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BRITAIN 1750 – 1900 KEY QUESTIONS:

TEACHING WILL BE BASED ON THESE ENQUIRY QUESTIONS. EXPECTED KNOWLEDGE WILL 
ALLOW STUDENTS TO ANSWER IN DETAIL, PROVIDING SUPPORTING FACTUAL EVIDENCE AND 

UNDERSTANDING DIFFERENT INTERPRETATIONS OF HISTORICAL EVENTS.

1. WHAT WAS THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION?

2. HOW DID TRANSPORT TRANSFORM THE COUNTRY?

3. HOW HARD WAS LIFE FOR ORDINARY PEOPLE?

4. POWER TO THE PEOPLE?

5. WHY DID WILLIAM COLSTON END UP IN THE RIVER AVON?

6. HOW DID SLAVERY IN THE BRITISH EMPIRE COME TO AN END?

7. HOW SHOULD WE REMEMBER THE BRITISH EMPIRE?



Chronology

Using evidence

Interpretation

Cause & consequence

HISTORY SKILLS
Attainment is heavily dependent upon knowledge & understanding and teacher should always take 

this into account first when assessing students. 
The following skills are also integral the study of History & must also be assessed.

Significance

Change & continuity



8.1 WHAT CHANGED DURING THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION? 

The period known as the Industrial Revolution saw arguably the greatest changes in British history. A largely rural country was
transformed into an urban industrial society in a matter of decades. Many of the changes were positive. Many were not.

A rural economy, based mainly 
on agriculture. The population 
was small and largely based in 
villages and small towns.

Due to the poor nature of the 
roads, travel was largely by 
water, using sailing ships.

Water, wind and horses were 
the main forms of power, 
although coal was dug out of 
the ground for heating.

There were great extremes of 
wealth and life in the 
countryside was hard for the 
landless labourers. Disease was 
rife and medicine was still 
limited.

An urban economy, based on 
manufacturing in factories. The 
population has increased 
greatly. There are now many 
large cities and fewer people 
live and work in the 
countryside.

Travel has revolutionised by 
the invention of the steam 
engine and ships, barges and 
trains are powered by coal.

Electricity has also now been 
developed, although most 
people still rely on gas for 
lighting.

Life in the towns can be very 
hard, due to overcrowding and 
disease. Working conditions in 
the factories are tough, also. 
For some, great fortunes are 
made and British goods are 
sold all around the world.

There is some leisure time and 
professional sport has begun.



8.1 WHY DID THE POPULATION OF GREAT BRITAIN INCREASE? 

Between 1750 – 1900, the population of Britain increased from an estimated 6.5 million to 38 million. Two factors influenced this
increase above all: the decrease in the death rate and the increase in the birth rate.

Birth Rate

The increased availability of work in industrial towns and cities 
meant that people married earlier, leaving more time to have 
more children.

These children could be sent to work in factories and could 
contribute to the family’s income which was another reason to 
have more children.

Improved farming techniques led to more food being produced, 
helping to sustain a higher population.

Death Rate

Improvement in maternity care led to fewer deaths during child 
birth.

Vaccination for smallpox, a disease which killed large numbers of 
people, was introduced by Edward Jenner.  This had a huge impact 
on lowering the death rate.

Cotton became the most popular cloth worn. It was much easier to 
clean.

Investment was made to update and improve the sanitation levels in 
industrial towns and cities. Clean water supplies and sewers helped 
to combat diseases such as cholera.

The development of antiseptics and anaesthetics helped make 
operations safer and cleaner.

Cheap soap became more easily available, improving levels of  
hygiene.

10 million - 1801

27 million - 1851

37 million - 1851



8.1 HOW HARD WAS LIFE FOR ORDINARY PEOPLE? 

Working lives for ordinary people were often difficult. Historical research has uncovered the impact of the industrial 
revolution
on men, women and children.

Mining and factory work 
was hard work.
Mining was particularly dangerous. 

However, many people preferred to work
in these industries than as farm labourers.  

This work was poorly paid and seasonal. Men
moved from the countryside to the cities. Work in the 
factories was regular, although the tough rules and 
regulations and strict policies on punctuality were 
unpopular.

