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Compelling Question: Was the Industrial Revolution unnecessarily harsh for women? 
In this inquiry, students read the testimonies from three different occupations in which women worked 
during the Industrial Revolution. As they read, they will respond to guiding questions. After reading all 
the documents, students will complete the organizers below.   
 
Inquiry 
Below are differing documents in favor and against … 

1. As you read, record sentences or ideas that show the Industrial Revolution was or was 
not harsh for women. 

2. After you finish the two middle columns, look back at the evidence. Which information is 
most persuasive to you? Mark that #8. Which evidence is least persuasive to you? Mark 
that #1. 

 
Rank Evidence for Yes Evidence for No Rank 
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Questions for Analysis 
1. Add up the rank on each side. Which side weighed more? Why do you think it worked 

out that way? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2. In conclusion, was the industrial revolution unnecessarily harsh for women? 
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Historical Context:  
 
Samuel Courtauld built a silk mill in 1825 in Halstead, Essex (South East England). 
Before the Industrial Revolution, Halstead was an agricultural community with a cottage 
industry producing woolen cloth. In Halstead, as elsewhere in England, unemployment among 
depressed farming households and former wool workers forced people to find work outside the 
home. Because their labor was cheap, women more than men were recruited into the textile 
factories that sprang up all over Britain in the 19th century.  
 
Document A: Coutauld Wages 
This is a chart of the Courtauld workforce in 1860. The wages are in British schillings. 
Number Weekly Wages  MALES 
1 1000 pounds per year  Mill Manager (Also got 3 per cent of the profits) 
26 15s-32s  Overseers and clerks 
6 17s-25s  Mechanics and engine drivers 
3 14s-21s  Carpenters and blacksmiths 
1 15s  Lodgekeeper 
16 14s-15s  Power loom machinery attendants and steamers 
18 10s-15s  Mill machinery attendants and loom cleaners 

5 5s-12s  Spindle cleaners, bobbin stampers and packers, messengers, 
sweepers 

- 7s-10s  Watchmen 
- 5s-10s  Coachmen, grooms and van driver 
38 2s-4s  Winders 
114    Total Males 
Number Weekly Wages  FEMALES 
4 10s-11s  Gauze examiners 
4 9s-10s  Female assistant overseers 
16 7s-10s  Warpers 
9 7s-10s  Twisters 
4 6s-9s  Wasters 
589 5s-8s  Weavers 
2 6s-7s  Plugwinders 
83 4s-6s  Drawers and doublers 
188 2s-4s  Winders 
899    Total Females 
1013    GRAND TOTAL WORK FORCE 

 
Source: For Courtland silk factory wages: Carol Adams, Paula Bartley, Judy Lown, Cathy 
Loxton, Under Control: Life in a nineteenth-century Silk Factory, Cambridge University Press. 
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QUESTIONS 
1. Make a list of jobs only men did and a list of the jobs women did. Can you think of any 

reasons for this? Were women less capable than men of doing this work?  
 
 
 
 

2. What do you notice about the wages for men's jobs compared with the pay for the 
women's jobs? 

 
 
 
 

3. What is the highest paying job? the lowest? 
 
 
 
 

4. In what job do males and females receive the same pay? 
 
 
 
 

5. In what job are the majority of men employed? the majority of women? 
 
 
 
 

6. What is the approximate ratio of male workers to female workers? 
 
 
 
 

7. Think about the pattern of the employment at the factory of a man and of a woman. Who 
might be able to work their way up the ladder? Who will most likely end up in a "dead 
end" job?  
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Document B: Hannah Goode 
 
"I work at Mr. Wilson's mill. I think the youngest child is about 7. I daresay 
there are 20 under 9 years. It is about half past five by our clock at home 
when we go in....We come out at seven by the mill. We never stop to take 
our meals, except at dinner. 
William Crookes is overlooker in our room. He is cross-tempered 
sometimes. He does not beat me; he beats the little children if they do not 
do their work right....I have sometimes seen the little children drop asleep 
or so, but not lately. If they are catched asleep they get the strap. They are 
always very tired at night....I can read a little; I can't write. I used to go to 
school before I went to the mill; I have since I am sixteen." 

 
Document C: Mrs. Smith 
 
"I have three children working in Wilson's mill; one 11, one 13, and the other 14. They work 
regular hours there. We don't complain. If they go to drop the hours, I don't know what poor 
people will do. We have hard work to live as it is. ...My husband is of the same mind about 
it...last summer my husband was 6 weeks ill; we pledged almost all our things to live; the things 
are not all out of pawn yet. ...We complain of nothing but short wages...My children have been in 
the mill three years. I have no complaint to make of their being beaten...I would rather they were 
beaten than fined." 
 
Source: Factory Inquiry Commission, Great Britain, Parliamentary Papers, 1833. Found in 
Hellerstein, Hume & Offen, Victorian Women: A Documentary Accounts of Women's Lives in 
Nineteenth-Century England, France and the United States, Stanford University Press 
  
QUESTIONS 

1. What do you think happened to younger children when the family was away at work in 
mills? 

 
 
 

2. What might be different about work done at home compared to work in the factory? 
 
 
 

3. Why did some workers oppose the imposition of laws restricting women and children's 
work? 

 
 
 

4. Today women are the majority of workers in textile and electronics industries around the 
world. What reasons do you think are given for employing mainly women? Does the 
problem of women's work being a "dead end" job exist in these plants too?  
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Document D: Image of the English Coal Mines  

 
Hauling a tub of coal by means of a rope and chain. The chain usually passed underneath the body between 
the legs. Illustrations like these were used to solicit outrage against the use of women and children in mine 
work.  
 

