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Fast Forward 
The Industrial Revolution 

 
Directions: Read the documents below and answer the questions to learn more about the Industrial Revolution. 

 
HOW DID THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION BEGIN? 
The Industrial Revolution started in Britain. In 1750, most people worked the land, using handmade tools. They made 
their own clothing and grew their own food. With the onset of the Industrial Revolution, the rural way of life in Britain 
began to disappear. By the 1850s, many country villages had grown into industrial towns and cities. New inventions and 
scientific “firsts” appeared each year. Between 1830 and 1855, for example, an American dentist first used an anesthetic 
during surgery and a French physicist measured the speed of light. 
A series of related causes helped spark the Industrial Revolution. It was made possible, in part, by another revolution—in 
agriculture—that greatly improved the quality and quantity of food. Farmers mixed different kinds of soils and tried out 
new methods of crop rotation to get higher yields (produce more food). Meanwhile, rich landowners pushed ahead with 
enclosure, the process of taking over and consolidating land formerly shared by peasant farmers. As millions of acres 
were enclosed, farm output and profits rose. The agricultural revolution created a surplus of food, so fewer people died 
from starvation. Statistics show that the agricultural revolution contributed to a rapid growth in population. 
Agricultural progress, however, had a human cost. Many farm laborers were thrown out of work. In time, 
jobless farm workers migrated to towns and cities. There, they formed a growing labor force that would soon 
operate the machines of the Industrial Revolution. 
Another factor that helped trigger the Industrial Revolution was the development of 
new technology, aided by new sources of energy and new materials. One vital power 
source was coal, used to develop the steam engine. In 1764, Scottish engineer James 
Watt improved the steam engine to make it more efficient. Watt’s engine became a 
key power source of the Industrial Revolution. Coal was also used in the production 
of iron, a material needed for the construction of machines and steam engines. In 
1709, Adam Darby used coal to smelt iron, or separate iron from its ore. Darby’s 
experiments led to the production of less-expensive and better-quality iron. 
 
 [Source: World History, Elizabeth Gaynor Ellis & Anthony Esler, Chapter 19 Summary] 
 

1. What were the positive and negative effects of enclosure of agricultural land? 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How did coal, steam, and iron contribute to the process of 
industrialization (meaning the process of changing to power-driven 
machinery) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
TEXTILES INDUSTRIALIZE FIRST 
The Industrial Revolution that began in Britain was spurred by a revolution 
in technology. It started in the textile industry, where inventions in the late 
1700s transformed the manufacture of cloth. The demand for clothing in 
Britain had greatly increased as a result of the population boom caused by the 
agricultural revolution. These developments, in turn, had an impact 



worldwide. For example, the consumption of cotton rose dramatically in Britain (see graph below). This cotton came from 
plantations in the American South, where cotton production skyrocketed from 1790 to 1810 in response to demand from 
English textile mills.  
[Source: World History: Patterns of Interaction, Roger Beck, et al.] 
 

3. Why did the consumption of cotton increase so greatly? 
 
 
 
 
 
URBANIZATION AND WORKING CONDITIONS 

The Industrial Revolution brought rapid urbanization, or the movement of 
people to cities. Changes in farming, soaring population growth, and a demand 
for workers led masses of people to migrate from farms to cities. Almost 
overnight, small towns that were located around coal or iron mines grew into 
cities. Other cities developed around the factories in once-quiet market towns. 
Those who benefited most from the Industrial Revolution were the entrepreneurs 
who set it in motion. The Industrial Revolution created this new middle class, 
whose members came from a variety of backgrounds. While the wealthy and the 
middle class lived in pleasant neighborhoods, vast numbers of poor struggled to 
survive in slums. They packed into tiny rooms in tenements that had no running 
water and no sewage or sanitation system. Sewage rotted in the streets or was 

dumped into rivers, which created an overwhelming stench and contaminated drinking 
water. This led to the spread of diseases such as cholera. 
The heart of the new industrial city was the factory. Working in a factory differed greatly 
from working on a farm. In rural villages, people worked hard, but the work varied 
according to the season. Some seasons were easier than others. The factory system 
imposed a harsh new way of life on workers. Working hours were long, with shifts lasting 
from twelve to sixteen hours, six or seven days a week. Exhausted workers were injured 
by machines that had no safety devices. Working conditions in the mines were even worse 
than in the factories. Factories and mines also hired many boys and girls. These children 
often started working at age seven or eight; a few were as young as five. 
The early industrial age brought terrible hardships. In time, however, reformers pressed for laws to improve working 
conditions. Labor unions won the right to bargain with employers for better wages, hours, and working conditions. 
Despite the social problems created by the Industrial Revolution—low pay, dismal living conditions—the industrial age 
did have some positive effects. Wages rose. Also as the cost of railroad travel fell, more people could afford to travel 
further and faster than ever before. 
[Source: World History, Elizabeth Gaynor Ellis & Anthony Esler, Chapter 19 Summary] 
 

4. Why did industrialization lead to such rapid urbanization? 
 
 
 

5. Who benefitted from industrialization? Who suffered from it? 
 
 
 
 

6. The economic theories behind Capitalism, developed by Adam Smith, suggested that free markets, with little to 
no rules to get in the way, were good for everybody, both the producer and the consumer. How was this idea 
starting to be challenged? 

 
 
 
 



IDEAS TO CHALLENGE CAPITALISM 
Many thinkers tried to understand the changes taking place in society. Middle-class business leaders embraced the 
Capitalist idea of laissez-faire, or “hands-off” approach, believing that a free market would eventually help everyone, not 
just the rich. However, on the other end of the spectrum, others offered a radical solution that they hoped would end 
poverty and injustice — socialism. Under socialism, the people, as a whole rather than as individuals, would own and 
operate the means of production— the farms, factories, railways, and other businesses that produced and distributed 
goods. A number of early socialists, such as Robert Owen, established communities where all work was shared and all 
property was owned in common. These early socialists were called Utopians. 
Karl Marx, a German philosopher, formulated a new theory. His theory 
predicted a struggle between social classes that would end in a classless society 
that he called communist. In a classless, communist society, the struggles of the 
working class would end because wealth and power would be equally shared. In 
the 1860s, German socialists adapted Marx’s beliefs to form social democracy, 
which called for a slow transition from capitalism to socialism.  
[Source: World History, Elizabeth Gaynor Ellis & Anthony Esler, Chapter 19 
Summary] 
 

7. Do you think the idea of socialism was a natural reaction to the effects of 
industrialization? Explain. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
LOOKING FURTHER AHEAD: As the years went on, into the late 19th and early 20th century, further developments 
took place as industrialization continued, such as the development and expansion of railroads, and later cars and planes, 
the development of electric lighting and power, the development of new medical treatments such as vaccines and 
antibiotics, new scientific ideas like Darwin’s theory of evolution, and of course, machine guns (see imperialism). 
 

8. Anybody see any problems ahead? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


