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Introduction 

The smoke has cleared (a bit), the steam engines are still chugging, and life is 

changing fast for your everyday British folk.  

In this booklet, I’ll be exploring how the factories, inventions, and hustle of the 

revolution didn’t just transform industries – they shook up everyday life too! 

From crowded cities to new-fangled gadgets, from school desks to social 

reformers, let’s dive into the weird, wonderful, and sometimes woeful world of 

post-Industrial Britain. 
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Social and Economic Changes 

Urbanisation  

Following the Industrial Revolution, Britain basically invented the concept of 

“cramming everyone into one place and hoping for the best.” Which, if we look 

at our previous history which involved at least two devastating plagues and one 

major fire, probably wasn’t the best strategy. 

It was pretty much unavoidable though, for as factories popped up faster than 

mushrooms in the rain, people flocked to towns and cities looking for work – and 

suddenly sleepy villages were turning into bustling urban jungles. 

Houses were thrown up in a hurry 

(sometimes with more enthusiasm than 

plumbing), and entire families squeezed 

into tiny rooms. It was noisy, it was smelly, 

and it was the birth of modern city life! 

Welcome to urbanisation – where the 

streets were paved with opportunity… and 

probably other unmentionable things.  

Changes were seen country-wide, however here are a few examples of cities that 

either ‘sprung up’ or rapidly expanded thanks to the Industrial Revolution; 

Manchester – The ultimate poster child of the Industrial Revolution. Once a 

modest market town, Manchester exploded into Cottonpolis, crammed with 

mills, smoke, and pigeons. 

Birmingham – Known as the workshop of the world, Birmingham became a 

hotspot for metalwork, gadgets, and things with far too many cogs. Basically, the 

steampunk capital before steampunk was even cool. 

Sheffield – Famous for its cutlery and steel, Sheffield went from sleepy to sharp 

in no time. If it could be forged, hammered or polished, chances are it came from 

here. 

Leeds – Another textile titan! Leeds was buzzing with wool and cloth production. 

So those itchy trousers your great-great-great-great grandfather wore? They 

probably came from Leeds. 

Glasgow – Scotland’s industrial powerhouse, building ships, trains, and a whole 

lot of pride. Glasgow embraced the age of iron and steam. 
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With people pouring into these new cities, there was a mad scramble to put 

roofs over heads and the motto quickly became “Build first and ask questions 

later.” The result? Rows and rows of terraced houses, like dominos made of brick, 

all squashed together with little space, lots of character, and occasionally a 

shared loo out the back. 

These back-to-back houses could at best 

be described as “cosy” – one room 

downstairs, one upstairs and neighbours 

on either side. Privacy? A distant dream. 

Personal space? Forget it.  

The revolution also saw the rise of 

courtyard housing, where multiple 

families would live around a small shared yard – perfect for drying laundry, 

keeping a few chickens, and listening in on everyone else’s arguments.  

If you were really unlucky, or very new to town, you may have ended up in the 

slums. These were overcrowded, poorly built, and often lacked basics like fresh 

air and clean water. 

So, I guess you could say, industrial Britain definitely brought people closer 

together… perhaps a little bit too close.   

Britain needed more than just chimneys and 

cramped houses to cater to all these new 

city folks bustling about – enter public 

buildings! Suddenly, towns were sprouting 

schools, libraries, and workhouses like 

biscuits at a brew-up (though some were 

more fun than others – guess which one 

wasn’t). 

Town halls popped up too, very grand and fancy places, where serious-looking 

gentlemen could sit around and discuss things.. important things. Public baths 

were introduced too, because, let’s face it, cities were getting a bit smelly. 

