was becom ng progressively and inexorably
worse off, Karl Marx built his whole analysis of the so-
called 'internal contradictions' of capitalism that could be
resolved only by revolution. Nor was he above nendacity in
anplifying its effect. For exanple, WIliam J adstone, in
his Budget speech to the House of Commons on 17 April 1863,
sai d:

The average condition of the British labourer ... has i nproved
during the last 20 years in a degree which we know to
be extraordinary, and which we rmay al nost pronounce to
be unexanpled in the history of any country and of any
age.

Marx's version of this speech had it that d adstone had
claimed that "This intoxicating augnentation of wealth and
power is entirely confined to classes of property" 15

It has been estimated by one of Marx's bi ographers that in 30
years he and Engels foresaw 40 revolutions, none of which
took place. 16 The whistle was in fact blown at the turn of
the century by Eduard Bernstein, |eader of Germany's Soci al
Denocratic Party, which had adopted a Marxist ideol ogy. In
Evolutionary Socialism Bernstein put forward evidence that,
at least in Germany, the working class had been getting
better off, not worse off, and that property owner shi p was spr eadi ng,
not becoming nore concentrated as Marx and Engels had predicted.
The Russian revolution and then the Qeat Depression of the
1930s gave renewed credibility to Marx's and Engel s's thesis, but
after Wrld War 11 it becanme increasingly obvious that

14 The Long Debate on Poverty, p 78.

15 Quoted in T Kealey, The Economc Laws of Scientific
Research, Macmi |l an, Basingstoke, 1996, pp 83-4.

16 Gted in T Hutchison, 'Friedrich Engels and Marxian
Political Econony', ch. 1 of The Politics and Phil osophy
of Economcs, Blackwell, Oxford, 1981, p 13.



capitalism was raising living standards all round. In 1959
the German Social Denocratic Party formally repudiated its
Marxi st origins and enbraced the free market; 30 years later
the communist novenent was collapsing in its Soviet
hear t | and.

Nevert hel ess, Engel s's account is still available as plausible
evi dence for those nmany commentators who woul d argue that the
net benefits that the working class derived from
industrialisation were dependent on the steadily rising |evel
of state intervention that eventually led to the nodern
state. At this point it becomes necessary to summarise the
central findings of the new consensus on the industrial
revol uti on.

The Evidence

Perhaps the nost significant single piece of evidence that
the industrial revolution did not reduce the living standards
of working people is the elenentary fact that the popul ati on
of Britain began a rapid rise in the m d-eighteenth century that
continued through the next hundred years, In 1815 it stood at
13 mllion; by 1871 it had doubl ed. Qucially, this
i ncrease was not caused mainly by arise in the birth rate but rather by
falling infant nortality and rising | ongevity, dueto inproving
nutrition and health care.

The validity of this evidence cane under a cloud at the end
of the eighteenth century and contrary views still periodically
rear their head. In 1798 the economst Thomas Malthus
published his Essay on the Principle of Population as it
Affects the Future I|nprovenent of Society. Mal t hus ar gued
that population growth was a source of poverty rather than an
ef f ect of prosperity, since whereas population grew
geonetrically (1, 2, 4, 8, and so on), food output grew
arithnetically (1, 2, 3, 4 and so on), so pushing consunption
per head down towards subsi stence. This thesis was w dely
accepted in Malthus's day, but was increasingly challenged and by



around 1840 it was discredited by the nounting evidence of
the high productivity of pnmanufacturing and of rising
consunption per head. This cycle of opinion has been
repeated in recent decades, as the overpopul ation scares of
the 1960s and early 1970s have been followed by the experience
of rising incones per head in poor countries with |large and
growi ng popul ati ons.

Modern schol arship has confirmed that Mlthus's theory of
popul ati on was always wong by finding that incone per head
in Britain grew in the 80 years after 1700 by about 100 percent; from
1780 to 1850 by between 50 and 100 percent; and from 1850 to 1914 by
between 80 and 100 percent. This growth reflected an average
annual rise in individual productivity through the nineteenth
century of about 1.5 percent.1/ By nodern standards that growth
rate was not especially high; and indeed the slowness of the
rise in living standards through the industrial revolution is
one reason why clains thatthey were actually falling in the
industrial North seened plausible. But by previous standards
that steadily rising productivity was truly revolutionary:
during

