
The Violent Making Of The Industrial
Revolution: Unveiling the Dark Side of
Progress
The Industrial Revolution stands as a pivotal moment in human history,
transforming societies, economies, and technological advancements across the
globe. Over the course of a few decades, traditional agrarian societies were
rapidly transformed into urbanized industrial powerhouses. However, behind the
groundbreaking innovations and economic prosperity, there is a dark and violent
underbelly that shaped this era. This article delves into the harsh reality of the
Industrial Revolution, uncovering the violence and exploitation that underpinned
the progress.

The Socio-Economic Context

The Industrial Revolution, which spanned from the late 18th to early 19th century,
marked the shift from hand production methods to machine-driven manufacturing.
It unleashed an era of unprecedented economic growth and urbanization, fueling
advancements in transportation, textiles, metallurgy, and more. The revolution
expanded the global markets and brought wealth to nations, leading to significant
social transformations.

However, this development came at a tremendous cost. The rapid growth of
industrialization led to overcrowded cities, appalling living conditions, and
extreme poverty for the working classes. With the urban population exploding,
slums emerged, lacking basic amenities like clean water, sanitation, and
affordable housing. The working class found themselves trapped in unhealthy,
dangerous, and exploitative working conditions in the factories.
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The Exploitative Labor Practices

The Industrial Revolution was fueled by the relentless labor of the working class,
who were subjected to inhumane working conditions. Factory workers, including
men, women, and even children as young as five years old, worked extremely
long hours, often more than 12 hours a day, with minimal breaks or rest days.
They endured dangerous machinery, poor ventilation, and exposure to hazardous
materials, which took a severe toll on their health.

Child labor became alarmingly prevalent during this period. Poverty-stricken
families sent their children to work, as their small hands were better suited for
intricate tasks, such as textile spinning. These children faced not only physical
strain but also were deprived of education and a normal childhood. The
exploitation of vulnerable workers, including women and children, symbolizes the
grim reality of the Industrial Revolution.

The Rise of Workers' Movements

In response to the appalling conditions, the working class began organizing
themselves to fight for their rights. Workers' movements emerged, demanding
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better wages, improved working conditions, and shorter hours. Strikes and
protests became commonplace, as workers voiced their discontent with the
exploitative nature of industrial capitalism.

One of the most significant workers' movements during this period was the
formation of labor unions. These organizations proved instrumental in advocating
for workers' rights, negotiating with employers on their behalf, and pressuring
governments to implement labor reforms. The collective resistance displayed by
the working class played a crucial role in bringing about important changes to
protect workers' welfare.

The Violence of Industrial Capitalism

Aside from exploitative labor practices, the Industrial Revolution was also marked
by violent clashes between workers and factory owners. These confrontations
often resulted from the desperate living conditions faced by workers, who sought
to challenge the dominance of powerful industrialists. Strikes, riots, and industrial
sabotage became synonymous with the rising tensions.

Perhaps the most infamous episode of violence during the Industrial Revolution
was the Peterloo Massacre of 1819 in Manchester, England. Peaceful protesters
demanding political reform were met with brutal force by the authorities, resulting
in 18 deaths and hundreds of injuries. This event serves as a chilling reminder of
the lengths the ruling class would go to suppress dissent and preserve their
economic interests.

The Legacy of the Industrial Revolution

The Industrial Revolution undoubtedly transformed the world, but its dark legacy
cannot be ignored. Despite the violence and exploitation endured by the working
class, the revolution gave rise to significant societal changes, laid the foundation



for technological advancements, and ultimately paved the way for the modern
era. Many of the labor reforms and workers' rights we enjoy today can be traced
back to the struggles of this period.

However, it is essential to acknowledge and learn from the violent making of the
Industrial Revolution. By addressing the systemic issues that were inherent to this
period of history, we can strive for a more equitable and sustainable future.

The Industrial Revolution may be celebrated for its technological advancements
and economic prosperity, but it came at a tremendous cost. The violence and
exploitation experienced by the working class should not be forgotten, as it sheds
light on the dark realities of progress. By acknowledging this brutal history, we
can strive for a more just and socially conscious future.
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A rich and ambitious history reframing the Industrial Revolution, the expansion of
the British empire, and the emergence of industrial capitalism as inextricable from
the gun trade.
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From the seventeenth to the nineteenth century, the industrial revolution
transformed Britain from an agricultural and artisanal economy to one dominated
by industry, ushering in unprecedented growth in technology and trade and
putting the country at the center of the global economy. But the commonly
accepted story of the industrial revolution, anchored in images of cotton factories
and steam engines invented by unfettered geniuses, overlooks the true root of
economic and industrial expansion: the lucrative military contracting that enabled
the country's near-constant state of war in the eighteenth century. Demand for the
guns and other war materiel that allowed British armies, navies, mercenaries,
traders, settlers, and adventurers to conquer an immense share of the globe in
turn drove the rise of innumerable associated industries, from metalworking to
banking.

Bookended by the Glorious Revolution of 1688 and the end of the Napoleonic
Wars in 1815, this book traces the social and material life of British guns over a
century of near-constant war and violence at home and abroad. Priya Satia
develops this story through the life of prominent British gun-maker and Quaker
Samuel Galton Jr., who was asked to answer for the moral defensibility of
producing guns as new uses like anonymous mass violence rose. Reconciling the
pacifist tenet of his faith with his perception of the economic realities of the time,
Galton argued that war was driving the industrial economy, making everyone
inescapably complicit in it. Through his story, Satia illuminates Britain's
emergence as a global superpower, the roots of the government's role in
economic development, and the origins of our own era's debates over gun control
and military contracting.
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