Skilled labourers 
such as shoemakers, tailors, carpenters, metalworkers 
and shipwrights had increasing opportunities to earn 
well. Before this period apprentices in these trades 
had to learn for seven years and pay a fee. It became 
much easier to learn a skilled trade and earn higher 
wages.

Navvies 
were unskilled labourers who worked on construction 
sites. There was a great deal of work for strong men 
on canals, rods, factories, warehouses, and particularly 
on the railways. The pay was better than farm work, 
although it was dangerous at times. There was a great 
deal of freedom to move from one gang to another.

Textile factories 
provided work for many young
women. The mill owners liked to employ 
women as they could afford to pay them lower

wages than men. The hours were very long, 
often twelve hours a day or more. The factories were 
very noisy and dangerous places, although the pay 
was higher than young women could earn elsewhere.

Domestic service 

was a very common form of work for girls. They could 
be employed as maids, cleaning and undertaking all 
kinds of duties for better-off people. Like mill work, 
this was generally a job for unmarried and younger 
women.

Working at home 

was the only option for women once they started to 
have children. There were various tasks that could be 
done from home such as dressmaking, spinning or 
making boxes for matches. These jobs tended to be 
very low paid.

Mines and factories
provided work for children. In the textile mills, 

children as young as six were employed as 
scavengers, crawling underneath the machines 

to clean them out, while they were still in operation. 
This was a very dangerous job, with children 
sometimes getting caught in the machinery and losing 
arms, for example. Overseers were paid to keep an 
eye on the children and they could be punished 
physically if they were not working hard enough. Hours 
were long – sometimes twelve hours a day.

In the mines, children were employed in jobs such as 
coal bearers or opening and closing doors to allow the 
miners through. It was common for children never to 
see daylight. Mines were dark and dangerous, prone 
to flooding or explosions.

There was no law enforcing attendance at school until 
1870 and many working class families needed the 
income that children could earn to survive.



8.1 HOW HARD WAS LIFE FOR ORDINARY PEOPLE? 

Working lives for ordinary people were often difficult.  However, there were improvements during the Nineteenth Century, 
as a result of Acts of Parliament and working class protest.

Before 1832, working-class children as young as six worked in factories and in mines.
People often worked long hours with very little pay and in dangerous conditions. Three
acts of Parliament were passed to make working life safer for the Victorian working-class:

• In 1832, the Factory Act stopped children under the age of 9 working.
• In 1842, the Mines Act stopped women, girls and boys under 10 working below ground
in mines.
• In 1847, the Ten Hours Act limited women and young people to working a maximum of
58 hours a week.

Trade unions were forbidden until 1824. As the century went on, workers formed trade
unions to improve their wages. After 1850, skilled workers such as the Amalgamated Society
of Engineers, set up New Model Unions. In the late 1880s, after a series of strikes including
the Match Girls Strike of 1888, and the Dockers' Strike of 1889, trade unions were set up for
unskilled workers.

Though working-class life was hard and sometimes scarred by deep poverty, working-
class people did find time to relax and enjoy themselves. Working-class leisure activities
included playing or watching football, participating in bicycling clubs, reading
newspapers and trashy serialised novels called 'penny dreadfuls' and visiting the local
music hall.The 1871 Bank Holiday Act made paid bank holidays compulsory and
working-class people started to travel by train to the seaside at Scarborough or
Blackpool for their holidays.



8.1 HOW HARD WAS LIFE FOR ORDINARY PEOPLE? 

Living conditions in industrial cities were very difficult, with overcrowding, damp and poorly-built homes, lack of sanitation all 
leading to disease and high dates rates.

Towns and cities grew rapidly in this period and there was an insufficient supply of houses for the growing population. This meant that many families lived in over-crowded
conditions, sharing houses, sometimes with one family occupying a single room. Houses were poorly heated and ventilated, with very poor sanitary conditions. The picture
below shows typical ‘back to back’ houses.

Most of these ‘slum’ dwellings contained
little in the way of furniture. Many had just a
table, a few chairs and a bed. Some did not
even have that. A bed would be shared by
several family members, and if some did shift
work, the bed could be used night and day.