17 Max Hartwell, 'The Consequences of the Industrial
Revolution in England for the Poor', ch. 1 in The Long
Debate on Poverty, Institute of Economc Affairs,

London, 1972.



the nineteenth century productivity per head and real wages
increased fourfold, after centuries of stagnation or very
sl ow grow h. It laid the foundations of nodern prosperity.
The optimstic assunption of never-ending progress that was
nearly universally shared by the end of the century seened
justified: average incomes were rising, as were standards of
health and education, and the crinme rate was falling. The
late Victorians lived in a world where, perhaps for the only
time in human history, all the main social indicators were
posi t ive. No wonder the economist J M Keynes described the period as
the 'gl orious century'.

What has always been harder to argue is that this progress
was w dely shared and that industrialisation was one of the
min ways in which the poor benefited from rising

productivity. But the evidence confirns the anecdotal
inpressions cited earlier about the relative prosperity of
factory workers. For exanple, the 1841 census returns show

that wormen who were factory workers earned nore, for shorter
hours, than those in any other nanual occupation. 18 The
pockets of poverty that did exist and that received
w despr ead attention resul ted from the | ack of
industrialisation rather than the presence of it. As the
econom ¢ hi storian Rhodes Boyson expl ai ns:

The real blackspots of the Industrial Revolution were
to be found not in the factories but in the unskilled
outworking trades where new nethods and new machines
were used |east. The handl oom weavers whose ill-
condition in the 1830s and 1840s was frequently
reported on and won much synpathy came wthin this
category - new machines were slow to replace hand

| abour . 19

It was also newWy invented nachinery that nmade it possible to
end the enploynent of small boys as chi mney sweeps: a practice
which was associ at ed with the industrial revolution but in fact dat ed back

18 Rhodes Boyson, 'Industrialisation and the Life of the
Lancashire Factory Wrker', ch. 3 of The Long Debate on
Poverty, Institute of Economc Affairs, London, 1972.

19 Rhodes Boyson, op.cit.



to the seventeenth century. Sonme other practices |ikew se
associated with the industrial revolution were outlawed early
on, such as the enploynent of wonen in coal mnes. This was
in any case a pretty limted business: in 1841, only 2,350
fenmal es (of all ages) were employed in coal mining, or 2 percent of total
enpl oynent in that industry. 20

At this point in the argument reference is often nmade to the
wor khouses set up under the Poor Law Amendnent Act of 1834,
which was intended to end the established system of
subsidising low wages up to an agreed mninmm out of the
 ocal rates. The popul ar image of the workhouse is the one
provided by OCharles Dockens in diver Twst; its near-
starvation rations and quasi-prison discipline were supposed
to terrorise the working population into accepting the
scarcely less attractive conditions that prevailed outside
t he wor khouse. Dr Mchael Belgrave, senior lecturer in
social policy at Massey University, invokes this image in his
review of David Geen's FromWlfare State to Avil Society. 21
Gting Aiver Twist as if it were a self-evidently accurate
source, Dr Bel grave expl ains:

The New Poor Law, introduced in 1834, ained at
di sciplining those in poverty. Accepting poor relief
was nmade so unpleasant that only the very desperate
would request it. Relief was intended to be provided
only by entry into the poorhouse, with conditions nore
like a prison than a hone.

But this account repeats the conventional error of confusing
the report of the Poor Law Commi ssioners with the Act that
followed it. The Comm ssioners had indeed recomrended that
assistance be limted (with some inportant exceptions) to
abl e-bodied nen who voluntarily entered the workhouse wth
their whole famlies; they had also recomended that
conditions in the workhouse were to be 'less eligible (nore
stringent) than those outside, so that only those who

20 J M Jefferson, 'Industrialisation and Poverty: In Fact
and Fiction', ch. 8 in The Long Debate on Poverty,
Institute of Economc Affairs, London, 1972.

