What is Industrialisation?

Introduction

People have always worked. Work is a crucial human activity around which households and societies organise and which underpins the social, economic, political and cultural relations within a society. The aim of these notes is to explore the significance of changes in the form and patterns of work during the first phase of industrialisation in Britain, between the mid eighteenth and the mid nineteenth centuries, a period commonly known as the 'Industrial Revolution'. 

The term 'Industrial Revolution' describes a period of momentous change in work relations within British society, which has been subjected to intense historical debate over the last 150 years 1. Over the last few decades social historians, following the school of 'new' labour history in the 1960s and 70s, have questioned and challenged traditional explanations of industrialisation. In contrast to the 'macro' approach of many economic historians which focuses upon the changing structure of capital, rapid economic growth, new technology and mechanization, social historians have traced the experiences of households, communities and regions. 

They have stressed first that the changes noted by contemporary observers, and subsequently analysed by successive generations of historians, were less sudden, more uneven and over a longer time-scale than had previously been allowed. Second, following the pioneering work of E.P. Thompson, recent labour historians have showed us the importance of examining more closely the changes taking place in social relations in the workplace, and expanded our understanding of the cultural significance of changing work processes. Historians adopting these approaches have also tended to argue against progressive (whiggish) interpretations which stress the benefits of technological change for British workers. 

Social History Methodology 

Social History, especially following the approaches of the New Labour History and Women's History, shows how historical events both affected and were affected by the experiences of individuals and communities. Through local studies we can draw comparisons between different regions, enabling us to trace wider patterns and suggest national trends. Such an approach can be more subtle and complex than traditional 'top-down' historical explanations of great events. 

· It diminishes the claims of great cause and effect accounts of the 'Industrial Revolution'. 

· It shows the complexity of events as they occurred to different groups in different regions. 

· It illustrates the different, conflicting perspectives of the era, from the varied accounts of different participants and observers. 

· It shows the value of primary and secondary source materials in illustrating how varied the experiences and interpretations of history can be. 
Speenhamland System 

This was the generic name for a range of relief schemes which linked payments to family size and food costs, effectively acting as a wage subsidy. The scheme devised by magistrates in Berkshire in 1795 was neither the first nor the most generous scheme of this type, so the name Speenhamland may be a misnomer. 

What is Proletarianisation?

There are some common misconceptions which students can hold about the meaning of proletarianisation, often equating it simply with living in towns, working in factories or even just being poor. Although being proletarianized may imply all of these things, its origins as a Marxist term suggest that its meaning is rooted primarily in economics. 

The definition of proletarianisation that we will be using is that given by Charles Tilly as 'a set of processes that increase the number of people who lack control over the means of production and survive by selling labour power' 1. By this he is referring to profound changes in economic relationships between working people and their employers and/or customers. We live today in a proletarianized world where a majority of people work for wages. Yet only a few hundred years ago, whether they lived and worked in town or country, relatively few people were in this position. Most people lived in households which had some degree of control over their means of production however small those means were 2. What Tilly is describing is a dramatic decline in the numbers of workers who owned resources in the form of land, tools, work premises or capital and could produce and sell their own goods and services and a corresponding increase in the numbers employed solely as wage labourers. 

(Marx believed the proletarianisation of the masses was an inevitable result of the rise of the bourgeoisie capitalist class. This is how he conceives the process of proletarianisation (which he believed would ultimately lead to a workers revolution) in the Communist Manifesto written shortly before the European revolutions of 1848. 

David Mclellan, ed., Karl Marx: Selected Writings from the Communist Manifesto Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 226-227. 

From "In proportion as the bourgeoisie, i.e. capital, is developed" to "thus the proletariat is recruited from all classes of the population.". )

Key Characteristics of Proletarianisation

This change in economic relations had far-reaching effects on how and where goods were made, who organised their production, how they were paid for, who owned the raw materials, tools and premises, and how their manufacture was organised. Its effects were equally important for the workforce. For workers it could have the following implications: 

· The removal of ownership or control over the means of production. 

· The contraction of their resources into sole reliance upon labour power and skill. 

· The imposition of time and work disciplines on their labour. 

· The division of tasks and responsibilities within the labour process. 

· The loss of traditional skills and the appropriation of new skills. 

· The dependence on the cash nexus. 

· The possibility of cross-class interest and identification with workers who had a similar relationship to the means of production. 

It is possible using these criteria to see the process of proletarianisation as synonymous with the creation of the working classes or of the factory system and many contemporary observers believed this to be so. This is how in 1844 Friedrich Engels in his famous treatise The Condition of the Working Class in England understood the changes he had seen in person in the Manchester area. 

Engel's view however compelling is now regarded as over-simplified. Not only have many non-Marxists questioned the identification of class interest with that of proletarianised workers, but recent research has stressed the variety within working class experiences. Proletarianisation was a much more gradual and relative 'set of processes' than Engels or Marx believed. 

Its meanings could also change according to the gender of the worker. Historians such as Raphael Samuel 3 have argued against the direct association of proletarianisation or indeed industrialisation with heavy machinery and technological sophistication stressing the variety of forms of manufacture, whilst Joan Scott 4 has questioned why it is that the apparently gender-neutral concept of 'worker' has come to mean a male rather than a female wage earner. 

Conditions for the Spread of Proletarianisation

Proletarianisation required a special set of conditions in order to evolve on a large-scale basis. Some of these conditions were in existence in Britain before there was wide-spread technological impact on industry. Eric Hobsbaum suggests how the position of workers and nascent capitalists in the first industrialising nation differed from that of 20th century developing nations. 

In areas of England and Wales by the mid-eighteenth century, the workforce had already made substantial progress towards proletarianisation and were prepared for change in the following ways: 

· People were mobile, no longer tied to the land by feudal control. Migration was accelerated by increasing rates of field and commons enclosure. Workers already migrated seasonally toward centres of alternative employment. 

· The system of waged labour had been well established particularly in the agricultural and textile industries. The growth of the master workshop employing permanent journeymen and the 'putting-out' system had already created forms of waged labour. 

· Skills were mobile. A labour force of unskilled peasants did not have to be trained in the skills for textile or metalwork production. These skills were already in use even by agricultural workers who supplemented their agricultural income through cottage industry. 

· Traditions of commercial transactions already existed through the putting-out system, especially in textiles. Even seasonal spinners and weavers in cottage industries had begun to be disciplined to produce goods to fulfil the commercial demands of merchant traders. 

From this base, the rapid growth of a proletarianized workforce during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries as the majority of workers were forced to sell their labour to survive, was not simply the result of technological innovation in key industries. 

Arguably more important was the increasing concentration of resources away from those who worked them, and the grouping of more workers in large centralized workplaces with imposed time and work disciplines. However, a proletarianized workforce never entirely displaced older forms of work organization, many of which survived into the twentieth century complementing and supporting large-scale industry 5. 

Thus it is crucial to remember that industrialisation did not create proletarianisation. Rather it accelerated it, creating (though never entirely replacing) new forms of economic relations between producers of goods and the source of their payment.
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