Needless to say, the major effect of such
poor, overcrowded and dirty housing was
poor health. The awful living conditions were
an ideal environment for diseases to spread.
TB (tuberculosis), diphtheria, measles,
cholera and influenza were just a few of the
diseases which claimed hundreds of
thousands of lives. Together with dangerous
working conditions, long hours, poor diet
and pollution, the result was life expectancy
in Industrial Manchester of just 17 years.

However, there were improvements with
reformers like Edwin Chadwick and Dr John
Snow carrying out important research.

Chadwick’s 1842 Report on the Sanitary
Conditions of the Labouring
Population concluded that much poverty and
ill-health was caused by the terrible living
conditions and not by idleness. It shocked
public opinion.

Snow studied the spread of cholera and
noticed that the victims had all drank water
from the pump in the street. When people
stopped using it the number of cases fell
rapidly. By observation Snow had shown the
link between bad water and cholera – If people
had clean water then disease would be
reduced.

Pressure began to mount on Government. Finally the Public Health Act of 1875, forced councils to carry out improvements. These included the provision of clean water,
proper drainage and sewage systems and the appointment of a Medical Officer of Health in every area. In the same year, the Artisans Dwelling Act allowed councils to clear
slums and build better houses. Another improvement for working class people was the 1870 Education Act, which made schooling compulsory for children up to the age of
11.

By the late 19th century the industrial revolution was finally bringing benefits to the working class. Laws had been passed limiting hours of work and improving working
conditions. Higher wages helped people get better houses and a healthier, more varied diet. Industrialisation brought cheaper, mass-produced products, e.g. soap,
disinfectant, toilets, cotton clothing etc, which improved health.



8.1 HOW DID THE TRANSPORT REVOLUTION TRANSFORM THE COUNTRY? 

A crucial aspect of the changes taking place at this time were changes in transport – roads, canals and railways. The 
development of Britain’s railway network in particular led to important social changes in the country. 

Fresh food from the countryside could
now be brought into towns and cities
quickly. This improved the range of foods
on offer and the quality of town dwellers’
diet. Previously, animals had to be
brought into cities to allow fresh meat,
milk etc. to be available.

Railway Towns developed around
important junction stations – a good
example of this is Crewe, which hardly
existed before the railway station was
built. The town became an important
centre for locomotive manufacture.
Even the local football team was
nicknamed the Railwaymen.

Railways provided a huge number of jobs,
initially in their construction. The men who
built the railways were known as navigators
(or navvies for short) and often came from
Ireland for the work. Their jobs were hard
and dangerous. Lots of other jobs became
available once the railways were in
operation. By 1847 250,000 people worked
on them.

Railways even affected the time. Prior to
their development, each location had a
slightly different time, because the sun
rises and sets at slightly different times
across the country. A train timetable
would not work unless the time was
uniform. Therefore, Greenwich Mean
Time was adopted.

Newspapers could now be delivered
quickly around the country and this
allowed the development of national
newspapers and increased peoples’
interest and awareness of news and
politics.

Businesses like WH Smith rapidly
expanded by opening kiosks on
railway platforms to sell newspapers
and books to travellers. The rise of
literacy was aided by railway travel.

Although people around the country 
all spoke English, the y often did so 
with local dialects and it was not 
always easy for people to understand 
each other. Railways meant that 
greater travel led, slowly, to dialects 
becoming less strong and to a more 
uniform version of English being 
spoken.

Railways made it possible for ordinary 
people in the industrial towns or cities 
to visit the countryside or seaside on 
days off. Resorts such as Blackpool and 
Southport developed to cater for day-
trippers from the Lancashire mill towns.

Previously, it was important to live near to work. 
Now, however, people could easily travel to the                          
n                  nearest town or city to work. This 

meant that small villages such as 
Formby grew as it was now possible to

commute into Liverpool every day.



8.1 POWER TO THE PEOPLE? 

The changing nature of the country, particularly the growth of large urban populations, led to demands for political change. There 
were also protests from those who were economically harmed by the development of factory production.

• 1811 – 1812 Luddites protested against the impact of
factories.

• 1830 Swing Riots saw attacks on farm machinery.

• 1834 Tolpuddle Martyrs were farm workers who tried to
organise a trade union.

• 1838 – 50 Chartists campaigned for parliamentary reform.

• 1832 Great Reform Act widened the franchise to include
middle class property owners.

• 1867 Second Great Reform Act gave some working class
men the vote

• 1885 A further extension of the franchise.