21 New Zeal and Heral d, 8 April 1996.



genui nely needed assistance would seek it. In the event,
these principles were not enbodied in the Poor Law Amendnent

Act . Instead, only a snmall mnority of ‘paupers’ (people
recei ving poor relief) entered workhouses; nost continued to
receive out-relief financed fromlocal rates. In the second

hal f of the nineteenth century, the nunber of paupers declined
steadily: fromover a mllion in 1849 to three-quarters of a
mllion in 1892 (at a tine of rapidly rising population).
G the latter figure, only sone 93,000 were abl e-bodied; and
of these, only 25,652 were living in workhouses, nost of
whose 186,607 inhabitants at the time were the old, the
young, or the nmentally ill who could live in private quarters
only with difficulty.22 The real deterrent effect of the
wor khouse sprang not fromits material conditions, which were
never as harsh as Dickens portrayed them but fromthe stigna
of having to resort to it. In trying to understand the
nineteenth century it is very inportant to give the factor of
the work ethic and belief in self-reliance their due weight,
especially since welfare assistance has conme to be viewed in
the present century as a right and circunstances creating
eligibility for it as outside the control of the individual.
The true meaning of D ckens's novels, as the historian Gertrude
Hmelfarb has argued, is to reinforce the work ethic by
contrasting his nenorable rogues, like Bill Sykes and Fagin,
with "those anong the very poor who nade a deternined effort
to be moral, |awabiding, and self-supporting". 23

Another very inportant element in the apparent decline of
poverty during the nineteenth century is private welfare. David
G een has done a great service in bringing to light the roles
of private charity and also of rmutual aid in the formof the
friendly societies that supplied sickness and death

22 C G Hanson, '\Wlfare Before the Wlfare State', ch. 5 in
The Long Debate on Poverty, Institute of Economc
Affairs, London, 1972.

23 G Hmelfarb, The De-noralisation of Society: From
Victorian Values to Moral Virtues, Institute of Econom c
Affairs, London, 1995.



benefits. 24 In addition, private savings grew through the
nineteenth century, including anong poorer groups. Early in
the twentieth century, however, private income-support and
i ncone- mai nt enance nechani sns began to be displaced by state
wel fare programmes financed from taxation. The friendly
societies resisted proposals for state pensions advanced in
the 1890s, arguing that they amounted to a form of "universal
pauperi sation” or "a huge outdoor relief systent.25 The
continuing rise in welfare dependency in New Zealand in the
presence of growing enpl oynent opportunities suggests that that
j udgnent had sone nerit.

Education is perhaps the welfare service for which the
evidence of the adequacy of private provision in nineteenth-
century Britain is the most conclusive. Sone enl i ght ened enpl oyers of
the early nineteenth century, like Henry Ashworth, opened
libraries for their factory operatives and schools for their
chi | dren. 26 In his 1994 study Education and the Stat e2’,
Edwin Wst clains that, by 1840, up to three-quarters of
adult male workers were literate (andslightly fewer females), by
the 1860s, 90 percent of the working class was literate. Private
schooling grew rapidly in the early nineteenth century; nost
parents had their children educated and the fees they paid
were the schools' main source of incone. The Newcastl e
Comm ssion reported in the 1860s that alnost all children
were receiving prinmary education (5.7 years of it on average)
and that consequently there was no need for the state to
provide it. Neverthel ess, in the 1870s the nationalisation
of the school system began, apparently notivated by
msinformation to the effect that up to half the children of
Britain |acked schooling. West calculates that the state
subsi dies which were used to displace or take over private
school s were largely financed by taxes levied on the working
cl asses who had used those schools; but, of course, in the

24 David Geen, Reinventing Gvil Society: The Rediscovery
of Wlfare Wthout Politics, Institute of Economc
Affairs, London, 1993.

25 C G Hanson, op. cit., p 133.

26 Rhodes Boyson, op. cit., pp 81-2.

27 Li berty Press, |ndianapolis.



process parental/consuner sovereignty over schooling was
repl aced by bureaucratic and producer sovereignty.

Dr Mchael Belgrave argues that welfare states were set up in
the Western world after Wrld War |1 because of "the obvious
failure of the marketplace to provide the necessities of life
for all".28 But it is far from "obvious" that the appropriate
response 8to any shortcom ngs in nineteenth-century private
welfare is the kind of welfare state that we have today, wth
its state nonopoly over the financing and provision of a wide
range of services. The nineteenth century saw the spontaneous
emergence of a variety of private welfare mechani sns whose
virtues and potential are now being redi scovered. It is
surely clear by now that any necessary state involvenent
shoul d have conf i ned itself to suppl enment i ng and
strengt hening those mnechanisns rather than displacing or
replacing them with inflexible, unresponsive bureaucratic
ones financed by high taxation. Far from witing off
nineteenth-century private welfare as the detritus of history,
as sone social policy academcs like to do, we need to obtain
as nuch information about it as possible to help inspire
present efforts to reform our failing welfare state. Ve
could ponder, for a start, the willingness of people to put
into practice their professions of conpassion. Victor Hugo,
for exanple, did not just wite novels about the poor, but,
like Jean Valjean, the hero of Les Msérabl es, provided mnuch
poverty relief from his own pocket: according to one of his
bi ogr apher s, during his peak earning years he gave away about a third
of his income. 29