1. Given that women engaged in heavy labor in agricultural work as well, why do you 
think mine work elicited particular concern? 

 
 
 
 

2. What can these illustrations tell us about the level of technological development in this 
period? Why was human labor so necessary? 

 
 
 
Document E: Testimonies a 6-Year-Old Girl in the South Wales Mines 
"I have been down six weeks and make 10 to 14 rakes a day; I carry a full 56 lbs. of coal in a 
wooden bucket. I work with sister Jesse and mother. It is dark the time we go." 
 
Document F: Jane Peacock Watson in the South Wales Mines 
"I have wrought in the bowels of the earth 33 years. I have been married 23 years and had nine 
children, six are alive and three died of typhus a few years since. Have had two dead born. 
Horse-work ruins the women; it crushes their haunches, bends their ankles and makes them old 
women at 40." 
 
Document G: Maria Gooder in the South Wales Mines 
"I hurry for a man with my sister Anne who is going 18. He is good to us. I don't like being in the 
pit. I am tired and afraid. I go at 4:30 after having porridge for breakfast. I start hurrying at 5. We 
have dinner at noon. We have dry bread and nothing else. There is water in the pit but we don't 
sup it. " 
 
Document H: Mary (11) and Rachell Enock (12) in the South Wales Mines  
“We are door-keepers in the four foot level. We leave the house before six each morning and are 
in the level until seven o’clock and sometimes later. We get 2p a day and our light costs us 2 ½ p. 
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a week. Rachel was in a day school and she can read a little. She was run over by a tram a while 
ago and was home ill a long time, but she has got over it.” 
 
Isabel Wilson (38)  
"I have been married 19 years and have had 10 bairns [children]:...My last child was born on 
Saturday morning, and I was at work on the Friday night... None of the children read, as the 
work is no regular..When I go below my lassie 10 years of age keeps house..." 
 
Source: Children Working Underground Amgueddfa Genedlaethol Cymru National Museum of 
Wales, 1979. 
 
QUESTIONS 

1. What do you think coal was used for in this period? How crucial was it to the Industrial 
Revolution? 

 
 

2. Generally, how many hours did these women and children work each day? 
 
 
 

3. What health problems were generated by mine labor? 
 
 
 
 

4. Name some ways this type of work affected family life? 
 
 
 
 

5. Why do you think they did these types of jobs? Were there other options? 
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Document I: Children's Employment Commission, February 1841 
 
"Miss --- has been for several years in the dress-making business...The common hours of business 
are from 8 a.m. til 11 P.M in the winters; in the summer from 6 or half-past 6 A.M. til 12 at night. 
During the fashionable season, that is from April til the latter end of July, it frequently happens 
that the ordinary hours are greatly exceeded; if there is a drawing-room or grand fete, or 
mourning to be made, it often happens that the work goes on for 20 hours out of the 24, 
occasionally all night....The general result of the long hours and sedentary occupation is to 
impair seriously and very frequently to destroy the health of the young women. The digestion 
especially suffers, and also the lungs: pain to the side is very common, and the hands and feet 
die away from want of circulation and exercise, "never seeing the outside of the door from 
Sunday to Sunday." [One cause] is the short time which is allowed by ladies to have their dresses 
made. 
 
“Miss is sure that there are some thousands of young women employed in the business in 
London and in the country. If one vacancy were to occur now there would be 20 applicants for it. 
The wages generally are very low...Thinks that no men could endure the work enforced from the 
dress-makers." 
 
Source: Hellerstein, Hume & Offen, Victorian Women: A Documentary Accounts of Women's Lives in 
Nineteenth-Century England, France and the United States, Stanford University Press. 
 
QUESTIONS 
 

1. Why do you think young girls wanted to become seamstresses? 
 
 
 

2. What health problems occurred with this type of work? 
 
 
 
 

3. Imagine the types of clothing and the life of the Victorian era middle and upper class 
woman. How was this job in sharp contrast to the life of other working class women? 
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Document J: The Distressed Seamstress Song 
(Sung to the air "Jenny Jones") 

You gentles of England, I pray give attention, 
Unto those few lines, I'm going to relate, 

Concerning the seamstress,I'm going to mention, 
Who long time has been, in a sad wretched state, 

Laboriously toiling, both night, noon, and morning, 
For a wretched subsistence, now mark what I say. 

She's quite unprotected, forlorn, and dejected 
For sixpence, or eightpence, or tenpence a day. 

Come forward you nobles, and grant them assistance, 
Give them employ, and a fair price them pay, 

And then you will find, the poor hard working seamstress, 
From honour and virtue will not go astray. 

To shew them compassion pray quickly be stirring, 
In delay, there is danger, there's no time to spare,... 
The pride of the world is o'er whelmed with care, 
Old England's considered, for honour and virtue, 

And beauty the glory and pride of the world, 
Nor be not hesitating, but boldly step forward, 

Suppression and tyranny, far away hurl. 
  
Source: Roy Palmer, A Ballad History of England: From 1588 to the Present Day, B.T. Batsford Ltd, 
London, 1979 
 
QUESTIONS 

1. To whom was the song directed? 
 
 
 
 

2. What societal concerns about the "distressed seamstress" did the song reveal? 
 
 
 
 

3. What appeals did it use to convey its message? 
 
 
 
 

4. If you were writing a song which addressed the plight of the seamstress, what reasons for 
hiring and giving girls a decent wage might you include? 

 