Luddites:

Although  it had a parliament, Britain was not a 
democracy. That meant that people's only way of 
trying to make their point was through violence.
There were riots in Nottinghamshire, Yorkshire & 
Lancashire, by hand-weavers who broke into the 
factories to destroy the new machines. There was a 
mass-trial at York in1813, after which 17 Luddites 
were executed.
The disturbances continued for another five years. 
The crisis was made worse by food shortages as the 
price of wheat increased, and by the collapse of 
hosiery and knitwear prices in 1815 and 1816. 

Swing Riots:

These were attacks on farm machines all over the 
south of England. 2,000 people were put on trial, of 
whom 19 were executed and 481 transported to 
Australia.
Gradually, the government began to accept that it 
was its duty to act in the interests of the people. 
There were examples of public campaigns with 
peaceful aims which tried to persuade the 
government to make reforms.

Tolpuddle Martyrs:

When Dorset farm-workers tried to organise a trade 
union, it was seen as an act of civil unrest. The 
establishment was worried that Britain may face a 
revolution similar to what was taking place in France. 
As a result of their actions, six of them were 
transported to Australia.  A petition of 800,000 
signatures was organised, and the men were freed 
in 1836.  Since then the modern Trade Union 
movement has grown and still protects millions of 
workers today.

Chartists:

The Chartists (1838‒1850) organised huge rallies 
and petitions to Parliament in the 1840s to 
campaign for political reform.  Although there was a 
Chartist riot in Newport in 1839, Britain avoided the 
revolutions that swept Europe in 1848. Most of the 
Chartists' demands (set out in the Great Charter) 
eventually became law. 
1. A vote for all men (over 21)
2. The secret ballot
3. No property qualification to become an MP
4. Payment for MPs
5. Electoral districts of equal size
6. Annual elections for Parliament

TIMELINE: How did ordinary people campaign for or against  change? 

• 1819 Peterloo Massacre in Manchester saw peaceful
protestors attacked by soldiers, with 19 deaths.



8.2 WHY DID WILLIAM COLSTON END UP IN THE RIVER AVON? 

TIMELINE:

In the summer of 2020, as part of the ’Black Lives Matter’ protests, a statue of William Colston, who was a prominent 
slave trader in Bristol, was torn down and thrown in the River Avon. What was Britain’s role in the Slave Trade?

• 1730 Britain is the largest slave trading nation in the
world.

• 1833 The Abolition of Slavery Act is passed.

• 1838 All enslaved people in the Caribbean are freed.

• 1787 The Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade is
set up

• 1807 The Transatlantic Slave Trade is abolished by British
Parliament.

• 1562 Sir John Hawkins becomes the first English slave
trader, trading 300 Africans for sugar, spices and pearls.

• 1672 The Royal African Company is set up to regulate the
slave trade. 5000 slaves are being transported each year.

• 1607 The colony of Virginia is set by Britons in North
America. Soon, slaves are growing tobacco there.

• 1685 Slave rebellions take place in Jamaica.

Liverpool & Slavery

As one of the major ports in
Britain at the time, Liverpool
played an important role in the
Slave Trade.

Many Triangular Trade journeys
began in Liverpool (and in
Bristol where Colston’s statue
stood) and much of the wealth
which made Liverpool into one
of the Empire’s richest cities
was created out of human
misery and suffering.

To this day, many streets in
Liverpool are named after men
who were heavily involved in
slavery.



8.2 HOW DID SLAVERY IN THE BRITISH EMPIRE COME TO AN END? 

Opposition to the Slave Trade began towards the end of the Eighteenth Century and helped contribute to the abolition of slavery in 
the British Empire. The actions of enslaved people played a significant role in this process.

Slave Resistance

• There were many rebellions by the enslaved. The most famous resistance leader was Toussaint l'Ouverture, who led a successful
revolution overthrowing slavery in French Saint Domingue in 1791. This rebellion created the new nation of Haiti.

• Enslaved peoples resisted by breaking tools or attempting to liberate themselves through running away. In Jamaica, runaways
formed 'Maroon' communities that fought against the British soldiers.

• Sometimes enslaved people mutinied on board ships. The most famous case was the Amistad in 1839.