Combining Truth and Optimism

The true record of the industrial revolution has always been
avail able to those who wanted to becone acquainted with it.
Yet the folklore has survived and even flourished al ongside
this record. This is hardly unusual: for all the talk of the nodern

28 New Zeal and Heral d, 8 April 1996.
29 André Maurais, cited in JimPowell, op. cit., pll0.



information revolution, in many subjects know edge is in
effect ghettoised by self-censorship and fashion. But why
exactly should this be true of the history of the nineteenth
century?

Like all good nyths, that of the industrial revolution has a
melodramatic appeal: the forces of evil (unbridled capitalisn) do
their worst but are ultimately vanquished by the forces of
good (unbridled state intervention) and our synpathies are
supposed to be conscripted in support of the latter. But
the fundanental reason for its persistence is nore prosaic.
The nyth of the industrial revolution has served a succession
of political purposes since its origins in the 1830s. The
nost abi di ng purposes have been reactionary and protectioni st
ones. The ‘condition of England novels, as we saw, expressed
a horror of industrial life and a nostal gia for some nythical
rural community. Alternatively, as in the case of D ckens, they
called for a moral awakening of industrial enployers to their
humani tari an duti es. The nostalgic view was usef ul



propaganda for the landowning class in its defence of
Britain's corn laws, which inposed high tariff barriers
against grain inports. It made it possible plausibly to
portray the manufacturers and their allies in the Anti-Corn
Law League as ruthless exploiters of the poor, and to represent
their argument that repeal of the corn laws (which was
finally achieved in 1846) would |lower the cost of living for
the poor as a mere snokescreen for their real aimof reducing
wages and increasing profits.

At the turn of the twentieth century, the nyth of the
industrial revolution was again pressed into service, this
time to assist the collectivist drive for state welfare; the
formulation of 'scientific' poverty lines facilitated the
'di scovery' that a large mnority of the population lived in
poverty and helped legitimse proposals for state pensions
and ot her benefits. And perhaps the main current political
function of the folklore of the industrial revolution remains
that of legitimsing the nodern welfare state and its
supposedl y guiding principle of 'social justice. D M chael
Bel grave's unreliable but orthodox coments serve to
perpetuate the belief that the poverty and squal or that were
saidtobe the fate of the industrial nasses before the welfare
state rescued them would soon return if any serious noves
were nmade to shift the responsibility for welfare from the
state back to civil society.

But nust those of us who want to challenge the orthodoxy be
forever handi capped by the Devil's nmonopoly on the good tunes?
The history of the industrial revolution ought to be told in
a way that is not only reliable but inspiring as well. The
industrial revolution, indeed the nineteenth century generally,
can nore accurately be presented as a triumph of individual freedom —
and not just economic freedom but also political and intellectual freedom,
whi ch nade possible the huge advances in science, nedicine,
engi neering and technol ogy that together |aidthe foundations
of nodern prosperity. In these statist and elitist tines,
it is hard to nake the point that good can energe



spont aneously from the unplanned and unforeseen decisions of
mllions of actors. Yet the industrial revolution was entirely
unplanned and unforeseen. Li ke past eras of rapid economc growh
in Asia, it happened because rival donestic political forces
had, by chance, reached a self-limting stalemate that
unintentionally created a sphere of freedomin which ordinary
people <could start to realise their dreans of self-
i nprovenent, just as we are seeing with the narket-driven rise in
prosperity going on around the world today.

In the late twentieth century, know edge of the necessary
political and institutional conditions of economc growh has
been fornalised into the benign economc policy regine that
is becomng established in nore and nore countries and
hol ding out the promse of the end of poverty as well as of
oppr essi on. The nore entrenched and successful that policy

regine becones, the weasier it wll be to present the
industrial revolution as an early and major episode in the
story of the emancipation of humanity. That should be

i nspi ri ng enough for anyone.