Let’s not forget the rise of the railway stations, which were like the cathedrals of 

steam travel, and museums, where curious Victorians could gawk at fossils, 

stuffed animals, and terrifying medical tools. 
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So, while factories roared and chimneys smoked, public buildings brought a 

touch of order, learning, and soap to the chaos of industrial life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bradford Town Hall 1888 

 

Rise of the Factory System 

Before the Industrial Revolution, most people made things the old-fashioned 

way – by hand, at home, often while balancing a cat or small child on one knee 

and a spinning wheel on the other. But then along came the factory system and 

things changed very rapidly. 

With the invention of clever machines 

and the power of steam, manufacturers 

realised they could get more done under 

one big roof – and thus, the factory was 

born. Factories brought efficiency, mass 

production, and a lot of shouting over 

the din. They also brought structure to 

working life: shifts, lunch breaks (what 

are those?) and the joy of clocking in and out. It wasn’t glamorous, in fact it was 
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hot, loud, and sometimes dangerous – but it revolutionised how Britain worked, 

dressed, and eventually complained about Monday mornings. 

Unfortunately, it wasn’t all tea and top hats. As marvellous as the machines 

were, the factory system had a dark side. Many workers were seriously exploited, 

especially in the early days. Long hours, low pay, and absolutely no health and 

safety. It wasn’t unusual for people to work 12 to 16 hours a day, six days a week, 

in noisy, dirty, and downright dangerous conditions.  

Children got the worst of it; they were often hired because they were small 

enough to squeeze between machines (which had moving parts and no “off” 

button). They worked for pennies, got little education, and were lucky to make it 

home with all their fingers. 

In time, these awful conditions did lead to a wave of social change including the 

rise of social unions, worker’s rights, and the idea that perhaps children 

shouldn’t be operating heavy machinery before breakfast… so every smoky 

cloud has a silver lining right! 

 

The Victorian Middle Class 

Before the revolution, society was basically split between the wealthy 

landowners and the working poor, with very little in between. But as industry 

boomed, a new breed of people popped up: factory owners, merchants, 

bankers, engineers and professionals. These weren’t titled aristocrats – they 

were self-made, suit wearing, schedules-keeping, tea-drinking go-getters. 

With new money came new lifestyles. The 

middle class moved into neat rows of 

terraced houses, where they could proudly 

display their lace curtains and an ever-

growing collection of porcelain figurines. 

They even had parlours, rooms that were 

kept solely for impressing guests and 

occasionally dusting things that nobody 

touched.  

Middle-class families were big on self-improvement. They sent their children to 

school (boys especially), obsessed over manners and morals, and bought books 

on everything from flower arranging to Latin grammar. They didn’t have titles, 
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but they aped the upper classes with afternoon tea, family portraits, and 

marrying off their children as strategically as possible. It was all about 

respectability – and not letting the neighbours see your laundry on a Tuesday. 

 

Environmental Impact 

Naturally all these great changes were bound to have some impact on the 

environment; 

1. Air Pollution - Free Soot Included with Your Oxygen! 

Factories were burning coal like it was going out of 

fashion, belching out enough smoke and soot to 

make the sky look like a chimney sweep’s daydream. 

Cities like Manchester and London were constantly 

engulfed in a thick, greasy smog – often described as 

“pea soup,” though no one in their right mind would 

try to eat it. Locals just called it “weather” as in; 

 “Cor, blimey, it’s a right pea souper out there today Fred.”  

2. Water Pollution – Don’t Drink the Decorative River 

Rivers quickly became the industrial equivalent of a 

rubbish bin. Dye works, tanneries and sewage systems 

all happily dumped their waste into the nearest water 

source. The Thames at one point was so foul it could 

peel paint – and quite possibly your eyebrows – just by 

walking near it.   

3. Deforestation – Bye Bye Woodland Creatures 

Woodlands were being cleared at an alarming rate to 

make way for factories, housing, and to sate the endless 

appetite for fuel and timber. Wildlife packed up and left. 

Squirrels probably filed a formal complaint. 