• In Britain, enslaved people like James Somerset, frequently ran away from their "masters". When he was recaptured, he and his
friends contested his case in the courts. The final decision of Lord Chief Justice, Lord Mansfield, was that no enslaved person could
be forcibly removed from the England and resold.

Abolition Movement

• In 1787, the Committee for the Abolition of the Slave Trade was established. It was made up of Quakers, MPs, and other
abolitionists. William Wilberforce represented the committee in Parliament.

• The campaigners boycotted sugar, wrote letters and presented petitions. The abolitionist Thomas Clarkson went on a speaking tour,
showing people chains and irons and a model of a slave ship The Brooke.

• Other campaigners published leaflets describing conditions on the Middle Passage and atrocities such as the Zong incident (1781).
The captain of the slave ship Zong threw 133 enslaved Africans overboard so he could claim the insurance.

• British Africans, such as Olaudah Equiano, formed the 'Sons of Africa' and campaigned against the slave trade. In 1789, Equiano
shared his experience of the horrors of slavery and toured the country giving talks.

• In 1807 Britain’s parliament passed the Act for the Abolition of the Slave Trade. While this act abolished the trading in enslaved
peoples, it did not end enslaved labour. This continued across English colonies for almost another thirty years.
The ending of slavery was not achieved until a law passed in 1833 and put in place in 1834.



8.2 HOW SHOULD WE REMEMBER THE BRITISH EMPIRE? 

By the end of Queen Victoria’s reign in 1901, the British Empire was at its peak. It was the largest ever in history, covering 25% of 
the land surface of the earth and 20% of the world’s population were subjects of the empire. However, its impact has been 
controversial and interpretations of how beneficial British rule was differ. 

The areas shaded red on this map indicate the extent of the British Empire at the turn of the Twentieth Century. It included Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South 
Africa, Ireland, Egypt and, known as the jewel in the crown, India.

Positive interpretations of empire Negative interpretations of empire

Britons developed theories of racial supremacy to 
justify their role in other countries. These have 

created a legacy of racism.

Britain exported a lot of industrial goods to the  
Empire, e.g. cotton cloth to India. These countries 

were discouraged from developing their own 
secondary industry to process their own raw 

materials.

The systems of law and government today 
in many former colonies were modelled on Britain. 
The British system of democracy is generally said to 
be fair and just. 

Britain tried to spread Christianity in its colonies. 
Missionaries travelled across the Empire to assist colonial 
people and to preach their faith. 

Britain helped development in some areas of the Empire by 
building railways, schools and colleges. For example, they attempted 
to connect Cape Town (South Africa) to Cairo (Egypt) by rail. 

Many sports were spread through the British Empire, for example 
cricket and rugby.

Today, the Commonwealth is an organisation of former British 
colonies which promotes business, human rights and democracy. 

Loyalty to the empire was shown in WWI, when Irish, Australian, 
Canadian, South African and Indians volunteered to fight for Britain.

Disease was spread by white settlers. The aboriginal population of Australia was 
reduced by around 90% because of disease brought to the country by 

Europeans and because of forced settlement. 

The British were responsible for many acts of violence in the Empire. In 1857, for 
example, some Indian sepoys (soldiers in the British Army) were blown from cannons 

to punish them for refusing to fight with guns that were said to be greased with 
pig fat This led to a major rebellion against British rule.

There was also a rebellion against British rule in Ireland in 1916.The ringleaders were 
executed, increasing anti-British feeling among many Irish people. 

Parts of the empire, such as Ireland and India suffered terrible famines, 
while food was being sent to Britain



abolition The official ending, in this case of slavery tuberculosis Common infectious disease often of the lungs

anaesthetics Reducing sensitivity to pain, allowing surgery turnpikes Companies who built roads and charged tolls

antiseptics Products which prevent the growth of disease vaccination Treatment to produce immunity against a disease

Chartists Members of a group demanding political reform workhouses Where the poor were forced to live

cholera Severe disease caused by dirty water

colonies An area settled and controlled by another country

domestic Work carried out in the home

franchise The right to vote

Luddites A group who violently damaged machinery

mutiny To rise up and against rulers

navvies Navigators – workers on railways, canals

plantations Large scale farms in Americas using slave labour

textiles Products made out of natural fibres, like cotton
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