
 

The Industrial Revolution 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• The Industrial Revolution came gradually. It 
happened over a century (or roughly during 
the reign of Queen Victoria, 1837-1901). 
However, when measured against over the 
centuries people had worked with their hands, 
it must have seemed very sudden. 

 
• The Industrial Revolution was born in the 

United Kingdom – the very heart of the 
British Empire (the top political and 
commercial institution in the world) – 
and spread rapidly throughout the 
world (especially the United States). 
 

 

 

Waterdown's Smokey Hollow during the height of its Industrialization (end of the 19th century). Photograph by Will Reid. 



 

o Remember that most Canadian cities in Upper Canada (and west) were born 
during the Industrial Revolution – this includes Waterdown (settled in 1805, 
established in 1830). 

 
• Some of the most important changes brought with the Industrial Revolution were: 

 

o The invention of machines to do the work of hands and hand tools. 
o The use of steam, and later kinds of power, in place of muscles of human 

beings and animals (example: Mills powered by water in places like 
Waterdown’s Smokey Hollow). 

o The adoption of the factory system. 
o The adoption by the British Empire of a system of indentured (bonded or 

coerced) labour which followed the abolition of slavery in 1834.1 
 

• The “beginning” of the Industrial Revolution is said to be the invention of John Kay’s 
“Flying Shuttle” (an innovation in spinning yarn out of wool) in 1733.  

 
o The increase in demand due to the flying shuttle exceeded the capacity of the 

spinning industry of the day, and prompted development of powered spinning 
machines which could produce strong, fine thread in quantities needed. These 
innovations transformed the textile industry in Great Britain.   

 
• By 1750 large quantities of gods were being exchanged among the European 

nations, and there was an increased demand for more goods than were being 
produced. 

 
• At the same time, land enclosures across Great Britain were forcing landless people 

off of their estates and into cities –creating a pool of available workers.  
 

o This created the conditions for massive social and political change. Farm 
labourers and artisans were transformed by industrial centres into workers. 
 

o Cities grew rabidly, as the percentage of the rural population declined.  
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
1 The indentured labour system in India initially began within the French Empire. 



 

Fun fact: Sanitation was so bad at the beginning of the Industrial Revolution that 
European cities only started growing from their own birthrates (and not people moving to 
them) in the 1900s!  
 

• The change from domestic work to the factory system meant a loss of independence 
to the worker. 

 
Benefits of working as a home/farm/artisanal worker: 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

What happens when you enter the factory system: 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Time? 

 

Children?  

 

Rights? 

 

Relationship to work and other workers? 

 

• The Industrial Revolution created a new “class” called the middle class (factory 
owners, merchants and professionals such as doctors and lawyers). In England, this 
middle class demanded to be heard in government, challenging its traditional 
control by the British landed aristocracy. 

 
• The labourers soon began to see the hopelessness of their situations, uniting 

together into “unions” against the factory owners to demand better wages, working 
conditions and reasonable hours. These same workers began reading the writings of 
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. 
 

• The British Empire officially abolishes slavery on August 1st, 1834. 
 

Historian Jessica Brain writes: 

 

o As part of the act, slavery was abolished in most British colonies which 
resulted in around 800,000 slaves being freed in the Caribbean as well as 
South Africa and a small amount in Canada.  
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o Once the law took effect a transitional phase began which included 
reassigning roles of slaves as “apprentices” which was later brought to an end 
in 1840. 
 

o Sadly, in practical terms the act did not seek to include territories “in the 
possession of the East India Company, or Ceylon, or Saint Helena”. By 1843 
these conditions were lifted. A longer process however ensued which not only 
included freeing slaves but also finding a way to compensate the slave 
owners for loss of investment.2 

 

▪ No compensation or reparations have been paid to enslaved peoples, 
nor their descendants.  

 
• The emancipation of enslaved African peoples across the British Empire during the 

Industrial Revolution created a need for labourers.  

Ashutosh Kumar writes, in Coolies of the Empire: Indentured Indians in the Sugar Colonies, 

1830-1920 (2017): 

 
2 Brain, J. (2019, June 12). The abolition of slavery in Britain. Historic UK. Retrieved March 6, 2022, from https://www.historic-
uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofBritain/Abolition-Of-Slavery/ 



 

 

 

 

• Many saw the Indian indenture system as kidnapping Indian people and forcing 

them into a new form of enslavement. Abuse was rampant, including instances of 

torture. Numerous means were used to induce Indians to remain beyond their 

period of indentured labour, including replacing passage home with grants of land 

in the territory they now fund themselves in. 

 

o This system of indentured labour continued from one that had brought 

hundreds of thousands – mainly Irish – people to the British Caribbean, 

British North America and later Australia. It is important to note that many 

Irish people were transported against their will as political prisoners or those 

who had been defined as "undesirable" by the English state. 

 



 

Indo-Caribbean Population imported using indentured labour system:3  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

• Other areas of Indian migration due to indentured labour includes Fiji, South Africa, 
Mauritius and Réunion. 
 

• Today there are approximately 2.5 million descendants of these people. 
 

 
3 Roopnarine, L. (2020, November 8). “Indentured emancipation, 100 years later: What can we say ...” Guyana Chronical. Retrieved 
March 7, 2022, from https://guyanachronicle.com/2020/11/08/indentured-emancipation-100-years-later-what-can-we-say/ 



 

The Industrial Revolution and the United States: 

 
 
The Industrial Revolution meets the Reformation: 

What do you notice? 

 

 

 