4. Urban Sprawl – Build First, Think Later 

Towns sprang up so fast and planning wasn’t exactly a strong suit. Housing was 

squashed in wherever it could fit – sometimes sideways. Sanitation was an 

afterthought, and nature was politely shown the door. Fields became factories 

The Great Stink: In the 

summer of 1858, London 

got so smelly it practically 

declared war on 

everyone’s nostrils. The 

Thames turned into a 

giant, open-air toilet 

bowl, and the stench was 

so bad that MPs tried to 

work with handkerchiefs 

over their faces—or just 

ran away entirely. It was 

the only time in history 

when the river was more 

feared than the crime. 
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and gardens were replaced with soot-covered alleyways and the odd, confused 

chicken probably wondering where all the grass had gone. 

5. Soil Contamination – Don’t Plant Your Turnips Here 

Factories and mines didn’t just pollute the air and water; they also gave the soil 

a generous coating of chemical cocktail. Land that was once abundant in crops 

now struggled to grow weeds. Farmers just had to adapt – or move somewhere 

where their potatoes wouldn’t glow in the dark. 

6. Climate Change – A Gift to the Future 

At the time of all this excitement, no one gave a thought to the clouds of carbon 

being released into the sky. Fast-forward 200 years, and it turns out that actually, 

all that smoke didn’t just hang about locally – it’s been helping to heat the entire 

planet. Whoops. 

So yes, in a nutshell, although the Industrial Revolution did what it said on the 

tin and “revolutionised” just about everything, it also gave Britain’s environment 

a bit of a kicking. All in the name of progress.  
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Culture and Daily Life 

The Rhythm of Life 

The Industrial Revolution didn’t just change how things were made; it 

completely reshaped the rhythm of daily life.  

Before the revolution, most people worked in tune with natural light – up at 

dawn, down with the sun, in fact, most people would have followed a biphasic 

sleep pattern where they would sleep not once, but twice in a 24-hour period.  

A normal routine would be to take the first sleep at sunset, wake between the 

hours of say 12a.m.-3a.m. (this period of wakefulness was known as “The 

Watch”), and then go back to bed until sunrise. 

Once factories arrived however, the mechanical clock 

became the boss. People now rose not with the birds, but 

with a shrill 5.a.m. factory bell, and their workday ended 

when your legs did (or when the boss said so).  

As previously mentioned, factory work involved long, 

repetitive shifts, often 12-16 hours, six days a week 

(Sundays were still sacred). The day became a strict cycle 

of work, eat, collapse, repeat, with “fun” postponed until retirement (or the next 

public hanging). 

Mealtimes became more rigid and rushed. No long leisurely lunches in the fields, 

it was now bread and tea in a noisy canteen, or cold potatoes at your work 

station. Dinner was usually late, after dark and with cities being so crowded and 

noisy, sleep was more of a suggestion than a guarantee.  

It’s no small wonder that over time, our sleep cycle became compressed as we 

tried to squeeze in as many hours of sleep as we could in a shorter amount of 

time. Eventually, the biphasic sleep pattern phased out entirely. 

Family life suffered too, with parents and children working different shifts, 

families were more like ships in the night rather than a family unit. So in short, 

the Industrial Revolution took on the old, flexible rural lifestyle and replaced it 

with clock-watching, shift-working, soot-covered regimentation.  
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Consumer Goods 

Before the revolution, buying a shirt or a pair of shoes meant waiting for a local 

craftsperson to make it by hand (and probably re-mortgaging your goat). But 

now, thanks to mechanised factories, clothes, shoes, and textiles could be 

churned out in bulk, making them cheaper and more accessible. Suddenly even 

the working classes could afford to own more than one pair of trousers – what 

luxury! 

Factories didn’t just crank out clothes – they also 

started producing furniture, crockery, soap, 

candles, and other household items on a scale 

never seen before. The middle classes in 

particular started filling their homes with 

matching chairs and decorative knick-knacks, 

possibly because no one had time to talk 

anymore. 

Even things like sweets, toys, and other little 

luxuries were no longer just for the posh kids. You could get penny sweets, tin 

toys, or a comb without needing to pawn your family’s heirlooms. 

Railways helped goods travel farther and faster than ever before. Even if you 

lived way out in the sticks you could finally get hold of fancy urban items without 

having to go to town. In the meantime, cities became flooded with new products 

from across the empire like spices and teas. 

A bit like today, cheap wasn’t always cheerful! Some goods fell apart after a 

week, dyes were toxic, and “imitation” goods were everywhere, including, 

disturbingly, in food. You could buy more, sure thing, but you might regret it 

halfway through chewing. 

So yes, the Industrial Revolution was a game-changer for consumer goods, and 

turned Britain into the nation of shopaholics that we are today. 
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Leisure and Entertainment 

It took some time, many laws and reforms (which I will come to in the next 

section) but once people started to realise that they didn’t have to spend every 

waking moment shearing sheep or dodging flying factory belts, they started to 

discover that fun could be scheduled! 

The concept of “free-time” or “leisure” had never really existed prior to the 

revolution, unless you count collapsing in a field after digging it. People have 

always found ways to have fun, be it through drinking, dancing or kicking a pig’s 

bladder around a field, but with factory work introducing set hours and the 

weekend (at last!), people finally had a bit of time off and even the working 

classes could enjoy days out, normally featuring lots of queues, lukewarm pies, 

and someone always losing their hat. 

Organised sport became a “thing”. Football, cricket, and rugby started forming 

proper clubs and leagues – because what’s a Saturday afternoon without 

shouting at a muddy stranger? Railways made it easier for people to travel to 

matches, and soon enough, crowds were 

flocking to cheer their favourite teams. 

The railways also gave rise to the great 

British seaside holiday. Coastal towns like 

Blackpool, Brighton, and Scarborough 

boomed with piers, promenades and 

suspicious looking fish and chips. Finally, 

the working classes could catch a break. 

With people having a bit more disposable income, entertainment venues were 

multiplied. Music halls were like the Netflix of the Victorian era – cheap, popular, 

and sometimes a bit rude. You could also watch a play, circus or a travelling show 

for as little as a few pennies and the risk of sitting next to someone who hadn’t 

bathed in a year. 

With literacy becoming more common, people started reading for fun. Penny 

dreadfuls, novels, newspapers and magazines kept folk entertained, and 

terrified, on their day off. Nothing like a nice murder story with your Sunday tea.  
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As if all this wasn’t exciting enough, cities started building public parks so that 

people could stretch their legs and breathe air that wasn’t 98% soot. Pleasure 

gardens offered music, fireworks, and awkward flirting opportunities for the 

growing middle and working classes. 

So, in short, the revolution helped create the concept of “leisure time”, and then 

filled it with sport, seaside trips, songs and stories – all served with a generous 

helping of crowds, soot and questionable snacks. 
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Education, Reform, and Society (The Boring Bit) 

Reform – Society Gets a Makeover 

The Industrial Revolution brought massive inequality, and naturally, some people 

started asking “hang on, is this… fair?” 

This brought about The Reform Acts, which started in 1832 and gradually 

expanded voting rights, allowing more men, especially the new middle classes, 

have a say. Not women though, women wouldn’t get the vote until 1918. Rude. 

The rise of trade unions gave workers a collective voice. No more quietly 

coughing in corners – now it was the time for marches, speeches, and the odd 

strongly worded pamphlet. 

Meanwhile, social reformers were pushing for 

better housing, sanitation, and working conditions. 

Big shout out to Lord Shaftesbury and Octavia Hill, 

who actually tried to make things a bit less grim. 

The 1848 Public Health Act was Britain’s first major 

attempt to clean up towns. This involved setting up local health boards and 

encouraging proper drainage, sewers and clean water – at this stage though, 

nothing was mandatory. 

In 1854, Dr John Snow famously linked a cholera outbreak in 

Soho to a contaminated water pump, proving that water 

could carry disease. When he removed the handle from the 

pump, rendering it useless, cholera cases dropped – legend.  

This led to the 1866 Sanitary Act, which made it mandatory 

for local authorities to improve sewage and waste disposal – 

no more turning a blind eye to overflowing cesspits and in 

1875 the Public Health Act pulled everything together into 

one comprehensive, enforceable law. 

Slum clearances began (slowly) and housing regulations improved. Finally, 

Britain was turning from a grimy, disease-ridden death trap into something 

vaguely resembling a functional society. It took time, lots of time, but eventually 

sewers were built, clean water flowed, and people developed a new respect for 

soap.  

 

Octavia Hill (1838-1912) was a 

pioneering thinker and social 

reformer. She worked tirelessly 

to improve urban houses and 

protect green spaces. 
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From Child Labour to Classroom (Eventually) 

In the early stages of the revolution, kids were more likely to be found up a 

chimney or in a textile mill than in a classroom. But as awareness grew about the 

quite horrific conditions children were facing, 

so did the call for reform. 

Sunday schools were the first widespread 

effort to teach working-class children to read 

(mainly the bible). The Factory Acts when 

they came about started limiting child labour 

hours and required some schooling for 

working children (so you could learn your ABCs between shifts – yay).  

By 1870, the Elementary Education Act made school available for all children 

between the ages of 5 and 13. Not quite Hogwarts, but a good start. By 1880, 

education became compulsory, and by 1891, free for all kids under 11.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Anthony Ashley-Cooper, 7th Earl of 

Shaftesbury (1801-1885) was a British 

Tory politician, philanthropist, and 

social reformer. He campaigned for 

better working conditions, reform to 

lunacy laws, education, and the 

limitation of child labour.  
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Global Impact 

Although Britain lit the fuse, other countries quickly followed – Germany, France, 

the United States, and later Japan all jumped on the steam-powered 

bandwagon. 

Europe as a whole saw a boom in steel, railways, and nationalism (plus a lot of 

moustaches). The USA went all in, with huge factories, massive expansion, and 

a fondness for building everything very big, and Japan, in the late 1800s became 

a factory-owning empire in record time. 

These new industrialised nations needed raw materials and new markets. In no 

time we were exporting cotton from India, Sugar from the Caribbean, and tea 

from everywhere the British had a flag. With plenty of steamships and railways 

to move everything (and everyone) around faster than ever, the increase in 

global trade was huge. 

The not so fun part was that all this industrial power went to people’s heads and 

empires became greedy. European powers carved up Africa and Asia calling it 

“civilisation” but really, they just wanted resources and markets. Colonised 

countries like India and China were stripped of their raw materials and turned 

into producers of cheap goods, with profits flowing back to Europe. Local 

economies were either reshaped or completely wrecked and traditional 

industries couldn’t compete with factory made-imports. 

With factories needing cheap labour, mines needing strong backs, and 

plantations needing workers, millions moved to industrial centres or were 

transported as indentured labourers (or worse). Working-class conditions were 

grim worldwide with long hours, low pay, and a high risk of death-by-machinery. 

On the plus side: labour movements and unions did form in response, even 

across the borders. 

We’ve already mentioned deforestation and polluted rivers and skies, this wasn’t 

just a British problem, it went global. The Industrial Revolution certainly 

reshaped the world, but perhaps not entirely in a good way! 
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Conclusion 

The Industrial Revolution was a turning point that transformed Britain into the 

world’s first industrial superpower—boosting its economy, expanding its cities, 

and creating a new middle class, all while fuelling innovation and global trade. 

But this rapid progress came at a cost: pollution, poor working conditions, and 

widening inequality at home, alongside exploitation and disruption in colonised 

countries abroad. Around the globe, traditional ways of life were uprooted as 

industrialisation spread, linking nations through steam, steel, and empire. In 

short, it reshaped not just how people worked and lived, but how the entire 

world functioned—leaving a legacy that still shapes our modern age. 
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